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Introduction:

Over the last few months I have acted as the coordinator for the South African component of the Youth Voices Project.  The implementation of the project, with an express focus on targeting marginalized youth, has by no means been easy; but it has been successful.

Partner Organization and Participants:

The organization that agreed to partner with TakingITGlobal and host the workshop in Johannesburg was CIVICUS: A World Alliance for Citizen Participation.  CIVICUS is an international NGO that seeks to work with and amplify the voices of citizens around the world for the creation of a more just world.  CIVICUS agreed to provide the use of one of its offices with five working computers with internet access to the coordinator for the workshop.
The school that was approached to identify economically marginalized students for the workshop was the Morutathuto Combined School located in Meadowlands, Soweto – the well known township just South of Johannesburg.  The school identified 10 youth between the ages of 11 and 14 who were creative and keen to participate in the workshops.

Workshop Logistics:

Date and Time: The two workshops were held on 8 December 2007 at CIVICUS House, 24 Gwigwi Mwrebi, Newton, Johannesburg, South Africa.  The day started at 8am and finished at 4pm, with one workshop in the morning and one workshop in the afternoon.

Facilitators:  The workshop was facilitated by two people:  Joe Cressy (Coordinator), Nina Gorka (Canadian intern).

Participants:  Ten youth between the ages of 11 and 14 came to downtown Johannesburg from their school via a rented van for the workshop.  The participants were:

Siyabonga Nlhapo (12)

Nhlakanipho Nkabinde (12)

Tebogo Sesoko (11)

Moeketsi Matobako (13)

Thabiso Selaolane (11)

Glen Masela (11)

Bashimane Pooe (12)

Kgotso Moima (12)

Kagontle Pilane (11)

Miranda Kekana (12)

Breaks: Because both workshops took place on one day a lunch break with pizza was provided by the coordinator, in addition to a morning snack break.
Outcomes:

a)  Following an initial discussion of TakingITGlobal and the Adobe Youth Voices Project, the first workshop, Climate Change: Its Impact on Our Communities and Our Strategies for Sustainable Living, was held.  The discussion of climate change was extremely tough.  For example, not a single one of the ten youth could explain the word “climate”.  We proceeded to discuss the current South African environment (animals, trees, water) and to explore what would happen if the current environment suddenly changed – by getting hotter, by getting colder, by becoming inconsistent.

By discussing the optimal environment within South Africa we were able to touch the surface of the discussion of climate change.  Following the discussion we then proceeded to begin using the Adobe Software.

In the workshop space we had 5 computers with two youth working as a team on each computer.  The process was not easy.  Of the 10 youth only 3 consistently use computers, which made for slow learning.  Moreover, given the fact that we were unable to locate an organization with a colour scanner all the images used were obtained through online photo galleries.  This meant that we also had to do an overview of basic internet search techniques.

Once the youth learned the basics of the software the process really began.  However, what became very clear was the youth were as interested in learning the software in detail as they were in working on one specific image.  This is a positive factor in that the youth were keen to learn the software, but difficult for focusing on one image.
After about 2h45 minutes the youth (5 teams of 2 people on each computer) had finished their images and were ready to move on.  Given that not a single of the 10 participants had their own email address, which is by no means a surprise given their backgrounds, it was decided that the facilitators would submit the images at the end of the day using their own TIG accounts.
b) After a brief lunch of pizza and drinks the second workshop, My Culture, Your Culture: Understanding Conflict and Fostering Unity across Cultures, commenced.  As the discussion of culture, conflict and unity proceeded it became very clear that the participants were almost solely interested in focusing on the conflict component of the theme.  The discussion subsequently diverged into an overview of conflict in South Africa: conflict between friends, between schools, between communities, between races.  The conversation proceeded to consider the causes conflict in South Africa, to which youth gave the answers of: “racism,” “abuse,” “no money,” “anger”.  

The participants then proceeded to search online for images to be subsequently adapted by the Adobe software.  Many of the youth were more interested in focusing on conflict in general than culture in South Africa and because of the quality of discussion the facilitators allowed this to occur.

The creation of images for the second theme went much more smoothly because of the technical lessons learned in the morning workshop.  After 2h30 minutes youth had completed their images and we then proceeded to have each group share their images with each other.  The debrief session proved to be quite incredible as the youth explained the reasons behind their artistic creations.

c) Following the two workshops the entire group then went out to courtyard where everyone filled out their feedback forms.  It was clear from the moment the forms were handed out that the language in the forms was inaccessible for the 11 – 13 year old participants.  Questions like, “The workshop has made me feel more confident about my technical/computer skills” and “I feel that I have successfully communicated my feelings on the workshops topic through the image I created” were simply too difficult for comprehension.  The facilitators then proceeded to paraphrase each question for the group who all filled out the questions in unison.  

****The completed forms will be sent back mailed to TakingITGlobal.

Reflections and Lessons Learned:

It was very evident that the participants enjoyed the experience.  For the question of, “Overall the workshop was a positive experience” there were the following responses: 6 strongly agree; 2 agree; 1 don’t know; 1 Disagree.  Moreover, it was clear that despite limited previous exposure to computers the kids were able to use the software at a basic level to express themselves.  However, for the purpose of improving future workshops there are a couple issues that should be considered:
a) Technology: The Adobe Software was somewhat difficult for the participants as the majority of them have had little to no experience with computers.  While the participants thoroughly enjoyed themselves and were able to express themselves through the software, without prior computer experience their ability to fully express themselves artistically was not as great as it could have been.

b) TIG Profile:  The request in the Coordinator’s TORs that each participant should create a TIG member profile was extremely difficult because not a single participant had an email account.  Therefore the option for the participants to utilize the benefits of TIGs online networks was inaccessible to them.

c) Marginalized Youth: Future workshops aimed at empowering youth in underserved communities must be prepared for youth in underserved communities.  The theme of Climate Change is not prominent (though there is no question that it should be discussed and developed) for 11-13 year old economically marginalized youth in South Africa.  The language in the feedback forms was inaccessible for the youth, though it was adapted to the context.  

Follow-Up:

Despite the one-off benefits that underserved youth get to experience using computers and artistic software; unless there is a plan in place to make that technology accessible the purpose of the workshop should be questioned.  For the South African workshop we have made the software available to the participants’ primary school, which is supposed to have their current computers fixed in the early New Year.
Additionally, it was agreed that the facilitator would share physical copies of any updates with the school participants’ school.

