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Abstract

Violence, poverty, lack of education, drug addiction and sexual exploitation are increasing in Brazil. Poor families are the most affected and exposed to these structural problems, especially children and adolescents who lack the resources and support needed to ensure their rights to health, food, education and work. Given this situation, I conducted research to assess the role of a skills training program in the lives of Brazilian adolescents dealing with situations of social vulnerability and exclusion. In 2010, a pilot project named Bromelia started. This social initiative will take about 3 years to conclude. The first year was dedicated to the personal, social and professional development of the adolescents through workshops. The next two years are dedicated to social support, training and inclusion within the labour market and society. This social project has an alternate proposition than others, firstly, because it promotes skills training using an holistic approach. Secondly the program is open for out of school adolescents whilst normally attending school is considered a condition for enrolment in other social programs. By focusing on the perceptions of the adolescents about their lives, current situation and changes promoted since their enrolment in social projects, it is possible to assess the role played by these programs in the adolescents lives. Through this method it is expected to learn the functionality and meaningfulness of such projects in strengthening resilience and motivating agency among the participants, as a way of supporting and providing opportunities for these youngsters within society and labour market. The research findings show that some adolescents were able to find internships and later on employment while others are still struggling. Thus, for some it stimulates action, while for others it makes them more dependent and in need of longer social support. This was not necessarily seen as a negative outcome, as all participants were initially in search of social support. The overall conclusion is that participants consider the Bromelia project playing a meaningful role in their lives, helping them to overcome situations of social vulnerability, either through insertion in the labour market or by providing social and emotional support. The project was fundamental to adolescents’ abilities to cope with conflicts and social exclusion from the labour market, families and communities. Most participants were able to get out of addictions and exploitation, going back to school, dealing with family conflicts and improving their relationships with their communities.
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Chapter 1 Poverty and vulnerability among Brazilian adolescents: introduction to the study

Adolescents in a low economic society do seem helpless victims, unable to do anything or take any proper choice and action without the intervention of institutions. This is not entirely true. Based on the findings of this research, realized in Brazil, it can be seen that these adolescents are constantly making choices and acting based on their context and needs. Even though their actions and choices might not be considered the best ones by others, they are the most viable ones at that moment for them. For instance, the fact that some end up on the streets does not necessarily mean a bad thing when looking into the adolescents who decided to go to shelters and leave home due to family conflicts and benefit from this decision. Thus, it’s not that they are 'helpless', it is more like they lack the necessary means and support in order to have a broader access to opportunities and choices. If they were given this access, it could be possible for them to decide and provide for themselves in a more positive way. For that end, social programs could be a point of support for these adolescents, providing them with the means to act and better cope with their current social situation. Having this in mind, I will be looking into the role played by social programs in these adolescents lives. Do adolescents perceive social programs as meaningful for them in order to cope and promote change in their lives?

The children and adolescence statute (ECA) is part of the Brazilian law. According to this Statute adolescents are considered individuals between 12 and 18 years old. ECA was created in order to ensure the full protection and rights of these children and adolescents. The basic rights children and adolescents should have access to: food, dignity, leisure, freedom, being able to live and have contact with family and community, respect, education, profession and culture. According to article 4 of the statute, the ones responsible for ensuring these rights and protecting this population are the State, families and communities. Therefore, it is up to society as a whole to provide for the adolescents and children as well as to ensure their basic human rights, while they are still not legally able and/or do not have the necessary resources to do so for themselves. Based on the statute, the same authors stated that once these rights are violated, which, according to them, happens with children and adolescents in a street situation, it is up to the State to take protective measures. These measures can range from providing orientation to the adolescent’s family till taking the adolescents to alternative foster homes. This view is used by the Brazilian government and social institutions when dealing with children and adolescents. The main target group is the low-income adolescents who end up spending a great deal of time on the streets, or those who are vulnerable to do so. But even though the view provided by the Brazilian law seems to address the need to provide and enable the rights of these adolescents, the role played by the adolescents within this whole process is doubtful (Gontijo and Medeiros, 2009).

Part of the Brazilian's population is composed of poor young people in situation of social vulnerability. They are exposed to the life on the streets, addictions, exploitation, and lack of education, violence and poverty in itself: being excluded from the social structure. This happens due to the lack of education, rights, job opportunities and low social status. The government claims that offering better educational opportunities promotes agency, resilience, and participation amongst youth, which is essential for overcoming their current situations of social exclusion and poverty.

Gomes and Pereira (2005) define social exclusion as being set aside from a specific economic and social situation based on the country in which they live. In Brazil, social exclusion refers to the condition of being poor. Poor people are exposed to social and personal risks, and are denied their rights to food, labour, health and housing. Another consequence of being socially excluded and poor, especially when it comes to adolescents, is being on the streets as a way to generate income or escape from an unhealthy home environment. Thus, they are also vulnerable to becoming street residents. These adolescents are called street children or children in street situation. Thus, when talking about street children, I am referring to low-income adolescents who are forced to leave home or spend most of their time outside the household context. And by doing so these adolescents are, according to Fernandes and Vaughn (2008), “... exposed to the harms of the streets, being both victims and agents of violence and crime, such as drug use and prostitution. They are forced to defend themselves and to work: they steal or beg in order to survive.” (p. 670).

The population of Brazil is approximately 203 million inhabitants (CIA World Factbook, 2011), out of which 50 million are adolescents and children with 40 percent of them living below the poverty line. In the Brazilian, context the national poverty line is set on US$260 per family per year (Fernandes and Vaughn, 2008). This population lacks sufficient resources to provide for themselves; therefore, they are unable to ensure their basic needs for food, health, education and employment. When it comes to education, just a few manage to finish high school and have access to a more qualified type of work. Education not only provides them with the opportunity for better employment, but it also promotes agency, strengthens resilience, and enables adolescents to become more socially active. These adolescents are subject to poverty and social vulnerability. The concept of social vulnerability refers to the lack of resources and opportunities necessary for individuals in order to secure their place in the labour market and become socially included as expected by society, State and market (Miriam Abramovay et al., 2002). Due to poverty constraint and/or family conflicts, adolescents who fled their homes to live on the streets are among this group. Since this group is considered to be the most socially vulnerable, they are chosen to be the focus of several social initiatives such as the Bromelia project which is the focus of this research.

The Bromelia project is a social initiative of a non-governmental institution together with the Brazilian government in the city of Fortaleza. The pilot program was initiated in 2010 and will take 3 years for its conclusion. The first year was dedicated for the personal, social and professional development of the adolescents through workshops. The next two years are dedicated to social support, training and inclusion within the labour market and society. Even though it is still in an initial phase there is a proposition to go national with this project. This current social project claims to use a Holistic and educational approach in order to provide skills training as well as reinforce resilience and agency among poor adolescents in a situation of social vulnerability. By using a Holistic view the individual is seen as a whole and in order to provide skills training it would also be necessary to provide social support as well as promote social and personal development of the individual and his capabilities. By doing so, it would be possible to provide the necessary tools for these adolescents to cope and overcome their current situation of social vulnerability.

The present research is a qualitative case study which seeks to emphases the views and perceptions of the young people themselves about their situation and how they deal with it, having in mind their enrolment in social projects. Social programs, have received a lot of critical attention, but this paper privileges the views and perceptions of the young participants enrolled in one of these projects. Thus, my main objective with this research is to assess whether the participants of Bromelia project are becoming more agentive and resilient when it comes to their social structure and life situation. What are their perceptions about how being part of such a project became meaningful in their lives?  How do these adolescents perceive themselves, their situation and the process they are going through? Answering these questions would help to understand the role such projects play in helping poor adolescents deal with their situations of social vulnerability, according to the participant’s discourse. Much critical attention has been paid to small-scale social projects which offer skills-based training for young people. These projects aim to enhance the capacity of young people affected by poverty to develop employment-oriented skills and to generate an income. By privileging the perspectives of young participants themselves, this research seeks to analyze the approach of one such social project via a youth-focused perspective. It finds that, for a significant portion of participants, a holistic approach to skills-based training can indeed facilitate meaningful change. The project became a window into society, giving these adolescents access to cope and overcome conflicts at the same time that provide them with job opportunities. It also finds that for an equally significant portion, skills-based training proves to be an insufficient resource in itself for overcoming poverty as well as get out of situation of social vulnerability. For these people, the program is not an entry point into employment, but instead becomes a source of social support which they continue to engage with over long term. Thus, the program's 'failure' to reintegrate all young people into the workforce does not imply that the program is not always of instrumental value. Also, this paper finds that constraints upon resources are among the reasons why not all young people derive the same benefits from participation. Even then, it still raises a range of questions that this paper will explore. In order to explore and analyze the topic initially it is necessary to contextualize these public and the situation they find themselves in. Therefore, the next step of this paper will be to provide some background information. Secondly, the social project, data collection methods, research questions and objectives as well as possible limitations of this research will be presented at the methodology. Thirdly, theoretical framework and concepts are going to be presented on chapter 2. Later, in chapter 3, perceptions and views of adolescent participants of the project are exposed. Finally, based on all that has been said conclusions are going to be presented.

Chapter 2 Methodology

2.1 Research context: the Bromelia Project

The project Metodologia de Inserção Sócio-Produtiva - Educando e Inserindo Adolescentes Vulneráveis no Mundo do Trabalho (methodology of socio-productive-educating insertion of vulnerable adolescents into the labour world) also known as ‘Bromelia’ is a pilot program promoted by the national secretary of human rights in partnership with local non-governmental institutions and the government of Fortaleza, which initiated in 2010. This pilot project takes place in the city of Fortaleza, in Brazil, is still in its initial phase but there are already intentions and plans to become national. The program provides education and prepares adolescents to enter the labour market and helps them to develop capabilities and skills necessary for them to become more agentive and resilient to deal with the situation of social vulnerability. Within the 3 years, participants should be able to enrol in internships, providing them with opportunities to create social networks which later on could help them to find a stable job. Like this, they would be able to exit the exploitative and abusive situations they were in.

Most of the present programs existing in Brazil directed to adolescents have as a prerequisite that participants must be enrolled and active at school. Besides, they must not miss or fail any classes. Thus, one of the differentials of the Bromelia project, when compared to others, is that its target group involves out of school adolescents. Thus, another of its goals is to enrol adolescents at school later on. Due to that, this project became one of the firsts with such target public. According to the coordinator and materials from the institution, the pre-requisites to be part of the project are: 1) Participant’s income must be on or below the poverty line; 2) the project does not make any demands concerning school enrolment; 3) Adolescents must be assisted and/or sent, by another institution. E.g.: some come from shelters or institutions that help adolescents in situations of social vulnerability; 4). To become a participant adolescents also have to be a victim of sexual abuse or have/had involvement with sexual exploitation.

2.2 Research objectives

The pilot project named Bromelia, initiated in 2010 and there are plans of bringing this project to a national scale. Thus one of my objectives is to assess the perceptions of the first group of participants of this project through their discourse. Observe how their construction of knowledge took place within and outside the project and how they perceive to have learned to better deal and cope with their current situation of social vulnerability. This can be done by presenting their realities, discourse, views and future plans. Also, I want to address their social agency, actions and choices within this context as well as their resilience. Therefore, based on participants discourses my main objective is to assess the role played by the project on the participants lives and how meaningful such project became in supporting and helping them to overcome situations of social vulnerability, be inserted in the labour market, within their families and communities. Another objective is to assess the part played by the social project during this process. Another objective is through the findings and discourses, address the speculation if the project should go national or not based on the views of its participants. Besides the participants’ views, the views of some educators and employers are also examined.

I also would like to observe if the youth’s perceptions of themselves as well as of their contexts changed. Do they really feel more empowered and critical of their realities? Are they able to make “better” choices in their lives?  Do they see themselves more agentive and resilient? Were the adolescents able to change their realities of social vulnerability? How do they see the project? What are their perceptions about this whole process? Is it really considered ‘educational’? Were there any improvements in their lives? Which changes where perceptive for them and others?  In order to address some of these questions I will be focusing on the group of adolescents that already finished their vocational training and are now part of technical training which helps them to break into the labour market.

2.3 Research questions

Main question

Do the participants perceive themselves as becoming more agentive and resilient? Are they able to cope and promote positive changes in their lives based on their perceptions of the current reality and problems?

Sub- research questions

1. What motivated the adolescents’ enrolment at the Bromelia project? And what are their thoughts about this whole process?

2. How did they experience the educational process and later on their ‘start’ in the labour market? Was this the main thing they took out of this experience?

3. Could the participants perceive any change in mentality, as well as in the way they perceive and deal with their social and personal context?

4. Positive and negative effects of the Bromelia project on adolescents’ agency and resilience process.

2.4 Data collection

The present qualitative ethnographic research is a case study of the pilot social project Bromelia. This social project is taking place in the city of Fortaleza, in Brazil, and there are propositions to make this initiative national. And that is the reason why I chose to do a case study, focusing on the participants of this specific social project. The collection of the data takes place in open and informal group and individual interviews and conversations with 12 adolescents, with an age range of between 14 and 19 years old. Because all of them started at the Bromelia project when under the age of 18, I will be using the terminology adolescent when referring to this group. Another terminology mentioned in this paper is “street children”. Knowing that the use of such word is considered pejorative and discriminative, when referring to the participants of this research I will be referring to them as adolescents in a “street situation”.  By that I mean that this population is spending most of their time on the streets due to financial needs, addictions or due to conflict situations within the household.

In order to present their views and perceptions quotations are added. Data is also collected from questionnaires and material provided by the project itself. Through this process information about the life history and involvement with the project of 19 adolescents is assessed. By using these methods the intention is to provide a clear picture of the context, perceptions and views of the participants.

Another way used to collected data was through conducting semi-structured interviews with participants individually and in group. According to Blomberg and Sahlberg-Blom (2007) “[...] group processes can help people develop and clarify their ideas [...]” (p. 252) and “[...] to better understand the group dynamics that affect individuals' perceptions, information processing, and decision making [...]” (Stewart, 2007, p.9/10). Also, group activities and interviews was a good way to establishing a good rapport with the adolescents and observe how their construction of knowledge and interaction with educators and other participants takes place.

To better assess adolescent's perceptions in order to answer the research questions, the following perspectives are used: adolescence, agency, resilience, social vulnerability, human rights and Paulo Freire's educational methodology and view. Exploring these concepts is important in identity formation, creating awareness, critical thinking, providing education and social inclusion.

In order to do a qualitative ethnographic study, life history, semi-structured interviews and participant observation are used. Observations, field experience, material provided by the project, conversations with educators and employers and interviews with individuals are also used in order to add additional information and support the data.

According to Lockhart, (2008) “[...] A life history approach can also be used to distinguish between those times or critical events when the subjugating force of violence is overwhelming and when opportunities for agency, action, or intervention are taken [...]” (p. 97) Based on that, this approach is used as a tool to provide a better assessment of the participants’ background, present and actions taken. During interviews, participants talk about their past, present, life projects and perspectives. In order to support and complement the interviews, group meetings and field observations, life history questionnaires answered by the participants together with other materials provided by the project were also used.

In order to gather data within the group, Paulo Freire’s methodology was used. According to him the group context is the best environment to promote awareness and learning. Participants learn from each other’s experiences and keep themselves motivated. Moreover, it helps them to learn how to respond and deal with a collectively, which is essential when promoting solidarity and citizenship among adolescents. It was observed how the group help themselves to solve and cope with problems, helping the individual participants to become more agentive and resilient towards their current situation, due to the group support.

One of the main focuses of this paper was to see how participants perceive this process and themselves as individuals of rights. Based on this, a Human rights perspective was used in order to observe how this process has/or has not helped the adolescents act towards to ensuring their right to food, health, education, participation and dignified work (non-exploitative or humiliating, as perceived by participants). This is in line with the view proposed by Macnaughton & Frey (2007), stating that every human being is supposed to have equal rights within a certain social context. By not being able to have education, jobs, income, civil, food, social and health is a way of denying these humans rights.

2.5 Limitations

The present research was executed within a short time frame of six weeks, between the months of July and August. Based on that, it is consider an exploratory study rather than in-depth. Therefore, one limitation was the lack of time necessary to conduct an in-depth study, which would provide more data and accurate information. Besides that, others risks and limitations faced were: to make sure the focus was on adolescents’ view and not the project’s view. By using work experience to detect what is the youth voice and what may be the NGO’s it was a way used to reduce this risk; Another point of concern was to not narrow the topic as well as in what may be found in the field; Establish a good rapport with the adolescents was also of concern; Finding a time that suits everyone was also a problem; Because the time of the interviews and meetings are limited it wasn't possible to explore all the answers and topics provided by the adolescents. Besides the risk and limitations mentioned, the great difficulty was to be able to find out and report the adolescents ‘real’ perceptions. Many of the adolescents are involved with drug addiction which causes a lack of attention. And while talking to them I realized that some expressed what they consider to be the ‘right’ thing to say. Thus, instead of telling their real perceptions they might have said what they though I wanted to hear.

Chapter 3 Key Concepts & their Places in the Brazilian Context

This chapter is dedicated to identifying and exploring some key concepts and theoretical approaches which will be used to guide the empirical analysis in chapter 4.  The sections: Understanding Adolescence; Social Vulnerability and Adolescents in Brazil; Linking Agency, Resilience and Rights with Friere's Model of education are going to be presenting the main key concepts of this paper. Later, the sections Policies and practices targeting low economic adolescents in Brazil;Participation of Adolescents in Policy, Programming & the Social Sphere; Linking Education to Socio-Economic Inclusion are contextualizing these concepts within Brazil.

3.1 Understanding Adolescence

According to Earnest and Mohajer (2009) adolescence is:

“[...]loosely defined as the transition period between childhood or immaturity and legal adulthood, and has different age ranges according to cultural, social and legal norms in each country, along with different cultural and social challenges [...] is a critical period of life, when relationships are formed, rules and cultural norms are tested, means for financial support are found and risk behaviours are experimented with [...]” (p. 425-426)

This view is also found in Christiansen et al (2006). Both articles claim that the concept of adolescence should be based on context, culture, society and historical influences. Thus to fully understand adolescence it is necessary to look into the processes they are going through and consider the influences of society, culture and contexts within this population. The term is, therefore, not fixed. This is a modern view of the term that came to contradict the traditional view that adolescence is a time of turbulence and would be the same for all individuals going through this phase at all times and cultures. The modern view asserts that not all adolescents go through the same process, nor should they be perceived the same. Cultural, historical and social factors are important in the composition and interpretation of the term. Thus, during policy and intervention elaborations it is necessary to take specific publics, their perceptions, culture and context into consideration. The articles of Christiansen et al (2006) and Earnest and Mohajer (2009) are used to present and support the view of the term adolescence in this paper. Thus, according to field work and experience it is important to realize that adolescents should be looked at as a specific group with individual and specific experiences and contexts. Therefore, the research focuses on a particular group of adolescents exploring their perceptions and views as individuals and as a group. Also, the view of adolescence presented in the literature is in line with the participants´ view of themselves.

3.2 Social Vulnerability and Adolescents in Brazil

The term 'social vulnerability', in Brazil, is used to refer to adolescents who are excluded from the social structure due to lack of education, rights, job opportunities, health and low social status. Many spend most of their time on the streets, due to problems at home or the need to provide income, which may lead to school dropout or lower attendance. Also, by being on the streets they might be exposed to drug addictions, abuse, starvation, prostitution and violence. These adolescents are also feared by the rest of the population. This also contributes to their further exclusion of the structure.

According to studies from Miriam Abramovay et al. (2002),

 “[...] social vulnerability is situated as a negative result of the relation between the disponibility of material and symbolic resources to actors, groups or individuals, and the access to a structure of social, economic, cultural opportunities provided by the State, market and society. This result in debilities and disadvantages for the performance and mobility of the social actors [...]” (p. 29)

According to this view it is possible to associate social vulnerability to poverty. Due to the lack of resources, abilities and capabilities of a certain social group, the same will face difficulties in order to adequate themselves, deal and be included within society. Thus, the capabilities and opportunities offered within society are not accessible for this group and, therefore, they end up being socially excluded and unable to meet the social demands in order to procure higher status and a better life. By better life it is implied that these individuals who lack resources and opportunities within society are denied the opportunity to generate a sufficient income necessary to ensure their health, education, labour and food. Out of school and poor adolescents are considered individuals in a situation of extreme social vulnerability. This incapability to support and provide for themselves and their families can lead to insecurity and uncertainty. These are common factors observed within families who are considered poor. (Miriam Abramovay et al., 2002)

Wong & Balestino (2001) argue that the lack of access to good public education limits the adolescents’ access to better professional and life opportunities. In a market where specialization and high quality education is an increasing demand, low-income adolescents who end up out of school are left at a disadvantage. They are ill prepared for the labour market which narrows down their opportunities and choices. These opportunities could mean, for many, a way out of situations of social vulnerability. “[...] Limited educational opportunities further isolate these youths who are already marginalized by their social class and, often, ethnic identity [...]” (Wong & Balestino, 2001, p.598). Besides the educational implications, adolescents who spend most of their time on the streets or living on it are also vulnerable to other negative consequences. They are exposed to illnesses, bad nutrition, violence, drug addictions and a high risk of contracting sexual transmitted diseases and AIDS/HIV.

According to the literature found in Gomes (1994) youth prostitution (seen as a sexual exploitation issue, in Brazil), as well as sexual violence, are considered forms of human dignity violation and sexual discrimination, especially in developing countries, where the association of prostitution with financial vulnerability can assume severe forms and configurations. In Brazil, this scenario is concerning, especially when dealing with children and adolescents in street situations. Poor adolescents start by begging on the streets and end up in prostitution, involved with crime and drugs. In this context, adolescents can easily become merchandise. 

According to Davidson (2005),

“[…] trading sex violates children's rights... It endangers children's mental and physical health, undermines their development, and, since children by virtue of their immaturity, lack of experience, susceptibility to peer pressure as well as manipulation and exploitation by adults, can never give free and informed consent to a sexual-economic exchange, child prostitution is always an intolerable form of forced labour, a form of modern slavery[…]” (p.43)

Sexuality became part of the social sphere, through the commercial market, being more and more disconnected from the private market.  According to the Brazilian legislation commercial sexual exploitation, which involves prostitution, pornography, traffic and sexual tourism, is considered a type of sexual violence, therefore, it is a crime. Many adolescents in street situation start as sex workers due to the lack of choices. This may lead to adolescents’ involvement with sex exploitation as a way to provide income, due to peer influences or due to drug addictions. (Leal, 2010).

3.3 Linking Agency, Resilience and Rights with Friere's Model of education

According to Berner (1998) agency is: 

“[…] the capacity of humans to ultimately decide what action to take. We have for instance, hardly any choice but to seek paid work in order to sustain our living (unless one is rich/ or a criminal), and so it is quite likely that we submit ourselves to the rules and regulations of the working place. We have , on the other hand some choice -i.e., freedom-about whether to take one job or another; and under certain conditions, we may find ways to bend or even alter the rules.[...]”(p.4)

Based on this definition the author restricts agency to the social structure, stating that even though individuals have a certain freedom of choice they are still constrained by social norms and rules. Therefore, the concept of agency it is not so simple to deal with. The current research acknowledges that adolescents have certain social constrains, like poverty, which motivates them to take certain actions. Some of these actions could be seen as negative agency. These choices and actions refer to the ones that lead them to harm themselves (physically or/and mentally) through engaging in exploitative work, dealing with a violent environment, initiating addictions and leaving home. Thus, it is necessary to clarify that when referring to agency in this paper, the focus is on the choices and actions executed by adolescents, which they consider as having a positive effect on their lives. These actions and choices are seen by them as positive agency. Thus, Based on the conceptions of the participants the present study defines negative agency as the choices and actions which lead adolescents to start drug addictions or/and involvement with sexual exploitation. And the positive agency is related to the choices and actions adolescents take in order to change their current situation of exploitation, addiction and exclusion. Based on this view it is possible to make a link between  positive agency and the human rights perspective. Where, according to Macnaughton & Frey (2007),  all individuals have equal rights at all times, they have rights to shelter, food, education, health, work, economic, social, civil and juridical. Therefore, when talking about agency I will be referring to the choices and actions made with the purpose to ensure and execute these rights. These lead these adolescents to make 'better' choices for their future.

In 1990, the Estatuto da Crianca e do Adolescente (ECA) was created. The children and Adolescent Statute was one of the most innovative attempts from the Brazilian government to protect and provide the rights of ‘all’ Brazilian adolescents (Butler, 2008).  However, providing these rights became a bigger challenge, especially when it came to low-income adolescents. There is still a lot of social prejudice and stigma around these individuals, who are seen within the social sphere with fear and as a threat.

According to Rowlands (1995), ‘conscientization’ is a term used by Paulo Freire to state that by being aware of their position as individuals and social actors, people are able to  mobilize themselves to change their realities and context. This term is also known in relation with Freire's view of empowerment education. Thus, in order to have a broader and positive view of agency Freire's definition of the term is used. According to him “[…] empowerment education involves people in group efforts to identify their own problems, critically to analyze the cultural and socioeconomic roots of the problems, and to develop strategies to effect positive changes in their lives and in their communities. […]” (Wallerstein, 1993, p.221). And that is the meaning attributed to positive agency.

During this process it is important to strengthen resilience. Due to their capacity of being resilient adolescents are able to change their lives and realities positively. Thus, it is expected that during this learning process where they become social agentive, adolescents are able to acquire tools and skills that will help them to be more resilient in dealing with their current situation. Based on this view the definition of resilience provided in Gadelha (2009) became the base for the view used in this research. The author states that based on human sciences, the term is defined as the capability of every individual to rebuild himself or herself, in a positive way, even when in adversity situations. These capabilities are of fundamental importance during social programs aiming to promote awareness and agency.

3.4 Policies and practices targeting low economic adolescents in Brazil

Policies and practices targeting low economic adolescents in Brazil found their start was founded in the 1970s, during the military regime, where the social movement named Liberation Theology (organized by the Catholic Church) fought for structural changes in the field of popular education and civil society. Other movements were based on their ideals: the Landless Movement (MST) and the worker’s political party (PT) (Butler, 2008). Both ex-president Da Silva and current president Dilma are members of the latter. In the educational field, these movements served as a base for the creation of alternative forms of popular participatory education. Responsible for this movement was Paulo Freire (Butler, 2008). His approaches and theories focus on informal types of education. It is seen as a practice of freedom, where reality and life experiences of the participants are part of the educational process, thus, different from the traditional formal curriculum. Freire’s approaches are still used among NGOs targeting low-income adolescent in street situations and poverty.

According to Butler (2008) Freire’s ideas on popular education were “[…] a politico-pedagogical alternative to counter state educational projects that were seen as not representing, or of negating, the concerns and realities of the majority of Brazil’s population […]” (p. 304) The movement projects and campaigns spread all over Latin America. “[…] Projects focused on areas such as adult literacy, popular and union movements, education movements in the favelas and urban peripheries, politically engaged church communities and finally through the work of Educadores Sociais de Rua [Street Social Educators] with children and young people on the street […]”(Butler, 2008, p. 304).

Since then the amount of NGOs and social projects targeting low- economic adolescents increased in Brazil (Butler, 2008). The programs promoted concepts like empowerment, participation, solidarity, human rights, education, in order to help these adolescents to become more participative within their communities and social structure. This was a valid initiative to invest in youth helping them to gain access to a better quality of life and well being.

Other movements targeting adolescents in Brazil can also be cited: the Landless movement thinks youth will promote political structural change and, therefore, citizenship is an ideal rather than a reality; and interventions that view youth as a moment in an individual’s life to experiment, and express themselves. “[…] through photography, young photographers begin to really see their communities […]” (Butler, 2008, p. 307). Keeping this in mind, it is important that adolescents receive support and help to express themselves as well as to become more socially active. But when talking about adolescents in need of an income it is necessary to have programs that offer them more than emotional comfort and a critical mind. For that purpose skills development projects aiming at the integral development of the individual present a better option.

This view is supported by Harris et al (2011) stating that one of the main problems with intervention programs targeting adolescents facing social vulnerable situations is that these programs fail to offer concrete options that will help adolescents to find alternative ways of acquiring income or motivate them to continue. These adolescents“[…] go in and out of them according to their felt needs, usually not remaining for long periods of time in any of them […]” (p. 724).Thus, programs like the Association for the Promotion of Spirituality and Work, which focuses on, firstly, helping drug addicts recover and, secondly, providing vocational and educational training,  has had positive results.

“[…] children in these programs can focus on obtaining these necessary skills to become more resilient and better integrated into the working class of society. Research has shown that job training and study skills are the aspects of treatment programs that former street children enjoy the most because they desire reintegration into a more traditional lifestyle […]” (Harris et al, 2011, p.728).

It is believed that skills training projects should be able to help low-income adolescents  to build trust, gain problem-solving skills, self-confidence and more: “[…] Unemployed young people are more likely to feel alienated, express less confidence in existing political systems, talk less about politics, and more frequently support revolutionary ideas than their employed peers.[…]” (World Bank, 2006, p. 175). At the same time they provide the necessary tools and education they need to promote change and escape their vulnerable situations to become part of a qualified labour market within the social structure as well as be able to cope and change their current situation of discrimination, exclusion and exploitation.

It is important to also acknowledge that even though adolescents are empowered by educational programs focused on developing their skills and capabilities most of the interventions fail. According to The World Bank (2006), there are several factors. Firstly, policy makers do not take into account the local context and culture of each group. All the programs implemented have as main public school adolescents, excluding school drop-outs. Policies are created and implemented based on a “national youth policy”. Each youth group has their own culture, context and individualities. Therefore, they are in need of a unique approach. But most interventions fail to see that. Secondly, adolescents should be able to fully participate in these policies and intervention elaborations. By doing so the quality of the public services directed to this public can be improved through their feedback and participation. Thus, “[…] institutions should be genuinely open to the participation of young people […]” (World Bank, 2006, p. 213)

3.5 Participation of Adolescents in Policy, Programming & the Social Sphere

The participation and involvement of adolescents in policy making is fundamental to the promotion and execution of their rights. Feinstein et al. (2008) state that it is necessary for governments, NGOs as well as UN agencies to recognize adolescents as agents and citizens with rights. Although Human rights views and policies claim that adolescents  participation is essential, in reality there are not many spaces and opportunities in which they are allowed to participate.

Bellenzani et al (2006), present a research conducted in a Brazilian institution which created a social project for adolescents (between 15 and 18 years old) involved with sexual exploitation. The Project “Rotas Recriadas” (Campinas-SP/ Brazil) focuses on the articulation of health and human rights, stating that neglect and violations of these rights might cause health problems. According to this view therapeutic monitoring is the best tool to ensure human rights and help sex workers to find an alternative income. It is stated that the reality of prostitution as a phenomenon, understood under the concept of commercial sexual exploitation of children and adolescents, combined with other vulnerability factors, has high impact on the constitution of the subjectivity of these individuals. The project looks for social inclusion, extracting them from sex work. But no concrete job alternatives are offered.

Another attempt to promote youth participation is the social space named  Vozes Jovens (youth voices). This project was created around 2005, as an initiative from the Brazilian government in alliance with the World Bank  to incorporate youth participation within policy implementation and elaboration.

“[…] Vozes Jovens allows youth to express their needs, consolidates efforts of many youth organizations, and most important, institutionalizes youth voice through participation on the National Youth Council, the governing body of the National Youth Secretariat, made up of government and civil society representatives […]” (World Bank, 2006, p.221)

This initiative was able to bring adolescent participation to the social structure. But there are still concerns about the initiative’s reach. It seems that the participation is limited. To promote full and undiscriminating participation in policy elaboration and interventions it is essential to provide social inclusion and financial opportunities. World Bank Report (2006) supports this view: “[…] For many young men directly involved in conflict, rehabilitation that leads to work is essential […]” (World Bank, 2006, p.213)

Another social project implemented in Brazil, as an attempt to deal with the increase of adolescents on the streets, was the National Movement of Street Children (MNMMR). The main goal of the movement was to educate and empower street adolescents to become participative and overcome their situation of social vulnerability. The movement takes into consideration the perceptions and voices of adolescents, while viewing their realities and experiences as part of the education process. They were able to create and modify interventions according to the needs of specific groups. This style of education suits the purpose of this research. Thus, skills training programs aiming to educate low-income adolescents need to: “[...] gel with the young person’s reality and encourage reflection in a manner that informs of guaranteed rights, strengthens ability to combat violence and enhances competence to organize and mobilize [...]” (Wong and Balestino, 2001, p.609). Furthermore, these programs must also target out of school adolescents, while these are the ones exposed to situations of extreme social vulnerability.

But not all programs implemented to empower adolescents, in Brazil, are successful. The same article also presents a study, performed with the “Save the Children Fund”, showing that the access to these programs was limited. And when it was possible to participate, the youth were disappointed when their ideas were not implemented. Thus, youth became unmotivated to continue. (Wong and Balestino, 2001) Based on this view it can be argued that it is important for these programs to find ways to engage and promote true participation of adolescents in skills development programs because

“[...] along with critical thinking, skills development is also essential for transformational change. Experience with out-of-school adolescents has demonstrated the importance of meeting the educational and economic needs of vulnerable youth in empowerment programmes. [...]” (Wong and Balestino, 2001, p.431)

Thus, it is important that these programs are created and adapted based on the participants’ views, perceptions and ideas. This thought is supported by Wong and Balestino, (2001): “[...] a program developed in consultation with the participants can identify the skills that participant’s values require to be able to bring about change in their lives [...]” (p.431). But few are the interventions that actually involve the adolescents in the decision- making process. “[…] Current policy, practice and legislation are developed by adults with little, if any, consultation with young people […]” (Brown, 2006, p.294). But what is the reason for the exclusion of adolescents in the decision-making process? Participation of “[…] young people with experience of sexual exploitation can build their self-esteem whilst also helping agencies and policy makers develop more effective strategies to tackle youth prostitution […]”, for example. (Brown, 2006, p.294)

But most institutions and projects are hesitant about promoting youth participation and involvements because they consider youth as inconsistent. Additionally, it requires a lot of time and resources to involve them in the decision-making process, which are things that most organizations simply do not have. Consequently, these adolescents end up being offered some limited choices in order to provide them with an illusion of participation.

Thus it is important to look for ways to help adolescents to exercise their agency as well as strengthen their resilience as ways to give them the proper tools and skills to participate in the labour market and deal with their context without having to expose themselves to exploitative work situations. However, promoting participation is not an easy task. The main concern of social projects is to take them out of the exploitative situation with the help of family, government and other social movements. So far not many has given much thought to long term options, of how it is going to be once they are out.

3.6 Linking Education to Socio-Economic Inclusion

At this point it is important to highlight the importance of education, as conceived by Friere, in empowering young people's participation in the social realm, as well as those policy and programming activities which shape it. Rizzini (2011) states that most of the Brazilian population is composed of adolescents with low education or restricted access to it, who are socially excluded and living in poverty. These are some of the factors that make the investment in adolescents a necessity. According to Butler (2008) it is known that in Brazil, adolescents are treated based on their economic background and social status. There is a need to focus interventions on adolescents to bring them closer to the community and society life, creating the feeling of responsibility, solidarity, well being and above all of belonging. 

In research performed in Rio de Janeiro, it was reported that the new generations of poor adolescents believe that Brazil’s system ensures the rights and citizenship of the ruling classes and not of the lower classes. Thus, “[…] promoting active citizenship among youth requires […] Steps to enhance that opportunity structure include establishing institutions of accountability in government, widening access to justice, and enhancing civil society advocacy and participation. […]”  (World Bank, 2006, p. 168).  This will alleviate poverty and social exclusion in Brazil and bring more qualified people to the market. Furthermore, the indices of violence and teenage pregnancy could drop, once these youngsters have a life project (plans for the future). Therefore, a way of promoting this would be by the State ensuring that every adolescent, independent of their social status, resources or capabilities, has access to qualified education.

According to Wong and Balestino (2001) the public educational system in Brazil lacks resources to offer a quality education to adolescents. Therefore, the opportunities in the labour market for these youngsters become limited. Basic public schooling in Brazil is not enough to develop young people’s skills and create a wider range of opportunities and capabilities for low income adolescents in the labour market, especially when these adolescents are missing classes or dropping out of school. Thus, besides motivating their enrolment and attendance at school there is also a need to promote other forms of education able to empower them and create more opportunities for them to be able to get out of the situation of social vulnerability. Thus, “[…] building human capital takes more than schooling, it also means including young people more in their communities and societies so that they have opportunities to use their talents at work and to participate as active citizens.  […]”  (World Bank, 2006, p. 211). A well known approach in Brazil is the called “Popular education A la Freire”. This approach from Paulo Freire “[…] arose from a political and social analysis of the living conditions of the poor and their outstanding problems (such as unemployment, malnourishment, and poor health), and attempted to engage the poor in individual and collective awareness of those conditions[…]” (Wong & Balestino, 2001, p.601). The Freiriana’s approach could be considered a solution for filling the gaps in qualified education for poor adolescents, giving them the proper tools and skills to deal with their context as well as to become socially participative and agentive.

Chapter 4 Perceptions and views of adolescent participants of the Bromelia Project

In Brazil, it was observed that the Bromelia project is supported by the secretary of children's right,  shelters, institutions working with adolescents on the streets, the project 'gente grande' (grownups)  which  focuses on providing the adolescents with technical training and  helps them finding internships. Besides the adolescents, it was also possible to talk with some of the educators of the Bromelia project, of the 'gente grande' project and staff from the internship environment.  The agency and resilience of  adolescents participants of the Bromelia project is being assess based on the discourse of the adolescents about their lives, the program and its involvement in supporting and providing opportunities for adolescents within their families, community and labour market. It was observed how the participants of the Bromelia project experience the educational process they are going through, developing awareness, agency and strengthening their resilience as ways of helping them to become more critical of and participative in their society and realities. By doing so the adolescents are able to make what they consider ‘better’ choices for the future based on the capabilities, knowledge and skills developed during this process. The present chapter is dedicated to present, explore and analyze the perceptions and discourses of the adolescent participants of the Bromelia project. Therefore, research findings are presented, questions and speculations raised, conversations with educators are provided, and research questions are answered. In the end some general conclusions about the study is provided.

The following findings refer to the research questions, which the answers are related to the perceptions of the participants of the Bromelia project and its partners. These adolescents provide their views about their situation of social vulnerability. Thus, discourse about their lives, conflicts, the project, employment, families, education and society is provided. Besides the adolescents’ views, observations and information collected from conversations with educators and one employer are also presented.

4.1 Do the participants perceive themselves as becoming more agentive and resilient? Are they able to promote and cope with changes in their lives based on their perceptions of the current reality and problems?

Participants as well as some educators stated that the project promoted meaningful changes in their lives. They became more active and interactive. They learned how to deal with their current problems overcoming the difficulties with the support of the other participants and educators. Due to that six of the twelve participants whom I talked to, within the one-year period were able to start a paid internship, others solved conflicts within their households and communities (like drug addiction and relationship issues), most reenrol at school and the rest is in the process of doing so.  But the beginning was a difficult process. Either to go back studying, to get out of drug addictions and/or leave the involvement with sexual exploitation, were all difficult processes experienced by the adolescents. Once they started being aware of their current reality they were able to seek help and start to change their current situation of social vulnerability. But according to adolescents this was a painful process and full of ups and downs. These findings can be supported by the discourse of Rafael, 18 years old:

“[....] I woke up already there, inside the motel and when it was finished and I was there with the money in my hands, I looked at my body and said : oh my God... I am selling myself for this?! For a few pennies?! I can make so much more!! Not so long after I go out and spend it all, and then what?! Then it’s finished!! And we stay there with our conscience. It is really sad for us to do this.... because if we stop to think about it, I don't think this kind of situation would ever happen... It is something hard, especially when you try to get out of it, when you are out then... for sure lots of things appears and come after you. For instance, nowadays I pass by a corner and still people stop by me, some clients still calls me, ... and then you feel ... awful[...]”

This view is in line with the literature found in Davidson (2005) about sexual exploitation: “ […] when a man contracts for the sexual use of a female body in prostitution, he is requiring that the woman or girl estrange her body’s sexual capacities from her emotions, her will and her consciousness; in other words, he is demanding that she sever the integrity of body and self […]”(p. 108)

Carlos, 17 years old, drug addict:

“[...] it was really hard. I think I went crazy! I ended up at a shelter. And there I also had my difficulties with drugs. And even inside the shelter I continued my addiction. “...I lost my family, my friends, I lost all the familial bonds, I spend 3 months in the shelter, mainly under the influence... I started thinking: “now is the time that I will go more crazy, after all not even my family cares about me anymore!... Then I started at the project, and at the first few months I was still using drugs. And then all those people who believed me started talking to me: “get out of this life”. I used to answer: But I can't! I don't manage!!... later due to workshops about the topic, support and conversations with educators I decided to change. It happened when two educators came to me and gave me their number. They told me I could call them at any time and if I need anything.  At that moment something clicked inside me and I thought: yeah I guess now is the time to change my path... and I started trying to change. Spend 6 months without the drug, but then I had a relapse. And then I thought: oh my God! Why did I do something so stupid? But thanks to God the educators were always there. Talking to me, supporting me, and I managed to get out again […]”

 According to the group the most perceptive changes were related to the increase in responsibility, motivation and the ability to overcome problems. Furthermore, all of them were able to elaborate a life project, which was not possible before, because they did not have the prospect of a better life. 

Carlos 17 years old:

“[…] After 6 months, being able to be out of drugs! And then I thought: do you want to know something?! It is time to leave the shelter. Because at the shelter we meet lots of boys who do not want anything from life. They are there because they are just spending some time, then later go back to the streets and start stealing again. And I knew if I continued there I would end up back with my head on the drugs! Then I went to have a talk with my mother and asked: hey mom, could you accept me back home? Thus, I went back home, and thank God I was well received and accepted by my family. My friends... the boys from over there (neighbours) are seeing the results. Now it has been 1 month that I am back home. And now things are going well […]”

Roberto,17 years old:

“[...] My life it’s not so good but also not so bad. Not too good. Because where I live, my neighbourhood, is not a nice place to live. There are a lot of fights, bullets flying everywhere. There it is not a safe neighbourhood; it has been too dangerous over there. I didn't want to live over there anymore. And that is the only thing that has been quite bad in my life now. We have conditions to move out, but not now, and besides that my mother does not want to leave there. I guess she got used to be there, once we live there for a long time now...and with the project I plan to change my situation […]”

The voices of these adolescents contextualize the realities and problems faced by the participants of the Bromelia project. How did their process of  being aware, coping and acting upon these problems change their reality?  With one exception, all participants experienced problems with going back to school, drug addictions and/or sexual exploitation. Most mentioned the difficulties of getting out of as well as the steps back while doing so. Like Rafael who, even though was able to stop working as an escort for a while, relapsed once more when a client looked for him. Or Carlos, who also mentioned later that after 3 months without using drugs, also had a relapse. And now he is clean again.  Thus, it can be seen that even though it has not been easy, these adolescents are really trying to change their current situation and deal with their conflicts. Based on studies realized by Gontijo and Medeiros (2009) the use of drugs is considered a way to deal with current realities of social vulnerability and exclusion. Adolescents start to use drugs in order to forget the sadness and/or in order to fit in a social group. However that does not mean that all the adolescent drug users are living out of the home environment. Sometimes the use of drugs and later on the addiction are motives that may lead the adolescent to leave home. The interviewed adolescents stated that they started their drug addictions due to peer influences. Also, some participants commented that they end up involved with sexual exploitation due to their addictions and /or peer influences. By entering the Bromelia project adolescents who before seemed not to have any life projects or expectations other than keeping themselves alive and able to continue their addictions, started to have a purpose in their lives and move towards accomplishing this goal.

4.2 What motivated the adolescents’ enrolment in the Bromelia project? What are their thoughts on this whole process?

Based on studies realized by De Moura, DaSilva and Noto (2009), adolescents in street situations look for social institutions when they need food, safety, hygiene, leisure, are in search of help and when they are looking for familiarity or intimacy by living together with others. This view is in line with the perceptions of some adolescents. For instance, most adolescents initially decided to enrol in the Bromelia project mainly due to the financial motivation (100,00 R$ scholarship, about 50 Euros) and other benefits offered. Besides that, other motivators were:  the need to keep themselves busy; safety; search for support, alternative ways of making an income and deal with their drug addiction. This statement can be represented by the discourse of Carlos 17 years old:

“ […] At the beginning it was really hard! Moving from institution to shelter, where I was raised. At the beginning I came just because of the 100,00 R$ scholarship, because like this I could at least take some profit out of this[...]”

 And also, Roberto, 17 years old:

“[… ]I wanted to be part of the Bromelia project because I wanted to get a job and leave the life I was having (living) before. I was using too much drugs, I was killing myself with drugs […]”

In general, participants perceive the project as an opportunity to make some money, get out of a drug addiction, learn and be able to become an active actor in society, by finding more qualified jobs, solve familial and personal conflicts, having access to education and being able to become participative, empowered and resilient, through this process. But besides that, other reasons to join the project were also stated. Some of these reasons are the need to get out of certain peer circles and/or involvement with sexual exploitation. In these cases adolescents look for help, support and safety through the project in order for them to coop and change their current reality. This can be exemplified by the discourse of Ricardo, 18 years old:

“[...]   I decided to enrol with the project due to the friendship influence. My peers were leading me to “bad paths”, because of them I got involved with prostitution.... but I don't like to talk about it....  and I wanted to get out of that life. But before, I first tried to go to other projects but I did not manage to get in […]”

According to the adolescents the most important change perceived was in relation to themselves. They became more communicative, participative and able to solve their familial conflicts. By being part of the project some were able to stop their drug addictions and/or sex work, while others are still struggling with it but managed to decrease the use due to the educators and group support and motivation. Even participants who were still not able to find an internship see the project as meaningful in their lives, because it helped them to improve their personal lives and create a life project what gave them a perspective of better future. But these perceptions presented must be seen with an analytical eye. It is important to realize that it is a possibility that adolescents are saying what they think it is expected from them. Based on observations it could be said that those not yet enrolled in the labour market were facing difficulties in keeping themselves motivated to continue and to get out of the drug addictions and/or sexual exploitation. The participants that so far were able to stop with their addictions and/or sexual exploitation were the ones already enrolled in an internship. Thus, they are the group that still keep themselves motivated and try to help the others with their setbacks. Here a positive relation between being employed and coping as well as getting out of social vulnerability is perceived.

4.3 How did adolescents experience the educational process and later on their ‘start’ in the labour market? Was this the main thing they took out of this experience?

The adolescents that already started in the labour market through the project stated that there was a difference. Before, they were not able to find a qualified job due to their lack of experience and knowledge. After receiving the skills training and support from the project to deal with their personal and social issues, they were able to find an internship providing them with the opportunity of being hired. Before the project the kind of jobs they had access were exploitative jobs like: working over hours in constructions, washing cars, sex work and others. Some even mentioned that their first work experience happened through the project. Due to the skills training, social support and motivation to deal with their legal, family and community problems, adolescents were able to find jobs as secretaries, attendants, computer technicians and sellers; and in all these functions they have the opportunity to grow within the company and being hired, within the 2 years of paid internship. Besides that their relationship with their families and communities improved. And now some of the adolescents are able to get support and motivation also through their communities and families. For example, one of the participants was being threatened by a drug dealer to who he owed money. After entering the project and stopping to use drugs he also joined a church community and according to the project coordinator the community was helping him to raise money in order to pay the drug dealer. Another one was hired as a permanent employee just a few months ago. 

The interviews realized with educators were a moment to see if the perception of the institution was in line with the ones mentioned by the participants. They talked about problems they faced, goals, how they motivate participation among the adolescents, how they believe it to be affecting their lives, etc. The observations in the work place and talking to some of the employers, provided a picture of how these adolescents are being received, motivated and seen in the labour market, as well as the difficulties faced, according to the educators perspective.

One of the employers stated to be satisfied with the work provided by the intern send by the project. She works at a hotel and having the adolescent there with her has been quite helpful. She always arrives on time and has good initiative. The rest of the staff also has been making positive comments about her. The employer even mentioned that by doing a good job over there the interns have a good chance of being permanently hired later on. According to the educators of Bromelia, other employers had been complementing other participants who are also currently working with them. But not everything is going well. More or less two weeks after talking to the hotel employer I found out through one of the educators that the intern stopped going to work and no one managed to get a hold of her to find out what was going on. Later on it was discovered that she stopped going because she did not manage to enrol in school and she was afraid of being fired because of it. Thus, it is important to point out that the inclusion in the labour market has not yet been as successful as it seems. At the same time, even though the project accepts out of school adolescents, school stills have an important role in these adolescents’ inclusion and involvement with the project. It seems that some might feel pressured  by the constant checks up about their school enrolment. One of the roles of the project is bringing adolescents back to school. At this point it can be seen that the project is not as open and free of control as it seems. When it comes to the school enrolment and follow-ups at the work place there is still the need for the educators to monitor the adolescents.

Based on the labour market some participants’ perceptions and voices are added:  

Ricardo, 18 years old:

“[...] Firstly, I just managed to get this job due to the Bromelia project. Due to the training and courses they offered me. The project provided lots of classes teaching us about job interviews (how to behave, what to say,...) ...  It was the first job interview I participated in and being chosen on the first job interview I did, out of six other people, it felt really good! It was really cool for me!... Now I am working there for 3 months already … I learned a lot. There were a lot of things that I did not know the names before, for example: “Head set”, thus, I also took some time to learn the names, the products and the job itself. Now I know that “head set” refers to the ear phone with a microphone.  But at the beginning it used to be funny. The supervisor, at moments, would come to me and say: “get the 'case' and the 'head set'”.  And I would be there standing in front of him without understanding what it was that he was asking me to get. (laughs)  I didn't know anything!   First, I would go and have a quick look around looking for something that I thought it could be a “case”. And then if I didn't see anything like it, then I would turn back to him and ask: “what is a case?”. And then like this I started to learn. And now I think that I know the names of almost everything they have over there [...]”

“[...] As my future plans, I am hoping to be hired by the company as a permanent employee but I don't think that is going to happen […]” 

Two months after this interview, the project coordinator informed me that Ricardo has been formally hired by the company. Also, according to the project, Ricardo is quite happy with his current situation and was able to stop his involvement with sexual exploitation and has a better relationship with his family. 

Natalia, 16 years old, discourse about labour market can also be added: 

“[...]I like my job. I have been there for 3 months already. My position there is as an office assistant… I do lots of different stuff..... The two girls who are supervising me are cool. They help me a lot and talk to me as well. And I like to be there and hope to continue over there later on... I think I have chances of being hired later on as a permanent employee because D. Adel (I guess is the director, owner) tells me that the girls (supervisors) complement me a lot. She says that everyone just says good things about me... Even my boss comes to me and asks if I am enjoying being there [...]”

Even facing so many difficult situations and being immersed in situation of social vulnerability, adolescents still have hopes and expectations for their lives. Even though, many times these expectations are more like fantasies than reality. But even as fantasy adolescents expectations and hopes should be taken into consideration and even motivated in order to strengthen their vision of the future helping them to cope with their present situation of vulnerability.(De Moura, Da Silva and Noto, 2009). By doing so it is possible for these adolescents to elaborate life projects which will help them to overcome problems. Thus, the fantasy gives them hope and support to promote changes later on in their lives.

Based on these views it can be said that some adolescents have been able to make better choices and change their current situation. Being part of an internship has been beneficial for some but also not as positive for others. Natalia and Ricardo were able to change their situation of social vulnerability due to the support they got, their will power and internship. But others who are still out of the labour market and unable to solve their conflicts and addictions are basing all their hopes on the fantasy of starting a job even though they already realized that as long as they are unable to deal with their conflicts that will not be possible. Some even state and fantasize that they are already out of the addiction but they still have steps back. This was the case of one of the adolescents that even though he passed the selection process for an internship could not start working because he is still having problems dealing with his addiction.

4.4 Could the participants perceive any change in mentality, as well as in the way they perceive and deal with their social and personal context?

Participants stated that a lot has changed in their personal life since they joined the project. Based on interviews, most adolescents were living in shelters or had been a shelter resident in the past. For some the shelter became a place to help them to deal with the drug addictions while for others it was a place to stimulate it. But all of them reported that after leaving home, even if just for a while, improved their relationship with family and community. Some were able to solve personal issues with the assistance of educators and therefore went back to their communities and families. Others continue at shelters or institutions but claim being better this way. There are still the ones that live with their families and still need to deal with family issues and violent neighbourhood.

“[… ] My grandmother kicked me out of home… Then i went to my sister's house and she gave me some advice. And there I spend almost 3 days. My sister told me to go to the child protection council and tell them my story and see if they can find me something ... And through them I managed to first go to a temporary home and from there I was transferred to a shelter, the one I am today. There is a place where I am also getting more life opportunities…now I am participating in a painting course and this project […]” (Fabio, 17 years old)

But among the participants there are still those who were unable, so far, to leave the life on the streets. They are still involved in sexual exploitation and drug use, and spend long hours or even days out of home.

The adolescents perceive themselves empowered by the project. They become able to make their own decisions, which they claim to be the best thing in their lives. They are becoming also active participants in the project and their communities. They give suggestions and criticisms concerning the project which has been taken into account by the staff. This gives them a sense of importance. Because they learn to have more confidence in themselves and know that they are not alone in this situation, through the group they are able to relate to each other’s lives and situations, helping and supporting each other to change it. One adolescent even said: “for the first time I feel like I am a person!” they like that the educators treat them as 'people' and not as poor victims or with fear, like they are perceived by society. It gives them the courage to make changes in their lives. Adolescents stated that the support and motivation of the educators and other participants was essential for them to change.

Roberto, 17 years old says:

“[...] besides the drug addiction the project also helped me to be less shy and more talkative. Now a day I am more confident and able to deal with my problems. Thanks to the help and knowledge of all the other participants who gave me friendship, learning and support [...]” 

When talking about school attendance Rafael, 18 years old, states:

“[… ]After joining the project I learned about my rights and the importance of being educated in the labour market, which demands more and more qualified people. Before the project I couldn‘t care less if I was at school or not. This awareness and need to go back to study came after I joined the Bromelia and found out the importance of it for my professional future [...]”

Based on the research from Fernandes and Vaughn (2008), education in Brazil is obligatory. Still the attendance to school became a national problem. According to the law it is demanded that children between 7 and 14 years old must attend school. Thus, “ […]School non-attendance is reflected in the number of children of and on the street who seek resources other than schooling to survive […](p.673) These situations aggravate if it is taken into consideration that adolescents over 14 years old are not legally obligated to attend school. Thus, besides the lack of support and motivation these adolescents do not see the necessity to continue studying.  When it comes to the adolescents from the Bromelia project other reasons to drop out of school can be added: lack of motivation, behavioural problems and drug addictions. During interviews one adolescent mentioned having been expelled because he was caught using drugs. Besides that three other adolescents, according to educators, demonstrate having problems with authority figures and are therefore still struggling to be accepted back at school. 

When it comes to sexual exploitation, most of the literature found was referring to females, but I would like to point out that the participants of the project were not only female. Based on the life history questionnaires 9 males, 10 females answered. The group meetings were also well balanced among both sexes. Based on that and on the information collected from the interviews and questionnaires it can be inferred that the problems of abuse, poverty, sexual exploitation and drug addiction were not determined by a specific gender. But when it comes to discrimination and social exclusion the fact that some of the participants are male homosexual and transvestites seemed to be an important factor, added to poverty. 

Besides the discrimination within society the transvestite participants also suffered discrimination within the group at the beginning. Some adolescents and educators stated that at the begging it was difficult for the group to accept the homosexual who were also transvestite participants (2 adolescents) in the same group. Because of that constant fights and conflicts occurred between them. But it was also mentioned that after getting to know everyone and their life history and realizing that in the end they are not so different from each other, the group was able to accept and respect them. They managed to bond and understand each other which reduce the conflicts among them. At this point it is important to mention that from the 12 adolescents interviewed 8 of them are males and homosexual or had a homosexual experience through sex work. 10 participants were involved with prostitution and only two were cases of sexual abuse.

Rafael, 18 years old:

“[...] today I know that I don't need to be a male escort in order to have what I want. Due to the educators and my learning process I was able to conquer the trust of my mother... Now a day’s I am able to deal with this due to the support of my mother. She is helping me as well as educator Sara who is always with us, talking, checking, supporting, but it’s still difficult to get out. Not so long ago someone came to me. I felt so heavy! I even mentioned to Sara. I felt better after talking to her and then now the important thing is keep moving forward. The thing is to put your head up and do not let yourself being lead to think about useless stuff…For me now the important thing  is to think about what you are going to lose with this choice of yours. It is something that will make you stronger or will make you weaker… For example: no... I won’t stop being a escort because in one night doing so I can make 240q,00 R$ while on here I spend a whole month and just make 100,00R$!  but I also need to think that I get only 100,00 but at the same time I also gain wisdom, friends, the snacks, knowledge, workshops, work, ... all of that! Thus, it is one choice with lots of gains, and just one lost. What is the lost? The loss of humiliating myself to someone […]”

When it comes to drug addictions two adolescents who are living with their families are also still drug users as well as involved with sex work from time to time. But not all participants talk so openly about these topics thus it is possible that others are facing similar situations.

Roberto,17 years old:

“[…]Now I got better, much better. Now I am still using but just once in a while. Just 'socially'. And even then, now the only drug I am still using, sporadically, is marihuana. Just to 'refresh the mind' (laugh) [...]”

    Natalia, 16 years old:

“[... ]I started to use drugs when I was 12 years old, due to peer pressure. Friendships have lots of influence in peoples’ lives isn't it?! The father of a girlfriend of mine used to buy it for us. At the beginning everything was easy... to use drugs... I used to live with my family. But normally I was just able to stay about 4 days at home… When I ended up in the shelter was because I had spent 17 days out of home. ... I went home really early in the morning around 8 a.m. Then I took a shower and was preparing myself to go to bed and sleep... when three police officers came to my home saying that I needed to go with them. And of course I did not like that. They were the ones who took me away from home. The woman with them wanted to interview me, ask me if I knew two girls. I said that I knew them, because I used to use drugs at their home... Later I found out that it was my mother who denounced me to them… It looked like really bad luck.... then I asked to go to a shelter. But it was not the first time I went to a shelter. I had already been in a shelter before, when I was 14 years old. Thus, I asked again to go to a shelter because I was fighting a lot with my mother and because I was using drugs…And I am at the shelter till today […]”

According to Fernandes and Vaughn (2008) some of the most common drugs used by youngsters on the streets are inhalants like spray paints, nail-polish remover, and glue, among others. The same authors also state that based on another study it was identified that “[…] in Brazil … inhalant abuse, especially glue sniffing, had been increasing principally among children and teenagers of low socioeconomic status. Children using inhalants are also likely to use alcohol and/or marijuana […]” (p.673). The literature supports the findings when adolescents comment about their drug addictions. Another important factor which is  based on the readings of De Moura, Da Silva and Noto (2009), is that adolescent involvement with drugs or/and sexual exploitation lays on their capabilities of finding internal and external resources which provide them with motivation and support within society and their social network. Thus their ability to cope and deal with the situation of vulnerability depends on his social and personal background. Therefore, while some are able to find resources which give them the possibility to reorganize themselves and change, others are not able to do so. And while on the streets their exposure to social vulnerability increases. And this could be one of the motives that explain the diversity in situations, perceptions and actions taken by the adolescent participants of this paper.

4.5 Positive and negative effects of the Bromelia project on adolescents’ agency and resilience process.

“[…] the pedagogical practices drew from collective and individual previous experiences (Understood as previous knowledge) and stressed work in groups rather than individualistic approaches. The notion of education provided by these projects is related to the concrete skills or abilities that they try to instil in the poor (i.e. literacy or numeracy), and experiences designed to arouse pride, a sense of dignity, personal confidence, and self-reliance among the participants. Most importantly, these projects use the development of skills (e.g. literacy) and attitudes (e.g. self-confidence, class awareness) to deepen the subjects’ ability to critically understand and analyze their realities and situations so as to have better prospects of intervening in and changing those circumstances[…]” (Wong & Balestino ,2001, p.601) 

Based on the Freiriane's approach and according to the participants perceptions, it was through the group process of acquiring knowledge that participants were able to better understand each other’s realities as well as their own  and later on being able to act on it in a positive way. Some were reintegrated with their families, others left home and their family relationship improved and others were able to resolve personal conflicts and addictions.

In the research realized by Earnest & Mohajer (2009) they showed that projects and interventions aiming to promote youth empowerment faces several challenges. One of these challenges is the ability to find ways to motivate the participants’ involvement. A way of motivating their engagement with the program as well as to promote awareness is by putting them to work in group. Working in groups helps them to strengthen their bonds with each other and the group itself works as a motivator. The participants share thoughts, ideas, and experiences as well as stimulate each other to continue. In a group environment they learn how to be participative, create social networks, become critical of their reality and learn self awareness. 

This literature supports the research findings. Even though most of the adolescents initially joined the project due to the scholarship and benefits offered and although the group was quite chaotic at the beginning, after getting to know everyone and their stories the adolescents became closer and more interested in the project. The adolescents stated that working in group was a rich experience for them and promoted personal and social growth. According to Carlos 17 years old:

“[…] there were months that the group meetings were quite agitated: no one was respecting no one, there was always commotion in the room. Then I started to think: gosh! What is the use of us being here?!  But then with time we started to get to know each other and created a bond. I started to talk more with the participants as well as educators, and these were the people who started motivating me. Saying: you can do it! You just need to have some focus and purpose and do not give up! [...]”

And with their support and motivation, as well as the things he learned at the project,  Carlos was able to resolve family and community conflicts: stopped using drugs, went back home, started having a better relationship with his family and neighbours, who also started believing  and supporting him; got into a church and started a paid internship. Still mentioning the importance of the group in the learning, agency and resilience process of participants another youth thoughts can be added, Roberto, 17 years old says:

“[...] at the beginning we used to have some problems in the group. But now our bonds got stronger and things are better. The group got more united... Now I have more dialogue, not just me but the whole group also improved their dialogue... I am seeing that all my friends are being inserted at the labour market, and with God's help I also will be.... The friends from here were always telling me that I should stop using drugs. Then due to their influence I minimized it […]”

Ricardo, 18 years old:

“[...] after I started at the project my relationship with my family and community improved. Firstly, I am not someone who talks much, I am also really shy.  And the project helped me to lose some of my shyness… Thus, now because I am able to talk more and express myself better my relationship with family and community improved. The neighbours even comment that I am doing better now. And in relation to my friendships, after I started on the project I stop seeing the friends who were being a bad influence in my life [...]”

Based on what was perceived and pointed out it is important to mention that the most positive effect of the Bromelia project among the adolescents was the fact that many were able to be reinserted in their communities, become more resilient, agentive and empowered by improving their family relations, finding jobs and going back to school. 

When it comes to the negative effects, other points can be mentioned. The institutions face several hardships in order to provide the necessary support and help required by these adolescents. Among the main difficulties stated by the authors are: political; forward the drug addicted to get treatment; and financial problems, lack of resources to maintain and improve the program (De Moura, DaSilva and Noto, 2009).The view presented here is in line with my findings. The project’s coordinator stressed the difficulty of getting the necessary resources to deal with the different cases. Besides that, even though legal and psychological support is offered there is no detox program in place. Most of the participants have a history of drug addiction and some are still users. Based on that some questions are raised: how does this program intend to successfully help these adolescents if it is not able to provide full assistance? Also, based on field observations the issue of drugs is quite important in the participants’ lives. For instance, one of the adolescents passed the job interview but could not continue the selection process because the educators did not have confidence he would be able to handle the responsibility. Apparently, he was still using drugs, at times disappearing from home for a whole day or weekend. Therefore, it is doubtful if a social project directed at this population can be successful without promoting a detoxification program alongside the skills training, social and personal development. And because most adolescents are or were exposed to drugs this kind of program would be essential for the youth rehabilitation. Because they lack a detox program there are reports from educators of adolescents who are still using drugs and having great difficulty in quitting their addictions. But during the interviews none of these difficulties were reported by the adolescents themselves.

Another challenge reported by educators was that they believe that this line of work is quite demanding. Most of them end up quite tired and depressed by dealing with such harsh realities. Moreover they also stated that the adolescents know that they are being affected by their stories and some of them take advantage of that. This situation was expressed mainly by one of the lectures who went to give a workshop and according to her, end up being played by the group. This is listed as a negative effect because it stresses the lack of emotional preparation of the professionals dealing with this group which in exchange will have a negative impact on the adolescents’ learning process and social inclusion. Due to the constant change of educators it is difficult for some adolescents to establish bonds and therefore give continuity to their learning process. This is considered as a negative impact on the adolescents. It was observed that some still have difficulties to compromise and this could be one of the reasons for that. Some of the workshops are provided by outside lectures and during the data collection there were two educators who were leaving the project. 

These challenges mentioned by educators seem to be a common problem within social projects, as observed in the article from De Moura, Da Silva and Noto (2009). In their research it was observed that most of the institutions were lacking stability: constant changes in educators, as well as the difficulty to bond with the participants and instability in working plan propositions.

Another difficulty mentioned and observed, was the reality in the adolescents stories. Because all of them are involved with drugs and prostitution, which are considered illegal and harmful activities they hide, or try to, the severity of their situation. For example, some say that are not doing sex work anymore, but then an educator hears or sees that they meet a client. Others say that they are not using drugs anymore and later on it is discovered that they are.  During the interviews they were asked about this and all the adolescents did was laugh, like a positive answer for the fact that sometimes they were trying to play with the research and provide the wanted answers instead of the reality. At this point it is important to add that when it comes to negative effects of the project most of the findings were based on observations, reports from the institution, informal conversations with adolescents and educators. When directly asked about it adolescents stated that everything “was great” and they had no comments on that. The only thing said was that some did not like some of the lecturers who gave the workshop. Besides that no other negative point was mentioned. But once more, it can be speculated if that happened because they really did not have anything to say or because they did not feel comfortable enough to comment on it. 

Based on all the findings presented observations and conclusions are made. Therefore, in the following conclusion section findings are summarize, additional ones are provided as well as comments about the present study. Later possible suggestions are. Finally, the concluding though of this paper will be presented. It will be at this moment that the questioning about if this pilot project should or not go national, will be addressed.

Chapter 5 Conclusion

This paper is a qualitative study aiming to respond five research questions related to the perceptions and experiences of adolescents participants of the Bromelia project. Thus, this chapter presents syntheses of the results,  further findings, suggestions and concluding thoughts about this paper.

Because some of the adolescents are still involved with drug additions they face difficulties in be employed. Besides that,  a direct relation between drug addiction, prostitution and abuse was also identified. Most participants engaged in prostitution do it in order to support their drug addiction or they started addictions to cope with sexual exploitation. Other causes mentioned that lead adolescents to initiate addictions were due to family conflicts or peer influences. When it comes to peer influences, it was observed a negative relationship among peer influences and participants involvement with sexual exploitation and drug use. Another finding was that all participants started the project due to the financial support offered but once there they became more interested and motivated to continue. Some participants felt empowered to act and change their current situation by for example, going back to school, and/or finding jobs and solving family conflicts. Many were able to stop the drug use, while others are still struggling with it. Half of the 12 participants interviewed within the one year period were able to start paid internships. Thus, when asked about meaningful life changing situations adolescents expressed that the project most help them with strengthening their capabilities to deal with conflicts, overcome problems, increase motivation and responsibility. The negative effects of the project that I could observe were the difficulties faced by educators and institution in dealing with the adolescents and finding the proper financing. For instance, due to the lack of resources, family direct involvement with participants’ process in the project was not possible. Another point is that the project does not provide rehabilitation programs. But during the interviews, no negative effect was pointed out by the adolescents. Overall, all participants of the Bromelia project perceived it as positive in their lives. Either through providing social support or/and the insertion in the labour market.

Furthermore, additional findings were observed.  At first, it was expected to find answers directed to the labour market and the youth insertion in it. But according to participants the insertion in the labour market was a secondary benefit. The most positive outcome for them was the  support provided and the reinsertion in their communities and families. But even with that been the case, I could observe that the work experience was a prevention factor for adolescents to not have relapses, by going back to the life of addictions and/or prostitution. Now they have a purpose and professional expectations.

Also, some adolescents are still trying to cope with addictions or/and prostitution. Therefore, they are constantly turning themselves to the educators and families for orientation and help. There are two interpretations for their behaviour. First, their excessive attachment became an obstacle instead of a motivator to promote change. These adolescents seemed unable to change their current situation of drug addiction and/or sexual exploitation which made their reintegration within the labour market difficult to accomplish. Thus, adolescents accommodated themselves in the position of individuals in need of constant support, motivation and sometimes even monitoring. However, another way to look at the situation is that those participants started the project seeking for social support more than financial. Initially, all adolescents stated start the project due to the financial and social support. But later, part of them made use of this support and capabilities provided as a way to be included in the labour market, while for others, the social support seemed to be more important, at the present, than market inclusion. Due to their difficulties in dealing with conflictive situations and solve problems, these participants seem to present the need of social support for longer period in order to deal and learn how to cope with conflicts. Therefore, even though the projects goal (insertion in the labour market) was not accomplished with those participants, according to the adolescents perceptions the project was able to provide them with the necessary support they need in order to accomplish their personal goals. 

In general, when it comes to the Bromelia participants it can be concluded that, according to their perceptions, the holistic approach helped them to cope with life situations, family and contextual conflicts, strengthening resilience and incentive agency while at the same time promoting skills training which is highly appreciated among the participants. The project was accessible to out of school adolescents and the workshops were developed based on the participants’ needs. Throughout the project, adolescents reported their feeling to be part of the process. Furthermore, all adolescents believe that the project provided meaningful changes in their lives. If not providing material support and opportunities the project provided the emotional and social support also needed in order for the participants to become more resilient promoting agency and motivating them to overcome their current situation of social vulnerability and exclusion. Therefore, according to adolescents, Holistic skills training programs aiming to reintegrate out of school adolescents in situation of social vulnerability promoted meaningful experiences in the lives of the participants.

When referring to agency, resilience and social vulnerability a few comments can be added. By taking the decision and action of enrolling in the program, it shows that adolescents were already being agentive towards promoting positive changes in their lives. They took the step themselves and are also the ones fighting to overcome their problems. The skill training provides them with the necessary tools and capabilities necessary for their inclusion in the labour market and society. At the same time, the other activities and services offered focus on providing the necessary social support needed to deal with their conflicts. In this perspective, I see the project more as strengthening resilience and providing tools for adolescents to continue displaying their will to change and be socially included. Once they manage to cope and have more confidence in themselves their acts become more meaningful towards overcoming their situation of social vulnerability.

Before concluding I would like to address the issue of the Bromelia project going national or not. Based on the findings, there are positive indications that the project should go national. The adolescents stated that this social project is a valuable initiative in the lives of low income adolescents dealing with situations of social vulnerability, therefore, should have a broader range. But I believe that it is not possible to come to such important conclusion just based on one study. Even though participants believe it would be meaningful to take such initiative in other parts of the country, there are several considerations to be done before that becomes a possibility. First, I believe that it is necessary to assess the project for a longer period. Secondly, assess the project planners and educators views; finally, assess the perceptions of the government and others social institutions about this initiative and its functionality in a larger scale. Therefore, more research is needed.

Based on my findings I can present some suggestions. First, it is fundamental to offer rehabilitation programs in addition to social support and psychological counselling.  Because for some adolescents to get out of this vicious circle and environment of addictions by themselves seems to be extremely difficult. Secondly, to provide more direct contact with the families, motivating their involvement with the adolescents’ educational process is needed. It was observed that families play a fundamental role on the rehabilitation of these adolescents. But up till now, no activity including the families and the community of the participants are being provided. Also, find the time and necessary resources to do home visits. This would be fundamental in order to observe the current environment and situation of the participants, stimulate family involvement and support with the adolescent education process as well as motivate their attempts to change their lives. Thirdly, it is necessary to also offer counselling, support and trainings for all the educators (employees and invited lecturers) involved with these adolescents. Some might need to be better prepared in order to deal with the specific groups of adolescents. In addition, motivational trainings might be a way to keep educators from getting depressed or/and resign their work. For the adolescents this is also a benefit once that this adolescents would be able to bond with educators, which is another motivator for them to continue in the project and do not feel abandon once an educator has to leave. Finally, more research is needed in order to assess institutions discourse. I mainly focus on participants’ perceptions and discourses; thus, it would be interesting to further assess the perceptions of the institution over this matter. This is important in order to provide a broader view of the context and to present other views about this topic. Also, longitudinal research is needed in order to assess how these accomplishments are being maintained over time. Therefore, it is important to invest in continue research on this topic as well as in professionals able to do longitudinal follow ups where it can be seen if in a long term these adolescents are able to keep their jobs and stay out of the situation of social vulnerability.

When it comes to the purpose of the present study, I believe that I was able to accomplish the results I expected. By privileging the perceptions and discourse of the adolescents’ participants of Bromelia project, I expected to find out how the target public of these social projects perceive, cope and deal with their realities, and which role social projects play in this process. Thus, I believe that my findings could be of value for social institutions targeting adolescents facing situation of social vulnerability and exclusion. Adolescents’ perceptions about their realities and the social projects can serve as a guide to plan and promote improvements in social programs taking place in Brazil; to better attend this target public.
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