
[image: image]






[image: ]





DEDICATION

For Reshma Saujani, Girls Who Code, and girls who

code everywhere. And also for those who want to learn—

you won’t regret it.





INTRODUCTION

If you had told us that one day we would be writing a book about the time we learned to code, created a menstruation-themed video game, and then watched as that game went viral overnight and shook up our lives forever, we would have laughed in your face.

Back in 2014 we were living comfortably in our high school bubbles, having the same experiences many of you are having, worried about all the same things you’re worried about. Friends, grades, romances, college . . . we were thinking about it all, too. It wasn’t until we went to Girls Who Code that the bubble popped. We were flung out of our co-ed high schools and thrust into an all-girl community in a meeting room in a corporate office building in New York City, where we covered the fundamentals of coding for seven hours a day for seven weeks. We were given the tools to turn ideas that we’d only imagined into actual, functioning apps, programs, and games. Through Girls Who Code, we discovered the power of computer science and how it can inspire, mold careers, and change lives. After all, it completely transformed ours.

On September 4, 2014, we officially launched our video game, Tampon Run, on its own website. The game was our final project from the Girls Who Code program, and we decided we had to share it with the internet. An old-school-style side-scrolling platformer game, Tampon Run aims to address the social stigma against menstruation, satirizing how blood from guns and violence is more culturally acceptable than blood from periods.

As it turned out, the internet really loved it! They loved it a lot. Today, Tampon Run has reached more than half a million people all over the world through the original Web game and the mobile app, and we’ve traveled the nation talking about the gender gap in technology and the menstrual taboo.

Since the game launched, we’ve had time to reflect on how we’ve changed as people, how Tampon Run has evolved as a product, and how we’ve impacted the world. And we’re still a little baffled as to how we got here. But what we know for sure is that we needed to share the story of our journey. We needed girls everywhere to know that whatever they want to do and whoever they want to be, anything is possible. Just look at us.

SOPHIE AND ANDY





[image: image]

A LITTLE BIT ABOUT SOPHIE

SOPHIE

I stared at the pages in front of me: an outline of the presentation I had to give to my eleventh-grade English class in twelve hours. I knew I needed to practice, but I couldn’t. I tried to open my mouth to begin, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t even do the presentation for my empty bedroom. Just the thought of having to open up in public and share these ideas—my ideas—paralyzed me.

I got up from my desk and walked unsteadily to the dining room, where my mom was working on her computer. My stream of tears immediately got her attention. “I can’t do it,” I told her. “I can’t.”

I felt beyond angry and frustrated with myself. All I had to do was talk to a roomful of my classmates for seven minutes about Oedipus Rex. I had loved the play and had a lot to say about it. I loved my classmates too. How could I be so shaken by a presentation?

But I shouldn’t have been surprised. I’d always had trouble openly expressing myself in school; I’d always been the quiet one in class. My report cards from over the years say it all:

Class: Tudor England (History)

Spring 2011, 8th grade

A great report despite your reluctance to present it aloud. (Why do you always do that?)

Course: American Literature II

Winter 2012, 9th grade

Excellent work this year. You’ve excelled in all aspects of the course (although at the risk of sounding like a broken record I’m going to repeat that it would have been good to hear you speak up more often in class).

Course: Economic History of Globalization

Fall 2013, 10th grade

An excellent writer with a firm grasp of the subject. Too bad we heard so little from her in class.

Course: Intro to Biology

Fall 2013, 11th grade

You are off to a good start this semester. One point that needs improvement is class participation.

It wasn’t that I hadn’t wanted to participate. I’d just held myself back because I felt what I had to say was meaningless. I believed my thoughts were stupid and anyone who heard them would think I was stupid. I often spent my hour-long morning subway commute mulling over past conversations where I had said something strange, past situations where I had acted weird. And then, late at night, when my parents were both sleeping, our large, dark apartment would envelop me and I would get lost again in feeling inadequate and idiotic. During those nights, I’d wonder whether I would grow out of the feeling or whether I would be stuck being insecure for the rest of my life. How would I have a job and be a functional adult if I spent all my time questioning myself?

Looking back on that night in eleventh grade when I got so worked up about a minor presentation, I feel like laughing and giving Past Sophie a piece of chocolate and a big hug. I wish the old me could know that when I tell people I used to be terrified to speak up, to raise my hand and say something in class—they don’t believe me. That’s because now I’m all about speaking up and speaking out, ever since I co-created an 8-bit video game about menstruation that went viral and completely changed my life.

Before Tampon Run, I was a shy, quiet girl from the Upper West Side of Manhattan. Since I was born I’d lived in the same apartment with my parents and two older brothers. I went to Bard High School Early College and I loved to ride the subway, bike around the city, take photos with my mom’s old Minolta, and play tennis. I was a normal kid. A normal kid who, for the first seventeen years of her life, felt this mental and physical terror over sharing her ideas with anyone other than close friends and family. With public speaking, I felt vulnerable because I had to get the words exactly right as they came out of my mouth. There were no second chances. You opened your mouth, and the world judged. I also felt uncomfortable sharing my ideas in papers or essays or any school assignment because I considered anything graded a measure of my self-worth. I saw grades as an opportunity to A) prove my belief that I was dumb, or B) disprove my belief that I was dumb. No pressure or anything . . .
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The only way I felt comfortable expressing myself was through journaling. Personal writing had long been a cathartic act for me, beginning with keeping a journal when I was young. It was a way to process my thoughts and express and understand myself better. Unlike graded exercises or public speaking, no one read or judged what I put in my journal. It was the only place I could be the person I aspired to be. The only place I could dream and muse and not have to censor or edit myself—the only place I felt confident that, one day, I had a future as someone who could share her voice.

During eleventh grade, I finally found a way outside of journaling to loosen up and to stop obsessing over whether my ideas were “smart” or “dumb.” I befriended a group of girls at school who showed me it was fun to be myself and do it outwardly. They told me over and over, through their words and their actions, that my ideas were funny, good, and important to share. I discovered what a joy it was to be heard. I thought about Future Sophie, ninety-something years old and lying on her deathbed, and how disappointed old-lady me would be if I kept my ideas to myself forever. Speaking up and speaking out was the only way to affect people in this world. And what would my life be worth if nothing I did ever affected anyone?

As my friendships grew and I began to realize that I aspired to leave the world better than I found it, I formed a quiet dream of finding a way to make a real impact on others. I hoped to change humanity for the better. “Like Voldemort, but in a good way,” I used to say. I didn’t think I’d actually achieve greatness because, despite my newfound comfort expressing myself with my close girlfriends and my budding urge to speak up, I still couldn’t even raise my hand in English class. But the dream wouldn’t go away. I hated my inability to get over my insecurities. I had ideas I was excited about, so why couldn’t I just say them? I longed to be heard, not only by the pages of my journal or in late-night chats with my best friends. I believed I could really be something when I grew up and, in order to accomplish that dream, I’d have to speak up.

Late one night I asked my mom if I could see a therapist. She got straight to work finding me someone great, and a few weeks later I found myself in front of a therapist I’ll refer to as Dr. Graham. He was a short older guy with glasses and white wispy hair, whose laugh reminded me of the Pillsbury Doughboy’s. We sat across from each other every Tuesday for forty-five minutes and I told him about my week and my friends and the mean girls from elementary school who had hurt my feelings. Dr. Graham recommended I come to one of the speaking circles his wife ran, where a small group of people gathered for two hours and took turns getting up to speak in front of strangers for progressively longer periods of time. I couldn’t tell if it sounded like a fun theater-camp activity or my worst nightmare come true.

A week later, I showed up to the speaking circle right on time. My hands were clammy, my armpits sweaty. The other five people were already there—all my seniors by at least twenty years and all in business attire. I noticed an old video camera set up on a tripod. It seemed like we were about to make an amateur movie rather than some real emotional strides.

We were told we each had to stand up and tell a story about anything, all while being filmed. At the end we’d be sent our video to watch. That sounded simple enough. I could do this. These people were strangers anyway. I had nothing to lose. No reason to be nervous. No reason at all.

But of course when my turn came, all I wanted to do was slowly and quietly back away toward the door, shake my head and whisper “no thank you.” I was more than nervous. I was dizzy, my face felt red, and my mouth was parched. But I had to do it. Everyone was waiting. So I started small, by introducing myself. I told them my name, that I had two older brothers, where I went to school, that I was in eleventh grade. And then that thing happened where you lose your voice midsentence and your body forces you to swallow because your throat is so dry. I lost it.

“Sorry, I’m just so nervous right now,” I admitted to all those strangers, speaking quickly. “I don’t know why I get this way. I know it’s irrational and this doesn’t matter and none of you are going to judge me.” I touched my face with my wet hands. “Oh man, my face feels so hot right now, it’s probably really red.” Then I stopped and waited for them to laugh or tell me to sit down, that that was enough. But everyone just sat in silence. No one seemed to mind that I was nervous or that I was admitting it. To them, it was all a part of the exercise. I paused, forcing myself to feel okay with the silence. And then I continued, saying that I’d always wanted a dog, but my dad had never let me have one. That I didn’t like listening to music on the subway because it made it hard to eavesdrop and watch people, two of my favorite activities. That I liked chocolate ice cream more than vanilla—most of the time. I rambled until my time was up. I felt liberated and exhilarated by the experience. I had made myself vulnerable in front of these strangers, shared raw emotions, and no one had flinched. Next I watched as one woman got up and told us she just needed to be silent, so she stood there in silence staring at us. Then I watched a grown man in a suit stumble over his words and stammer to get a sentence out, obviously as nervous as I was.

The speaking circle was only two hours of my life, but it completely changed my outlook. It felt good to speak up! I imagined letting go of my fear and saying everything on my mind. Now I just had to figure out how to actually do that.

Another important development was happening in my life around this time—my oldest brother began working at a start-up called Teespring. Through Teespring’s website and app, people can design and sell T-shirts. If enough people buy a specific shirt, Teespring prints and delivers them. The company was hugely successful and growing rapidly—all thanks to its ingenious business model, which was only possible, as my brother explained to me, because of code. Teespring was also enabling people who had large social-media followings to launch T-shirt campaigns geared toward their fans—this, too, was only possible through code, since social media is built on it. I had no idea what coding actually was, but when my brother talked about it, he made it sound like an all-powerful tool. I wondered whether coding was another form of expression, like writing, that I could use to speak up. Maybe it could even help me achieve my dream of greatness by letting me share my ideas without using my actual voice.

My brother told me that coders were in high demand in the job market; they got paid a lot of money; they got to work at fancy places with free food and Ping-Pong tables; and, most importantly, they made things I loved, things that made a huge impact on the way people connected and shared information, like Google, my beloved Snapchat, and Facebook. Those amazing companies all ran on code. I needed to learn how to do it. Clearly coding meant expression, and it also meant power. The power to build something great. The power to build the next Google or Snapchat or anything I dreamed of.

Unsure what to do from there, I did some research and found out about Girls Who Code, an organization that ran a summer coding intensive for girls. I applied and, a few months later, found out I was accepted. I was excited, but I still didn’t really know what coding was, and I didn’t really know if I’d be any good at it. Was it letters or numbers or a mixture of both? Did you do it in a Google doc or did you need a special program to code? Would I have to make flash cards and memorize coding nouns and coding verbs and coding tenses? I hoped not, because I had attempted that with Latin and then with Spanish, and both times I couldn’t even make a sentence even after years of classes. But people did call coding a language, so what else could it be? Well, I was about to find out.
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A LITTLE BIT ABOUT ANDY

ANDY

I can’t remember when I first fell in love with video games, but it was probably back when I thought Lunchables were cool. As soon as my dad (a computer programmer) came home from work, I’d follow him to our family computer and watch him play a bootleg copy of the military sci-fi strategy game StarCraft. If I harassed him enough, he’d hand me the controls, and I’d excitedly take over. I’d lose pretty quickly—I was five and had no concept of strategy. But I was ever the optimist, and despite frequent and harrowing losses, playing StarCraft with my dad was one of my favorite activities. It took us out of our normal world and transported us to another one entirely.

I didn’t just play video games to do that—like any five-year-old, I was obsessed with playing pretend. I would pretend that I had superpowers, or that I was in high school, or that I was solving mysteries like Nancy Drew or Harriet the Spy. In these fantasies I was always older, with the complete freedom to do anything without anyone else’s permission. I loved creating and building my own world, and interacting with it—if not literally (with sheets and pillow forts), then in my imagination.

The best part was having sisters who played right alongside me. I had two—my twin sister, Kate, and Gia, two years our senior. Kate, Gia, and I encouraged one another to stretch our imaginations: together we built complex story lines, rearranged pillows and mattresses for our games, chose characters for each other. We played with boys’ toys as much as girls’ toys, and even though some relatives told us to stick to what girls “should” be doing, we didn’t care one bit about gender norms. We gravitated toward Star Wars, Yu-Gi-Oh, and football, as much as horses and dolls. And we loved watching movies on our VHS player. My all-time favorite was Atlantis: The Lost Empire. I was obsessed with one of the characters, Audrey. Audrey Ramirez was Hispanic and she was maybe seventeen years old, making her the youngest member of the Atlantis exploration crew. But even more magnificent was her role: mechanical engineer. By the time Audrey joined the team, she was incredibly skilled, talented, and capable of doing her job; her gender, ethnicity, and age didn’t matter. I watched the movie over and over because I wanted to be like her. So I sought out other stories about smart, daring girls: Alanna in Tamora Pierce’s Lioness Quartet, Corbin Bleu in Catch That Kid, Nudge in Maximum Ride, Garth Nix’s Abhorsen series, Mulan in Mulan—the list of books about “hacker kids” and empowered female protagonists got longer and longer. After spending so much time with Kate and Gia, I was eager to differentiate myself. I needed to find my own identity.

Besides my sisters, I grew up with two other strong female forces. There was my lola (grandma), Teresita, who loved to sing and whine about how we weren’t eating enough, constantly cooking and baking in an attempt to fix that. And there was my mama, Lorna, a nurse at the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary, down the street from our apartment. We all lived in the East Village in New York City and were enveloped in the thriving Filipino enclave there. Through food, parties, and people, we had a tight-knit community where I celebrated Filipino culture. Although no one was thrilled about the NYU students who lived near us and expanded like a virus, growing up in the East Village made me appreciate being part of a group and creating a shared sense of purpose and love.

My mother had been raised in a small town outside Manila, in the Philippines, and her family never had much money. They constantly worried about making ends meet, so she studied to become a nurse. Back in the eighties, the United States was granting visas to nurses in the Philippines because of a major nurse shortage here. With a nursing degree, my mama could come to the United States, have a stable income, and send money back home. When she got her degree, she wasn’t looking for something she was passionate about—she was looking for a way to provide for her family. She doesn’t talk to us about her family a lot, but when she does, I’m always blown away by the sacrifices she made to give them a better life. But her sacrifices put a lot of pressure on me to follow what my family thought was best. My dreams felt like they were less about me and more about giving back to the people I cared about.
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My parents always wanted the best for us. And to them, the best for us was lots of money. Since my parents didn’t have much while growing up in the Philippines, they prioritized financial stability over everything else. They believed economic stability equaled happiness, and my parents drilled that into our heads from a very early age. When we were little, my parents presented us with three paths: doctor, lawyer, or engineer. And to become any of those, we’d have to be good students. So from the beginning, they directed everything we did toward learning—watching television to learn, reading to learn, listening to music to learn. I wasn’t allowed to watch SpongeBob SquarePants or the Disney Channel. But aside from the fact that I couldn’t see Kim Possible whenever I wanted, I didn’t mind so much—I liked the idea of doing well for myself and for my parents. For elementary school, they enrolled me in the Special Music School, a selective public school (which kids audition for at age four) where I’d get a rigorous conservatory-style piano education along with a traditional academic one. My older sister already went there, and my family thought going to the Special Music School would give me a prestigious learning experience, and my potential piano proficiency would provide me with better opportunities in the future.

As it turned out, I ended up with the best teacher in the entire school—if you could handle her. During my lessons with Genya Paley, she’d yell at me and slam her hands on the piano. I’d cry, pausing from playing only to wipe tears from the keys. It may sound like it was torture . . . but it was boot camp, it was tough love. My school became my family, and my music became my life. And in my Special Music School family, I felt like an equal. At SMS and in music, a girl could be just as musical as a boy—the highest quality of work was expected from everyone. And luckily for me, I was pretty damn musical and good at piano. I was just as good as, if not better than, my classmates, and I was judged solely on my abilities as a musician—not my race, gender, or anything else out of my control. Going to SMS shaped how I thought about gender equality and influenced how I felt about myself. It was hard, and I didn’t have time for friends or hobbies out of school, but I learned a lot from SMS, inside and outside the classroom.
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Fast-forward to the summer after eighth grade: I was still studying piano with Genya, but two years earlier I had decided to put my class notes before my music notes, and I applied (and was accepted!) to Hunter College High School. Life was great, but I was already fourteen. By that age, Atlantis’s Audrey Ramirez was already a supervisor at her dad’s workshop. I was really behind if I aspired to be like her, and I couldn’t afford to lose more time. The thing is, I didn’t know anything about how to become an engineer like Audrey. All I knew was that I was going to be one. And basically every engineer has some coding experience, so I tackled that first. Coding also seemed the most accessible: I was old enough to use a computer, I had a computer, and it seemed a lot safer than a fourteen-year-old waving around wrenches and screwdrivers.

So I went to my parents and told them I wanted to learn to program at a coding camp. As was typical, they answered, “If it’s cheap and nearby, yes. Where?”

But I didn’t know where. This was the first moment in my life I really had control over how I spent time related to my career and future. So I researched, Googled, compared prices—but everything was expensive and inconvenient. The only free program I could find was something called Girls Who Code . . . but I had already missed the application deadline. Plus, it was for high school juniors and seniors and I was only an eighth grader. I guess I would have to wait for that one. In desperation, I nervously emailed an organization in Westchester called SummerTech Computer Camps, asking if they granted financial aid. I was a pretty shy person—I had never asked anyone for something this big. It was the first time I really put myself out there, and to someone I didn’t even know! And besides, I was in eighth grade. . . . Who was going to listen to an eighth grader? I expected I’d have to suck it up and look somewhere else. But the camp director responded and said I could go for a much cheaper rate: still an expensive rate, but one my parents begrudgingly agreed to pay. I was ecstatic, and forwarded him my parents’ and my information. A week later, I checked their website to make sure that they had processed everything correctly. They had . . . but they put my name under the “Parents” information and my father’s under “Camper.” It was incredible—I must have sounded so grown-up they thought I was the parent.

At the start of July, my papa drove me up to Westchester. I marched through the door, signed my name to the attendance book, and entered the room where the rest of the campers were. Then my heart stopped.

They were all boys, huddled around computers and talking to each other, playing video games on their DSs. The room seemed like a totally different universe. Anxiously, I scanned the room for people without a Y chromosome. There were two . . . but they were staff members. I had heard that there weren’t a lot of girls in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics), but I didn’t understand how bad it was. That’s why they put my dad’s name down as the camper—because he’s a guy. I sat down, a bit regretful about my decision to come here. I felt out of place.

Eventually, we signed up for different classes and split into groups. I was struck with a slew of new fears. What if everyone here already knew how to code? Was this beginner’s group really a beginner’s group? What if I couldn’t keep up? I was already doubting my abilities as a computer programmer before I’d even started. I was surrounded by people who looked different from me, were different from me, and it made me feel like I couldn’t do it. Like I didn’t belong. We stayed in our chairs, and our counselor, Roger, circled our table, setting up our development environments. “Now, in Java, and a lot of other languages, the first thing you need to know how to make is a print statement,” he began.

A print statement makes your computer show text on its screen—but back then, I didn’t know what printing meant, and I wasn’t sure if “statement” meant something different for computer programmers. . . . I was already overwhelmed.

“Now listen to what I say, and type it.”

“System,”

System

“dot,”

System.

“out, dot,”

System.out.

“print,”

System.out.print

“l, n,”

System.out.println

“open parenthesis, close parenthesis, semicolon.”

System.out.println();

“Now! Inside the parentheses, type ‘Hello World’ in quotation marks.”

System.out.println(“Hello World”);

No, that’s not right, I thought. Why were we even typing words, anyway? I thought this was going to be 1s and 0s, like they do in the movies. My screen wasn’t even black and green . . . wasn’t that what it was supposed to look like?

“Now press the green Play button to run your code!”

With a deep breath, I did. On the bottom of the screen, a panel showed up with the words “Hello World” output in small letters.

“You did it! Yaaay!” Roger laughed and walked around, making sure we’d all typed it correctly. “Great! Now you can play around with what you can print out and what you can’t, using System-dot-out-dot-print-l-n.”

And that was just day one. As the week went on, I gained confidence in my basic programming skills. I became friends with the campers, and told my parents to pick me up later so I could spend more time with them after classes. I registered for four more weeks, spending two of them with Roger and the other two in an advanced class with an instructor named Sam. The camp director, Steve, lowered my tuition even further, ensuring that I could attend for the rest of the summer. In exchange, I acted as a sort of representative for an idea he had to make a branch of the camp specifically for girls. He hoped to foster a positive environment for young women, so the classes would all be taught by girls, and you’d learn in rooms with all girls, while still being able to have a co-ed camp environment outside the classroom. Steve brought in filmmakers, recorded campers and counselors talking about SummerTech’s learning environment, and even soundtracked part of the video with me singing on my ukulele. Later on, a local newspaper came to interview Steve and the campers about the next summer’s girls’ program, and I excitedly answered their questions.

After that experience, I was excited to make a difference in my community and inspire more girls like myself—those who were ready to learn how to code but weren’t sure if they could do it. Plus, I had found a STEM field that I enjoyed and that satisfied my parents’ mantra of “doctor, lawyer, engineer”!

So at age twelve, I had decided on my career path: I’d be a programmer and I’d do everything in my power to pursue that goal—coding would be my “thing.” But, then, once I entered high school, I threw myself into other hobbies and activities I enjoyed, too. I continued to devote a lot of time and attention to piano; I joined the volleyball team; I joined the school choir. I became
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