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The Leadership Scholars Certificate Program is a two-year selective, interdisciplinary certificate 
program that prepares Rutgers undergraduate women to be informed, innovative, and socially 
responsible leaders.

Leadership Scholars design and implement social action projects to expand their understanding of 
issues and problems and to develop leadership skills.

This project gives Scholars the opportunity to apply the theoretical knowledge they have gained about 
leadership, advocacy, and social change with the practical and experiential knowledge they have 
developed about a particular policy issue or problem through the field site placement. It also further 
develops leadership skills by giving undergraduates the opportunity to practice leadership through action.  

To find out more please visit the Institute for Women’s Leadership’s website at http://iwl.rutgers.edu.

http://iwl.rutgers.edu/


Mission
I believe that when women talk about their struggles and listen 
to one another, we all experience a form of stress-relief and can 
better focus on our education and work. 

★ MENA Women Unite tackles the lack of psychosocial 
support for women of Middle East and North African 
backgrounds through writing sessions focused on stress 
relief and interactive workshops in which we deconstruct 
taboo topics and provide tools for self-advocacy



What MWU Offers

★ WRITE TO HEAL Program
○ Stress-relief sessions focused on writing as a tool for 

healing from daily stresses 
○ Emphasis on Emotional First-Aid 
○ Write, share, and grow

Fig. 3. Write to Heal Digital Flyer (Canva)Fig. 2. Write to Heal Review (Instagram) Fig. 4. Journals and Supplies.

https://www.instagram.com/stories/highlights/18106753414050352/?hl=en


Intellectual and Conceptual Framework 
● A study done on the literature available regarding the mental health needs of 

MENA women during a 20-year period indicates that the research in this area 

has been limited (Kakoti 61).

● The mental health needs for specifically immigrant women include knowledge 

and sensitivity to issues such as “language barriers; discrimination and 

exclusion...the lack of social networks and support...and discrimination against 

spiritual beliefs and practices (Kakoti 62-63).” 

● There is a need for culturally competent training that integrates a feminist lens 

with care for clients of MENA backgrounds. 

● For example, an American social worker suggested that a client remove her 

hijab to avoid discrimination (Kakoti 63). Other inappropriate interventions, 

such as a therapist’s focus on a client’s relationship with her husband instead of 

tackling the root of her mental health concerns is cited by Kakoti.

● Distrust by clients leads to avoidance of services.



Analysis & Other Findings 
● As a Muslim Palestinian woman and first-generation immigrant, I am able to develop 

trust much faster with my Write to Heal group.  This is the primary concept governing 

my project; women of similar backgrounds have the experiences and connections to 

create a safe space in which all participants share their stories and create community. 

No space for judgement or shame. 

● There is a demonstrated need for not just culturally competent service providers, but 

also an increased representation of MENA women in the mental health field. Although 

this project is not a replacement for professional therapy, it provides an alternative for 

women that are not comfortable seeking professional help yet. 

● Writing and Storytelling are effective tools for healing and community-building.



★ WORKSHOPS

○ “Am I a Woman or a Girl?” *11 October 2019

○ Upcoming:
■ Faith and Spirituality Theme: “Islam for the 

Millennial Muslim”
*Workshops are Open to All*

Fig. 5.  “Am I a Woman or a Girl” Digital Flyer (Canva)



Am I a Woman or a Girl? 
11 October 2019

● Guided beach ball activity with self-reflecting 
questions

● Gendered language is often used as a tool to reinforce 
men’s control over women’s bodies and lives

● The questions included:
○ When do you stop being a girl and transition into 

womanhood?
○ Reputation is intricately linked to a family’s 

“honor.” Honor is achieved when people protect 
themselves and their families from public 
humiliation and criticism. The honor of a 
patrilineal family is tied to the sex organs of girls 
and women. Reflect.

○ What kind of woman do you hope to become?

Fig. 7 & 8. Reviews (Instagram)

Fig. 6. Workshop Refreshments.

https://www.instagram.com/stories/highlights/18106753414050352/?hl=en


Research basis for Am I a Woman or a Girl? 

● In adherence to universal patriarchal family structures and values,  MENA women’s sexualities 

are oftentimes regulated and society determines if a woman is a woman 

● Arabic word “mara” has a negative connotation

● According to Therese Saliba’s “Arab Feminism at the Millennium,” “from colonialism to 

globalization, the West has imposed on the region known as the ‘Middle East’ not only its own 

conceptions of time, history, and geography but also transnational economic structures, 

globalized or U.S. culture, and even its own brand of liberal feminism (Saliba pp. 1087).”
○ Western powers have utilized monolithic and politicized perceptions of women and Islam to justify 

colonialism and imperialism. What this means in American mental health spaces is that women from this 
region or with a MENA background are infantilized or hypersexualized

○ Women are treated like girls (infantilized) and girls are treated like women (seen as suspicious, etc.) 

● Important for MENA women and girls to identify themselves and gain agency in their own 

identities



Co-Sponsored Mental 
Health Event

Other Activities

● Poetry -> IG Story highlights 

Social Media Strategy 

Fig. 9, 10, & 11. Poetry (Instagram). Fig. 12.  Event Shared on Story  (Instagram). 

https://www.instagram.com/stories/highlights/18034219030218368/?hl=en


Feminist Leadership 

● Needs Assessments collected

○ Identified how individuals cope with stress and trauma

○ How effective writing was for them

○ Ranked preference of workshop topics based on individual need

■ #1 Emotional First-Aid

■ #2 Identity

■ #3 Financial Independence and Wellness 

● Information and Sharing policy

○ Ensures the safe space and for all thoughts to be validated

○ No constructive criticism on writing

○ I provided techniques and tools to addressing conflict 

● My approach is cooperative and built on empathy



Lessons I learned 

● Patience is key
○ Recruitment takes time and a lot of effort

● Couple passion with discipline
● Action over perfection
● Celebrate the successes, however small

○ My project has slowly been growing over time



SAP Impact
● Accepted a $500 grant from the Middle Eastern Studies Department 

● I created safe spaces for writing and reflection for women 

● I gave out journals and gave women an opportunity to experience the healing power of 

writing and sharing

● Connected theory with practice

○ I intellectualized what I already knew to be true and shared that knowledge

○ I believe that women of all educational backgrounds should have access to knowledge 

that is easy to understand, leaving breathing room for self-reflection and personal 

transformation

● My research and pilot programs create a foundation for future expansion

○ I want to create a supportive physical and digital community for MENA women

○ I want to focus more on workshops, partnerships, and phase 2 (digital blog and 

newsletter)



Sponsors and Partnerships





Bibliography
Aboulhassan, S., & Brumley, K. (2018). Carrying the Burden of a Culture: Bargaining With Patriarchy and the Gendered Reputation of 

Arab American Women. Journal of Family Issues, 40(5), 637-661. doi: 10.1177/0192513x18821403.

Abu-Ali, A., & Reisen, C. (1999). Gender Role Identity Among Adolescent Muslim Girls Living in the U.S. Current Psychology, 18(2), 

185-192. Retrieved from https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2Fs12144-999-1027-x.pdf

Akl, Amira. "MULTIMODAL EXPRESSIONS OF YOUNG ARAB MUSLIM AMERICAN WOMEN". Bowling Green State University, 2014.

Carroll, R. (2005). Finding the Words to Say It: The Healing Power of Poetry. Evidence-Based Complementary and Alternative 

Medicine, 2(2), 161-172. doi: 10.1093/ecam/neh096

Darraj, Susan. "Understanding The Other Sister: The Case Of Arab Feminism". Monthly Review, 2002, 

https://monthlyreview.org/2002/03/01/understanding-the-other-sister-the-case-of-arab-feminism/.

Eisenberg, M., Christenson, S., & Neumark-Sztainer, D. (2007). Social isolation, psychological health, and protective factors in 

adolescence. Adolescence, 42(166), 265+, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1142208/

Jhally, S. (2017). Constructing the Terrorist Threat [DVD]. Media Education Foundation.



Bibliography
Kakoti, Sally A. “Arab American Women, Mental Health, and Feminism.” Affilia: Journal of Women and Social Work, vol 27, nol.1, 2012, pp. 

60-70. SAGE Publications, doi:10.1177/0886109912437572

Kumar, D. (2018). Orientalism, Islamophobia, and the Media: Stereotypes of Arabs and Muslims. Lecture, Gender, Race, Class in the Media, 

School of Communication and Information, Rutgers University.

Mullet, J., Akerson, N., & Turman, A. (2013). Healing the Past Through Story. Adult Learning, 24(2), 72-78. doi: 10.1177/1045159513477843

Ohler, J. (2005). The World of Digital Storytelling. Learning in The Digital Age, 63(4), 44-47. Retrieved from 

https://imoberg.com/files/World_of_Digital_Storytelling_The_Ohler_J._.pdf

Rosenwasser, P. (2000). Tool for Transformation: Cooperative Inquiry as a Process for Healing from Internalized Oppression. In Adult 

Education Research Conference. Vancouver: California Institute of Integral Studies. Retrieved from 

https://newprairiepress.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2216&context=aerc

Sahar, N. (2018). Reimagining Muslim Women: Gendered Religious Life and Resistance in the Age of Islamophobia (Ph.D). University at 

Buffalo.

Sparks, B., & Grochowski, C. (2002). Narratives of Youth: Cultural Critique through Spoken Word. Presentation, Matanzas, Cuba.

Ahmad, Leila. Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate. Yale University Press, 1992.


