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INTRODUCTION
This graphic novella was made with Finka
Heynemann in April 2013 in Warsaw,
Poland. Finka, now 22 years old, shares her
story of frustration that Warsaw’s secondary schools only offered her education on
abstinence. Finka saw having control over
her own reproductive health and access to
safe birth control methods as her human
right, but didn’t know where to turn for
answers. That’s when the grassroots organization Ponton offered a two-hour seminar
in Finka’s high school that helped her gain
the confidence and knowledge to stand
up for comprehensive sexual education
in Warsaw’s secondary schools. Finka is
telling her story to show that girl power is
spreading at the grassroots level worldwide: With the right support, girls can transform their lives and make lasting change in
their communities.
Ponton is a group of volunteer peer educators affiliated with the Federation for Women
and Family Planning in Warsaw, Poland.
The organization’s primary focus is sexual
education and counseling for teenagers
on issues of puberty, contraception and
reproductive health. Ponton volunteers visit
middle and secondary schools to teach

about contraceptives and STIs. Students
can also anonymously ask their questions
on Ponton’s website, over the phone hotline
and by IM. Ponton works to facilitate conversations on difficult topics and provides information absent in Polish schools.
Finka’s story is part of the Grassroots Girls
Book Club graphic novella series that
depict the true stories of six incredible girls.
Each girl co-authored her own story and a
talented emerging female artist illustrated
her words. These graphic novellas aim to
show that positive change is happening for
girls, and to also raise awareness for the
many girls who still need urgent support
from organizations like Ponton. Finka’s
hope is that her story will inspire you to
discuss the issues facing girls globally and
learn more about the grassroots organizations that are changing girls’ lives for the
better. At the end of this graphic novella is
a discussion guide to dig deeper into the
challenges Finka faced and resources to
learn more about grassroots organizations
working for girls. Explore how you can take
action with your friends and classmates
online at grassrootsgirls.tumblr.com to help
make the world better for girls everywhere.

I think it’s about
puberty. My brother
said they tell us about
pimples and body odor in
secondary school.

Hey Finka,
do you know what
this special seminar is
today? Mr. Binkowski
was acting so weird…
he kept clearing
his throat!

HEE HEE.
I know. He really
didn’t let us know
too much.

Yeah. I heard they
tell us about girls’
menstruation.

Ponton is supported through the Grassroots Girls Initiative by Mama Cash, the oldest international women’s fund in the world.
Mama Cash mobilizes resources from individuals and institutions, provides funding and accompaniment support to women’s,
girls’ and trans groups, and helps to build the partnerships and networks to defend and advance women’s and girls’ human
rights globally.

EWW, I
don’t want
to hear about
that in front
of boys!

The Grassroots Girls Initiative is a partnership of six funders that believe grassroots organizations are uniquely qualified to
create and implement effective, organic solutions for the most underserved girls in the communities where they work. Grassroots
Girls Initiative partners are: American Jewish World Service, EMpower—the Emerging Markets Foundation, Firelight Foundation,
Mama Cash, The Global Fund for Children and the Global Fund for Women.
Discover other Grassroots Girls Book Club graphic novellas made with girls in Kenya, Malawi, the Dominican Republic, Colombia
and India at grassrootsgirls.tumblr.com.

Come on,
maybe we’ll learn
something useful!

2

3

Class,
let’s settle down now.
We’re going to talk about a
[AHEM] special topic that [AHEM]
affects teenagers. Now, what I
am talking about [AHEM] is
puberty. [AHEM]

NOW BE QUIET.
This is, um [AHEM] um,
a natural part of growing
up, so we are going to be
adults about this.

[AHEM]
Let’s move on. This
video will [AHEM] give
you information on
puberty.

A PENIS!

This
video is totally
embarrassing!

Maybe you have noticed changes
in your body. And that [AHEM] boys
are going through different changes than
[AHEM] girls. Your hormones [AHEM]
are, um, well, boys have…

And about
three years
too late for us.
Like we don’t know
about pimples! How
about some real
information?

[AHEM]! Not
appropriate!
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What a waste of time!
I can’t believe we have another
“special seminar” tomorrow.

My
cousin told
me that if you
have sex in, like,
well like standing
up, then you can’t
get pregnant, but
you have to wash
yourself right
after.

Well, it beats
having a test. Let’s get
some hot chocolate!

I heard this
one guy didn’t have a
condom, so he used
a plastic bag!

Me too! I heard some
older girls talking at school
and they said if it is your first
time having sex, you don’t get
pregnant. Like a free pass.

Yeah, it’s
FREEZING!

I definitely have
problems talking
to my parents --—
about anything!
I can’t ask my
parents if any of this
is true. It doesn’t seem
right to talk to my mom
about sex -- it would be
so embarrassing!

So, you know that
movie got me thinking
about, well, you know.

Penises?

Don’t be an idiot, a
gross idiot at that! You
know what I mean…

It’s hard to be
understood, especially
when it’s a topic I know
nothing about.

Finka, I can’t
believe there is a
topic on Earth you
don’t know about!
You’re always the
advice giver.

And
our resident
know-it-all!
Yeah… sex.
Nobody has ever
bothered to give me the
sex talk, but I have a
billion questions.
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Physical safety isn’t a big issue for girls
walking around Warsaw, but how can I
feel safe and in control of my life if
I am not able to make my own choices
about my reproductive health? Warsaw is
a modern city, so these topics shouldn’t
be off limits. Sometimes Polish people
are very hard to understand. There are
many contradictions and paradoxes!

If it’s taboo to talk about sex and contraceptives
and even sexually transmitted diseases, how am I
going to learn how to protect myself? In Poland
if there is an unwanted pregnancy it is only her
problem, not his. Sometimes the boy will just
disappear and the boy’s family will say he’s not
the father.
Class, I would like
you to welcome Mr. and
Mrs. Pozniak. They are here
to, um, talk to you about
[AHEM] family planning.

Thank you Mr. Binkowski.
If you leave this class today with just
one piece of information, it is this: it is
good to wait. Abstinence should be
your only option.

But there’s
nothing in
here about sex
education.

What we would
like to share with you today
is the bliss of planning for your
future family. Here are some
handbooks for you all
to take home.

This
handbook is
all about premarital coaching
and how using
contraceptives
is bad. Gosh, this
information seems
really wrong, even
dangerous. I can’t
talk about this
stuff at home and
I’m not learning
anything useful
at school.

What’s a
girl to do?
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You see, most Polish people are Catholic. Pope
John Paul II was Polish, which made many Polish
people feel really proud, so his words carried a
lot of weight in Poland. Pope John Paul II preached
that abstinence was the best way to prevent the
spread of sexually transmitted diseases.

The Catholic Church taught us that modern contraceptives are a sin, even using condoms for disease
prevention. They also put out publications saying
that girls who have pre-marital sex are ‘bitten
apples,’ meaning no one wants an apple tasted by
someone else. In Poland, youth get the message that
all sex that is not for procreation is immoral.

222 MILLION women around the world have an unmet need for
contraception and cannot plan their fertility or their lives
(womendeliver.org). Access to modern contraceptives -- including
the pill, IUD, condoms, and sterilization -- varies from country
to country. In 2012 these were the average rates of access.

Some forms of contraceptives are still restricted
in Poland, especially in the countryside. If an 18-yearold girl goes to the pharmacy to get the pill with a
prescription from the gynecologist, some pharmacists
still refuse and say, “Be a good Catholic girl.”
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I see having control over my reproductive health and access
to safe birth control methods as my human right. But as a
female in Poland I don’t feel heard on these important issues.
Judging from Warsaw’s street art, I’m not the only one.
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Come on Finka!
We’re totally
late!

I can’t believe they’re
making us do another “special seminar”
on puberty. The last one was useless! It’s
been like six months since they showed us
that stupid video. I thought Mr. Binkowski
was way too mortified to ever bring up
the subject again.

So let’s get
started. First I
need a volunteer
to demonstrate
how to use a
condom.

Hey, come on in.
I was just asking everyone
what kind of contraceptives
you know about.

Um, condoms,
the pill, some type
of injection…

I want you to be
aware that here with us
today is a photographer
from the newspaper.
But don’t be shy!

That’s AWESOME!
That’s exactly what we are here to talk about.
My name is Anka, and I’m from a nonprofit organization
called Ponton. We go to secondary schools in Warsaw
and teach about contraception and STIs.

Hey Finka, how
come you know so
much about birth
control?
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Like this?

Yep, you’ve got
it. Now let’s play a
little game.

Remember not to show the piece of
paper in your palm to anyone and it’s your
choice which three hands you shake.

I keep thinking about that
Ponton training from last
week. Did you see that she
wasn’t wearing a bra?

She must be a feminist.
That’s so COOL.

Ok, see how one of your classmates has a red
piece of paper? That represents HIV. And some of you
have green pieces, which means you were using protection
and those with white paper didn’t protect themselves.
She was so open with us. They aren’t telling us that
we need to do it this way or act like this -- no dogma!

If you
shook hands with
the red paper, and
you have a white paper,
you exposed yourself.
We’re demonstrating how
you can get HIV or STIs
without knowing the other
person is infected. You
must always protect
yourself.

WHAT? They are
complaining about
something we really
need to learn!

I definitely won’t forget Marcin putting
the condom on that wooden thing -- they even
put the photo of him in the newspaper!
Wow, Ponton
is being so honest
with us about STIs.
We chose whose hand
to shake, like we would
choose a partner. It’s
really up to us to
be responsible for
ourselves.

Our two
hours is up,
but I know some
of you still have
questions.

Yeah, but didn’t you see the
headline? It said “Is it proper for a
15-year-old to use a condom?”

We want you to feel
confident to ask any questions
you have, so Ponton runs an anonymous
phone hotline every Friday. Or you can
submit questions on our website and get
answers from trained volunteers and sex
educators. Ponton also offers a special
counseling service by IM.

When Ponton entered my life I thought this
is something different, something that is
important. My friends and I kept up with
Ponton by checking the website. It’s great
because you can ask anything anonymously.

Any questions you have,
however you want to ask it,
we’re here for you.
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Let’s ask
if sex hurts.
Or what if you
forget to take
the pill for
one day.

Thanks! I’m
excited to learn
more about Ponton
and get answers to
my questions.

Welcome
to Ponton, Finka!
You’re actually our
youngest volunteer out
of 30 women. It’s great
to see how much energy
and passion at just 18
that you have for helping
other teenagers with
a topic that so many
find taboo.

Or what
about how to know
if your boyfriend is
lying to you.

Usually,
I’m the
one to give
my friends
advice, but
navigating
relationships
is something
I need help
with, too.

Ponton started educating me so I
could lead the training sessions in
the secondary schools. I attended
workshops with gynecologists to talk
about modern contraception methods
-- including hands on sessions to
actually see these things up close.

Ponton posted a survey on Facebook asking about any sex education that we
received. I realized the best and really only sex ed experience was from Ponton’s
workshop. This is something so necessary for teenagers in Warsaw, so I thought
if I could join Ponton as a volunteer I could really make a difference.
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Beyond contraception and reproductive rights
workshops, Ponton invited doctors to speak
to volunteers about adolescent developmental
psychology. We learned about issues of puberty
and emotional and sexual development.
Volunteering for
Ponton introduced
me to a network of
other women who
have really helped
in my development
and gave me an
introduction to
feminist society.

I realized that Ponton is so much more than
sex education. We are teaching girls to be
assertive, learn for themselves and think
for themselves. So many factors of a girl’s
life comes back to her being able to plan and
control her sexual and reproductive health.

Think about it
this way, Finka:
In the Polish
language, feminine words end
in an “a,” but most professions
are the masculine construction
of the noun so it contributes to
a gender division.

Like “profesor” -you can add an “a” and make it
“profesora” but everyone thinks
it sounds weird that way.

So language is
subtly constructing our reality. But if
we start using the feminine endings we can change
the reality of the language, which can slowly
change the psyche of society.

YES! It might
sound weird to change the
words at first, but why should we
call ourselves with male pronouns?
Girls don’t want to grow up to be
a “profesor,” we want to be a
“PROFESORA”!
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Hey Finka, have you heard about the Vagina Monologues?

No -that’s a
pretty crazy
name though.

At first when I rehearsed out
loud I was super embarrassed.
My character had to moan like
500 times. I had to show how
a woman orgasms… on stage…
in front of a bunch of people!
But I kept practicing and soon
enough it was opening night.

It’s this totally
empowering play where a bunch
of women give monologues about the
feminine experience, like sex, love,
rape, female genital mutilation,
birth, and orgasm.

WOW, this is some
radical stuff. People would
really be shocked by this!
They certainly wouldn’t
think it’s normal.

Some of us
at the university
thought it would
be awesome to
stage it here
in Warsaw.

My monologue
was the last one.
After watching
the others I also
wanted to stand
with them and
speak confidently
about female
sexuality.

If we as women can’t even speak about
it, how do we expect our society to
progress and become more open?

And since
you go to the
university and you’re
a Ponton volunteer
we thought you’d be
interested.

Yeah, ok. Let’s
bring the Vagina
Monologues to
Warsaw!

When I started moaning the audience
reacted with laughing and that broke the
tension. Then it was a lot of fun for the
audience. And for me it was pure pleasure!

That’s the reason why
we have to do it! What do you
say? Are you in on our little
FEMINIST REVOLUTION?
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Girls can walk around safely
in Warsaw, but it’s a bit of a facade.
Underneath, there is danger.

You and your
Ponton network
were so supportive
to my friend. She
told me it helped
her feel a bit of
relief.

All my friends and my friends’ friends know they
can speak to me about sex and ask any questions
they have without me judging them.

Ponton has taught me so much more than the
schools or our parents. Even if I don’t know
everything -- and I don’t -- I am very open about
what I do know. I don’t judge and I never think
what they say or ask about is abnormal.

Finka, it’s so TERRIBLE.
Last night my friend Alicja
went to a party and was DRUGGED
AND RAPED! Should she go to the
hospital? The police? What rights
does she have? How does she know
if she got HIV?

It’s so important to be connected with
this community. We have to know what’s going on with
girls in Warsaw and how to help each other.

OH NO!
Let me
contact the
other Ponton
volunteers
right away
-- they’ll have
expert advice.

When someone
says “rape,” you
imagine a woman being
pulled into a dark
place and beaten, but
that’s not the danger
we girls face in
Warsaw.

Right, we need to extend the
definition of rape to when guy friends or even
boyfriends pressure girls and say you have to have
sex with me or I will leave you. Girls just aren’t
aware they can say no. She is being threatened,
but she doesn’t know it.

I’ll e-mail you
the best hospital to go
to and which doctor to
talk to right now.

More girls
need to hear
what you’re
saying!

It wasn’t like that for
my friend -- she was at a party.
With other kids we know!
What hospital should she
go to? Can we connect her to a
psychologist for counseling? She’s
a student so she doesn’t have
any money.

Next week is my first
time leading a sex ed training for
Ponton. I just really want the girls
to feel empowered and the guys
to be sensitized.

And tell her within a week
I will have an appointment for her
with a psychologist. We’ll get her
the support she needs.
24

25

First off, who knows
what types of contraceptives
are available?

Um,
condoms?

Ok, ok, there’s
nothing to laugh about.
If you boys also know about
the menstrual cycle then you
can’t be surprised or pretend
you don’t know how a girl gets
pregnant. Reproductive health
and contraception is a shared
responsibility.
Also, it’s nothing to be
afraid of or embarrassed
about!

How would you
know? You’ve never
had sex!

We’re all here
to learn so let’s be
respectful of each other,
ok? Most of you know
the pill and condoms, but
do you know what’s not
effective?

The
pull-out
method.

Now, let’s
talk about a girl’s
menstrual cycle.

Talking about sex isn’t like teaching math so Ponton
taught me how to effectively and confidently teach in
schools. Since no one’s really talking about sexuality,
the knowledge I’ve gained is unique.
It’s not a secret knowledge, but it is hard to acquire.
By sharing, I can be a catalyst for change. I know that
every student who attends a Ponton training learns
at least one thing or corrects a previously held myth.

RIGHT! Not only can you get
pregnant, but you are not protecting
yourself at all from STIs.
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I told my dad I was going to
hang out with you today and he asked,
“So are you going to wear a vagina on
your shirt or something?”

Here comes our resident
feminist! Should we talk more
about women’s rights and sex?
Tell us more Finka!

I don’t even know how
to start the conversation about
condoms vs. the pill or other stuff
with my boyfriend.

What if we
just SECRETLY
take the pill?

When I bring it up,
there are a lot of starts
and stops and “uhhs,”
but I keep trying!

HA! Being a
feminist isn’t
all about
vaginas.

But sometimes it’s
embarrassing! He told me his parents
Googled me and everything that came up
was all about sex workshops, pregnancy,
contraceptives and feminism!
We need to learn not
to play games! Be straight
with your boyfriend and tell
him your expectations.

Well Miss Feminist,
how’s it going with your
boyfriend? Is he ok that you
know so much about
sex and stuff?

Sometimes it can
be hard to talk to him
about these things, but come
on, it’s better to talk about
it -- then it becomes
easier to handle.

They said it was good that I
am so open and that there certainly
won’t be an unwanted pregnancy!

OH MY GOD!
What did they say?

How like
you to preach
honesty and open
communication
Finka!

28

29

HA HA. But if you learn
how to talk to your boyfriend about
contraceptives then he also knows
how to use it. Then, whenever the
time comes, it turns the choice
into a “WE” issue.

READ, DISCUSS, ACT
This is Finka’s story, but there are other girls from many different countries also facing
these challenges and seeking solutions. Grab some friends, get your school and afterschool clubs interested or go to grassrootsgirls.tumblr.com to discuss the issues below,
learn more and get involved. After reading Finka’s story we hope you’re feeling inspired
and fired up to take action for girls everywhere!

WHY WE LOVE
GRASSROOTS ORGANIZATIONS
CONSIDER: Marginalized by cultural practices, poverty and discrimination, girls are
often outside the reach of larger development projects led by governments and
international aid agencies. Created within
a community to address specific problems,
grassroots organizations are familiar with the
local language, culture and challenges that
shape girls’ lives. That makes them uniquely
equipped to address girls’ urgent needs and
create spot-on solutions. They also stay put
to offer girls support for the long run.
ASK: How did Ponton respond to the
specific needs of girls in Warsaw?
DISCUSS: If an organization from outside
of Poland tried to offer sex education in
Warsaw, how would it be different? What
might work and what wouldn’t work?

WHY WE LOVE GIRL POWER

Sexual and reproductive awareness
is definitely progressing in Warsaw. I
see that many people don’t consider
some ideas so ridiculous anymore.
More women are becoming aware
that we can, without shame, talk
about these issues. Eventually I hope
Polish secondary schools integrate
sex education into the curriculum.

CONSIDER: Bands in the 1990s like Bikini
Kill and the Spice Girls made the phrase
“girl power” popular, but we’re not talking about pop culture. Girl power means
that all girls everywhere are empowered to
take control of their lives. We know that if
a girl stays in school, has access to health
services and is given an opportunity to
earn a good wage, she will marry later,
have fewer and healthier children and earn
an income that she’ll invest back into her
family and community. That’s amazing!

But girls still face exploitation and injustice. Girls in poverty, navigating the tricky
years of adolescence, face additional challenges like child marriage, early pregnancy
and violence. For Finka, she felt having
control over her reproductive health and
access to safe birth control methods is her
human right, but nobody was listening.

Want to check out the other 100
incredible grassroots organizations
supported by Mama Cash that are
working to change the world for
women’s, girls’ and trans rights
groups? www.mamacash.org

ASK: How did Finka use girl power to
transform her life and help her friends?

Interested in Ponton’s activities in
Poland? Connect with this grassroots
organization at www.ponton.org.pl
or www.facebook.com/grupaponton

DISCUSS: How can you confront a challenge in your life with girl power?

WHY WE LOVE
SEX EDUCATION FOR GIRLS
CONSIDER: Finka realized that teaching
teenagers sex education is much more
than just learning about contraceptives
and understanding a girl’s menstrual
cycle. When sex education is taught with
the specific needs of girls in mind, it helps
girls be assertive, think for themselves,
communicate effectively with their partners and take control of their bodies. So
many factors of a girl’s life comes back
to her being able to plan and control her
sexual and reproductive health.
ASK: What did Finka learn from the Ponton
sex education trainings that helped in her
or her friends’ lives?
DISCUSS: What questions do you have so
you can take control of your sexual and
reproductive health?

FINKA CHALLENGES YOU!
Finka brought her story to you by
making this graphic novella, and
now she wants you to do the same.
Go digital, use a comic book app on
your tablet or fill your notebook; use
photos or illustrate your own life.
To get you going: What problems
are girls in your community facing?
How are you dealing with these challenges? Are there any organizations
in your community helping girls
tackle these challenges? What are
you doing to spread girl power in
your community and beyond? Every
girl has a story and deserves to be
heard. What’s yours?
Submit your graphic novella to share
with other girls at grassrootsgirls.
tumblr.com

Until then, I will continue to educate
Warsaw’s youth and hope that we get a
little less embarrassed and lot more
knowledgeable about reproductive health
and rights, contraceptives and sex.
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Curious about the situation of girls
globally? www.girleffect.org is bursting with videos, stats, stories and
more. Dig into “The Girl Declaration”
to learn the five goals and seven
principles that can create a better
future for girls and end poverty
for the world: www.girleffect.
org/2015-beyond/the-declaration/

31

