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Read our Fall 2020 interview
in PRO-LIFE Magazine

to Kristan by our mutual friend, David Bereit,
back when Kristan was first starting her work
as President of Students for Life of America,
and have witnessed its explosion in growth and
impact under her leadership over the years.
Kristan, we are so grateful to you for taking some
time out to be with us today. Welcome to Pro-Life
Magazine!

Kristan:

Kristan Hawkins:

After I graduated from college, I worked for some
time at the Republican National Committee. Then
I went over to work at the Department of Health
and Human Services in Washington. And I was
there when a friend who was at the RNC called
me and said, “I’ve just met with some college
students. They run this group of pro-life young
people. It’s really small. They have a big vision,
but they need somebody to lead the charge. You
should apply.” So I decided to apply.

Thank you for having me.

Karen:

Tell us a little bit about the history of
Students for Life of America. When did it first
form? And how did you become President?

Kristan:

STUDENTS FOR LIFE OF AMERICA FEARLESSLY
EMBOLDENS THE PRO-LIFE GENERATION
An interview with Kristan Hawkins
Karen Garnett:

Today, I am honored to be
joined by Kristan Hawkins, a prominent leader
in the national pro-life movement. Kristan is a
Christian, wife, mother, grassroots activist, author,
speaker, and human rights advocate. President
of Students for Life of America since 2006, she
has built up a small organization made up of a
few dozen student groups scattered around the
country to a coordinated national team serving
more than 1,200 Students for Life chapters in all
50 states. A frequent speaker and media analyst,
Kristan’s expertise includes abortion, feminism,
disability advocacy, and healthcare as she
navigates the social conditions and public policy
that impacts the human rights issue of our day.
Kristan graduated from Bethany College in
2005, summa cum laude, with a Bachelor’s in
Political Science, having already jumped into
the pro-life community by founding the pro-life
groups on both her high school and college
campuses. Before taking the helm at Students for
Life, Kristan served at the Republican National

Committee and as a presidential appointee at
the Department of Health and Human Services in
the George W. Bush Administration. She recently
served on President Donald Trump’s Pro-Life
Advisory Council during the 2020 election season.
Kristan is the author of Courageous: Students
Abolishing Abortion in this Lifetime, and the
founder and host of her weekly podcast, Explicitly
Pro-Life. She has been interviewed on Fox News,
CNN, MSNBC, the TODAY show, CBS, ABC, and
HBO. She regularly speaks at pro-life conventions
and events across the United States, including
leading college campuses such as Yale, Harvard,
Dartmouth, and UC-Berkeley. Her proudest
accomplishment is being the wife to her high
school sweetheart, Jonathan, raising her four
children, Gunner, Bear, Maverick, and Gracie,
and, in her free time, raising awareness for cystic
fibrosis, a disease shared by both her son, Gunner,
and daughter, Gracie.
I had the immense blessing of being introduced
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Students for Life formed in the
late ’80s as an organization called American
Collegians for Life. It was founded by some
students at Georgetown University, as well as
students from across the Midwest who were trying
to find a way to unify campus pro-life efforts.

It’s interesting. I’ve found that every
job I’ve ever had has come out of the time I spent
in the 2004 re-election campaign for President
George W. Bush. I served on that campaign
as an intern, and then later as a full-time team
member, taking a semester off college. And the
relationships I formed there is what led me to
Students for Life.

Karen:

And how many years out of college
were you at the time? It sounds like you were in
your early 20s?

The organization was a student-run organization
throughout the ’90s. It would hold an annual
conference in Washington, D.C., around the time
Kristan: I graduated from college right before
of the annual pro-life march, trying to unify
I turned 20. So, at the time, I believe I had just
and bring together some of
turned 21, because it was about a
these pro-life young people on
year and a half out of college.
college campuses. In 2005, the
organization officially changed
Karen: Impressive! So, what is
its name to Students for
the mission of Students for Life of
Life, and wrote a business
America?
plan to go on the offensive
Kristan: The mission of
on college campuses, right
Students for Life is to see abortion
where we know the abortion
abolished in our lifetime. We are
industry is targeting young
equipping and mobilizing this
people for potential clients,
generation of young people to
but also to change minds and
Kristan Hawkins
lead the way, and to become
to change the culture. So the
truly the first post-Roe, post-abortion
business plan was written,
generation.
And with this pro-life generation, I
seed money was provided by an angel investor,
think we’ve already started to see the beginning
and I was hired to launch Students for Life in the
of the end, a whole culture that’s been shifted.
summer of 2006.

Karen:

How did they find you, or how did you
find them?

Karen:

Tell us about the growth of Students for
Life of America from your perspective, and about
each of SFL’s initiatives.
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Kristan:

It’s been a very incredible time
serving at Students for Life and seeing the
growth. When we launched Students for Life
in 2006, when I was not only the Executive
Director, but also the Field Agent, IT person,
and Janitor, I don’t think I would ever have
envisioned what we have become today. I think
we have close to 50 full-time team members
across the country today.
And we’ve gone from one supporter to now
over 100,000 supporters across the country. It’s
a very good reminder to me as to Who is truly
in charge here, and that is certainly not me.
This growth has been fueled by, and continues
to be powered by the Holy Spirit’s movement
within our culture, within our generation.
In terms of our initiatives, the value proposition
we bring to the pro-life movement is that no
one has more conversations, whether it’s in
person or online, with those most targeted by
the abortion industry, than Students for Life.
And no one can mobilize young people for
action as quickly as we can.
And that’s what we really try to focus on. So
our biggest initiative, our biggest program is
our National Field Program, where we have
Regional Coordinators strategically placed
throughout the United States, who serve
as mentors for pro-life students across the
country. I developed the program after asking
myself what I would have liked to have had
when I was a pro-life student in college and
trying to start my pro-life group, and could I
have had someone to help me avoid pitfalls,
and help me with leadership challenges? And
that’s how we designed our field program.
So we have nearly 20 Regional Coordinators
whose job and mission within the organization
is to grow and expand this generation by
finding new, young leaders, and training them,
empowering them, encouraging them, and
standing beside them when there’s a legal
challenge, or vandalism, or a threat of violence,

or a difficult conversation. And that’s what sets us
apart from, I would say, most other organizations.
Pro-life organizations are mostly in Washington,
D.C., but the majority of our team does not reside
there, because we know where the action is
happening: it’s in the cities, it’s on our campuses,
it’s at our state capitols. That’s why we want to
be very focused, to be right where abortion
is happening, right where the culture is being
challenged and being changed.
So that’s our biggest program. We also have
a Digital Field Team where, much like our
conversations that we’re producing on campuses,
we’re also doing that online. And this is a
program that many people don’t even know that
Students for Life does, because it’s not something
that’s really visible to pro-lifers. Because we’re not
trying to reach you; we’re trying to reach those in
the “mushy middle.”
For example, last year, Students for Life, despite
COVID and shutting down all of our campuses,
starting in mid-March, we were able to measure
over 212,000 conversations in person and online,
50-50 each, but it was a pretty even split. And
what’s incredible about our online Digital Field
Team is that it’s even easier to measure minds
changed. I know, for example, in one campaign
we’re running, we’re seeing a 31% minds-changed
rate from those who are pro-Planned Parenthood.
And then, a couple of months later, they’ll say
that Planned Parenthood isn’t as good as they
thought, or that they no longer support Planned
Parenthood. During the election season this year,
we ran a “Vote Pro-Life First” campaign, where we
were seeing a 25% conversion rate among swing
youth, 18-to-35-year-old voters.

the question asking, “What are these Students for
Life groups doing? You have 1,200 Students for
Life groups. What do they actually do?”
Well, they have conversations with those most
targeted by the abortion industry, by setting
up displays and events and hosting speakers,
myself and dozens of others. But then they’re also
providing practical support apparatuses on their
campuses, and developing or promoting those
that already exist. And so that’s our Pregnant
on Campus Program, of making abortion truly
unthinkable, of showing her that she doesn’t
have to make a false choice between her life and
the life of her child. We’ve found on so many
campuses, especially if it’s a state school, that
there are federally- and state-mandated resources
that have to be provided. And in many cases, they
are, but they’re not being advertised.
A student gets a bag full of condoms, is told
where the Planned Parenthood is on the first day
of Freshman Orientation, but there’s nothing in
the Student Handbook about what your rights
are, how you can continue to be a student on the

campus if you become pregnant. So that’s a very
big part of what we’re doing beyond the work of
changing minds. We’re trying to draw people in
to transform the environment, and leave a true
legacy on that campus.

Karen:

This is all amazing, Kristan. How many
on-campus Students for Life chapters were there
when you first started, and how many are there
now?

Kristan:

The original list we compiled had
about 180 groups on it. I would say, though, after
the first year, it was probably more like 50 that
were truly active Students for Life groups. Today,
we have about 1,240. By the end of this school
year, we’ll be well over 1,300 Students for Life
groups.

Karen:

Beautiful! How do Students for Life
chapters on college campuses compare to
Planned Parenthood? Does Planned Parenthood
as an organization have student groups or
chapters on college campuses?

That’s incredible, especially when you look at the
increase in votes that President Trump received
from young people. So those are our two largest
initiatives.
We also have an initiative called Pregnant on
Campus. When we’re on campuses, I often get
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Kristan:

They used to have what was called
VOX, “Voice on the College Campuses.” They
actually changed their name a couple of years
ago to “Planned Parenthood Generation.” We
know where they got that name – it’s adopting
our tagline of “Pro-Life Generation.” So now
their chapters are called Planned Parenthood
Generation. In their latest report, they claimed
to have a little over 200 groups on college
campuses.

Karen:

So Students for Life chapters are
outnumbering Planned Parenthood chapters on
college campuses by 6 to 1. That’s phenomenal,
Kristan! Are your chapters limited to college
campuses only, or do you also have high school
chapters?

Kristan:

We were originally 100% focused on
colleges, and then, once word started to spread,
we became inundated with requests from many
high school students saying, “I want to do more!
How can I get involved?” I understand where
they’re coming from, because I started my first
pro-life group when I was in high school.
So we launched a High School Initiative, and now
we do start groups in high schools. We now have
a lot of groups on high school campuses. And
we find that the young people we can train in the
high schools is a great investment for us, because
we don’t lose them in 2-3 years. We actually have
longer time periods with them. We also now have
a Middle School Program, where we’ve started
helping teachers and parents who want to start
that conversation in middle schools.
We have a very active Medical and Law School
Program as well. In fact, we’re praying that we’re
able to hire somebody in the next few months to
run the Medical and Law School Program.
We also have a Young Adult Program we launched
a few years ago which we call “Pro-Life Future.”
So we have about 30 Pro-Life Future chapters
in cities. These are for young professionals,
students who once were involved in Students for

Life, but have since graduated, or other young
professionals in the community who just want to
get involved in the pro-life movement, and want
to find their place.

Karen:

Awesome. I know you have been
offering an annual conference in Washington,
D.C., that intersects with the national March
for Life in January. How many students or
young people have you been getting at those
conferences?

Kristan:

We’ve been maxing out at about 2,000
young people at our Students for Life of America
National Conference for several years. This year,
in 2020, we did something a little different. We
changed the name from the Students for Life
National Conference to the “National Pro-Life
Summit.” And we offered full partnership to about
six national pro-life organizations. Three of them
took us up on it: Live Action, Alliance Defending
Freedom, and The Heritage Foundation.
It was phenomenal! It’s one of my Top Five alltime favorite things we’ve ever done, and I think
one of the most impactful things we’ve ever
done at Students for Life. We sold out with over
3,000 attendees, mostly young people, but we
also had over 500 adults, because it was an event
that we were very intentional in making sure was
open for all age groups. It was the day after the
pro-life march in Washington, D.C. Unfortunately,
we won’t be able to do that this year because
of COVID, so we’re making plans for the next
National Pro-Life Summit in 2022.
But I’m really excited about what we’re doing this
year, in 2021. It’s a little more community-based.
We’re calling it the “Stand for Life Weekends.”
So, in D.C., if you’re attending the pro-life march,
or even if you’re not attending the pro-life march
– we’ll be in about 20 cities across the country for
four days of pro-life activism, of door knocking, of
life chaining, of sidewalk counseling. We’ve got
Abby Johnson, Lauren Muzyka, and we’ll have
some surprise guests every night. We’re doing a
training, and it’s hands on, which is what I love so
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much – getting people inspired to step up and
stand for life, but then also showing them how to
do it.

Karen:

Amazing, Kristan. Now I have seen some
clips on YouTube where you have been doing
incredible live apologetics with student audiences
on college campuses. Share a story or two about
some victories from those encounters.

Kristan:

The past two years, I’ve been going
on campuses for a “speaking tour” of sorts,
speaking to our pro-life groups who want to host
me as a speaker on campus. And it’s been really
interesting, the conversations we’ve been able
to have. Obviously, sometimes I get massive
demonstrations and protests against me. And
the last campus I was on in the spring before
COVID, I had a whole parade of pro-abortion
feminists around me, shouting me down for
about two hours. So, it can get interesting, and
sometimes I have to have police. Going into 2021,
I’ll probably need a full-time security guard with
me as things are starting to shift on campuses,
and the environment is growing more hostile.
But we’ve been able to have some really good
conversations.
What’s funny about those videos, is about half of
our team loves those videos, and the other half of
our team doesn’t love those videos. Because the
videos that go viral are usually someone yelling at
me, and then me responding back to them very
matter-of-factly. And there’s always a question of,
“Are you actually changing that person’s mind,
because they’re yelling at you!?” But what I love
about those videos, one, it’s empowering to
people who are at home trying to have abortion
debates and conversations in their private life. But
what you don’t see in the video, and I wish you
could see, is my view of the audience, because I
get to watch.
If someone’s yelling at me and making an
outrageous statement, I know I’m probably not
going to change that person’s mind. If they’ve
been there protesting against me, holding signs

about how I’m a terrible person, I know that I’ve
got a long way to go to change their mind. But
what I’m trying to do is to change the minds
of the middle, of those people in the audience
who are truly questioning, “Is this the logical
position?” “Is this the most caring position?”
“Can I really say I am pro-life?” “Do I want to be
associated with these people?”
And so I get to see the light bulbs go off in these
minds of these “mushy middles,” as we call
them. So that’s actually my favorite part about
these, because I can remember the boy’s face.
When I see what I say to the angry protester
who’s shouting some ridiculous claim at me, I see
the light bulb go off in his eyes, to say, “Wow.”
And you know what he’s thinking. That angry
protester’s argument was completely devoid of
science, it was completely devoid of philosophy,
or did not make sense at all, and here is this
woman logically arguing back and answering back
with science and reason.
I have been doing some of these presentations
virtually this school year. We haven’t released any
videos because it’s kind of hard to show a Zoom
debate back and forth. And we’ve had a couple
pro-abortion groups try to take over my Zoom
discussion, and be rude while I’m talking, when
we opened up for Q and A. But I’ve had a couple
of interesting conversations just recently. I had
one girl where we had to mute her mic while I
was speaking, to try to get through my 40-minute
presentation. Finally, we open up to Q and A. The
whole time, she’s “going off,” as I call it, on me,
in the comments. And we went back and forth.
And at the end of the conversation, she kept
saying she was a Science major, that I didn’t know
science, and the preborn was just an organism.
I was like, “Well, I’m just an organism. Can you
abort me?” And trying to really get her to drill
down. “What type of organism is it?”“What type
of value does that organism have?”
And at the end of this dialogue, and this was 1520 minutes going back and forth with this young
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lady on multiple arguments, she finally admitted
She was very aggressive during the Q and A. But
to me, “Well, I don’t care what you call it. I have
a couple of days later, she emailed me, saying, “I
to call it an organism, because I want to have kids
still very much oppose your position on abortion.
one day, and I have to distance myself from what
I have done the research you asked me to do,
it is.” And I said, “Well, I think
and you’re right: our school doesn’t
you’ve just proven my point. I
provide anything, and we have a
And she’s really trying to
really don’t have to say anything
huge lack of resources, and we, ‘the
wrestle
with
everything
else, because you’ve just proven
feminist pro-choice movement,’
she’s ever heard from
my point: that in order to be
aren’t stepping up to fill that need.
the
feminist
movement
okay with abortion, you have
It is the pro-life movement that is.”
–
that
she
has
to
choose
to dehumanize another human
herself over another
So I think we get some very good
person. You know it’s a human
human being – and just
conversations by those who are
person, and that’s why you can’t
trying to deal with that.
willing to have conversations.
call it such. That’s something you
need to wrestle with.”
Karen: That is wonderful. When
you’re talking to these young people, especially
Karen: Nice.
on college campuses, are you finding that it’s
Kristan: I remember the first time I spoke at an that “they don’t accept or believe the preborn
Ivy League school. I was so nervous. I’m thinking,
child is actually a distinct human life,” or is it that
“I didn’t go to an Ivy League school, and I feel
“they understand it is a life, but they’re taking
the longer I’m outside of college, probably the
the position that ‘they have the right to kill it
lower my IQ must be becoming. I read less, and I
anyway’”?
study less, because I’m trying to manage four kids
Kristan: I think this is hard for many pro-lifers,
and an organization.” But most of the Ivy League
because they think we just have to “show that it’s
schools have been very good presentations, in
a human life.” We just have to show that abortion
the sense of the students who gather. While they
violently destroys a human life. But that’s actually
might fundamentally disagree, they truly want to
not going to win everybody over. It might win
listen, and they want to learn. So we have had
over some people, but it’s not necessarily going
very good conversations with these Ivy League
to win over those who believe that, “yes, it may
audiences.
be a human; yes, I believe it has some value; but
And I had one conversation with a girl at
I believe the woman has more value. And when
Princeton a couple of weeks ago, and she was
push comes to shove, if she has to choose, she
“very pro-choice.” But she’s since followed up,
should be able to choose herself.”
and wants to have a personal discussion with me.
And when you think about when we’re out in front
She’s a very interesting young woman, because
of abortion facilities being sidewalk advocates,
she clearly cares about women, but she also
a woman’s not there saying, “I’m just aborting
cares about children, too. And she’s really trying
my fetus.” She says, “I just can’t have my baby
to wrestle with everything she’s ever heard from
right now.” She acknowledges there’s a unique
the feminist movement – that she has to choose
human life living inside of her, and that life has
herself over another human being – and just
value, but she’s choosing herself over the other. I
trying to deal with that.
think that’s what the argument we see on college
I had a conversation at Boston College with a
campuses often comes down to. It certainly helps
young woman who was also “very pro-choice.”
when you show people and you have young
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people understand the violence of abortion,
the inhumanity of abortion, how abortion harms
women. But it’s not “the golden ticket.” Sadly, it’s
a multi-faceted argument that has to be made.

Karen:

Right. The other side feeds the lie
that, “You are empowered when you abort your
child, so you can continue with college or your
career.” In fact, that message is telling them the
disempowering message that “you can’t have this
baby and achieve.” The life message is the one
that is actually empowering a woman, telling her,
“Yes, you absolutely can! You are strong, you are
brave, and there are people who have done this,
and they’re great examples, and there are people
who can support you and help you to do this.”

Kristan:

Yes, exactly!

Karen:

Kristan, you also hold a lot of events
out in front of the Supreme Court. Talk about
that aspect of your work at Students for Life, in
terms of trying to change laws and overturn Roe v.
Wade.

Kristan:

We just did a research study on the
“mushy middle” women, and how to convert

them. That study once again proved a problem
we’ve known about for years: that is that the prolife movement has “a branding problem,” and
it’s extremely serious. We don’t like to think of
it as serious, and I think some of us tend to just
say, “They’re going to persecute us anyway. We
should just keep doing what we’re doing.”
But the challenge is that our research has found
that “our brand” turns people off from joining our
movement. And so we’ve been very strategic at
Students for Life, making sure we are changing
the narrative and the branding of the pro-life
movement so that we can change what people
think when they hear the word “pro-life.”
The pro-abortion lobby has done a very good
job of telling people what they should think,
what they should envision when they hear the
word “pro-life,” and that does not lead to people
wanting to join our movement.
That is why we started going out in front of the
Supreme Court. Making sure every year at the
end of the pro-life march, we’re there, because
we want to show the world who the pro-life
movement is: it’s young, it’s joyful, it’s loving.
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been working on for several years for when Roe
is reversed, when the battle will then go from
Washington, D.C. to 50 state capitols. And we
will be the organization that will be called upon.
This has already happened frequently. Every state
legislature in session has said, “Hey, we need five
people here, we need 10 people here.” Those
calls come in to Students for Life.

So any time there’s a Supreme Court hearing, a
Supreme Court case coming down, we want the
media, we want the nation to see who we are.
That means getting in front of the cameras with
smiling young women, sometimes young men,
and showing them that we are just like you – but
we know the violence of abortion, we know the
injustice of abortion, and we are moving forward,
and we’re going to stop it, and we want you to
join us.
And you can see it’s definitely changed things.
For example, the databases the photo editors in
media use are now flooded with young pro-life
faces. The video on Fox or CNN when they’re
talking about abortion is going to show young
people. And that was a strategic decision, to
get out there and start being aggressive about
changing that narrative.

Karen:

That is awesome! As we’re now
approaching a half-century of the scourge of
legalized abortion in our country, I know a lot of
pro-life people can get discouraged and think,
“We’ve been at this so long, and we still have
800,000 abortions every year.” What specific

goals do you have to accomplish your mission to
abolish abortion?

And so we know we’re going to be the ones
responsible for having trained young people,
trained leaders, on the ground in all 50 states.
So we are focusing on that, making sure we have
trained leaders, we have Fellowship Programs,
and Captain Programs, and Pillar Team Leader
Programs to really grow the number of young
leaders we’re working with, giving them different
leadership opportunities, opportunities to grow
now, as we prepare for post-Roe, because we
know they are going to be the ones who are
going to have to lead the charge when that day
comes, in many of these places.

Kristan:

Karen:

Our mission is to mobilize and equip
young people, because we know “as young
people go, so will our culture.” Young people, for
better or worse, are cultural trendsetters. So, our
strategic plan is three-fold. One is to grow the
leaders of this pro-life youth “army.” The second
is to end abortion on our campuses. And the third
is to strategically attack Planned Parenthood.
All of our goals at Students for Life are highly
competitive. Every team member has numerous
goals they’re responsible for meeting. Every team
and every sub-team has goals. We’re measuring
all the time our rates of minds changed. As we
move forward into this next era of the pro-life
movement, we’re focusing on bringing it all
together. Something we’ll launch in 2021, that
hasn’t formally been announced yet, is to expand
out from the campuses into the communities,
digitally and in person, working on bringing
alongside our neighbors, our friends to join us
and invest with us in this movement.
And we also have a post-Roe plan that we’ve

Fall 2020 |

9

| prolifemagazine.org

It’s awesome to think that your
organization is the one that’s doing the lion’s
share of the work to train our young people to
be the ones to show up at the legislatures, and
testify, and do all of this that’s needed. Thank you
for this great work, Kristan! As we’re wrapping up,
please share with our readers how they can find
out more about your organization, how they can
get involved, and why everybody needs to get
involved to do something in some way.

those folks within the movement who are doing
amazing things, I encourage you to subscribe
to my podcast, Explicitly Pro-Life. It’s on Apple
iTunes, anywhere you get your podcasts, Spotify,
all those places. We’ve been having a lot of fun
with the podcast with bringing on leaders, some
who you may know, some who you may not know,
but need to know about. This season we’re talking
about how to have difficult conversations.

Karen:

Okay. And is that weekly, Kristan?

Kristan:

Yes, every Friday, I release a new
episode. Season 3 is just beginning. And it’s funny
for me, for someone who’s been doing this for
almost 15 years, I forget what amazing friends I
have, and how much some of these leaders have
been able to accomplish, and what they’ve done!
And it’s great to hear their stories and to get their
insights about strategy, and where the pro-life
movement should go next. So it’s been a lot of
fun.

Karen:

Kristan, you’re a powerhouse, and I
want to thank you so much for your time with us
today. I am grateful for your “yes” to God and for
your strong leadership, and pray God’s continued
blessings upon you and your organization, and
the many initiatives that you’re involved with.

Kristan:

Thank you so much.

Kristan:

No matter your age, you should
definitely sign up for our emails. We sort our
email subscribers by their age to make sure
we send you age-appropriate content, and we
definitely want you to be involved, to know what’s
happening on our campuses, to know what you
can do in your community to get young people
activated.
You can go to studentsforlife.org and sign up.
You can follow us on Facebook and Instagram
and Twitter @StudentsforLife. If you want to
know more about pro-life strategy, the movement,
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