Example for analysis – peer education among adolescents   

Adapted from: Adolescent peer educators. Adapted from: Campbell,C. & McPhail,C. (2002). Peer education, gender and the development of critical consciousness: participatory HIV prevention by South African youth. Social Science and Medicine. 55. pp331-345.

These researchers studied peer education in a township near Johannesburg, South Africa. Some of their findings and opinions are summarized below:

In South Africa, in spite of good levels of knowledge about sexual health issues, there are high levels of HIV among young people. A community survey published in 2000, found HIV prevalences as follows: 

Age

(years) 
HIV prevalence

Females
HIV prevalence 

Males

15
8%
0.2%

20
47%
11%

25
58%
39%

Perceptions of vulnerability were low and unprotected sex was common. According to social norms concerning sex, young men are seen as conquering hero’s and macho risk takers, while socially accepted ideas of femininity dictate that women should be passive and unable to resist male advances. In this context, sex often took place under circumstances of emotional pressure or physical force. 

The researchers argue that the social norms around gender undermine the likelihood of safe sex among young people in this township. For this to change, young people need to develop an awareness of how gender norms impact their sexual health and believe that an alternative is possible. An important role of peer education is to stimulate discussion within peer groups, with the group identifying problems and finding solutions themselves, in this case around the issue of how gender norms contribute to unsafe sex. 

Twenty high school students (10 male and 10 female) volunteered to be peer educators in a program  among high school students. They received training on gender issues, HIV and STIs and also on participatory techniques such as role play and the use of music. They were given an unlimited supply of condoms to distribute. Over a period of 8 months, the researchers held 8 focus group discussions with the group to assess the progress of the project.

The project encountered a number of challenges: 

· The school environment was very authoritarian, limiting the chance for students to think for themselves and find their own solutions to issues they identified as problems.

· There was strict teacher control of the program, again limiting the students.

· There was conflict between teachers and students as a result of the project.

· There was possible abuse of privilege by the peer educators.

· Teachers and peer educators remained stuck in old didactic teaching methods, rather than using participatory methods.

· There was focus on the medical aspects of HIV rather than the underlying socio-economic  vulnerability factors.

· Peer educators seemed to lack “critical thinking” skills.  

· The very gender dynamics that the project was supposed to address, became a problem among the peer educators, with the girls complaining that the boys treated them badly.

· Peer educators were taunted by their peers for talking about safe sex and teased that they were HIV positive themselves. 

