
A teachers’ companion to the DVD, Constitute!

Continuing  
the Journey



 2  Constitute!: Continuing the Journey | A teachers’ companion to the DVD, Constitute!

Setting the context

As Canada’s democracy continues to be threatened and the positive social changes 
created in the last three decades erodes, how can we inspire our youth to become 
active participants in Canada’s democratic processes? People often believe that 
they cannot make a difference in the injustices that they see around them, but our 
youth need to know that one person can make a difference. People together can 
make enormous positive change. There are many examples of people in Canada 
who have used their passion, creativity, resilience, intelligence, and humour to 
work together to make change. This project, Constitute!, can be used in the class-
room to spark discussion about how we as citizens can make a difference. In order 
to overcome the political apathy that exists today, young people need to learn 
about Canada’s democratic tradition and engage as citizens in democratic reform.

Most Canadians, young and old, are unaware of the contributions that women’s 
groups made to collectively enhance the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, 
which was adopted as Canada’s new constitution in 1982. What is the charter? 
What happened to the charter? How and why did Canada get a new constitution? 
What role did women as citizen activists play in the constitution? These are all 
questions that must be answered.

Many books have been written about the constitution and the charter, but very 
few tell the story of Constitute! In order to ensure that women and girls in Canada 
would have their equality rights entrenched in the charter, thousands of women 
across the country wrote letters to Parliament, attended meetings, signed peti-
tions, spoke out in their communities, and 1,300 of them descended on the Parlia-
ment buildings on February 14, 1981. What they did on that day, and the year-long 
lobbying process that occurred, is the story of Constitute! While the film portrays 
the successful grassroots struggle to get the charter on paper and in law, the story 
of the struggle for women’s “lived rights” is an ongoing one. Constitute! highlights 
women who have contributed to making Canada a better place for women and 
thus a better and stronger place for all.

Although women and girls in Canada have struggled for equality and gender eq-
uity, the journey towards achieving these goals is far from over. Grassroots wom-
en’s organizations have had to lobby for such things as equal pay for equal work, 
maternity leaves, access to birth control, and the legal right to family assets in the 
event of a divorce. Some believe women have achieved full equality, but statistics 
fail to support such claims. Women are at higher risk of living in poverty, earn 30% 
less than men on average, and there is a far greater chance that females will be 
assaulted by a male partner as opposed to the contrary. While Canadian women 
can celebrate their successes (i.e., becoming entrepreneurs, engineers, scientists, 
doctors, financially independent, community leaders, or political figures), many 
issues remain to be addressed. The film Constitute! features a grassroots women’s 
movement to affirm the rights of women in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, but 
also serves as a stark reminder that the journey is ongoing.

“Never doubt that a small 

group of thoughtful, com-

mitted citizens can change 

the world. Indeed, it is the 

only thing that ever has.”

—Margaret Mead
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Historical background

A constitution is a set of laws that people have made and agreed upon—often 
codified as a written document—that enumerates and limits the powers and 
functions of a political entity. In 1980, Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau decided 
to repatriate1 Canada’s constitution from Britain. This constitution was supposed 
to include a Charter of Rights and Freedoms that was better than the Bill of Rights 
existing at that time. The purpose of the new charter would be to establish equal 
rights and freedoms for all Canadians regardless of race, religion, colour, sexual 
orientation, gender, and marital status. Like many other groups, women wanted to 
have a voice in the charter. The sexist comment made in the film by Senator Harry 
Hayes, “I don’t know why we don’t have a section in here for babies and children...
all you girls are going to be working and there’s not going to be anyone to look af-
ter them,” confirmed women’s concerns that their rights would not be adequately 
protected if they did not participate in the charter’s development. To address this 
concern, Doris Anderson, chair of the Advisory Council on the Status of Women, 
planned a conference in Ottawa for women’s groups to develop their input on the 
charter. They expected the conference to be quite legalistic and academic, rather 
boring, with only about 200 people in attendance. But then, the Minister Respon-
sible for the Status of Women, Lloyd Axworthy, cancelled the conference, sabotag-
ing any real potential for women’s input into the charter. Anderson and five other 
committee members resigned from their committee positions in protest. Inspired 
by Anderson’s protest, a small group of women met for lunch at the Cow Café 
in Toronto and started the process to organize their own constitutional confer-
ence. This group eventually grew into the largest social mobilization of women in 
Canadian history! The Ad Hoc Committee of Canadian Women on the Constitution, 
calling themselves “Ad Hockers,” had less than three weeks to organize this mass 
meeting, an interesting task as there was no Internet, e-mail, Twitter, or Facebook 
in those days. The attendance of over 1,300 people to this lively conference is the 
film’s main story. As a result of the recommendations that came out of the confer-
ence, Section 15 of the charter was strengthened to improve equality rights for 
women and Section 28 was established to guarantee gender equality. Not only 
were women’s rights better articulated in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, but 
the foundations of a diversified Canadian identity became more real because of 
this conference. But after that day in February, it took almost a year of intense 
lobbying of the members of Parliament and all the premiers of the provinces 
before the principles of equity, equality, and representation were enshrined in the 
constitution. The charter has been used in many ways to improve women’s rights 
in the areas of child support, workplace discrimination, and sexual harassment, to 
name a few. The charter gave women, at least on paper, the right to “substantive” 
equality and not just “formal equality.” Substantive equality recognizes that pat-
terns of disadvantage and oppression exist in society and requires that lawmakers 
and government officials take this into account in their actions. It examines the 
impact of law within its surrounding social context to make sure that laws and 
policies promote full participation in society by everyone, regardless of personal 
characteristics or group membership. Formal equality assumes that equality is 
achieved if the law treats all persons alike. However, when individuals or groups 
are not identically situated (for example, a black woman versus a white man), the 
formal equality model tends to perpetuate discrimination and inequality, because 
it cannot address real inequality in circumstances.

“Constitutional equality 

must not only lie at the 

heart of the law; it must be 

its very lifeblood.”

—Claire L’Heureux-Dubé, former  
justice of the Supreme Court of 
Canada

1 Repatriation (from Latin repatriare) is the  
process of returning a person back to one’s 
place of origin or citizenship.
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The Royal Commission on the Status of Women (RCSW)
Many of the rights, freedoms, and privileges that Canadian women have today are 
the result of grassroots efforts to establish them. In 1929, women achieved victory 
when “The Famous Five” won the right for women to be considered “persons” in the 
famous Persons Case, and subsequently were able to hold positions in the Senate 
and other political offices. In Canada, it was not until 1929 that women were legally 
considered to be people and could hold political office. Yet Aboriginal women 
were not given the vote until 1960! In the 1960s and 1970s, women were seeking 
such things as equal pay for equal work, freedom of reproductive choice, the right 
to birth control, fair taxation, maternity leave, homemaker pensions, a publicly 
funded national daycare program, programs to reduce violence against women, 
and social policy to confront poverty. In response to a campaign organized by 32 
women’s groups, on February 16, 1967, Prime Minister Lester Pearson instituted a 
Royal Commission on the Status of Women (RCSW) to investigate women’s circum-
stances in Canada. The response for public input was overwhelming: 468 briefs 
were produced, 1,000 letters of opinion were submitted, and well-attended public 
hearings were held in 14 cities across Canada. As a result, the hard facts revealed 
numerous disparities that were disadvantaging women. The RCSW produced a 
488-page report containing 167 recommendations on such matters as equal pay 
for equal work, maternity leave, birth control, part-time work and pensions, family 
law, educational opportunities, and access for women to managerial positions. 
Women’s voices were heard from far and wide. In 2010, on its 40th anniversary, 
many of those 167 recommendations have still not been implemented; and some 
that were, have been lost.

The status of women (CACSW and NAC)
In 1971, the Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women (CACSW) was 
formed to address women’s issues, to advise government on these issues, and to 
educate the public on issues of concern to women. In 1973, the National Action 
Committee on the Status of Women (NAC) was formed. Having both an official 
committee like the CACSW and an autonomous organization of the women’s 
movement, like NAC, enhanced the potential for change to take place. Feminism 
was entering a second wave where systemic patriarchal2  power structures that 
were limiting women’s opportunities, freedoms, and rights were being legitimately 
challenged. Feminism today is sometimes called the Third Wave.

Some changes that were a result of the Royal Commission’s report were the following: 
equalizing minimum wage rates for men and women, maternity leave, amending the 
Canadian Labour Code to prohibit dismissal or layoff due to pregnancy, the amend-
ment of the Indian Act to restore status and band membership to native women who 
had lost their status when they married a non-native man, and the prohibition of sexual 
harassment in the workplace. Interestingly, the recommendation for a national daycare 
program did not pass and still to this very day does not exist—more than 40 years later. 

As part of a vibrant women’s movement, women began to organize independent 
organizations all across the country. As well, the need for these services became 
more apparent: rape relief centres, shelters for abused women and children, 
programs to eliminate violence against women, protective services, employment 
services, etc. The women’s movement was ringing alarm bells to awaken a sleeping 
giant—the systemic oppression of Canadian women was damaging to women and 
destructive to all Canadians. Governments needed to address the social concerns 
that women had carried for many years.

2 Patriarchy refers to a system of government by 
males, and to the dominance of men in social or 
cultural systems.
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Vibrant feminist journalism
As editor of Chatelaine magazine during the 1970s, Doris Anderson included hard-
hitting investigative pieces on such topics as abortion, birth control, discriminatory 
divorce laws, and the wage gap. Michele Landsberg was writing a daily feminist 
column in the Toronto Star from the 1970s to the end of the 20th century, garner-
ing a lot of support for the women’s issues that she wrote about. Sally Armstrong 
was the editor of Homemaker’s Magazine. These media vehicles really contributed 
to Canadian’s activism and the historic inclusions of Sections 15 and 28. 

The Charter of Rights and Freedoms: Protecting women’s rights
“The result of the conference was a sense of triumph and accomplishment, a dem-
onstration to women and men and political parties in government of what women 
could do. We wanted women’s rights entrenched in the charter,” Pat Hacker stated.
(Ten Thousand Roses: The Making of a Feminist Revolution by Judy Rebick)

Until the Charter of Rights and Freedoms was entrenched in the constitution, mak-
ing it the highest law of the land, it was left up to the courts to interpret our rights 
in Canada under the Bill of Rights. All the cases about women’s equality under that 
bill were lost in court—and women knew that if they did not get stronger wording 
into the charter, that the losses would continue. The film briefly mentions three 
cases from the time before the charter—Lavell, Murdoch, and Bliss. However, the 
charter itself is still interpreted by the courts, and the students should listen to 
what Pauline Jewett says in 1981 and Michele Landsberg in 2006 about that. 

After the 1981 conference, women’s groups learned that an important part of the 
charter which prevented provincial legislation from overriding the charter was 
going to be discarded. A group of Newfoundland Ad Hockers raised awareness, 
protested, and lobbied their provincial government against the deletion of this im-
portant section of the charter. They managed to convince Premier Brian Peckford 
to support keeping Section 28. All across the country, other provincial premiers 
were lobbied by Ad Hockers to retain Section 28. The premiers were trying to trade 
rights—the rights of women, First Nations, and Quebec—trying to “divide and 
rule.” But the people would have none of it!

Doris Anderson and Michele Landsberg at the 
Canadian Forum on Women’s Activism in  
Constitutional and Democratic Reform in 2006 
—Photo by Karen Kilbride, BCTF

Catherine Mandigo of St. John’s offers the following comments on “The Battle of 28.” 

“Your newsletter this November really brought home a few things I did not realize before. It was that picture of 
Mr. Peckford facing the demonstrators at the Confederation Building. What sort of a country is this that a govern-
ment would try to do such a thing to half the population? Why should people have to lobby for their rights from 
the people they elect to run the country? The trouble is quite a few women are satisfied to take a secondary place 
and are over-awed by ‘authority.’ But I am glad to see that women now are beginning to be recognized as ‘a force to 
be reckoned with.’ That is what is needed. ‘A force to be reckoned with’ that won’t be content with the lackadaisical 
ways of years ago. The government has used their ‘big brother’ attitude for too long. We have to get our weakness 
of being awed of authority figures over with—a thing which is hard to break out of with past conditioning. For years 
we have been conditioned with attitudes like ‘the doctor knows best,’ ‘the government knows best,’ ‘the clergy knows 
best,’ ‘the law knows best.’ It was a sacrilege to question those things and you bent unto them. I was very happy to 
see the photograph in your newsletter. It may not speak well for the government but it does show what you people 
are trying to do for the rest of us.”

Newfoundland Status of Women Council newsletter, Vol. 9, No.10, December 1981–January 1982
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In April 1982, the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms finally became law. The 
two sections that women helped win were Sections 15 and 28. Section 15 was de-
signed to prevent the violation of human dignity and freedom through the imposi-
tion of disadvantage, stereotyping, or political and social prejudices. It states:

Section 15
(1) Every individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to 
the equal protection and equal benefit of the law without discrimination 
and, in particular, without discrimination based on race, national or ethnic 
origin, colour, religion, sex, age or mental or physical disability. 
(2) Subsection (1) does not preclude any law, program or activity that has 
as its object the amelioration of conditions of disadvantaged individu-
als or groups including those that are disadvantaged because of race, 
national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age or mental or physical 
disability.

The “notwithstanding” phrase in the charter was very important to ensure that 
other factors would not trump any other statements included in the charter. 
“What are the single most important words we have to get in. What has to be the 
deal breaker for us? What do I absolutely stand firm on? ‘Notwithstanding.’” (Judy 
Rebick, Ten Thousand Roses) It was a historical moment when the phrase was in-
cluded in the charter under Section 28. 

Section 28 
Notwithstanding anything in this Charter, the rights and freedoms  
referred to in it are guaranteed equally to male and female persons.

There are still glass ceilings that women must shatter to improve democratic pro-
cesses, foster civic engagement, and build communities. Their struggles are more 
than trying to obtain equal rights—they are about bettering the realities within 
society. The destination depends on young activists today taking on leadership 
roles like those activists that attended the historic Women’s Constitutional Confer-
ence in 1981.

Contempory equality issues
Some of these issues are covered in the film and on the website, and some are not 
but could be discussed in the classroom. The horrible inequality that First Nations 
people experience, especially women and children, should be discussed in class. 
There are some comments in the film and on the website by Sharon McIvor. She 
discusses the Native Women’s Association of Canada’s action of suing the Cana-
dian government in later constitutional talks like Meech Lake and Charlottetown, 
but the issues are the same. It might be useful for the class to look at the fact that 
the Indian Act of 1876 in Canada was used as the model genesis for the Apartheid 
system in South Africa. Another issue for a class debate is that of girls and sport. 
The 2010 Olympic women’s ski jump team lost their charter case to be able to com-
pete, while Justine Blainey won her case to be allowed as a girl to play hockey on a 
boy’s team. People with disabilities still experience discrimination in Canada, with 
disabled girls experiencing the most vulnerability to sexual assault.

“Finally, if women had 

more say in how the world 

was run... Our priorities 

would be more focused 

and practical... we would 

be thinking of nothing 

less than the future of the 

planet and its inhabitants 

for the next millennium.”

—Doris Anderson, in Doris Anderson 
Rebel Daughter: An Autobiography.



 British Columbia Teachers’ Federation  7 

Constitute!: Continuing the Journey
Student activities: Looking back—Moving forward

Integrated Resource Packages: The following activities are designed for secondary 
students. They correlate with the prescribed learning outcomes in such courses as 
Social Justice 12, Social Studies 10 and 11, Law 12, First Nations 12, and Civics 11. 
They also relate to locally designed courses such as Women’s Studies 12.

Building background knowledge for students: This first section of the student ac-
tivities is recommended as a previewing reading activity and a lead-in to the DVD. 
The background notes provide a chronological organization of events leading up 
to the 1981 women’s constitutional conference,  the significance of this event to 
the Charter of Rights and Freedoms and women’s equality, and the final passing of 
the charter in 1982. Have the students read the context and the historical back-
ground in groups or out loud as a whole class so that you have a chance to check 
on their understanding. Either do the questions together as you read or select 
some for each group to do and present back to the next class. After discussion of 
these questions, students will be better prepared to watch the DVD. The ques-
tions are sequentially organized so that students can easily find the answers in the 
background materials.

Looking back: Historical background 
1. What was the “Person’s Case”?
2. What commission was created to examine women’s realities in Canada and in 

what year and why?
3. What concerns did grassroots women’s organizations have in the 1960s and 1970s?
4. Why was the collection of hard facts significant to the Royal Commission on 

the Status of Women case?
5. What types of recommendations were included in the RCSW report?
6. What was the purpose of the National Action Committee on the Status of 

Women (NAC)? 
7. What changes occurred as the result of the royal commission’s report?
8. When was the Advisory Council on the Status of Women formed?
9. Which prime minister wanted to establish a charter and what purpose was it 

to serve?
10. From where was the Canadian constitution repatriated and what does that mean?
11. What comment did Senator Hayes make that infuriated women?
12. What was Doris Anderson’s response to Lloyd Axworthy’s decision to cancel 

the first women’s constitutional conference in 1981?
13. What was the name of the group that organized an alternative constitutional 

conference for women?
14. Doris Anderson was the editor of what magazine?
15. How did this magazine contribute to the understanding of women’s realities in 

Canada?
16. What sections of the charter focused on the rights of women in Canada?
17. What does Section 15(1) of the charter state?
18. What does Section 15(2) of the charter state?
19. What does Section 28 of the charter state?
20. When did the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms become official?
21. What are some ways that the charter has been used to specifically address 

women’s issues?
22. What is meant by “substantive” equality and “formal” equality?
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Questions from Constitute!: The film
Show the DVD.

The following questions are chronologically organized and the answers can be 
found by carefully watching the DVD. The questions at the end have students 
reflect on comments that were made in the film. Assign questions to students in 
pairs or groups. Make the DVD available for them to watch again.

1. What are the three political parties that you can identify in the film?
2. Marilou McPhedran talks about the process of lobbying for women’s equality 

as non-partisan. Why do you think it was important for this process to be  
non-partisan? 

3. Senator Hayes said, “I don’t know why we don’t have a section in here for 
babies and children...all you girls are going to be working and there’s not go-
ing to be anyone to look after them.” In what ways did this statement help to 
catalyze women’s action?

4. Lynda Palmer Nyer stated, “This isn’t anyone else’s government; this is my 
government. I was a good Canadian. We’re coming!” What does it mean to be a 
citizen? What was happening to the letters that were coming in on the issue of 
women’s rights?

5. Why do you think the motion insisting that the word “person” be used in the 
charter was significant?

6. Who is Flora MacDonald?
7. The behaviour of one of the male trial court judges was explained by Sharon 

McIvor as inappropriate. Explain the behaviours that were mentioned.
8. Sharon McIvor talks about the limiting of the participation of Aboriginal 

women in the constitutional discussions. What does she mean?
9. Comment on what you have learned about citizen activism, as a result of 

watching this film. How did the citizens in this film attempt to achieve social 
change?

10. What is Lynda Palmer (Ryan) Nye referring to in her song Farewell to Patriarchy?
11.  What does Mary Balikungeri refer to when she talks about the genocide in 

Rwanda?
12. What does Dr. Sima Samar mean when she talks about the role that women 

can play in democracy in Afghanistan? 
13. Gertrude Fester talks about the backlash that women experienced in Canada 

and also in South Africa. What does she mean?
14. Who is Malalai Joya?
15. Why do you think this event in history was kept out of the history books?

Questions from Constitute!: The website
The website material is a great addition to the film and has material that is not in 
the film. Below are some questions answered on the site.

1. It was stated that feminism is considered an overarching ideology that 
includes the lived experiences of many different women; it isn’t an isolated 
group of radicals. Explain what this means.

2. One woman stated that feminism addresses many of the other “isms” like  
racism and classism. Explain what was meant by this.

Partisan is when a person 
shows strong and usually 
biased support for a cause, 
especially a political one 
and is a strong supporter 
of a specific political party 
in Canada. Non-partisan 
means that a person is un-
biased, neutral, and makes 
decisions independent of 
any political party. 
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3. The young man talks about what happened to NAC. What does he mean?
4. What are some of the issues that women of colour face in Canada today? 
5. What are the challenges facing the global young women’s movement that 

Lerato Legoabe addresses?
6. Do you think that women today want to get elected to political office? Discuss.
7. What is CEDAW? The CRC?
8. What are international human rights?
9. What do you think are some of the reasons why women don’t go into politics?
10. What did Doris Anderson mean by proportional representation?

Possible research questions
These research questions extend learning into several aspects of activism, the 
charter, and women’s rights. These are some suggested research questions for your 
students to pursue. 
•	 Discuss	the	history	of	The	National	Action	Committee	on	the	Status	of	Women	

(NAC). Are there any national women’s rights groups left in Canada? What are 
the present priorities for equality seeking groups?

•	 How	has	Section	15	worked?	Have	women	won	the	cases	that	have	been	taken	
by LEAF? Read about LEAF at www.leaf.ca; for a review of 25 years of equality 
cases see www.leaf.ca/features/documents/LEAF_25th_Timeline_online.pdf.

•	 What	happened	to	charter	challenges	funding?
•	 What	is	the	Status	of	Women	Canada	working	on	now?	
•	 What	is	CEDAW	or	the	CRC	and	how	can	we	use	them	in	Canada?
•	 Do	a	research	report	on	the	Ministry	of	Women’s	Equality	in	BC.	What	were	some	

of the projects that the ministry took on? What happened to this ministry?
•	 What	percentage	of	federal	MPs	are	female?	Create	a	plan	to	raise	that	number	

to 50%. What would you do to make this happen?
•	 What	is	the	organization,	Equal	Voice?	What	goals	are	they	trying	to	achieve?	

What are the methods that they are using to achieve these goals?
•	 Why	do	you	think	equal	rights	for	women	and	girls	are	important	for	men	and	

boys?
•	 By	searching	online,	find	and	read	two	or	three	feminist	blog	entries	that	inter-

est you. What issues are the blogs discussing? Do you agree with the opinions? 
Why or why not? Cite the blogs’ titles and web addresses in your answers. 

•	 Search	online	for	news	articles	which	discuss	women’s	rights	issues	in	Canada.	
What are some of the claims being made? How does the information from the 
film relate to these news articles? Do you think that the authors of the articles 
depict a balanced report of the issue? 

•	 Do	an	activity	that	challenges	students	to	critique	the	various	forms	of	media	
that they are exposed to and how these media depict women. How are wom-
en portrayed in these ads? Bring in Canadian magazines with ads of women  
or gender issues. Critique music videos and songs with themes such as gender, 
equality, women of colour, and sexual orientation; for example, Katy Perry’s  
“I kissed a girl and I liked it.” 

•	 What	is	the	equality	situation	in	Canada	for	Aboriginal	and	First	Nations	
women and girls?

•	 Is	there	another	aspect	of	the	charter,	women’s	rights,	or	activism	that	you	
would like to research?
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Biography: Complete a short biography on a Canadian woman who contributed 
to the greatest social mobilization of women for the purpose of guaranteeing 
women’s rights in the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. This is a list of a  
few names you could consider, among the many:
•	 Marilou	McPhedran,	law	professor
•	 Doris	Anderson,	editor	of	Chatelaine
•	 Michele	Landsberg,	journalist
•	 Linda	Palmer	Nye,	educator	
•	 Pauline	Jewitt,	Member	of	Parliament	
•	 Sharon	McIvor,	Aboriginal	lawyer
•	 Flora	McDonald,	Member	of	Parliament	
•	 Pat	Hacker,	Ad	Hocker
•	 Kay	McPherson,	Voice	of	Women

Case studies on contemporary constitutional challenges: Discuss, deliberate, and/
or debate. As with many social and legal situations there are many “grey areas” in 
determining whether something is/or should be legal, whether persons rights’ are 
being denied, or whether persons are being prejudicially disadvantaged. There are 
often opposing positions on issues and the charter is used in attempts to guar-
antee rights that some persons feel they are being denied. The following cases 
are such examples. Examine one of the following issues, or another issue of your 
choice, and argue in support of or against the legalization of the activity/claims. 
Or, establish a debate on the issue. You are encouraged to use the Internet to find 
other resources, websites, and articles about the following issues or others that 
you decide on.
•	 Polygamy	(e.g.,	Bountiful):	This	is	a	case	of	a	religious	sect	challenging	the	

legality of Canada’s antipolygamy laws based on religious freedoms protected 
by Section 15 of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. westcoastleaf.org

•	 Prostitution:	Brothel	owners	are	challenging	Canadian	prostitution	laws	on	 
the basis of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. www.rapereliefshelter.bc.ca

•	 Women	and	girls	in	sports:	Female	ski	jumpers	challenged	the	International	
Olympic Committee’s (IOC) decision to exclude them from the 2010 Olym-
pic Games based on the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. They lost. 
Justine Blainey was a girl who wanted to play hockey on an all boy’s team. She 
won. See womenscourt.ca and www.leaf.ca. 

•	 Disabled	girls:	While	Justine	Blainey,	the	12-year-old	hockey	player,	won	her	right	
to play on a hockey team, Emily Eaton did not win the right as a disabled girl to go 
to a regular elementary school. There are still systemic discrimination issues that 
continue to marginalize people who are disempowered. dawn.thot.net

•	 Aboriginal	women’s	status	rights:	Sharon	McIvor	and	her	son	challenged	the	
Indian Act that was denying status on who could be classified as an Indian. 
After more than 20 years, the McIvor’s won their case, and you can read the 
court’s decision at www.courts.gov.bc.ca/jdb-txt/sc/07/08/2007bcsc0827.htm.



 British Columbia Teachers’ Federation  11 

Hard facts: Advocacy on women’s issues
The Royal Commission on the Status of Women revealed the lived oppression  
of women. Look at the following contemporary statistics on women and create 
a poster, poem, song, video, skit, online group (on Facebook, TakingITGlobal,  
MySpace, Bebo), blog, video, or another form of representation that will raise 
awareness about this issue. 
•	 One	in	five	(2.8	million)	Canadian	women	live	in	poverty;	49%	of	single,	 

widowed, and divorced women over 65 are poor.
•	 56%	of	lone-parent	families	headed	by	women	live	below	the	poverty	line.
•	 37%	of	women	of	colour	are	low	income,	compared	to	19%	of	all	women.
•	 Half	of	the	women	in	Canada	have	survived	at	least	one	incident	of	sexual	or	

physical violence as defined by the Criminal Code of Canada.
•	 Women	and	youth	account	for	83%	of	Canada’s	minimum	wage	workers.
•	 In	2003,	66%	of	women	with	children	under	three-years	old	participated	in	the	

paid labour force; 15% of children under 12 had access to regulated childcare. 
•	 16%	of	all	women	are	disabled;	disabled	girls	are	twice	as	likely	to	be	sexually	

assaulted and disabled women are more likely to be the victims of violence.

Stats cited from www.criaw-icref.ca/womenandpoverty.

Young activists today: Website project
Here are a few young Canadian activist sites. Choose one and do a short report  
describing the website and the organization’s goals. If you want to research  
another activist organization, discuss this with your teacher. 
•	 A	group	of	young	women	in	BC	working	on	social	change—Antigone.	 

See antigonemagazine.wordpress.com.
•	 The	Canadian	group	TakingITGlobal	is	the	largest	online	community	of	youth	

working on global issues and positive social change. See www.tigweb.org.
•	 Read	about	the	G20	and	the	G(20)irls	Summit	at	www.girlsandwomen.com.
•	 How	did	a	group	of	young	BC	girls	decide	to	help	girls	in	Afghanistan	to	go	 

to school? See www.littlewomenforlittlewomen.com.
•	 Information	on	the	Ladybug	Foundation	at	www.ladybugfoundation.ca.
•	 How	did	young	Canadians	Craig	and	Marc	Kielburger	start	Free	the	Children?	

www.freethechildren.com

Making connections: The role of activism in political change
There are a number of films that portray how activism led to constitutional or legal 
change such as Mandela, Iron Jawed Angels, Norma Rae, Spirit Bear: The Simon  
Jackson Story, and Milk. These movies can be used as extension activities. Examine 
the activism involved in these movements and the change that resulted as the 
result of the work of a cohesive and determined group of people. 

Teacher resources
Power and Resistance: Critical Thinking About Canadian Social Issues, editors  
Les Samuelson and Wayne Antony
Ten Thousand Roses: The Making of a Feminist Revolution by Judy Rebick
Me to We: Find Meaning in the Material World by Craig and Marc Kielburger
Transforming Power: From the Personal to the Political by Judy Rebick
Celebrating Doris Anderson, Canadian Women’s Studies, Vol 26, No 2



British Columbia Teachers’ Federation
100–550 West 6th Avenue, Vancouver, BC  V5Z 4P2
Telephone 604-871-2283 | Toll-free 1-800-663-9163
bctf.ca

PSI10-0071


