
GIVING A HEAD START TO YOUNG WOMEN 
IN POLITICS

Empowering young women to become active in politics  –  and beyond

Suitable for young women and young men

AN ACTIVITY MANUAL FOR

CIVICS/CAREERS TEACHERS AND OTHER GROUPS



Notes



OTTAWA HEAD START PROGRAM 1

Table of Contents
Welcome         2
Who We Are         3
Create a Dialogue in Your Community!     5
Purpose of Manual        5
How to Use this Manual       5
Online Resource Hub        5
Our Recommendations to You      6
Need an Orientation?        6
Schedule         7
Discover          
  Celebrate You!       11
  Fake It ‘til You Make It      13
  Lady Leaders Where Art Thou?     15
  I Spy With My Little Eye, Someone That Is... A Leader! 17 
  Hello!         19
Explore           
  Miss Representation      23
  Nobody Puts Lady in the Corner     25
  Politics, Pronto!       27
  Busting Down Barriers      29
  Women and the Will to Lead     30
  Find Your Passion       31
Build          
  Busting Down More Barriers     35 
  Miss Mentor        36
  Women Who Are Willing to Lead     37
  If You Dream It, Your Mentor Will Come    39
  Pursue Your Passion      40 
Grow          
Connect with Head Start Ottawa!      43
Connect with Your Passion Using Social Media    43
Join an Online Movement!       43
Cited Resources        45
Appendix         47

14

6

23

32Images throughout this manual were generously provided by RicharD Murphy Photo. Website: 
www.richardmurphyphoto.ca

 

www.richardmurphyphoto.ca


OTTAWA HEAD START PROGRAM 

The intention of this workshop is to provide teachers and other mentors the tools to motivate young women 

in their communities to pursue positions of leadership in politics, and in all fields. While the content of 

the workshop is focussed on young women, our pilot phase demonstrated that the content is enriching 

for young men too (after all, most do have mothers and sisters, and most will have female colleagues, 

classmates, and friends).

This workshop was created by 15 young women between 

the ages of 16 and 24 from Ottawa, Canada. These brilliant 

young women were the participants of the Ottawa Chapter 

of the Head Start for Young Women program. The aim of 

the ‘Head Start’ program was to bring together young 

women and municipal politicians to discuss, research, and 

address, barriers that may be preventing young women 

from getting active in their communities and in politics. The 

Head Start participants decided to create this workshop to 

address some of these barriers. The explanations given in 

each activity under “Why Does this Matter?” is informed by 

the consultations, interviews, and research the participants 

carried out. 

Ottawa City Councillor Marianne Wilkinson offered the Head Start program in Ottawa from October 2013 

to July 2014 on behalf of the Federation of Canadian Municipalities with funding from Status of Women 

Canada.

Welcome

Marianne Wilkinson
Ottawa City Councillor for Ward 4 

(Kanata-North)

2



OTTAWA HEAD START PROGRAM 

Ahiney Laryea
Carleton University student

Age 20

Aiman Baig 
Earl of March S.S. student

Age 18

Alexandra Nederlof-Erkhart
Earl of March S.S. student

Age 17

Allie Moore
Carleton University and Algonquin 

College graduate
Age 22

Amy Zhou
University of Waterloo student

Age 19

Briana Fayad
Carleton University student

Age 18

Caileen Dolan
John McCrae S.S. student

Age 17

Doan-Nghi Dam-Le
A.Y. Jackson S.S. student

Age 16

Isobel Smith
Carleton University student

Age 18

Who We Are
These are the women of the Head Start program in Ottawa:
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Elaine Larsen
 Program Coordinator

- Ottawa Chapter
Office of Marianne Wilkinson

Jasmin Goldstein
University of Ottawa student

Age 20

Kate Cao
Carleton University student

Age 21

Maddy Vida
Sacred Heart Catholic H.S student

Age 18

Molly Miller
All Saints Catholic H.S. student

Age 17

Stephanie Teodoridis
University of Ottawa student

Age 20

Supriya Trivedi
University of Ottawa student

Age 19

WITH SUPPORT FROM

Melissa Newitt
National Program Coordinator

Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities

Join our network to meet like-minded people, to receive interesting information, and to 
hear about upcoming events!

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/HeadStartOttawa      Twitter: @HeadStartOttawa
Email: HeadStartinOttawa@gmail.com
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Purpose of Manual

How to Use This Manual

YOUR COMMUNITY 
Create a Dialogue In   

The aim of this workshop is to empower young women to become interested in pursuing positions of 
leadership - and to give young men the tools to support them. It is designed to encourage awareness, 
interest, and participation in all levels of government, business, academia, not-for-profit work, and beyond!

Online Resource Hub

Activities
This workshop is targeted towards young women aged 16 to 24, although you will find that many of the 
activities are valuable for all genders and for all ages.

The workshop is divided into four different sections in order to suit your group’s needs:
• Discover - Introductory activities that are each about 10 to 25 minutes long
• Explore - Skills building activities that are each about 20 to 60 minutes long 
• Build - Activities that build upon the skills introduced in ‘Explore’, 45 to 120 minutes long
• Grow - Proposes ways to get involved and provides complementary information to the activities. 

Schedule
This workshop can be carried out as a: 

• Class in high school 
• Day-long workshop
• Weekend-long leadership camp
• A weekly community activity 
• And more! 

Please refer to our schedule on page 7 for ideas on how to put the activities in sequence.

All resources cited in this manual are available to your students at Head 
Start’s “Online Resource Hub”. 

Here is the QR or the URL to give to your students:
https://sites.google.com/site/headstartottawa/

5

https://sites.google.com/site/headstartottawa


OTTAWA HEAD START PROGRAM 

Our Recommendations to You
• Call on those who haven’t raised their hands

An unfortunate trend is how young women seem to become less willing to raise their hands and participate in group 
discussions as they grow older, even if they know the answer. Create an inclusive and respective atmosphere, and 
prompt those who haven’t said anything-- they’ll probably have something very insightful to say. 

• Celebrate individuality
Encourage the group to be mindful of the fact that they are not honouring their own uniqueness if they allow feedback 
from others (other women, men, teachers, parents, others) to dictate how they feel.

• Discourage negativity
Encourage the group members to gently and respectfully point out to each other whenever someone displays self-
defeating behaviour, i.e. - “I can’t...” and “I’m not…” language. If a group member makes an offhanded remark that 
you feel reflects prejudice or bias (ex. - “Yeah, he was acting like such a wimp, what a girl.”), gently comment on it, 
and make it a springboard for discussion on self-perpetuating stereotypes and biases.

• Enforce respect
Welcome your students to share their ideas, and emphasize the importance of respecting the ideas of others. Make 
your room a safe space to share thoughts and ideas.

• Keep it comfortable
Create a comfortable atmosphere that is appropriate for the age of your group and the setting of the activities. Be 
sure to mix serious conversation with fun anecdotes. These activities introduce new themes that are meant to have 
an impact on personal development. For these activities, view yourself as a mentor and create space for students to 
ask any questions that come to mind.

• Use our resources to cater the workshop to your group
• Refer to page 45 or go online to locate all sources mentioned throughout the activities.
• Refer to page 7 for suggestions on which activities fit best together
• Refer to the Appendix to learn more about the findings of the Head Start for Young Women program, which could 

prove to be useful information as you carry out this workshop.

Need an Orientation? 
If you would like to receive an orientation to the workshop manual, or you would like assistance carrying out the 
activities, we’d be happy to help. We would also love to answer any questions or comments you may have. 
Please contact us at:  HeadStartinOttawa@gmail.com

In addition, there is a “Teachers” tab available to you on Head Start’s Online Resource 
Hub. There, you will be able to get tips from other teachers about how to adapt the 
activities to your group, and receive their suggestions about what activities fit together. 
Please sign in to your Gmail account and leave your comments and ideas too, to help 
Head Start Ottawa and fellow teachers carry out their own activities.
Go to:  https://sites.google.com/site/headstartottawa/teachers
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Schedule
Pursuing a Position of Leadership in Politics and Beyond

Approximately 7 hours of content 

Workshop 1 (60 minutes)

• I Spy with My Little Eye, Someone that is... a Leader!   10-15 minutes

• Nobody Puts Lady in the Corner  20-45 minutes

Workshop 2 (60 minutes)

• Celebrate You!  15-20 minutes

• Miss Representation  20-40 minutes

Workshop 3 (50 minutes)

• Fake It ‘til You Make It  15-25 minutes 

• Hello!  20-25 minutes

Workshop 4 (60 minutes)

• Busting Down Barriers  60 minutes

Workshop 5 (60 minutes)

• Busting Down More Barriers  45-60 minutes  

Workshop 6 (55 minutes)

• Lady Leaders Where Art Thou?  10-15 minutes

• Politics, Pronto!  30-40 minutes

Workshop 7 (60 minutes)

• Women and the Will to Lead  60 minutes

The following is a suggested sequence of activities which are appropriate to carry 
out individually, as a cluster, or once a week.
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Finding Passion and Taking Action
Approximately 7 hours of content 

Workshop 1 (60 minutes)

• Women Who are Willing to Lead  60 minutes

Workshop 2 (60 minutes)

• Find your Passion   45-60 minutes

Workshop 3 (60 minutes)

• Pursue Your Passion  45-60 minutes

Workshop 4 (60 minutes)

• Pursue Your Passion  cont’d

• Presentations for Women Who Are Willing to Lead  cont’d

Workshop 5 (60 minutes)

• Miss Mentor  40-60 minutes  

Workshop 6 (60 minutes)

• If You Dream It, Your Mentor Will Come  60-120 minutes

Workshop 7 (60 minutes)

• If You Dream It, Your Mentor Will Come  cont’d
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Duration
Duration:      15 - 20 minutes
Group size:  2 or more
Materials:    Blackboard 

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1. Have the group divide themselves in pairs, and ask each participant to privately brainstorm 3 qualities 

that her partner has that would be an asset if she were to lead a group. 
2. Ask students to write their ideas on the blackboard. 
3. As a group, brainstorm the characteristics of what a typical leader acts like and looks like in the   

media. 
4. Ask the group to point out in what ways the media-driven list is incomplete in comparison to the   

real-world list they just came up with.  

Information to Share During the Activity
The decision to split the group in pairs was intentional. Women are less likely than men to feel comfortable 
describing their own assets, but tend to be quite willing to celebrate the assets of somebody else. 
Research points to the fact that women are socialized to be communal, and speaking of oneself is not 
aligned with this socialization.

Psychology today writes that while extraverts are more likely to be attracted to and selected for 
leadership roles, they do not necessarily make better leaders than introverts. Studies show that if 
companies have passive employees who are looking for direction from above, having an extroverted 
leader will increase profits. However, when an organization has a dynamic set of proactive employees, 
then profits will increase if the organization is led by an introvert. Introverted leaders thrive by validating 
initiative and listening carefully to suggestions from below.

Celebrate You!
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For Discussion Afterwards:
Why Does This Matter?

The aim of this activity is to nurture self-confidence because it celebrates the unique strengths of each 
individual, and dispels misleading conceptualizations of who can be a leader. Hopefully, this activity will 
encourage the students to feel confident pursuing positions of leadership.  

The activity was designed to address the issue that young women often feel that they are not qualified 
enough to be in a position of leadership.  
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Duration
Duration: 15 - 25 minutes 
Group size: 2 people or more
Materials: Smartboard, or internet-accessible projector; a paper and pen for each student

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1. Ask each student to privately write down on a piece of paper how they are feeling at the moment, 

and to take note of their posture and body language.  
2. Watch Amy Cuddy’s Ted Talk “Your body language shapes who you are” until 11:05.
3. Ask the group to smile with their teeth and hold any power pose for 1-2 minutes straight.      (There 

are examples of power poses found in the Ted Talk.)
4. After doing the power poses, ask the students to privately write down how they are feeling now. 

Information to Share During the Activity
Social psychologist Amy Cuddy’s Ted Talk reveals research which supports the idea that power poses 
can actually boost self-confidence and lower stress. Encourage the group to ‘act’ like they imagine 
a self-confident person would throughout the workshop. Remind them that anytime they are feeling 
stressed or feeling self-conscious, all they have to do is adopt a power pose and they will feel more 
confident. Encourage them to “fake it ‘til you make it”!

Fake It ‘til You Make It
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For Discussion Afterwards: 
Why Does This Matter?

Women are more likely than men to feel less confident in their capabilities, and this prevents them from 
pursuing positions of leadership. Further still, many women who are in leadership roles admit that they 
feel like an imposter - that it was by luck or by having the right people around them that they were able 
to achieve success. 

This activity demonstrates to women that it is possible to manage their feelings of confidence and 
stress. If women feel confident, they may be less hesitant to pursue of position of leadership in politics 
and beyond. This would mean that there could be more representation of women in powerful positions, 
and more role models for young women to look to. 
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Duration
Duration: 10 - 15 minutes 
Group size:  2 people or more
Materials:  Smartphones (optional)

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1. Ask your group what it means to be a leader. Brainstorm together an answer.
2. As a group, identify female leaders in the community 
3. Then, as a group, identify female politicians at the municipal, provincial, federal, and then at the 

international-level. If your students are having difficulty identifying leaders, then encourage them to 
carry out a Google search on their smartphones.

4. Finally, encourage your group to identify female leaders in other fields such as business, charities, 
entertainment, in science, etc.

 

Information to Share During the Activity
Information to share with your group during the activity
There is often a decent representation of females in small-scale governments (such as municipal and 
local and even student government) compared to the poor representation in federal and provincial 
governments. 
• Geography professor Lynn Guppy has found that female representation at the municipal level 

(mayors and councillors) in Canada varied in 2011 between 15 and 44% per municipality, and 
averages at 27%.

• Earlier this year, for the first time in history, women had parity at the provincial level: Six of 13 provinces 
and territories were led by female premiers, and this meant that over 85% of Canadians were 
governed by a female provincial leader. These premiers were: Kathy Dunderdale in Newfoundland 
and Labrador, Alison Redford in Alberta, Pauline Marois in Quebec, Eva Aariak in Nunavut (still 
Premier), Christy Clark in British Columbia (still Premier), and Kathleen Wynne in Ontario (still 
Premier).   

• Canada reached almost 25% female representation in the House of Commons in the 2011 election. 
This is the highest it has ever been.

• Presently, there are 21 female elected world leaders, and 6 Queens or Vice-Regal females in 
power. 

• Sixty-four percent of elected members in Rwanda’s Parliament are female, making it home to the 
highest representation of female elected officials in the world.  

• In 2013, women held 14.6% of all executive officer positions (C.E.O., C.F.O, C.O.O. etc) in Fortune 
500 companies.  

• Many fields have affirmative-action programs designed to encourage women to enter the field such 
as engineering, bio-science, trades, emergency services, and more. 

Lady Leaders Where Art Thou?
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For Discussion Afterwards:
Why Does This Matter?

Female leaders do exist, but they are not often the people that immediately come to mind when 
imagining ‘a leader’.  This activity addresses the assumption that there is a lack of positive female role 
models for young women to seek inspiration from. Because they can’t imagine themselves in these 
positions, it contributes to the lack of interest among female students to pursue positions of leadership 
in politics and other fields. 
 
Additionally, a lack of interest is simply caused by a lack of knowledge. This activity will allow the group 
to share their knowledge of female leaders and get them interested in what they do.
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Duration
Duration: 10 - 15 minutes 
Group size: 2 people or more
Materials:  Markers, medium-size post-its, chalkboard, chalk

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1. Have each individual brainstorm qualities a leader has, and have them write their ideas separately 

on post-its. This does not have to be strictly in a political context, so you could ask them to name 
characteristics of a non-political leader such as a musician/athlete/celebrity in a "leadership" 
position. 

2. Create three columns on the chalk board: ‘male-specific’, ‘female-specific’, ‘descriptive of both 
genders’

3. Ask your group to put their post-its under the column that they think is suitable. 
4. Is everyone in agreement? Discuss. 
5. Discuss with your group how the media may treat male and female leaders differently. Are any of 

these words loaded against men or women?

Information to Share During the Activity
• Suggest to the group that there is a diversity of women who are the leaders of their country; 

there are some who emphasize their stereotypically ‘male’ qualities and some who emphasize their 
stereotypically ‘female’ qualities. Media perception does come into play here. For example, how 
do the following leaders portray their traditional feminine qualities differently?: German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel, former Ukrainian Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko, former Canadian Prime Minister 
Kim Campbell, Argentinean President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, Burmese opposition leader 
Aung San Suu Kyi, former Pakistani Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto, former Australian Prime Minister 
Julia Gillard, former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher  

• In early 2014, 85 percent of Canadians were governed by female premiers. Despite this, there is 
still stereotyping of women’s role and abilities, there is an imbalance in the way the media treats 
female politicians and women in general. 

• Point out that some people believe that men and women inherently have different strengths and 
weaknesses. Some members of the group will disagree, whereas some will accept it.

I Spy With My Little Eye,
    Someone That Is... A Leader!
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For Discussion Afterwards:  Why Does This Matter?

This activity demonstrates that being a leader is not gender specific. Although men and women could 
have different characteristics, women can still be powerful leaders. By having the group brainstorm 
what makes someone a leader, they are able to think of what traits they admire in others, and hopefully 
realize that being a strong leader is not exclusive to men. While men and women have different 
strengths, each set of strengths can be applied to leadership roles and can be equally successful.

The media often degrades women who are in political positions, thereby discouraging other women 
from thinking of entering politics.
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Duration
Duration: 20 – 25 minutes
Group size: 2 people or more 
Materials: Smartboard, or internet-accessible projector 

How to Carry Out the Activity...

Information to Share During the Activity
Some people find it effortless to give a speech - the words simply slip out of their mouths with coherence 
and character. For others, it can be absolutely terrifying. Each student is completely justified, and 
entitled, to feel how he/she wishes about public speaking. The key is to accept that you feel excited, 
anxious, or terrified, and to do it anyways.

Here are some suggestions to giving a great impromptu speech:
1. Open with a personal experience
2. Set and follow a structure (for example, dividing your speech into past, present and future at a 

wedding toast, or organizing by argument in a debate).
3. End on a strong note: don’t finish with a “So, yeah. That’s my speech.” Smile, nod and say thank 

you-- or come up with a strong clincher.

There are many examples of strong speeches. Show these speeches from YouTube to the group and 
encourage them to provide feedback about what they think the speaker did well, and didn’t do as well:

• Ruth Ellen Brousseau responds to questions and comments on C-60
• Lupita Nyong’o Speech on Black Beauty 
• Malala Yousafzai addresses National Students Assembly 
• Marissa Mayer’s 3 biggest decisions as Yahoo CEO
• “Write the Cheque!” by Lisa Raitt
• Christine Lagarde: You have to pick your fights and really persist
• GM’s Mary Barra to staff: “No more crappy cars”
• Aung San Suu Kyi Nobel Peace Prize Speech
• Hillary Clinton on violence against girls 

Hello!

1. Show the group examples of good speeches using the suggested list below
2. Brainstorm as a group what makes a good speech
3. Give the students 5 minutes to plan their own 1-minute speech on something they care about or 

something that interests them.
4. Encourage each participant to present their speech to the group
5. Have each speaker provide his/her own comments on how they think their speech went
6. Ask the audience to give compliments and constructive criticism to the speaker.
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For Discussion Afterwards:
Why Does This Matter?

This activity aims to build confidence in public speaking skills. It also aims to help the participant share 
their passion about what they feel is important, allowing for the rest of the group to reach a deeper level 
of insight on these topics. 

This activity helps to inform young women that public speaking is an important skill to have in politics 
and in other related fields. In politics, one has to be able to communicate ideas with clarity, to deliver 
them with passion and conviction, and to withstand criticism. 
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Duration
Duration:  20 - 40 minutes
Group Size:  2 people or more 
Materials:  Paper, markers, a few rolls of tape, newspapers, magazines, smartboard or projector   
  with internet access

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1.  Create six signs: 
  Positive (female) 
  Neutral (female)
  Negative (female) 
  Positive (male)
  Neutral (male)
  Negative (male) 

2.  Bring in a variety of newspapers and magazines, old or new   
 the more the better! It does not matter whether the publications     
 are political in nature or not, nor do they have to be current
 issues. 

3.  Show the students the trailer for the documentary “Miss   
 Representation”.

4.  Discuss as a group the main ideas introduced in the trailer.

5.  Have each of the students go through the publications and
 cut out 3-6 articles, advertisements, or news headlines that   
 feature women or men in a positive, neutral or negative way.

6.  Put up the signs on the wall around the room.

7.  Ask the students to then tape their clippings under the sign they think is most suitable, i.e. - Did  
 the media make a positive, negative, or neutral judgement of what it means to be a “man” or a   
 “woman”? 

8.  Once everyone has categorized their articles, advertisements and news headlines underneath   
 the given headings, split your students into smaller groups, and have them visit each collection 
 and discuss what they notice. 

9.   Discuss as an entire group how the media may influence society’s perception of what are ideally  
 ‘male’ and what are ‘female’ traits. Encourage everyone to think of men and women they admire  
 who lay outside of the characterizations made in this activity. Clearly, the media’s idea of what   
 is ideally ‘male’ and what is ‘female’ is very narrow in comparison to all of the unique and
 wonderful people that contribute to our society.

Miss Representation
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Information to Share During the Activity
The media sends a message in every single piece of information they choose to share with the public, 
and often they send different messages to men and women. 

If time allows, watch the entertaining and informative documentary which is aimed at young people, 
“Miss Representation” (87 minutes), for more examples of how the media discriminates against women, 
and for more information on this topic. Obtain the full-length documentary in advance.

The media has a way of subjecting women to unfair standards that are not applied to men. This activity 
provides women with the warning that if they pursue politics, they must be aware that part of the 
journey will be to withstand unfair media scrutiny which may be motivated by gender.

For Discussion Afterwards:
Why Does This Matter?

This activity provides concrete examples of gender 
bias in the media.  Students will really be able to 
see how the media treats women in contrast to 
men through advertising and language. 

The media has a way of subjecting women to 
unfair standards that are not applied to men. This 
activity provides women with the warning that if 
they pursue politics, they must be aware that part 
of the journey will be to withstand unfair media 
scrutiny which may be motivated by gender.
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Duration
Duration:  20-45 minutes 
Group size:  4 people or more
Materials needed: 5 pieces of paper, a marker, tape

 How to Carry Out the Activity...
1.  Create five signs:

Agree
Somewhat Agree
Unsure
Somewhat Disagree
Disagree

Put up the signs around the room, about 10 feet apart.

2.  Explain to the group that in this activity they will be asked to express their feelings about particular 
values. Show the students where you have posted the signs around the room.

3.  Explain to the group that you are going to read several value statements. As you read each one, 
tell the group that you want them to think very carefully about how it makes them feel. Each person 
will then move to the section of the room where the sign agrees with how they feel about that value 
statement.

Possible Value Statements could include:
• Women are good leaders
• I believe men and women are treated equally in the workplace
• Our society treats men and women the same
• I feel my voice is heard in my community
• Women are good politicians
• I can make change in my community
• I don’t feel discriminated as a young woman in my community
• All women’s experiences are the same
• I can become Prime Minister
• It is easy for a woman to become a politician
• I usually feel confident and am able to express my ideas

4.  Ask for volunteers to describe how they feel about each statement. Emphasize that there are no 
right or wrong answers, only opinions. Let everyone know that they can change their stand on any 
particular value at any time. 

Nobody Puts Lady in the Corner
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Information to Share During the Activity
Many women struggle with the self-confidence and having the strength to share their opinions if they 
differ from the rest of the group. However, considering opposing views is a valuable life skill that is 
necessary to learn for any leadership role. 

For Discussion Afterwards:
Why Does This Matter?

This activity encourages young women to clarify and explore their personal attitudes and values and 
to become comfortable with listening to and understanding opinions that are different from their own. 

It also provides participants with the opportunity to understand that others may oppose their 
opinions, and have legitimate reasons for doing so.
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Duration
Duration: 30-40 minutes
Group size: 4 people or more
Materials: A piece of paper for each station, a piece of paper for each group, pens for each group,   
                      smartphones or computers for each group
            Smartboard or projector for the Jeopardy game option

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1. In advance, set up different stations around the room. We suggest about 10 stations, but feel free 

to adjust the numbers according to the needs of your group. Each station should have one question 
or true/false statement at it.

2. Divide students into small groups (2 to 3 people per group)
3. Instruct each group to position themselves at a different station.
4. This is a race! Instruct the participants to move across the stations within their group, and have 

each group write down the answer to each question presented. If they don’t know the answer, ask 
them to use their smartphones or a computer to find the answer on the internet. The first group with 
all of the questions answered correctly wins!

5. Alternatively, use Jeopardy Labs to set up a Jeopardy game for your group, using the information 
provided below in section b).

Information to Share During the Activity
Your questions could include:

1. What was the biggest change caused by the Person's case?      
Answer: The recognition of women as persons under the law

2. Has Canada had a female Prime Minister? If so, what was her name?     
Answer: Kim Campbell

3. What country in the world has the best female representation in government?    
Answer: Rwanda

4. What percentage of the Lower House/House of Commons seats do women occupy in Canada? 
Answer: 24.7%, or 76/307 seats

5. Name three female Canadian politicians currently in government:      
Answers could include: Christy Clark, Eva Aariak, Kathleen Wynne, Marianne Wilkinson, Diane 
Deans, among others.   

6. Who was the first woman elected to Canadian parliament? When?      
Answer: Agnes Macphail, 1921

Politics, Pronto!
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For Discussion Afterwards:
Why Does This Matter?

This activity enhances your group’s factual understanding of women in politics.  This activity is helpful 
to young women because it can reveal what kind of possibilities they envision for themselves 
in politics.  If young women can see more women in politics, it encourages them to know that it is 
possible for them to be a politician too.
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Duration
Duration:  60 minutes
Group size:   4 - 20 people
Materials:   Half-pages, markers, tape for instructor
                                Paper and pens/pencils for students 

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1. Assign groups of 2, and instruct the groups to brainstorm 

possible barriers that prevent women from thinking about 
pursuing positions of leadership in politics and beyond.

2. Once each group has had a chance to discuss, have everyone 
gather to one location in the room.

3. Using a blank wall, have each group announce to you what 
barriers they identified, and write each one individually down 
on a half-piece of paper and stick it on the wall for everyone to 
see.

4. Work with the group to discuss the barriers to avoid duplications, 
and assess together how to classify the barriers identified 
according to theme. Feel free to add more barriers if more are 
identified during discussion. 

5. Ask the group how barriers might differ for women from across 
a variety of social and economic backgrounds.

Information to Share During the Activity
Head Start Ottawa carried out 10 consultations with over 100 students in high schools and post-
secondary institutions across Ottawa, all asking the question ‘What do you think prevents young women 
from thinking about pursuing positions of leadership in politics and in other fields?’ The key findings are 
summarized as an appendix to this manual. You may wish to use it as a reference for your own activity.

For Discussion Afterwards:
Why Does This Matter?

The best chance a young woman has to overcome barriers is by first understanding what these 
barriers are. This information arms young women with an understanding of what internal and external 
barriers might prevent her from reaching her highest potential.

Women are less engaged in politics than men because there are barriers that are preventing them 
from doing so. By exposing those barriers, it provides an opportunity to explore the truth behind such 
misconceptions. It sets the stage for establishing dialogue that will encourage women to view politics 
is a feasible career option. 

Busting Down Barriers
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Duration
Duration: 60 minutes
Group size: 2 people or more
Materials: Computer and/or smartphones, pen and  
  paper

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1.  As a group, identify fields (business, academic, 
public service, sports entertainment, fashion and 
design, etc.) which benefit from having the presence 
of a leader.

2.  Ask your participants (individually, or in groups) 
to identify a local female leader active in a field 
of their choice, and have them prepare a short 
presentation about her to share with the group.

3.  Have each participant/group present about a 
leader in their chosen field

Information to Share During the Activity
Research revealed how important female political role models are for young women. In a 2012 article 
called “The Role Model Effect”, Forbes reported how the gender gap in teen career goals disappeared 
in regions with quotas for female politicians.

For Discussion Afterwards:
Why Does This Matter?

This activity allows participants to understand what experiences led an individual to become a leader. 
In addition, participants will be able to relate to leaders better  if they have an understanding of what 
that leader was doing at their age, and so may be less intimidated about the prospect of becoming one. 

Women and the Will to Lead
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Duration
Duration: 45-60 minutes
Group size: 2 people or more
Materials: Newspapers, current issues magazines, pens, paper

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1. Bring in a couple of newspapers and current 

issues magazines. The wider the variety in 
the publications, the better. It doesn’t matter if 
the publications are old or new.

2. Write down categories of interest on the 
board, for example: politics, business, sports, 
culture, and environment. 

3. Have your students divide themselves into 
smaller groups according to interest. Give 
each group a couple of the publications, and 
ask them to identify one issue covered that 
they care about, or at least are curious to 
know more about.

4. Ask each group to briefly present the issue, 
and why they think it is important. Ask each group 
to come up with three different ways they would address the issue in your city, in 
your province/state, or in your country. Encourage other groups to share their ideas about the steps 
they would take to address each issue. 

5. Facilitate the discussion by encouraging students to think about all the actors involved in any given 
issue. If there are groups who seem very keen on getting their projects off the ground, help them 
find, or direct them to, resources (see Resources page) that will help them develop their ideas. 

For Discussion Afterwards:
Why Does This Matter?

It can be difficult for students or young people to be engaged in politics if they don’t relate to or have 
no interest in the current issue and trending political topics. This activity encourages students to find 
social issues that they value, to learn more about the subject, and to engage with those already 
involved with the cause. 

Find Your Passion
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BUILD
These activities build upon some of the themes introduced in the Explore section. 

A perfect way to spend a half-day tointroduce a theme in your classes for the week, or 
to communicate a resilient message across your weekly meetings.
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Duration
Duration:   45 - 60 minutes 
Group size:    2 people - 25 people
Materials needed:   Paper and pens/pencils for students 

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1. Take the discussion had in ‘Busting Down Barriers’ one step further. Divide students into groups of 

2 or 3 and have them leave the classroom to ask their peers in the hallways, other classes, or in the 
neighbourhood “What do you think are barriers that prevent young women from 
becoming interested in pursuing positions of leadership 
in politics and other fields?” Encourage 
your participants to approach peers 
from a variety of cultural and socio-
economic backgrounds. 

2. Alternatively, if you are in an isolated 
area, ask your students to pose the 
same question to their peers on social 
networking websites. 

3. Come together and discuss the findings 
as an entire group - some answers will 
be surprising. 

4. Prompt students to consider which 
segments of the population might be 
more likely to face certain barriers, and 
ask them whether they think some barriers 
have gotten stronger or weaker in the 21st 
century.

For Discussion Afterwards:
Why Does This Matter?

This activity challenges participants to examine and scrutinize barriers for women entering politics. 
Armed with this awareness, this exercise will encourage participants to overcome barriers 
existing in their own lives that prevent them from thinking about becoming engaged in politics, 
and other fields.

Busting Down More Barriers
A continuation of ‘Busting Down Barriers’ on page 29
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Duration
Duration: 40 - 60 minutes
Group size: 2 people or more
Materials: Pens, paper, smartphones and/or computers

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1. Have each student find the contact information of the local leader that they identified in the ‘Women 

and the Will to Lead’ activity.
2. As a group, brainstorm the elements that might be included in an email to this leader to ask their 

opinion about: a) an issue; b) volunteering in their office for a period of time.
3. Have the students compose such an email on their smartphones or computer, and then send it!

Information to Share During the Activity
It’s important to understand how to ask for professional and personal advice from someone who has considerably 
more experience than yourself because it requires respect and courtesy. It is likely that most students will hear back 
from their contact about a volunteer position because many politicians are open to that sort of thing, and this is a 
wonderful opportunity for your students to make that leader their mentor.

Below are some resources that provide tips on how to approach a possible mentor effectively:  

Lifehacker. “How to ask for help via email (and actually get it!)”. Leo Widrich. Internet: http://lifehacker.com/5878827/
how-to-ask-someone-for-help-via-email, 15 May 2014.

WikiHow. “How to Write A Letter Asking for Advice”. Chris, BR, and Amelia. Internet:  http://www.wikihow.com/Write-
a-Letter-Asking-for-Advice, 15 May 2014. 

About.com. “Sample Letter Requesting Career Advice”. Alison Doyle. Internet: http://jobsearch.about.com/od/
samplenetworkingletters/a/careeradvice.htm, 15 May 2014.

Management Mentors. “Management Mentors”. When to ask to be someone’s mentor? Internet: http://www.
management-mentors.com/about/corporate-mentoring-matters-blog/bid/91176/When-to-ask-someone-to-be-a-
mento, 15 May 2014.

Entrepreneur. “The 3 Things You Need to Consider Before Meeting a Mentor”. Jason Womack. Internet: http://www.
entrepreneur.com/article/230879, 15 May 2014.

Forbes. “The Role Model Effect: Women Leaders Key to Inspiring the Next Generation”. Eva Pereira. Internet: 
http://www.forbes.com/sites/worldviews/2012/01/19/the-role-model-effect-women-leaders-key-to-inspiring-the-next-
generation/, 15 May 2014. 

  

Miss Mentor

For Discussion Afterwards: Why Does This Matter?
Mentors are vital for personal development because they bring an enormous amount of 
experience and wisdom. They are also valuable resources for effective networking and building 
connections, and interacting with them provides an opportunity to develop valuable soft skills, like 
professional communication, teamwork, and accepting criticism.  

A continuation of 'Women and the Will to Lead' on page 30
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Duration
Duration:  60 minutes
Group size:  2 or more people 
Materials needed: Computer and/or smartphones, pen and paper
 

How to Carry Out the Activity...
Work with your group to choose a couple of female leaders that they might like to meet, and invite these 
leaders to come and speak to the group.  Examples of approachable leaders include local politicians, 
small business owners, and community leaders. These guests could talk about:
 1) The barriers they faced and how they overcame them
 2) How they got to where they are now
 3) How they built their own leadership skills 
 4) What challenges they still face

Women Who Are Willing to Lead
A continuation of ‘Women and the Will to Lead’ on page 30
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For Discussion Afterwards: Why Does This Matter?
This activity is useful because it is inspiring to hear about how other women arrived at the 
positions they are in now. By showing your group how to engage with a leader, they may be less 
intimidated to reach out in the future, and it may encourage them to imagine themselves as one

This activity will guide your group to understand that leaders are found not only in politics, but in 
business, academia, charity work, sports, science, history, and more!

Your students will have an opportunity to practice their communication skills. Be sure to provide them 
with praise and constructive feedback on how they can improve this skill.

Politics is not the only way women can be influential. Although more women are needed in politics, 
other leadership positions should be acknowledged and discussed. 
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Duration
Duration: 60 minutes - 120 minutes
Group size: 4 or more
Materials: Smartphones and/or computers, pens and paper

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1. Split groups according to interest - that way you 

have similar minds working together. 
2. Have each group brainstorm and agree on one 

issue in their field of interest that they care about. 
3. Have each group brainstorm possible initiatives 

that they could do to help remedy the issue. 
These initiatives should be accessible and 
practical.

4. Assist the groups to identify an expert in their 
field using the internet.

5. Encourage the groups to contact the expert and 
explain their idea. Have each group ask for the 
expert’s opinion about what would work, what 
wouldn’t, how the group might improve their 
approach, and how to find more information. 

Information to Share During the Activity
Lifehackers’ article “A Better Way to Group Brainstorm” provides a very handy guide to brainstorming. 
Above the Fold’s Joe Baz also provides some resources for brainstorming in his article “5 Powerful 
Ways to Brainstorming with Teams.”

Make sure everyone in the group gets a chance to contribute 
– ensure that everyone’s opinions are heard. 

For Discussion Afterwards:
Why Does This Matter?

This activity will allow students to explore issues they care about and to realize that they have the 
capacity to make change.   Also, this activity helps students understand that a mentorship is something 
that is developed over time, and is done by seeking advice from an experienced person in the field. 

If You Dream It,  Your Mentor Will Come
A continuation of ‘Find Your Passion’ on page 31
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PursueYour Passion
Duration
Duration: 45-60 minutes
Group size: 2 people or more
Materials: Newspapers, current issues magazines, pens, paper

How to Carry Out the Activity...
1. Now that participants have identified a cause that interests them in the ‘Finding your Passion’ 

activity, help them tap into related networks! 
2. Brainstorm together what local organizations, international movements, email subscriptions, and 

social media groups could help them tap into a network related to a subject that they are interested 
in.

3. Have them locate these networks and key leaders who are driving a resolution to the issue.
4. Finally, invite each student to sign up/reach out to/Like/Follow an organization, person, or cause on 

social media that inspires them 
5. Guide students to construct an email to a person or organization that is driving change on the issue, 

to ask for more information or how they can get involved.

For Discussion Afterwards:
Why Does This Matter?

This activity encourages women to ask for help in 
politics.  Establishing a network plays an essential 
role in establishing connections that will lead to the 
people that can help them move forward in their area 
of passion.  

Information to Share During the Activity

A continuation of ‘Find Your Passion’ on page 31

Community involvement is often a starting point for leadership roles. Many politicians have 
entered into their field because of something they wanted to change in their community. 
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Connect with Head Start Ottawa!

Connect with Your Passion Using Social Media

The real learning comes from taking lessons from the classroom and applying it to real life. Encourage 
your participants to nurture the interests they have discovered and watch their opportunities and passion 
grow! The following pages are filled with links to resources that provide participants an opportunity to get 
involved and become part of a network within their field of interest.

Become part of Head Start Ottawa’s online community! The Head Start network offers its members 
useful information, invitations to fun and informative events, job postings, mentorship and networking 
opportunities, and more!

Join Head Start Ottawa’s Facebook Group at:   https://www.facebook.com/HeadStartOttawa

Use the force of social media to bring interesting information to your newsfeed, and build a 
professional network:  

• Follow your favourite leaders on Twitter
• Like your favourite leaders on Facebook
• Connect with potential mentors on LinkedIn
• Join Facebook groups that feed your interest 
• Witness the daily life of a leader on Instagram

Join an Online Movement!
Subscribe your email at the following websites to receive interesting information, event invitations, 
networking opportunities and more!

Grow
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International
Miss Representation - http://therepresentationproject.org/films/miss-representation/ 
Lean In - http://leanin.org/ 
Oprah - http://www.oprah.com/index.html 
Malala Fund - http://malalafund.org/ 
Girls 20 - http://www.girls20summit.com/ 
Women in Business network - http://www.wibn.co.uk/ 
Women’s Pipeline for Change - http://www.pipelineforchange.us/ 
Women Meet Up - http://women.meetup.com/ 

Head Start for Young Women program: Ottawa Chapter - http://www.fcm.ca/home/programs/women-in-
local-government/head-start-for-young-women-program.htm 
City for All Women Initiative - http://www.cawi-ivtf.org/ 
City Hall - http://ottawa.ca/en/city-hall 
Your City Councillor - http://ottawa.ca/en/city-council 
Civics Academy - http://www.citizensacademy.ca/ 
Famous 5 Ottawa - http://famous5ottawa.ca/ 

Ottawa
Parliament of Canada Page Program: http://www.parl.gc.ca/Employment/House/PageProgram/pp_welcome-e.htm 
Equal Voice (EV) Canada - http://www.equalvoice.ca/ 
EV Regional Chapters: 
 British Columbia - http://www.equalvoice.ca/british_col.cfm
 Alberta North - http://www.equalvoice.ca/ab_north.cfm
 Alberta South - http://www.equalvoice.ca/ab_south.cfm
 Saskatchewan - http://www.equalvoice.ca/saskatchewan.cfm 
 National Capital Region (Ottawa) - http://www.equalvoice.ca/ottawa.cfm
 Toronto - http://www.equalvoice.ca/toronto.cfm
 Nova Scotia - http://www.equalvoice.ca/nova_scotia.cfm
 New Brunswick - http://www.equalvoice.ca/new_brunswick.cfm
 Newfoundland & Labrador - http://www.equalvoice.ca/new_lab.cfm
 Students - http://www.equalvoice.ca/students.cfm 
Canadian Federation of University Women - http://www.fcfdu.org/ 
Your Member of Parliament (MP) - http://www.parl.gc.ca/Parliamentarians/en/members
Your Member of Provincial Parliament (MPP) - http://www.ontla.on.ca/lao/en/members/ 
Elections Canada - http://www.elections.ca/home.aspx 
Elections Ontario - http://wemakevotingeasy.ca/en/working-for-the-election.aspx
Women’s Executive Foundation - https://www.wxnetwork.com/ 
The Famous 5 Foundation -  http://www.famous5.ca/index.php/the-famous-5-women/the-famous-5-women
Federation of Canadian Municipalities – Women in Local Government - http://www.fcm.ca/home/programs/wom-
en-in-local-government.htm, 
The Best Laid Plans. A political TV drama on CBC. http://www.cbc.ca/thebestlaidplans/  

Canada
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Appendix
Head Start for Young Women consultations
Barriers that prevent young women in Ottawa from entering politics

The Head Start for Young Women consultations were carried out in Ottawa between November 
2013 and February 2014 with over 100 young women between the ages of 16 and 24. About 80% of 
respondents chose to attend an organized consultation, and 20% of respondents were approached in 
high school and college hallways by our Head Start participants.

Sample

Results and Analysis

Methodology

Research Questions
Each consultation asked the question, “What barriers do you think prevent young women 
from thinking about pursuing positions of leadership in politics?”

Those participating in the consultation were encouraged to write down each barrier idea on separate 
piece of paper. Participants were encouraged to write down as many barriers as they could think of. 
The responses of the participants approached in the hallways were written down individually by the 
Head Start participants. 
The data was sorted according to theme. 

The themes are listed here in descending order in terms of how frequently related data points were 
cited. The general opinion induced from the data is described underneath the theme along with a 
general description of the discussion had during the consultations related to the theme.

1. Mistreatment of women by popular media 
• Popular media sexualizes and trivializes the portrayal of women in politics and all other fields 
• Journalists treat female politicians with a double standard in comparison to how male 

politicians are treated
• Female politicians often face harsh judgement for the state of their personal lives, appearance,  

and demeanour, in addition to their position on public policy issues.
• Women are overly-sexualized in popular media, leading young women to believe that their 

desirability is of greater value than their intelligence.
• Sexism regularly exists in how journalists report stories.
• Amateur bloggers and Twitter users can be sexist and publish without repercussions.

2. Lack of confidence 
• Women have a tendency to feel under-qualified to be in such a position
• Negative media attention perpetuates the lack of confidence felt by women to enter the public eye
• Women are faced with pushback from peers when they do not act in a ‘feminine’ way, i.e. – 

kind,communal, supportive, caring 
• Women are faced with pushback in politics if they do not act in a ‘masculine’ way, i.e. – stoic,  

serious, plain-spoken
• Driving most women’s actions is the concern with being liked 
• Women often have to be asked to run for office, instead of nominating themselves
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3. Traditional gender roles

• Women are still the primary caregivers for their children
• Female politicians are criticized for being selfish and not being good to their families by choosing 

such a demanding job
• Concern for balancing the interests of raising a family with the interests of having a  leadership 

role

4. Negative female stereotypes
• A double standard exists for how a female leader’s actions are judged in comparison to a  male 

leader
• Women tend to be competitive with and belittling to other women striving for a leadership role
• Young women are uncomfortable with being described as a ‘feminist’
• There is a societal backslash for demonstrating too many, or too few, feminine qualities

5. Lack of early socialization for girls towards politics
• Traditional gender roles are often introduced and reinforced in the home. 
• Politics is either not discussed in the home or is a discussion that young girls aren’t engaged in.
• Civics is covered only in Grade 5 and Grade 10
• All students found the Grade 10 civics course to be very weak in garnering student’s attention 

towards politics
• Classroom content tends to center around men in politics due to less representation of women  in 

these roles
• One Grade 9 student asked “Is it even legal for a woman to become Prime Minister?.”

6. Lack of role models
• Women don’t feel qualified to be in the spotlight, and feel uncomfortable with the attention
• There is strong sexual messaging around women in popular culture, and this overshadows the 

allure of positive female leaders who are in the public eye
• There is a lack of mentors to encourage young women to strive for high-powered positions
• Existing mentorship opportunities are not visible

7. Lack of resources to enter
• Female leaders are uncomfortable to ask for money to support
• Women are uncomfortable taking personal funds from their family to run for office
• Being an elected official requires dedicated understanding and support from a partner to meet  

family’s needs

8.  Negative workplace atmosphere
• Hyper-partisanship at the provincial and federal levels of government
• Highly stressful work environment
• Highly negative workplace atmosphere
• Colleagues can be highly confrontational, deceptive, and aggressive
• Sexist colleagues
• Lack of job stability
• There are more attractive career options 
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Key Barriers
From these findings, the Head Start participants deduced that there are three key barriers that prevent 
young women from pursuing positions of leadership in politics. All of the themes listed above fit into one:

1. They are not aware of politics
2. If they are aware of politics, they are not interested in it
3. If they are interested in politics, they do not know how to get involved

Addressing These Barriers

The “Giving a ‘Head Start’ to Young Women in Politics” Workshop Manual was developed by Head 
Start Ottawa as a means of addressing key barriers #2 and #3.

Each activity in the manual is designed to address one or more of the barriers identified above. 
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