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Lucy dreamed of giving sexual health presentations in schools and communities across the 

North. She is originally from Kimmirut, Nunavut, a community of 410 people. She noticed 

that people in her community don’t have much knowledge about sexual health and that the 

nurses who come to live in the community often don’t stay for very long—they come and 

go a lot—so the young people are unable to develop a trusting relationship with them. 

A lot of the girls Lucy knows don’t have the language, information, or skills to talk about 

sexual health, and she wants to change that. 

In the summer of 2008, Lucy went to one of our young women’s leadership programs 

called Make Some Noise North, in Whitehorse. At this event girls and women from across 

Canada came together for a one-week skill-building workshop. After the week, she said:

It was amazing to be with other girls and young women for a week. I never thought I 

would ever be with that many girls and women from different northern regions at the 

same time! While we all came from different places I still felt like we were the same. I 

felt like I belonged there. It was inspiring to be with elders and older women and learn 

from the knowledge and experiences that they generously shared for the betterment 

of our future. I wish every girl could do this.

The time she spent with other girls and women from across the North, sharing information 

and skills, gave her a boost of confidence along with the inspiration to act. When she got 

home, she got more involved in her community and shared her new knowledge. Lucy went 

on to attend a sexual health conference in Kuujjuaq in northern Quebec, and she is cur-

rently one of the Inuit representatives on the Youth Committee of the National Aboriginal 

Health Organization. She creates workshops and writes reports, all for the promotion of 

youth sexual health.   

Lucy’s hope is that girls in her community can get information, learn more about their own 

health, and learn to take care of themselves. She also wants more girls from her community 

to have opportunities like those she had—to meet mentors, get access to training, and get 

connected. 
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Introduction 

 
What matters to me are issues of social change, girls fighting for their rights and 

against racism and racial stereotyping. I like to work with media to show a differ-

ent message of girls and women of colour. I want to do outreach to other girls so 

they don’t feel isolated. I want to work with teachers so they can change how we are 

treated in schools, so we can change systemic racism, which affects us a lot. 

—sadaf pourmand

We believe that leaders are all around us, yet they often go unnoticed. For over a 

decade Girls Action Foundation has facilitated girls and young women’s programs 

and has created a National Network1 of diverse programmers and organizations 

working with girls and young women. This work has privileged us to meet, get to 

know, and support many young women who are deeply implicated in their commu-

nities and who are doing a range of amazing and innovative work; building a more 

just and equitable society for everyone. Young women across Canada are leading 

change by: educating themselves and others about social justice issues; influencing 

policy; organizing conferences; taking action against discrimination and violence in 

their communities; creating safe and stimulating spaces in their communities; advo-

cating for rights; and starting their very own organizations. 

At the same time, we have also identified a number of barriers that hinder the de-

velopment of young women’s leadership. There is a lack of resources and of sup-

port and recognition for the initiatives that young women are leading. 

1  Girls Action’s National Network is comprised of over 200 organizations and groups from across the country that support and work with girls 
and young women. Its purpose is to harnesses the power of like-minded people and create an interconnected web that fosters knowledge and resource 
sharing, collaborations, and action-oriented initiatives.   

We provide our National Network Members with publications, resources and practical support, such as coaching, training and networking opportunities, 
which help develop community initiatives and girls’ programs. 
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Introduction

Over the years it has become clearer that, as the hub of a national network, Girls 

Action is uniquely positioned to foster exchanges between peers and mentors, 

facilitate learning opportunities, and create tools that can support young women’s 

development as change makers. We have seen girls who were once program par-

ticipants grow into young women who are creating and leading their own initia-

tives. Inspired by such successes, we realized that more young women could ben-

efit from direct support and resources tailored to them.

For these reasons, Girls Action developed the ELLE Project: Leadership Building for 

Young Women. The ELLE Project is for young women aged 16 to 25 who want to 

make a difference.  Redefining Leadership: How Girls Action Foundation Supports 

Young Women to Lead Social Change is a collection of Girls Action’s reflections, 
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learnings and suc-

cessful practices 

built up over ten 

years of develop-

ing and deliver-

ing leadership and 

mentorship pro-

grams for young 

women. In order to 

highlight the voices 

and experiences of 

young women we have also included inspirational stories and anecdotes from the 

very change makers who have participated in our programs. 

this publication focuses on Girls Action’s key practices in regards to our leader-

ship program for young women. we make reference to many organizational and 

programmatic concepts, and invite you to refer to the following in-depth manual 

for clarification of any of the terms and concepts used—Amplify Toolkit: Design-

ing Spaces and Programs for Girls (Girls Action Foundation 2010). 



1The ELLE Project:
Girls Action’s Leadership 
and Mentorship Programs
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The ELLE Project: Girls Action’s Leadership and Mentorship 
Programs 

I think the most important part of what I took from ELLE project 

was empowerment. I feel empowered to start and support projects in 

my community, to apply for funding and to ask for help.

—dilesha williams

The vision behind the ELLE Project is to facilitate a long-term investment in the 

leadership of young women. To this effect, we offer resources and training along 

with networking opportunities to young women. We believe in creating a commu-

nity of support for young women change makers. 

The ELLE Project is composed of three main components: a face-to-face training 

for young women, a mentorship program, and micro grants. Girls Action believes in 

approaching leadership development and mentorship holistically, so in addition to 

these three components, we also weave the principles of mentorship and leader-

ship opportunities into our organizational culture and practice. 

 

the overall objectives of the elle project are: 

To support the leadership of young •	
women by providing skills and 
capacity building opportunities; 

To build intergenerational spaces, •	
foster mentorship, and promote 
learning across generations; 

To create links between young •	
women and organizational, 
community, and financial resources; 

To increase young women’s ability •	
to engage in community action and 
influence social  change; 

To support a national peer network •	
of young women change makers.
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The ELLE Project: Girls Action’s  
Leadership and Mentorship Programs

Let’s Break it Down: the Three Components of the ELLE Project

Face-to-Face leadership training 
 

Currently Girls Action offers one national leadership training program each year for 20 

participants from across Canada. During this face-to-face training young women get to 

develop awareness of their own leadership qualities and their capacity for taking action. A 

team of diverse facilitators offer workshops that raise awareness about social justice issues 

in participants’ lives and build knowledge and skills about project development.  

The training is a unique opportunity for young women to develop peer and multi-gen-

erational networks to support their personal and project development. We work hard to 

create an inclusive and invigorating space for young women to learn from each other and 

from facilitators. Our hope is that young women will go back to their communities charged 

with new knowledge, inspiration and ideas for the next steps in realizing their dreams, and 

so increasing young women’s involvement in community decision-making processes, poli-

cy-making, and global change.

E LLE Project
for young women 

16-25 years 

Face-to-Face 
Training 

7-day program

 

Micro Gr ants
For young women to

 

help get their projects

 

off the ground

 

Mentorship
Peer and intergenerational

 

mentorship through several

 

programs and activitie s
provide oppo rtunities to

 

exchange, learn and obtain 
resources

..
..

.

. .
. .

. .
. .

. .
. .

..
..

..
..

..
..
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mentorship program 

 The mentorship program is designed not only as follow-up activity for the face-to-face 

training participants, but is open to any young woman wanting to make change, connect 

with mentors, and who would benefit from project support. Since experience, rather than 

age, is what determines if someone has something to share in a mentor role, Girls Action 

has found that both peer mentorship and intergenerational mentorship are important to 

young women. 

The mentorship program is in fact composed of many activities and relationships, including 

regional young women’s meetups, one-on-one relationships with the Girls Action team and 

Network members, online learning groups, conference calls, and online communities like 

Kickaction.ca and Facebook. Young women are free to choose which activities best suit 

their needs and availabilities. 

The mentorship program aims to: build relationships between young women, the Girls 

Action team and Network members; build young women’s skills; link them to resources, 

contacts and information; and support the development of their projects over periods of 

months or years. Sometimes, being able to pick up the phone and connect with someone 

who has done it before can make all the difference in realizing projects. 

micro grants 

The micro grants, or as we like to call it, “seed funding”, is the final element in the ELLE 

Project. Realizing and implementing projects requires resources, and the lack of finan-

cial resources can sometimes act as a barrier to young women’s initiatives. Supported by 

mentors and community organizations through the face-to-face training and/or the men-

torship program, micro grants provide young women with financial support to start their 

very own projects aimed at positively influencing their communities. By encouraging these 

local action projects, young women gain practical experience in managing projects, as well 

as increased confidence and recognition of their strengths and assets. In addition, young 

women’s initiatives help stimulate change and increase awareness of young women’s pri-

orities among community members and decision makers. 
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Girls Action’s Approach to Developing Leadership and 
Mentorship Programs 

Our approach to developing leadership and mentorship programming is one that is 

grounded in our foundational principles—we value the active participation and in-

put of young women and Network members, and see in-depth reflection and evalu-

ation as integral to successful programming. 

The following are the basis for the Girls Action approach to developing leadership 

and mentorship program for young women change makers. 

Girls Action Foundational Principles
 

We approach young women’s leadership and mentorship programs with the same founda-

tional principles that guide all our projects and programs at Girls Action.

1.       popular education
Popular education emphasizes that learning is not a top-down process. The popular 

education approach believes the main goal of learning is to create positive social 

change based on the needs of those involved in the process. Young women decide 

what issues are important and determine how to enact change. 

Popular education:  

-Recognizes that young women are experts in their own lives; 

-Validates young women’s diverse experiences and knowledge; and

-Builds opportunities for leadership and collective action.

2.  social Justice 
There is more than one experience of being a young woman, and young women - 
have different levels of access to power and privilege.  

Supporting leadership means supporting a diversity of young women and the - 
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different ways they engage in their communities, depending on their own unique 

experiences, contexts, and issues.  

-Challenging widespread discrimination and inequality requires a range of leaders 

with broad perspectives. 

3. transformational change
Long-lasting social change requires engagement on many levels. We support - 
young women in a variety of communities to enact change in their schools, 

neighbourhoods, governments, and in their own lives. This means that a diversity of 

young women are acting on a range of issues that affect them, and in turn, that they 

are changing society.  

When young women are connected across differences and across communities, - 
they learn from each other and discover how their local issues are part of broader 

issues. With their awareness of the interdependence of local issues, young women 

can then lead projects to bring about large-scale change. 

4.  Young women’s power and strength
Young women don’t need to be saved. Emphasizing young women’s own strengths - 
and capabilities, and the value of their experiences empowers them in the face of 

adversity.  

With resources, support, encouragement and space, young women can be powerful - 
change makers.

5. Young women’s spaces 
Creating spaces for young women to come together can spark meaningful - 
connections. They share experiences and struggles, break isolation, learn from each 

other and plan together.  

When these spaces are well structured young women can identify with a diversity of - 
positive role models and leadership styles, and then move towards collective action. 
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Review of background documents & scans on leadership and mentorship 
research and practice

 
In order to understand where and how Girls Action’s leadership and mentorship program 

might fit into the broader community of youth programming, a review was undertaken of 

the leadership and mentorship programs that are currently available to girls and young 

women in Canada and the United States.

Findings from these scans revealed that successful leadership programs: 

Facilitate ways to move from leadership into mentorship; - 
Bring the arts and the outdoors into the training; - 
Use a popular education model that is anti-oppression based and runs over several - 
years; 

Ensure programs are youth led or youth supported; - 
Support action oriented learning; - 
Support deliberate, conscious and voluntary mentorship relationships between - 
participants and mentors;

These programs work best if:- 
The mentorship program is supported or sanctioned by a company, organization •	

or association;

The outcome of the relationship is expected to benefit all participants; and•	

If the mentoring benefits the community.  •	

Through these scans, we also learned that existing leadership and social justice programs 

for youth rarely focus on gender; many of the programs are costly for participants; and 

that most programs focus on just one issue or framework. 

Participatory Planning and Information Gathering  

Girls Action conducted several formal and informal meetings and phone •	

interviews with Network members, leadership training participants, 

facilitators, and staff to gain as much information as possible on the needs, 

expectations, and experiences of everyone involved, to best prepare the 

program. 
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Before any young women’s program is developed, we facilitate several young •	

women’s advisory committee meetings. Having young women’s input to 

shape the direction of upcoming programs is key to creating engaging and 

meaningful leadership programs for those involved. 

Very detailed application forms allow us to get to know participants and •	

select those who would most benefit from the program. In three years, over 

350 young women have applied to take part in the ELLE Project. Participant 

application forms gather information about these young women’s interests, 

skill development needs, and vision for their future projects. 

Gathering as much participant feedback about the program as we can, •	

not only helps strengthen the ongoing program but can also help inform 

future programs. Participants in the face-to-face training provide feedback 

through written questionnaires and debriefs during the program. In addition, 

participants take part in an “Appreciative Inquiry” session during the program.

One way to track the progress of participants and facilitate long-term project •	

support is to maintain follow-up records. Records of ways that participants 

from the face-to-face training continue to benefit from, and contribute to, our 

other programs are maintained. 

The Importance of Reflection and Evaluation in the ELLE Project 

Evaluation is an integral part of the growth and development of all Girls Action projects. 

We believe that in order to create really great programming we need to reflect on what is 

being delivered, get feedback from those involved at all stages of the project, take stock 

of all that information, and turn it into stronger programming for future years. We use dif-

ferent evaluation techniques before, during, and after all programs to ensure that they are 

relevant, adaptable, and accountable.  

 

We use developmental evaluation tools to help us learn from the ELLE Project. Develop-

mental evaluation is designed to nurture innovative projects by capturing context specific 

reflections about the project planning, implementation and follow-up. Learning from the 

entire project process then informs any change in the project’s direction and can help de-

sign new project elements and monitoring mechanisms. 
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Working with an experienced developmental evaluator to support the process, we asked 

ourselves the following questions throughout the development and pilot of the ELLE Proj-

ect:

Why are we doing this project?  

To what extent does the program meet the leadership training needs of young •	

women who may be marginalized? 

What are their needs? (Skills, resources, applied experiences)•	

Is the program relevant to their needs? How? How not?•	

What are we delivering and how is it being received?  

What are participants experiencing through the ELLE Project? What are their beliefs •	

and hopes? What is their understanding of leadership and mentorship? What are 

their leadership development and mentorship needs? 

How extensive is our current outreach? What are our needs so we can increase our •	

outreach in the future? 

To what extent is the program effective in creating a transformative learning •	

experience that reinforces young women’s strengths and helps them advance their 

personal vision of social change?

 
Developmental Reflection 

What is the team’s understanding of the development and delivery of the ELLE •	

project?

Have we been effective in delivering a unique program that meets specific needs of •	

young, marginalized women?

How well are we connecting the dots between our “vision” of a leadership program •	

and the “here-and-now” reality of what young women need/want?

What shifts, changes or new questions should we be asking?•	



19
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LEARNING

Insights and Best Practices in Young Women’s 
Leadership and Mentorship Programs



20

Learning from Practice: Insights and Best Practices in Young 
Women’s Leadership and Mentorship Programs

Over several years of developing and delivering leadership and mentorship pro-

grams with a particular focus on social justice and empowerment for young wom-

en, Girls Action has been able to identify key elements that make these programs 

so successful. Below are some of Girls Action’s best practices for delivering this 

unique and powerful leadership development program for young women change 

makers. Our goal is to share these reflections in the hopes that they will inspire and 

support the development of other programs. 

Use a Popular Education Approach

I felt like the ELLE Project was about sharing knowledge and experiences, and com-

bining world-views to get a richer sense of the world for everyone. 

Although there were facilitators, we were all learners, and we were all teachers.

 An important part was the inspiration we got from each other: hearing stories and 

helping each other figure out next steps for how to put the amazing plans into action.

 It was such a valuable thing for me. —shoshana erlich

Popular education methodology is very important, when trying to encourage meaning-

ful participation, as a way to maximize learning and find ways to take action and create 

change. This means creating a space where participants can come together in dynamic and 

unpredictable ways, with activities that are centred on young women’s interests and expe-

riences—while at the same time sharing new information and skills, and planning for how to 

move forward. 

Favouring a popular education approach also means really listening and observing where 

there is momentum in the group and following up on these important topics. Flexibility is 

key for this process to be successful. Sometimes it could mean putting a planned activity 

on hold to allow more time to address an emerging issue that is important to the group. 
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Learning From Practice

Work with a Diverse Team of Facilitators 

The facilitators were an extremely talented, knowledgeable, compassionate 

and intelligent set of women with diverse experiences working together to 

create the change that they envision—that we can do a lot more than what we 

are told, or what we may be subjected to —Asheda dwyer

Since young women are diverse and interested in different issues, it only makes sense to 

have a diverse team of facilitators to lead the face-to-face training and other networking 

and learning spaces. We have learned that it is important to select a team of skilled facilita-

tors who share a passion for young women’s leadership, and who are very diverse in terms 

of personality, facilitation styles, organizing experience, communities of origin, and lan-

guages spoken. These elements are instrumental in creating a vibrant and inspiring space 

where a range of leadership styles can be modelled. 

The work of selecting young 

women as project coordinators 

and facilitators should not be 

underestimated. They model 

peer-to-peer mentorship for 

participants and keep the pro-

gram relevant.

Get to Know Participants  

The more everyone involved 

knows about one another, the 

more effective the program can 

be. One of the ways we get to know the participants is through detailed application forms. 

Applicants are asked to describe what issues they are interested in and what projects they 

have on the go or would like to start. Participants also shared information about their com-

munities and how they self-identify.

It is equally important to take the time to introduce the facilitators to the participants. Hav-

ing facilitators share a detailed description (about one-page long) of their backgrounds 

with participants on the first day was a great success; they shared details about their pro-
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fessional/activist/social justice work as well as the issues that they are passionate about. 

This allows the participants to really know what kind of expertise each facilitator brings to 

the table. This kind of introduction also allows participants to connect and identify more 

deeply with facilitators who share similar experiences and passions. Seen in this light, 

thoughtful introductions are a good way to lay the groundwork for mentoring relation-

ships. 

Exploring Leadership Skills that are Grounded in Social Justice 

It was a great space to express, connect and share experiences, 

and critically discuss issues concerning young people in Canada.  

I learned a lot about issues happening locally within Canada; issues  

that are often silenced or made invisible by mainstream society. 

—mimi duong 

We believe that in order to be truly effective change makers we must work and act in a 

manner that reaches out and expands networks across communities. In other words, that 

we must create a program that is accessible to a group of diverse young women from 

a wide range of 

communities who 

come together to 

learn from, and 

about, each other, 

while building 

solidarity across 

communities. In 

addition to offer-

ing new skills to 

participants, the 

ELLE Project also 

aims to increase 

participants’ un-

derstanding of the 

diverse challenges, oppressions, and strengths that they each experience. In this way, Girls 

Action supports the growth of a new generation of leaders who know how to work across 

differences to increase collaboration. 
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Learning From Practice

The importance of working within a social justice framework was often reinforced dur-

ing the course of the ELLE Project. When working towards social justice with a group of 

diverse young women, having a shared basic understanding of anti-oppression is vital to 

create a functioning space. 

Girls Action’s programs are intended to reach and support young women who experience 

different forms of marginalization. By using what was happening in conversation and dur-

ing group activities as examples, facilitators and some participants raised awareness about 

multiple and interlocking forms of oppression and demystified harmful stereotypes. Partici-

pants increased their understanding and analysis of the everyday experiences of margin-

alization they face, thereby gaining important tools to challenge oppression in their daily 

lives.

We have found that it is important to explain basic anti-oppression concepts at the begin-

ning of the program, and practice them throughout the participants’ time together. This 

approach provides an important “common ground” and language for all participants to 

express themselves. Facilitators are vital to presenting this framework consistently, in a 

“safe” and engaging way, throughout the duration of the program. This requires sensitivity 

and the skills to react to a diversity of issues that emerge during the training, while at the 

same time maintaining a productive learning environment. When doing this kind of work, 

both participants and facilitators need support in the form of training, debriefs, and extra 

facilitation support in order to ensure that this work happens effectively.  

For more information on anti-oppression, what it is, what it means within girls program-

ming as well as for facilitation tips and techniques, please consult our Amplify Toolkit: De-

signing Spaces and Program for Girls 

Be Accessible 

Part of working towards social justice means being accessible to all the young women who 

want to be part of our programs and training. The following list covers some of the things 

that need to be taken into account when trying to create accessible spaces:

Promotional materials and outreach strategies should be reflective of the •	

audience you are trying to reach. For the ELLE Project, this meant creating 

promotional material that was youth friendly, bilingual, and appealed to 

young women across the country. We also leverage our national Network, 
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social networking websites, and use cold calls to 

reach potential participants. 

When selecting participants from the pool of •	

applicants, we prioritize young women who are 

living in marginalized communities and who may 

have difficulty accessing support and networking 

opportunities. Asking key questions on application 

forms such as: “Why would you like to be a part of 

the ELLE project?”; “Tell us what is happening in 

your community”; or “What issues are important to 

you?” help us select participants as well as get to 

know them.  

Use a combination of different facilitation approaches and activities. This •	

means using artistic, movement-based, and hands-on or experiential learning 

methods as well as spoken and written word methods. This ensures that 

different learning styles are accommodated during programming.  

Try to be financially accessible. Girls Action has been able to pay the travel •	

and accommodation costs for face-to-face trainings.    

We provide childcare. •	

Offer choice in food. •	

When possible, we present the training simultaneously in English and French, •	

and provide American Sign Language interpreters when needed. 

We also provide letters of support and communicate with schools and •	

parents, when needed, to facilitate a young woman’s participation. 

As much as possible, we try to make the language used as accessible as we •	

can. This may mean taking the time to explain academic and organizational 

jargon.   

Even with these measures in place, we have learned that there are still some •	

barriers to participation. For example, finding accommodations that are 
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Learning From Practice

fully wheelchair-accessible, ensuring access to Kosher and Halal foods, and 

integrating languages other than French and English have been important 

considerations that we are still working on. It is vital to consistently reflect on 

efforts made to be accessible, and work to strengthen them. 

Work with Supportive Elders and Role Models

I found that I had a lot in common with one of the facilitators, 

and we stayed in touch; she provided inspiration and ideas. It’s good 

for me to be able to see women who I respect and admire doing the

 kind of work that I want to be doing.  

—shoshana erlich

We value intergenerational spaces and think that they create unique opportunities to learn 

from experience, reflect on the present and plan for the future. Meeting and connecting 

with supportive elders and role models whom participants are able to identify with has 

proven to be powerful and valuable for everyone involved, especially if young women do 

not have access to role models or mentors in their communities.  Elders are often instru-

mental in navigating conversations around difficult topics, both one-on-one and between 

participants.  

Be Flexible 

As a project committed to remaining relevant and adaptable to the changing realities of 

young women’s lives, our approach to leadership and mentorship is continuously evolving. 

One example is the changing nature of the mentorship program. In its first year we de-

veloped a structured mentorship program in order to provide ongoing support for ELLE 

participants. While in the end, there was little interest from participants in the formalized 

program, momentum for building mentoring relationships grew naturally over Facebook. 

Members of the Girls Action team started an ELLE Project group on Facebook, befriended 

the participants, and were able to observe the back-and-forth between participants, an-

swer questions, and link participants to other mentors, all in an informal capacity. Using 

Facebook was not part of the official strategy, but because both coordinators were young 
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women on Facebook, they were 

able to tap into this process of 

network building between the 

participants.  

As a program that is based on 

popular education and inno-

vation, the ELLE Project does 

not remain static in the way it 

meets its foundational goals 

from year-to-year. Being flex-

ible is a source of strength, 

because it can better ensure 

that participants’ needs are 

being met through adaptable programming and facilitation. At the same time, it is also a 

challenge to successfully adapt to a wide range of needs, backgrounds, and experiences. 

Knowing your participants beforehand, having a diverse team of facilitators, and creating 

and often revisiting group agreements can facilitate this process and enable more relevant 

and adaptable programming. 

Peer-to-Peer Mentoring 

I want to learn about what other girls are doing across the country and bring the skills 

and good examples back to my community. I would also like to meet other girls who 

are doing the same work as I do and learn from them. Leadership training is so impor-

tant because girls have a lot to share about how to make change happen. 

—sadaf pourmand 

I stayed in touch with many of the ELLE Project participants. It was a relief 

and empowering to connect with like-minded young women over the long-term. I think there’s a 
lot of power in networking; young women in leadership roles face very unique challenges, and 
any opportunity to exchange knowledge, challenges, and resources is hugely beneficial. 
—Joanne cave

Peer mentoring refers to a process of exchange and learning between people of similar 

ages, but also, and more importantly, between those of similar experience levels. Peers can 
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support each other based 

on their lived experiences, 

expertise and knowledge, 

and can share their skills 

and assets with each 

other. The experience of 

peer mentoring promotes 

learning, helps build net-

works and break isolation, 

and supports the pooling 

of ideas and expertise to 

brainstorm about ways 

to move forward on chal-

lenges.

For the ELLE Project, 

this means facilitating opportunities for young women to get to know each other and talk 

about their communities, experiences, passions, and projects, as well as facilitating oppor-

tunities for participants to share knowledge, expertise, and help problem-solve with each 

other over the short and long-term.  Peer mentoring is a successful strategy for leadership 

development, because it helps make the impossible seem possible for young women—they 

see others who are, like them, advancing their own projects. 

please see Appendix A for activities that support peer-to-peer networking.  

Raise Awareness and Plan for Action 

Sometimes young women come to the program having already figured out what projects 

they would like to undertake, while others are still working to identify an issue to work 

on, or may instead want to dig deeper to uncover “the issues”. To support this process of 

raising awareness in order to plan for action, we have found it useful to do activities that 

are grounded in anti-oppression and popular education. Combined, these frameworks help 

highlight forms of marginalization and injustices, and the ways they can manifest them-

selves in people’s lives day-to-day. This can mean discussing topics like poverty, violence, 

discrimination, etc. in ways that raise awareness about some of the root causes, and also 

discussing how they manifest themselves in the young women’s communities. By locating 
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girls and young women’s lived experiences within broader social and political contexts, it 

can break feelings of isolation and help locate areas for intervention. We then allow lots of 

time to plan for action based on participants’ unique experiences, communities, and con-

text.

Offer Concrete Tools and Skill Building Opportunities 

What caught my attention about this project is that I would like to do things in my 

community to make it better, but I know that I do not necessarily have all of the tools 

yet, so seeing that this was a leadership workshop, I see it as a perfect opportunity to 

put another tool in that toolbox.

—danna Joy

While it’s important to allow time for deep reflection about the issues we want to tackle 

and why, it’s equally important to allow time to learn how to take action. 

Therefore, throughout the programs, we assist young women in: developing and strength-

ening project planning, fundraising and financial management skills; identifying communi-

cation and promotional opportunities; working on outreach, team building, and community 

partnership development among other skills.

The Importance of Face-to-Face Time 

Through feedback and evaluations we often received enthusiastic comments about the 

desire to have more time and opportunities to meet with other young women and mentors 

“face-to-face”. We’ve responded to these comments in two ways: regional young women’s 

meetups, and scheduled one-on-one time between participants and facilitators at the face-

to-face training. 

The young women’s meetups are one-night networking events tailored to young women 

from a particular region. The objectives of the meetups are to build on the relationships 

formed at the face-to-face training, increase regional cohesion and collaboration, and cre-

ate intergenerational spaces that allow for networking and relationship building between 

girls and women of all ages. 
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At the face-to-face training 

we also try to maximize the 

value of this precious time to-

gether by programming one-

on-one mentorship sessions, 

in which participants are able 

to get in-depth individual 

support on their project from 

experienced mentors and fa-

cilitators. We do this by bor-

rowing on the “Dance Card” 

idea. Facilitators and men-

tors introduce themselves to 

the group formally and then 

participants have the opportunity to schedule in time with a facilitator or mentor of choice 

during the allotted slots in the program schedule. These one-on-one mentorship slots book 

up very fast, and mentorship sessions often carry over into lunch hours, program breaks, 

and well into the night.

Informal Time Together is Special and Should be Part of the Program 

What participants almost always ask for more of, in any face-to-face program or event, is 

time. For programmers, this means resisting the temptation to over-program, and even 

being deliberate about leaving “free time” in the schedule. For us, there are so many ideas 

to discuss and so many workshop options that careful pruning is always necessary to leave 

ample time for chatting and connecting, for peer-to-peer mentorship, and for debriefing. 

It is often in the informal time between activities, during dinnertime or on breaks, where 

participants can really connect with one another on a different level. Having so many ideas 

running through your head after an activity can often mean a need to talk about them, 

process them, and learn from what others thought about them in an informal way. These 

“down” moments are important to help participants pick up on items of interest someone 

may have mentioned in passing throughout the day—and often, it is these small moments 

of connection that lead to big things. To undervalue the importance of leaving time to con-

nect would be to undervalue the importance of creating trust and building relationships. 
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Ensure Multiple Ways for Young Women to Engage and Access Support 

It is important to be able to offer different avenues for young women to get involved and 

get support. This increases accessibility to leadership training and mentorship opportuni-

ties for girls who may otherwise miss out, allows for tailor-made types of mentoring ex-

periences based on context and need, and breaks the isolation of young women who are 

organizing without community support. 

Over the years, we have experimented with a variety of ways that girls and young women 

can get involved in our activities. Some of the methods and access points that have suc-

cessfully engaged young women include:

Face-to-face subsidized leadership training; - 

“Learning Across Distance” - 
seminars, where mentors 

with experience in a 

particular area lead training 

and topic-based discussions 

over a conference call; 

Organized online groups on - 
girlsaction.ca and Facebook 

where young women and 

mentors share knowledge 

and answer questions; 

Informal networking and support over Facebook and e-mail; - 

Blogging on kickaction.ca, our sister website for young girls and women, where they - 
can write about issues that matter to them, and projects they are working on. Often 

these blogs lead to replies from peers about current issues, as well as about project 

planning and development;  

Regional meetups for young women in a particular city or region to allow for peer - 
networking and to offer workshops that build skills; 

Informal face-to-face meetings when participants and facilitators are in the same - 
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town, which can offer more in-depth and tailored support; 

Financial and promotional support for short-term projects or events through our - 
National Day of Action; 

 

Inspirational “how-to” publications for young women that look at how to start - 
or strengthen projects, explore different ways for them to get involved in their 

communities, offer information about where they can go for support, and which 

profile other young women who have created something amazing from the ground 

up.  

Celebrate Success 

One of the most rewarding aspects of working with young women who are passionate 

about making a difference, is being able to witness their growth. From identifying key is-

sues in their communities, to posting a blog, to reaching out to mentors, to organizing a 

Day of Action, to starting their own project, Girls Action takes the time to acknowledge 

and celebrate all the hard work that young women are doing. 

We help shine a light on young women’s social change initiatives through:

Profiles in our publications or online;•	

Validating their work and skills by inviting them to facilitate a discussion over •	

a conference call, online, or at face-to-face training;

Asking young women to contribute content to Girls Action publications; •	

Inviting them to write blogs on kickaction.ca;•	

Giving them the space to talk about their projects at our face-to-face training •	

and National Network retreat;

Disseminating media coverage of young women’s initiatives; and •	

Recognizing and supporting innovative ideas through micro grants and •	

mentoring. 
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Appendix A: Peer-to-Peer Mentoring Activities

One way Girls Action has facilitated peer learning is through an activity that looks a lot 

like speed dating. Divide the group into pairs. One person in each pair has five minutes to 

describe to their partner why they applied to the ELLE Project, the partner then gets two 

minutes to ask follow up questions and “dig deeper” (kind of like investigative journal-

ism). Then it’s time to switch roles. It’s always great in these scenarios to have the smaller 

groups report back to the bigger group briefly, and then to allow time for participants to 

ask follow-up questions to people whom they were not paired up with. 

Another way of creating a peer learning moment is to bring together peers who share 

common goals and are engaged in some level of project planning and development. Before 

you start the activity, allow participants at least one day to prepare the issues, challenges, 

and questions they have that are related to their project or passion. Divide a large group 

(of seven or more young women) into smaller groups (of three to five women).  Ask one 

person from each small group to present a challenge or question she has in relation to her 

project. The rest of her group can ask questions for clarification if needed. The presenter 

who had the question must then turn her back on her group while her peers brainstorm 

about possible solutions or approaches to her challenge. The presenter just sits and ab-

sorbs all the knowledge that is being shared. If time allows, have each person in the small 

group present their challenge and sit back and listen to possible solutions. 

Appendix A: Peer-to-Peer Mentoring Activities



33

Appendix B: The ELLE Project 2010 Loom 

Appendix B: The ELLE Project 2010 Loom 

The loom is a central tool used in designing workshops or learning activities. It is referred 

to as “a loom” because of the horizontal and diagonal lines, like the warp and the weft used 

when weaving fabric. In the program context, the loom is used to craft workshop designs 

or learning activities. 

The loom is a visual, logistical, and programmatic schedule of a workshop, activity or pro-

gram. It is a useful tool because it provides important detail about the sequence of ac-

tivities for a workshop or session. The loom helps you look at the overall objectives for 

the session and put together a flow of activities that balance elements such as: hands-on 

activities versus reflective periods, individual/small group versus large group activities, and 

deep thinking versus just-for-fun activities. This tool also helps you to time how long each 

activity will take within the flow of the whole workshop, remember what supplies you need 

to have on hand, and who is in charge of what. Facilitators will generally use the loom as 

a reference during a workshop. The loom can also be tweaked or changed based on the 

needs of the group. For example, you can easily shorten the time of an activity if you are 

behind schedule by adjusting the time column.  

Below you will find an example of the ELLE Project Loom that was used in the 2010 face-

to-face training program. Please note that our programs, and therefore our looms, change 

from year to year and also change during the programming itself to meet the needs of the 

participants. For every different context and group, ideally you should  change and adapt 

your approach as a facilitator, and redesign your loom with the group’s needs in mind. The 

goal of sharing the 2010 face-to-face training loom is to offer a concrete example of what 

our leadership program looks like in practice and inspire program development; not direct 

it. The following loom was designed in consultation with participants, advisory committees, 

facilitators and staff for the needs of the 2010 participants and should not be duplicated in 

other programming contexts. 
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ELLE Project: Face-to-Face Training Program 2010 

The goal of the face-to-face training program is to support young women in developing an 

awareness of their own personal leadership skills and capacities, so that in turn they feel 

more empowered and supported to participate in community and political leadership roles. 

objectives: 

To support the development of participants’ awareness of their own •	

leadership qualities, and increase their self-esteem along with their capacity 

for self-care;

To build knowledge along with transferable skills in communication, •	

community organizing and media strategies;

To develop peer-to-peer networks of young women as well as multi-•	

generational networks that connect young women with established 

organizations;

To support participants’ involvement in social justice work with the goal •	

of increasing young women’s involvement in community decision-making 

processes, policy-making, and global change;

To create an inclusive and invigorating space for young women. •	

core program components:

emphasis on peer learning•	
The face-to-face training program supports the exchange of learning and 

information sharing between peers. This important exchange leads to the 

creation and strengthening of relationships between participants. Peer learning 

also heightens each participant’s awareness of their own contributions, skills 

and assets, thereby affirming their own leadership qualities along with the value 

of being a part of a diverse network of young women. 

Redefining the Terms •	
The training offers a unique time and place to deconstruct concepts like 

community, identity and culture to name just a few, and to redefine them in 

ways that are relevant to the young women’s own experiences. 
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Anti-oppression •	
Sharing anti-oppression frameworks provides the participants with tools that 

can help identify and name different forms of oppression and privilege in their 

own lives. In turn this can support their mobilization around issues that matter 

to them. Understanding oppression, power and privilege helps to de-internalize 

harmful experiences, such as discrimination, and to see how these experiences 

relate to larger social or systemic abuses of power; rather than as a strictly 

“personal” experience. Such understanding along with the ability to name what 

has happened and mobilize to change it can also contribute to a stronger sense 

of self-esteem. 

creative self-expression & movement•	
Participants use art as a way of being, knowing, and communicating. Activities 

like dance, theatre, games, etc. invite participants to connect with themselves 

in an embodied physical way. Creative self-expression and movement serve to 

get participants considering the multiple ways that they live in and through their 

bodies, while at the same time encouraging them to become more conscious 

of the various roles that they can un/intentionally perform and play. These 

activities can energize participants and help them to develop a more positive 

relationship to their bodies. 

media Arts Focus•	
Having a media arts component helps participants to build concrete skills in 

a variety of mediums such as photography, podcasting and video making. 

Participants then use these skills to develop media arts projects that 

communicate their realities and give different audiences information about the 

projects in which they are involved.

Self-Reflection and Critical Thinking•	
Participants are encouraged to practice applying the skills and frameworks 

shared at the training sessions in their own daily lives. Similarly, they are also 

encouraged to question their own assumptions and to consider alternative 

perspectives on issues. 
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skill Building •	
There is an intentional focus in the training on creating action plans, identifying 

mentors and building support networks. As a result, participants develop 

concrete skills in project organizing, fundraising, partnership building, and 

communications. 

characteristics of the training that make it unique:  

An interlocking Feminist Analysis•	

This analytical framework recognizes that young women have different lived 

realities based on their experiences of oppression, and depending on their 

access to power and privileges. An interlocking feminist analysis focuses on 

understanding structures of power and systemic issues and the way that these 

factors have an impact on young women’s lives. 

In order to build support networks and community among young women, we 

recognize and take into account the multiple and interlocking nature of their 

multiple and diverse experiences and identities. 

A sense of community•	

Participants from across Canada are brought together in a retreat-like setting. 

Through formal workshops and informal conversation and exchanges a sense 

of community emerges. 

capacity-Building•	

The focus is on building young women’s leadership skills through personal 

empowerment, skill building, awareness-raising and identifying communities 

of support. 

Accessibility•	

We strive to make the training as accessible as possible: this includes covering 

travel to the training, presenting the training in French and 

English when possible, and using a popular education approach that starts with 

the knowledge and needs of the participants. 

please note: Facilitation tips appear in italics
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