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Cheyne Middle School conference puts a new twist on Girl 
Power  
Wednesday April 30 2008  
By Roger Belgrave, Staff Writer  

A young boy peered into to the 
school gymnasium and wondered 
why he wasn't allowed inside. 

"Maybe if I shaved my legs," he 
joked with other boys on the way to class.  

Some of the boys at Cheyne Middle School may have felt a 
little left out during the school's inaugural Girl's Conference 
April 24 and 25. But the event, organized to promote self-
esteem, self-confidence and positive body image amongst 
the school's adolescent girls, is long overdue for a 
generation in a multi-media world filled with negative 
female images.  

Character education in Ontario schools is a priority with the 
Ministry of Education and a focus at Cheyne.  

There are plenty of events and extra-curricular programs geared to providing young boys at the middle 
school with mentorship and positive outlets, said Principal Hazel Mason.  

"I wanted to do something with the girls as well," she explained.  

Staff at the school thought an event was needed specifically for the Grade 7 and 8 girls who also need help 
making positive choices. A girls-only conference allows focus on issues young women may not feel 
comfortable discussing with boys in the room. Venetta Gordon is one of the event's student organizers. 
The 13-year-old is aware, on a personal level, how comments from friends and family can lead to low self-
esteem. She reacted to verbal barbs by directing her anger at others.  

"I would be putting other people down because of the way I felt," Venetta explained.  

The conference helps girls realize they are not alone or defined by someone else, she said. It is a good 
message, especially for young girls whose interests are beginning to include boys, agreed Shaunte Sterling 
and Tenay Johnson, the school's two other student organizers.  

Mason recalled a time when women represented 95 per cent of teachers in the education system, but 
represented just five per cent of school principals. That environment made it difficult for Mason and other 
females who sought and earned the position. There were days she wanted to give up, Mason told the gym 
full of young women. However, she persevered. Things have come a long way, but it is still a man's world.  

"It's still not easy," Mason said.  

The daylong conference featured several speakers- women in entertainment, media and business 
experiencing various levels of success. Fitness and health professionals also offered the 12 and 13-year-
olds advice about proper nutrition and exercise.  

"This conference is a little bit about girl power," Mason told students. "This conference is about helping you 
recapture believing in yourself."  

 

Vice principal Julia Breen confers with student teacher 
Savita Khattra, students Khadijah Ennis and Tamera 
Russell during one of the workshops held at the Cheyne 
Middle School Girl Conference.   
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Speakers encouraged the young women not to place limitations on themselves or allow others to define 
their borders of success.  

Stefany Singh, CEO and director of Miss Latino Canada, shared her very personal story about being bullied 
and sinking into an emotional depression. She also opened the crowd's eyes to the illusion of perfection in 
the entertainment and fashion industry. "It doesn't even exist," she said. "It's all made up."  

Singh displayed magazine photographs of "media beauties" before and after the shots underwent digital 
computer touch-ups. Singer/Model Nicole Fay Robinson spent much of adolescence troubled with severe 
eczema and acne that contributed to a disfigured self-image and self-worth. "I was depressed. I had 
feelings of no worth," the recent beauty pageant winner confided. "I hated myself. I didn't want to live."  

She told students everyone experiences despair, but those periods pass. Getting to know one's self and 
worth takes time. The 26-year-old encouraged girls to find someone they can talk to about those feelings.  
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