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Section I: Narrative 

Project goals:  

The project was designed to provide opportunities to young girls in Iraq to participate in a virtual 

cultural exchange program where they can share their ideas and perspectives and provide them with 

a safe space to express themselves in written and face-to-face format. The project works to minimize 

the opportunity gap between boys and girls in Iraq by giving girls more chances to participate in 

summer projects outside the academic year to help them grow social skills, meet more people and 

connect with women outside their country. The project’s goals also aim at uplifting young women’s 

sense of self and making them feel heard, appreciated and be able to voice themselves freely about 

the issues that women face both in school and in society.  

Project summary 

 The project process took 4 months in total. The first step started in late March of 2021 when I 

started asking female students in my college, Concordia College and students in other Midwest 

universities whether they are interested in becoming a mentor and could commit for the month of July 

in the summer. In the beginning, most of the people I asked loved the idea, but they were not sure 

about their summer plans. Eventually, I was lucky enough to recruit 5 wonderful mentors in my team. 

Karin Selland, Elly Schaefer, Maggie Pfeffer, Danika Vukovich And Elizabeth Yoder. After the mentors 

said yes to this commitment in late April, I started the process of mentee recruitment back in Iraq in 

the month of May. I started designing a program flyer (attached above) in order to allow applicants to 

know and understand who we are and what we do. I first started by explaining the project goals, 

outline, timeline and the nature of the topics that will be discussed, then followed by an introduction to 

the team in Girls’ Lead for Peace who are the mentors. I asked the mentors to send me biographies 

and I thought this is an excellent step to already put faces on the flyer to assure Iraqi applicants that 

they will be working closely with American college aged mentors. I was lucky enough to receive a lot 

of advice and help from Mrs Mayada Al-Safi, who is a program officer in the Iraqi Young Leaders 

Exchange Program (IYLEP). IYLEP is funded by the department of the state and works to facilitate 

cultural exchange between Iraq and the USA annually by taking Iraqi students to the USA and have 

them be introduced and get to know more about American culture.  

Mrs Mayada has helped me a lot in coordinating the application process, making deadlines 

dates, reaching out to different youth groups on Facebook, Instagram and the IYLEP community in 

order to help me have Iraqi young girls to be in my program. In late May, the program application was 

live and by June 6 it ended. The application included simple questions such as “1. What are your 

hobbies? 2. Why do you want to apply for GLP? 3. What do you hope to accomplish by being in this 

program? 4. And what are your future goals?”. To my luck and hard work, I received 35 applications 

from young women aged 14-17 from cities around Iraq but mainly Baghdad. The responses were 

heart-warming and beautiful to read. Most girls’ answers to question 2 and 3 revolved around 

improving their English language and getting to know people and friends from different countries as 

they were interested to learn more about the American education system and to know about what 

women face in America. In the beginning, I planned to recruit 20 students only, but I decided to admit 

all of the applicants as the PFP funding has allowed me to do so. After sending out the acceptance 

emails, 24 students have confirmed commitment and 24 have graduated from the program. I assigned 

4-5 students to each mentor and each mentor’s group was called “family” for example: Karin’s family, 

Elly’ family and so on.  

 The program started on June 28 and ended on August 1 taking exactly 5 weeks. The program 

consists of 5 modules and each module is done in one week’s time. As seen in the attached flyer 

above, module 1 was about womanhood and identity, module 2 about education paths and career 
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interest, module 3 women in business science and technology, module 4 women in the media, and 

finally module 5 was about women4women. Each week consisted of Monday and Tuesday Icebreaker 

activity, Wednesday reading, Thursday Tedtalk reflection, and Saturday family dialogue (where 

mentors get to have one hour long Zoom sessions with their students) and Sunday check out forms. 

The mentors and the mentees received guides designed by me in the beginning of each module 

explaining exactly what needs to be done. In addition, we used Slack as the main place for program 

implementation, as each family had a Slack channel, and all of the GLP community was in the 

#general channel. I decided to add a program Social hour on Wednesdays facilitated by mentors and 

me, however, it was optional to attend. Overall, the program was such a success because of the 

incredible retention rate (no student dropped out during the program). I explained to the students that 

to achieve a certificate of completion and to become a GLP alumni, all activities needed to be 

completed in addition to filling out the check out forms that asked them to reflect on the week’s 

learning. To their hard work and mentors’ guidance, 24 students have received certificates of 

completion along with back to school package that will help them retell their summer stories about the 

program.  

Peace and sustainability  

 To the program’s success, I definitely think that GLP does not end with PFP this summer but 

to continue above and beyond for the upcoming years. I have purchased a website for GLP where 

future GLP applicants can visit and learn more about what we have done this summer and decide to 

apply in the future. With the help of my 24 ambassadors that became alumni this summer, we can 

definitely work together as a team in order to recruit and educate more young women in Iraq and help 

build more bridges between American and Iraqi women. I received a lot of student inquiries about 

whether there will be more programs coordinated by GLP in the future and I decided that this work 

should continue until we could educate and connect thousands of young women in the next few years. 

The ripple effects of GLP this summer is immeasurable. However, in 5 years’ time when the first 

generation alumni goes out to the Iraqi professional society as hardworking, smart, and intelligent 

young women who are eager to build a different narrative about the role of women in society and 

excited to broaden the limitations that women face currently.  GLP’s sustainability lies in the 

connection that it builds between different cultures such as Iraq and the United States’ and its peace 

lies in the transformational effects it leaves on both the mentors and the mentees.  

Student testimonials  

“I learned many things that make me feel  more positive and passionate in my life, and 

this program really helps me to improve myself by discussing and sharing my thoughts and ideas 

in a comfortable way. Every single girl in GLP helped me in this journey from the  mentors and the 

mentees, we made a great friendship.” - Samar Al Haddad, 16, Baghdad.  

“The program was giving me hope and helped me to understand myself more and figure 

out what type of person I am. It made me believe in myself and it was the only thing I got excited 

for. It also made me have this incredible feeling when I accomplish things and it helped me learn 

more about women's issues.” - Ruaa Jawad, 16, Maysan.  

“It was a really great program and it was an experience that I will never forget in my 

whole life. I will apply to a lot of things and this program helped me a lot to strengthen my self-

confidence and not despair. I discovered that the status of women is strong, the power of 

change is great, that hope is great and It also helped me make plans for the future.” - Nabaa 

Verses, 15, Baghdad 

“I love the idea of talking with people from other countries and that they won’t judge you 

for your opinions and ideas. The mentors are so caring and always make things clearer to us if 

we don’t understand it and the topics are so interesting to talk about.” - Marina Hawa, 15, Mosul.  

“I loved GLP because the dialogues were my favourite thing to do. I waited for them every 

day because they were the most fun and the most beneficial. I wanted to improve my English-



speaking skills since I never talked in English before and I can see a clear difference and 

improvement by the end of the program.” - Dania Ahmed, 16, Baghdad.  

“This was such a great experience! I loved getting to know all of the participants in the 

program, and especially my family group. It was so great to see my family group members 

become more comfortable and confident over the course of the program. I loved hearing their 

ideas and facilitating some great conservations.” - Elly Schaefer, Mentor.  

“Our sessions were very conversational. I appreciated the new approaches the 

students took to themes and speakers than I usually would. One session that really stuck out 

to me was when we talked about going to college. Regardless of where students wanted to  go 

to college, most (if not all) said they wanted to come back to Iraq to help make their country 

better. I found this so beautiful.” – Elizabeth Yoder, Mentor 
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Picture 1 Some of GLP Program alumni 

 
Picture  3 Girls' Lead for Peace closing ceremony August 1 

Picture 2 Danika (mentor) & Aya (program coordinator) 


