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Young Indigenous Women’s Circle of Leadership 
Rochelle Starr and Heather Blair, https://ile.ualberta.ca/YIWCL 

 
This is the ninth year of CILLDI’s Young In-
digenous Women’s Circle of Leadership 
(YIWCL) program and since many new lan-
guage projects are emerging FEL newsletter 
editors thought that others might benefit from 
reflections about the growth of this project and 
its successes and challenges. Rochelle Starr has 
coordinated and directed the summer program 
for the past five years and has brought it to a 
place of strength and new possibilities. Dr. 
Heather Blair, co-founder of the University of 
Alberta’s CILLDI 20 years ago, teaches lan-
guage methodologies, policy and planning and 
literacies in the Department of Elementary Edu-
cation, Faculty of Education, University of Al-
berta, and works closely with Rochelle.  To-
gether this team has not only kept the fire burn-
ing for indigenous languages but has also 
reached out to youth, especially females, to cre-
ate new sparks at a significant time in a wom-
an’s life. 
 
In reflecting on Young Indigenous Women’s 
Circle of Leadership we have realized the im-
portance of having goals, being innovative, 
identifying and collaborating to overcome chal-
lenges, and imagining a long-term future. 
 
YIWCL has grown significantly over the years, with 25 girls participating each summer and an equal number on the 
waiting list. There is no question that the program of working with the Elders and Cree teachers and being with one 
another has been really beneficial to the young women. YIWCL provides opportunities for them to access ancestral 
knowledge. As Rochelle explains, “the teachings tell us that language and knowledge are always in us, it’s in our 
blood.”  As a result of centuries of government policies and institutional structures, this knowledge has been systemati-
cally and intentionally disconnected. Racism makes having spaces to be free to be Indigenous women very rare, even 
on reservations, where the impacts of colonialism are an everyday lived experience. There is nothing like creating a 
safe space where young Indigenous women are free to be who they are and express their spirit – which is beautiful, 
strong, and loving. YIWCL has created a space without common stereotypes and myths to assist in the remembering, 
and application of Cree and Cree ways of being. The program brings our traditions to its center, and provides ways of 
understanding how to apply this traditional knowledge about their identity and their importance as women, and how to 
bring relationality into the contemporary world.   
 

Goals 
Rochelle’s goals for the program and how she has led it are premised on understanding that language is spiritual and 
that through a spiritual foundation the girls can access the language in a deeper way, rather than just conversational 
Cree. In her graduate work Rochelle is trying to understand what it means to work from an Indigenous epistemology in 
institutions like the University of Alberta and in the wider society - finding that being able to work, be and know in 
this way is as important as speaking the language itself.  
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Innovations 
 
In terms of teaching the Cree language, we have been 
using an idea that Dr. Trudy Cardinal and Rochelle Starr 
term Cree in Motion, which is a new term for a tradition-
al form of transmitting the language.  Cree in Motion is 
about talking to the girls in Cree while doing - picking 
medicines, learning the teachings, singing, etc. Essential-
ly, Cree in Motion is doing, thinking and being all at the 
same time. A trained eye can see the impact of this peda-
gogy in the expression of the young women’s spirits, in 
how the girls relate and are with the language.  For ex-
ample, this year’s theme was the buffalo and the girls 
learned the spiritual teachings about the buffalo and why 
the buffalo continues to be of importance for Cree peo-
ple.  Elder Lawrence Starr spoke to the young women 
solely in Cree, prior to which the young women sang 
traditional songs to a herd of buffalo.  The young women 
were mesmerized and listened attentively as Elder Law-
rence shared the traditional teachings of the buffalo. It 
was like witnessing an infant receive the nourishment 
and love from its mother’s milk. Hearing the language in 
a spiritual context has a strong impact on their being.  
However, the results of actually speaking the language 
are not always seen immediately. Cree in Motion is a 
process that takes place over time in more and more im-
mersive contexts. Our program currently runs over 8 
days, with call-back sessions in the fall, winter, and 
spring and is a dual language delivery; Cree immersion 
is our ultimate goal.   
 
We are also in the early stages of designing a Mentor Apprentice Program (MAP) that works within the pedagogical 
style of Cree in Motion; the pairing for the girls with speakers will take place over this winter. We think this will give 
us an opportunity to look more specifically at the uptake of the language.  We see this as a complement to our summer 
program. 

Challenges 
 
We have faced and continue to face two challenges – 
evaluating our program and making it sustainable.  
Evaluating the program is critical to our future.  We are 
increasingly noticing the importance of identifying 
“measurables” that illustrate the outcomes and impacts 
of our program for our own knowledge, and when ap-
plying for funding, or reporting to our funders. Even 
though we have been running YIWCL for almost ten 
years we have not yet had the person power to do the 
research. Thankfully we are now able to begin this re-
search and have begun interviewing the young women, 
teachers and Elders.  
Another issue we face is sustainability and continuity.  
Since its inception YIWCL has survived on a shoestring 
budget from one year to the next.  Thankfully this year 
we acquired funding from multiple sources - the Gov-
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ernment of Canada, Aboriginal Languages Initiatives, the Province of Alberta’s Indigenous Initiatives, the City of Ed-
monton, the Urban Systems Group, and a few private donors -  which allows our program to continue for another year 
and for us to take creative and innovative risks.  However, to build a long term sustainable program we require funding 
for multiple years. We have thought about many ideas in regards to this, and are seriously considering making YIWCL 
its own center through larger support and research funding bodies such as SSHRC or CIHR. Having a center and sus-
tainable funding would enable us to hire full time staff.   
 

Imagining a long term future 
 
One of our long term visions is to have YIWCL’s young Indigenous women attend university as undergraduates and 
work in their own language and systems of knowledge.  Indigenous Peoples Education is a graduate program that sup-
ports students in working from their own epistemologies. This type of education requires much support from the Uni-
versity as a whole, and is a step in the direction of reaching the TRC Calls to Action (2014). To help young women be 
successful at a post-secondary institution, they  must feel that they belong there, feel comfortable there, and have op-
portunities to be able to work from their own ways of knowing and being.  Since the Faculty of Education at the Uni-
versity of Alberta has the highest number of Indigenous faculty members and students of all faculties across campus, 
we feel that we are well situated to make this vision a reality. 
 
We have recently partnered with Urban Systems to offer a YIWCL satellite program and are currently looking for a 
community partner to offer their own unique summer program with us. For further news on this open invitation see the 
next FEL newsletter where we will elaborate.  
 
In the next newsletter we will also be discussing a YIWCL startup kit we are working on for communities. This will 
also be available on our website and be promoted on our Facebook and Twitter in the next year. If you have questions 
and are interested is discussing possiblities please email us at cilles@ualberta.ca. 
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