Women’s rights. Her rights. Your rights. My rights. Equal rights.

By Karen Zhang

When I was four years old, equality meant that if my brother got two lollies, then I should get two lollies too. It was
a simple concept- there was never any argument about it- it was simply about what’s fair, what’s not fair and what
we both deserve.
Fast forward fourteen years, and the concept of ‘equality’ that the world has shown me today as a young woman,
suddenly means something so much more complex. Equality is even something many people question and
have debates about- as if the very fundamental essence of all being human, wasn’t enough to determine if we all
should have the right to life, freedom and opportunity.
Never in my life, would the innocent little four-year-old me, have ever imagined that one day, equality would be
a battle. That it would be a fight. That it would be a tumble down a hill and a climb back up again.
My name is Karen, and I am a year 12 student at Camberwell Girls Grammar School, where I am currently serving as
the School Captain. To me, my leadership role has never been about being the best at everything myself and doing
everything myself - after all, I’m not a perfect person instead, I believe my role is to bring out the best in others.
With my two trusty and hardworking vice-captains, our team has been able to implement many
initiatives throughout the school together, to advance the status of women.
In March this year, we decided to work with ZONTA in organising a day to pack birthing kits for women
in developing countries. However, this time, we wanted to do something a little different. We decided to
collaborate with Camberwell Grammar School, as it takes both girls and boys to raise awareness about the
disadvantages that many women face in our world. Undoubtedly, such cooperation sets a great precedent for
future boys and girls, to fight alongside and for each other, rather than against. We hosted 60 boys and girls
across two days - a training day and a packing day - and packed a total of 400 birthing kits - in fact, last week, we
received wonderful news that our birthing kits had arrived safely in Uganda and would be contributing to the lives
of the women there.
Last year in December, as part of a Leadership Day, my co-captains and I planned a cookie baking activity in which
all the newly appointed captains would bake delicious chocolate chip cookies for three organisations, Vicky’s Place
Refuge for Young Women, Hawthorn Community House and Basscare Residential Home.
Delivering the cookies to Vicky’s Place Refuge especially, was a truly touching experience, as we got to meet some
amazing women who worked with girls aged 16-24, who suffer from domestic violence, drug abuse, or
various other hardships. The courage and grit in both the social workers and the residents themselves really
inspired me, and made me appreciate the often overlooked but ever-so-special women in our local
communities. I also occasionally volunteer in my local residential home myself, so observing others contributing to
their community was also a heartwarming scene to behold.
At the end of this month, my co-captains and I have also organised a fundraising dinner function, entitled “Shape
the Future”, which strives to encourage women to be drivers of positive change and social justice in the world, by
playing their part in shaping our future. The night will feature two inspiring young women - Holly Ransom and Dana
Affleck - with all proceeds going towards Dana’s own Road To Refuge organisation. I will forward the details
to ZONTA and would like to invite you all to consider attending this thought-provoking evening.

Outside of school, I have always enjoyed engaging with the wider community, for various causes. As a member of
World Vision’s VGEN group, our focus was in encouraging the Federal Member for Kooyong, Josh Frydenberg to
adopt fair trade initiatives in Australia, to encourage the purchase of ethical goods, which ensure fair pay and labour
conditions for women and children worldwide.
I also part of the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre’s Youth Action Project, which is a group of young people who are
passionate about helping asylum seekers. It was from this group, that I began my interest in visiting detention
centres with close friends, to provide company through games and craft.
Although, I have been unable to visit consistently due to VCE demands, this is definitely something I want to do
regularly in the future. In the meantime, I aspire to assist in alternative ways, such as through our “Shape the
Future” dinner, as it is a cause that has always been close to my heart.
However, what inspired me from my first visit, was engaging with and learning about their culture and lives. You
may think that after visiting, one would feel heavy-hearted. However, despite the language and cultural barriers, it
left me with an uplifting feeling. It’s seeing the strength in these human beings that has really been of such big
inspiration to me.
A recent personal project of mine has been the creation of my jewellery line, called Fere. Fere is a latin word which
means gorgeous, but I chose it because the pronunciation sounds like “Fair”, which is exactly the kind of world I’m
looking to create. At the moment, the project is still small, as I am focusing on completing my VCE studies first.
However, I have already made many sales and it is something I’m looking forward to developing even further.
Fere first came to me one night when I was pondering the many values, lessons and project management skills I
had gained through my school and community engagement. I wanted to combine my passion for social justice with
something creative. So I thought- why not make charitable earrings?
And here’s how the charitable earrings work:

•
•
•

•
•

•

I hand-make earrings and sell them online
After taking away the production cost of the earrings, I dedicate 30% of profits to charity
The fun part is where the charity comes in — Whenever a customer purchases a pair of handmade
earrings, they can choose from three selected charities to dedicate their donations to. At the moment, the
three charities I’ve chosen to focus on, are the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre, the “Because I Am A Girl”
foundation and “Equality Now”.
These are the causes I feel most passionate about and have shown evidence of their incredible work in
advancing human rights
I decided to use this charity-by-choice method, because I was kind of getting tired of shops with good
intentions, selling items for charity, but then seeing people purchase those items without considering the
causes they are supporting and realising the positive impact they have
I wanted to see girls not just make purchases, but also make decisions and realise their power in making a
difference. If not a big difference, a small difference - one step at a time.

Through my engagement in projects and groups that strive to empower women, I’ve also faced many challenges.
And many times, it’s from these challenges that I learn and gain the most from. Both girls and boys have often
asked me - Why do you care? Why does it matter so much to you that women are equal to men? Why can’t you
accept the truth that women are just biologically different from men? And yes women are biologically different from
men. However, being different does not mean being inferior. One of the most significant challenges has actually
been facing myself. I used to ask myself those exact questions too. Why do I care if all women have equality? As
long as I’m enjoying my life, why should I care about what’s happening on the other side of the world to women I’ll
never ever talk to or meet?
However, I’m proud to say that I have overcome this personal challenge. Today, I maintain my simple personal
philosophy that - no woman is equal until every single woman on Earth is equal. As the first female US Secretary of
State, Madeleine Albright once said “It took me a quite a long time to develop a voice and now that I have it, I am
not going to be silent”.
Even if we do indeed live under much better circumstances in comparison to other women in the world, it’s not just
called “living well” to me. It’s called privilege. And what good is privilege, if you do not utilise it to advance the
status of women worldwide? If we have an education, and others don’t - we must use our education. If we have
freedom, and others don’t - we must use our freedom. If we have a voice, and others don’t- we must use our voice.
Now, in relation to looking to the future, I would like to study International Security Studies and either Human
Rights or Political Science. I envisage myself contributing to projects that provide educational opportunities for
women, including transforming the current education system to reflect equality and the empowerment of women. I
believe that education must be used to break stereotypes. Too often, women are limited by the disparaging
mentalities that society holds. The mentality that women should only be child-bearers, that investing in women’s
development is worthless, that women are weak, is most damaging in the fight for true equality. Such mentalities
become platforms for gender discrimination, prejudice and stereotypes to occur.
This leads to women being confined and limited within the boundaries of what others expect of them, thus belittling
the strengths of women- both individually and collectively.
For example - Who said girls can’t play AFL as a sport? Who said girls can’t do engineering? And most importantwho said girls can’t be leaders? I wish to transform the education system in both boys and girls schools to allow
girls to step beyond the boundaries that society once created for them. I want to see an education that builds
futures, not walls. Another vision of mine is to establish a global organisation and network of women that allows
women to actively empower each other. My vision is to connect female leaders from around the world through this
global network, so that they can offer advice, tips, live-stream video conferencing, and run workshops to help
advance other aspiring women in becoming leaders too.
One of the key issues that needs to be addressed is female representation. Not just on a political level, but also in
communities, corporations and businesses. I dream of implementing a series of workshops that will offer women
practical advice, strategies and training to run for leadership positions.
Implementing programs which encourage positivity, creativity and innovation, so that girls have faith in their
abilities and realise their own leadership potential, is vital. When girls think outside the box and create new things

themselves, their confidence levels increase. It ensures that girls familiarise themselves with the notion of being
innovators, creators and leaders. Furthermore, a global network of women means a global network of support. If we
can all stand behind each other one day, and be there to celebrate achievements, and be there as a shoulder to cry
on, then we are a truly unstoppable force.
As I come to the conclusion of my speech, I would like to thank my guests today. On behalf of my school, I have Mrs
Anderson, my year level coordinator, and Mrs Poyser, my Deputy Principal. My Principal, Mrs Dunwoody is
unfortunately unable to join us tonight.
My school has played a pivotal role in providing me with the platform to make a change. I am a very lucky person to
be able to experience an education in an environment that encourages girls to chase their passions, no matter what
gender-based boundaries the rest of society may confine them in. Mrs Anderson is essentially our “mum” at schoolshe has offered me so much support this year and is always on the look out for those times when I feel stressed or
overwhelmed. She has given not just to myself, but to all the girls in my year level, her love and positivity.
Mrs Poyser has been the backbone to many of the projects I’ve been able to implement at school. Always cheery,
sometimes cheeky, she has supported and encouraged all the events that have been run this year to empower
women and has played a massive role in bringing our visions to life.
My mum is also here tonight- she is one of four sisters in her family, so my whole life, I’ve been really lucky to be
surrounded by such incredible and inspiring women. However, they reside in China, so today, my mum represents
all four of her sisters. My mum is big on tough love, but I’m grateful- it is her strength, resourcefulness and wisdom
that has carried me through all 18 years of my life and has made me into the person I am today.
As I said before, equality is not just a women’s fight. It requires the passion and voices of both men and women.
Here, I would like to give a big shout out to dad for being my personal taxi-driver and for supporting me in all my
endeavours - no matter how big, how small or how silly they may seem. It is my belief that one of the reasons why I
am so passionate and vocal about women’s rights, is because - in my family, my mum and I have the loudest voices.
However, even though we have the loudest and most outspoken voices, my dad has never silenced us or told us to
be quiet. He has never complained - maybe on the inside, but never on the outside! Hence, why I believe every man
in the family, whether it be a father, a son, or a brother, plays a crucial role in allowing women to have a voice and
to speak their mind without fear of oppression.
Finally, I would like to thank the ZONTA Club of Melbourne on Yarra for this wonderful initiative, that you provide to
young women every year. The work you do in empowering and advancing the status of women is so heartwarming
to see, and I hope to be a part of many more of your programs in the future, and that together, we can work
towards a world in which all women and men are equal. Inequality is something we’ve all contributed to. We’ve all
once said something degrading towards other women or to ourselves ourselves before. But because it’s something
we’ve all played a role in creating, it’s something we all have the power to eliminate. I don’t believe in saving, but I
believe in empowering. If we can empower girls all over the world, they can save themselves. We are no longer in a
time when we can just stand by and allow injustices to happen. In the 21st century, many of us are privileged to be
able to have our voices heard - yes, we’ve come a long way, but we can and must go further. So here’s to the
legends of yesterday, the women of today, and the girls of tomorrow. Thank you.

