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How youth picture gender injustice: building skills for HIV

prevention through a participatory, arts-based approach

(continued)

Cycle 2: What did participants think they could do about gender injustice?
The analysis of the explanations given for the drawings and the subsequent focus group
discussion revealed that participants did have ideas about how they could address gender
injustice. However, most of these were likely to be ineffectual, given the fact that the adults
around them did not value their input.

Sometimes we see in our communities there is a man hitting a woman in the streets,
but other people just laugh at it cos they are used to it. And to stop it...they just
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laugh at you, say you are too young, just go… (Male, 15).
Most of the times you cannot even talk about how to change it. People live in a
community where they don’t feel compassionate for one another; you just look for
yourself (Female, 17).

Most of the suggestions involved “calling a community meeting”, “talking to parents to
tell them to solve their problems”, “tell people to respect each other”, “send them for coun-
selling”, “teach about gender violence”, “stand up to parents”, “women must learn to be
independent” and so on, but in the light of the subordinate position of the children in the
community, it is unlikely that any of these suggestions would actually make any difference,
even if they could be implemented. They do not take into consideration the entrenched cultural
and structural factors that drive gender power imbalances (Sherr, Mueller & Varrall, 2009).

However, as discussion progressed and I challenged these suggestions, other ideas began
to emerge, which were indicative of a slowly growing realisation that they could have agency,
if they focused on internal, rather than on external change:

You can change yourself – if girls are washing the floor, you can offer to help (Male, 17).
I just feel I could hit that man hitting the woman, but this is not the solution – we have to
help each other, and do things that will make people happy (Male, 17).
I will not hit my wife or abuse the children when they have done something wrong – I will
tell them (Male, 14).
I am going to teach my child when going to their work [that] they must wash dishes and
floors and cook. I want to teach my children not to bully other children at school. I will
never talk strong language in front of my children (Female, 16).

Figure 4   Idea for improving gender relations
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The mixed groups allowed attention to be focussed on the behaviour of both males and
females, an important aspect of gender education (Sherr et al., 2009). This growing acceptance
of their own agency provided a strong base, from which they could begin to develop
interventions in their school community – facilitated through photo-voice and peer inter-
ventions.

Cycle 3: What did participants do to promote awareness and change?
Photo-voice was used with the participants to generate images around ideas for addressing
gender issues in their school. They produced powerful images, which focused on specific issues
in their community that they believed were representative of the gender injustices they ex-
perienced in their communities on a daily basis. The written explanations offered ideas on how
a specific issue could be addressed. Two examples given below are indicative of the agency
that the participants were beginning to take to influence their peers:

Figure 5   Examples of photographs taken to address gender inequalities 

They decided which photographs and explanations best portrayed their prevention
messages; and these were made into a laminated poster collage, copies of which they used to
display at their schools and at specific peer education events, in order to raise awareness and
encourage discussion. The drawings and short narratives were also laminated for display
purposes.
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The participants also had the opportunity of conveying their message at a Youth Day, part
of the international Social Aspects of HIV and AIDS-Research Alliance (SAHARA)
conference on the social aspects of HIV and AIDS. They were given free rein by their teachers
to develop a short workshop around the theme of the conference: “Turning the Tide” on HIV
and AIDS. The content and aim of the workshop is given in Table 1.

The participants presented a varied programme in two different workshops, including
educational skits about the different aspects of violence against women, poetry, short dramas
and role plays, which conveyed what they had experienced in the community, and also what
they thought should be done to turn the tide. Two of the participants acted as continuity pre-
senters, linking the various aspects to each other, to the social reality experienced by youth in
the townships, and to ways to change the situation. 
      The participation by the audience, some of whom were international academics, was lively;
and the discussion on how to “turn the tide” was robust. Visual evidence of these workshops
is available at http://aru.nmmu.ac.za/Projects/Masilingane-Project-II, including feedback from
the audience that indicates that the workshop was successful in raising awareness on gender
issues, and in motivating people to think about how they could take action to address these
issues.

Figure 6   Photo voice collage and drawings used in peer education
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Table 1 Outline of workshops presented by participants

GENDER BASED VIOLENCE WORKSHOP OUTLINE
MASILINGANE (LET US BE EQUAL):
YOUTH TURNING THE TIDE ON GENDER INEQUALITIES

Gender inequalities and violations are an undisputed driver of HIV infection in sub-Saharan Africa.
Gender is therefore an extremely important point of intervention for HIV prevention.
Background: Under the umbrella of the Masilingane project, funded by HIVOS, the action
research unit at NMMU has been working with teachers and learners at 6 schools in New Brighton
and Motherwell. They have been involved in identifying gender issues that impact on them and in
finding ways to reduce gender inequalities and improve gender sensitivity in their
schools/communities. This workshop will allow youth to share what they have learnt and provoke
discussion among participants on gender issues and possible ways to reduce inequalities.
Aim of Workshop: To afford high school youth the opportunity to share their experiences of
gender based violence and explore possible solutions to “turning the tide” on gender based violence
in particular, and gender inequalities in general.
Content:
1. Facilitators will share stories of how they experience gender based violence and how it

impacts on their lives, hopes for the future etc. They will share this by storytelling, drama or
song/poetry and by displaying their visual representations (drawings) of gender issues in their
communities. (20 mins)

2. Participants will then be invited to discuss in small groups their own experiences of GBV, and
to come up with some ideas as to how they can “turn the tide”. (15 mins)

3. Each group will share at least one idea and open it up for discussion. (15 mins)
4. All ideas will be written on slips of paper and pinned to a notice board to be displayed for all

participants of larger conference to engage with (in poster area?).

Following their workshops at the conference, the participants continued to conduct peer
education at their schools, by inter alia, displaying the drawings and posters, talking at as-
semblies, and by repeating their workshops at the school and at events to which parents were
invited (see Figure 7).

It is difficult to capture in text the enthusiasm, passion and authentic engagement created
by these interventions, and the confidence with which these young people engaged in
discussion with peers and other audience members.

Two reflective focus group sessions were held with the learners a few weeks after they
had presented their workshop at a school/community event. The two main questions posed to
participants were: What have you learnt from being on this project? and How do you now feel
about your ability to be an effective peer educator on gender?

Cycle 4: Reflecting on the experience
The focus-group participants indicated that they now enjoyed a heightened sense of
self-efficacy to address gender issues and to be peer educators. The main themes of these
comments are summarised in Table 2 with a few examples to illustrate.

The increase in self-efficacy levels is evident from these themes, and from the visual data.
The participatory nature of the project allowed the participants to experience the four elements
that contribute to building self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997):
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Mastery experiences: the structured support provided by the action-research process
allowed the participants to slowly gain skills and confidence, as they were being facilitated
through the different exercises – to raise their awareness levels on gender injustices, and to
begin to think how they could address it. The completion of the drawings, their participation
in the photo-voice exercises, and the interactive presentations were all mastery experiences in
themselves, as the participants successfully negotiated each phase.

Social modelling: the teamwork required for the project, particularly the creation of the
workshops and peer presentations, meant that the participants had an opportunity to witness
peers successfully modelling the required behaviour.

Social persuasion: during the project, participants were encouraged by the positive
feedback of the facilitators, the teachers and each other for their efforts. At the conference,
confidence was further boosted when a few of the academics spontaneously praised the
participants for an excellent workshop. Each time they acted as peer educators, they received
encouragement in the form of positive feedback from their audiences.

Positive emotional environment: engagement with the visual and arts-based methods
provided opportunity for fun and laughter, in spite of the sensitive and serious nature of the
topic. The sessions with the participants were characterised by a positive emotional climate;
and this helped to enhance their learning and to increase their motivation for what they were
doing

Throughout the procedure, the action-research process of reflection on what they were
doing, and what they were learning, helped the participants to realise how they were gaining
in terms of knowledge and skills, and to entrench their slowly building levels of self-efficacy.

Figure 7   Participants presenting a skit at a community event
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Table 2 Final focus group themes

Theme of learning Verbatim comments

I need to change first

I can learn from others

I can be a peer educator

I must first change myself in my behaviour and how I am with people,
then I can talk to others (male 16)
I know that I have to “walk the walk” or it won’t make a difference in
my life or my family’s one day (male, 15)
You know, it starts with us, so we must do what we say (female, 17)
I will not allow my husband to abuse me – and will talk about it to him
(female, 16)
I must not give up when I face a problem, I need to find a way through,
not just sit there saying “Oh! there is nothing I can do” (female, 15)
I have learnt to listen to other people and now I think I can make a
difference (female, 16)
Men must share their feelings – I learnt this from our talks (male, 18)
Others have taught me that what happens in the community is our
responsibility – we are the community (male,17)
I learnt teamwork on this project – I never liked to work with others,
but I learnt a lot from them and now like it (female, 15)
We can teach our peers about gender-based violence cos we learnt how
to address it using drama and drawings (male, 17)
It gave me courage, because I have learnt lots of skills and know that
others support me (female, 15)
I am absolutely confident and know that any change is good change,
even just a small bit (female, 17).

Limitations of the research
Although I believe the participatory methods used in this study helped to overcome some of
the challenges of peer education highlighted in literature by reducing the didactic tendency of
peer educators, keeping the focus on the social and structural aspects of gender, and flattening
power relations to avoid ‘take over’ by the teachers and equalise gender dynamics among the
participants (Campbell & MacPhail, 2002), I also acknowledge that the social and cultural
environment in which the youth live may constrain communication of their message to the
wider community. Peer education is only one way of addressing gender inequality, and must
be accompanied by wider social, structural changes to have a lasting effect.
      
So, what difference do participatory, arts-based methods make?
The description and discussion of the participatory action-research process above provides an
answer to my initial research question: How can we engage youth as key actors in educating
their peers about HIV prevention, through a gender lens? The visual and arts-based methods
allowed the participants to be the main decision-makers on what data were generated, and how
this material should be used to educate the wider community. In contrast to teachers telling
learners about gender inequalities, the participatory methods adopted created space for the
participants to deconstruct and to reconstruct their ideas on what gender injustice was, what
implications it held for their lives, and how they could contribute to making positive change.

The research design supported them when taking action to influence their community; and
in the process, they themselves developed a higher degree of self-efficacy that enabled them
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to be more confident and motivated to be peer educators. By first interrogating their own
beliefs and behaviour around gender, positive change at the individual level could be en-
couraged. This better placed them to be able to influence gender norms in their spheres of
influence. I would conclude that the evidence presented in this article points to the partici-
patory, reflective and action- oriented nature of the research process should be the main reason
for the development of their ability to make a difference as peer educators.

The rich description of the process given in this article should hopefully enable other
interested researchers and teachers to use participatory arts-based methods as a basis for their
own interventions with youth. Further research into such methods is needed to build up a body
of evidence on the effectiveness of using participatory methods to contribute to changing the
way youth perceive and embody gender norms.
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