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EVALUATION OF MENTORED PARTICIPATION

IN THE 2007/8 SCENARIOS FROM AFRICA CONTEST

I. INTRODUCTION TO “MENTORED PARTICIPATION”
The principal innovation of the 2007/8 edition of the Scenarios from Africa contest was the marked accentuation of the approach whereby small groups of young people were accompanied, or mentored, as they participated collectively in writing stories for the contest. Up until this year, the majority of contest participants took part in teams, but those teams were as a rule not mentored. Drawing inspiration from social sciences research, mentored participation involves bringing together small groups of particularly vulnerable young people to create their scenarios collectively, with the support of a mentor who is involved in the response to HIV/AIDS.
This present study takes a look at mentored participation activities carried out in 2007/8 in Ouagadougou, the capital of Burkina Faso. The mentored groups were, in general, made up of 5 young people from the same social background and of the same gender, so as to facilitate open dialogue. Most of the participants were between 18 and 24 years old. In a couple of instances, however, participants who were slightly older were also allowed to take part; this was the case with the groups of young women living with HIV and supported by the Association African Solidarité (AAS) and groups of commercial sex workers.
Six categories of people, who took part in mentored participation activities in separate groups, were involved in this evaluative study. Those categories are:

1. Orphans and vulnerable children cared for by AAS, an AIDS-response association.

2. Children entrusted by their parents to coranic masters. Commonly called “talibé”, the children spend most of their time begging for alms on the streets of Ouagadougou and have little opportunity to ever be exposed to HIV awareness-raising activities. Groups of talibé were brought together as mentored participants by the AIDS-response association Fondation Agnès Marie (FAM).

3. Particularly disadvantaged young girls who are learning a trade at a state-run social center.

4. Boys living in a context of heightened vulnerability to HIV in a neighborhood of Ouagadougou where sex-related taboos are omnipresent. Groups of these boys were mentored by the Association des Artistes et Artisans contre le SIDA et les Stupéfiants (AARCOSIS, Assocation of Artists and Artisans against AIDS and Drugs).
5. Anglophone and francophone commercial sex workers who benefit from AAS activities.

6. Young women living with HIV and supported by AAS.
The mentor’s role was to facilitate reflection and exchange among the participants, as well as the collective creation of stories.

The people chosen to serve as mentors work with associations or other groups that carry out HIV-related activities. In many cases, the mentors had also already been involved in the organization of Scenarios from Africa contests in other capacities. The offices of the Association African Solidarité, the lead partner for the organization of the contests in Burkina Faso, were also the site of the national Scenarios from Africa jury.
The objective pursued in mentored participation is the creation of stories on HIV that result from the collective efforts of small, homogenous groups.

II. METHODOLOGY USED IN THIS EVALUATION
The methodology used by the consultant to evaluate the mentored participation activity was the collection of information by means of one-on-one and group interviews based on questionnaires that had been prepared by the contest coordinators, and the subsequent analysis of that information.

Mentors were interviewed one-on-one. Groups of mentored participants were interviewed together. The external evaluator also collected information by observing mentored sessions with the “talibé”, orphans and vulnerable children, and girls attending the social center. Some of the participants, anonymously and in writing, also completed a questionnaire that had been submitted to them.
III. PRINCIPAL FINDINGS OF THE EXTERNAL EVALUATION OF MENTORED PARTICIPATION

According to one of the mentors – Mrs. Pyanne Djiré, President of AARCOSIS and a celebrated singer living openly with HIV – this new approach to Scenarios from Africa contest participation has to do with “guiding young people a little as they write their scenarios.” As we await the opportunity to analyze the quality of the texts written by mentored youths, the objective of this present evaluation is to draw conclusions pertaining to the implementation of mentored participation. 
Mentored participation is an opportunity for the mentors to arrive at a deeper understanding of the people and the target groups with whom they work. 
Many of the mentors said that this exercise opened their eyes to aspects of the participants’ lives that they had not known about before and that surprised them. The mentors said that they had thought they knew the groups well, as they were already working with them, but the mentored participation activities revealed hitherto hidden realities.

I liked this activity, because before we did it, the kids didn’t open up to me very much. Some seemed ashamed in the past, but through this activity I learned, for example, what kinds of problems the kids have. I know them better now. This freed them to speak openly.
The most useful thing about this activity is that it created trust between me and the kids. And that has put me in a position to help those kids who are having problems because of HIV/AIDS. 
The Scenarios from Africa contest gives us a chance to acquaint ourselves better with the kids with whom we work. Mentored participation seems like a game at first, but then it brings you face-to-face with reality.

(Mr. Kassoum Rouamba, AAS counselor for orphans and vulnerable children)
It’s an opportunity to sit down together with the girls in small groups and to get to know them better. It gave the girls a chance to express themselves better, freely.

(Mrs. Julienne Onadja, social worker at the Sector 23 Social Center, mentor for particularly disadvantaged young girls)
This activity is very useful not only for me personally, but also for our association in general, because it allowed me to discover many new things about the kids I work with. I must admit that, in hindsight, I didn’t know these kids’ world very well at all. We have a lot to learn from them.

(Mr. Wilfried Bonkoungou, counselor at the Fondation Agnès Marie and head of monitoring and evaluation, mentor for a group of young “talibé”)
Mentored participation encourages the mentors to take a fresh look at the way they interact with their target groups.
HIV is usually a taboo subject for the children. They can’t manage to talk to their parents about it. Mentored participation was an opportunity for me to explain lots of things about HIV. And now, we’re more at ease when it comes to talking with the children about HIV/AIDS, whereas it was a little harder before. We used to think that the kids weren’t informed, that they didn’t know much about HIV/AIDS. Thanks to Scenarios from Africa I’ve understood that we’ve really got to involve the children in the fight. 

(Mrs. Annah Diallo, Coordinator of orphan and vulnerable children [OVC] programs at AAS, mentor for groups of OVC)
Mentored participation has helped me to improve the way I’ll conduct future awareness-raising activities.

(Mr. Wilfried Bonkoungou, Fondation Agnès Marie, mentor for groups of young “talibé”)

This activity allows us to create a closer relationship with our target group. It strengthens our work and makes us more visible, more useful in the field in the eyes of the community.

But the most important lesson I take away from this has to do with the way we organize things. I’m not sure how to say it, … but we need more communication, more patience so as to work better with our target groups.
This activity will change the way I work. It’s like I said: the way we usually have done things is that we schedule an activity; we go out into the field; and we do awareness-raising sessions. But it was different in the case of mentored participation, because they [the commercial sex workers] were partners in the way things were organized. They were the ones who determined the time when we would meet, for example. These kinds of lessons will help us as we go about improving our work.

We must apply these lessons in the context of our activities. Because we never thought for a second to go out and bring people together so that they talk about HIV. We simply delivered messages to them, and that’s all. During mentored participation, people speak out and react; it’s a give-and-take, and that’s really important.
(Omar Kaboré, Head of Prevention at AAS, mentor for groups of commercial sex workers)
Mentored participation gives mentors an opportunity to identify and rectify participants’ errors in understanding of facts pertaining to HIV/AIDS and to communicate correct, up-to-date information.
Despite numerous, targeted information campaigns carried out in the past, practically all of the mentors noted that incorrect information on HIV/AIDS continues to be widespread among the different mentored groups, be they kids who are attending school, commercial sex workers…. In addition to being a context for creating scenarios, the mentored sessions were a time for exchange, explanations, rectification of incorrect ideas and information on HIV/AIDS and on people living with HIV, etc.

This means that HIV field workers must continue their efforts in providing information, in communicating and raising awareness, in making astute decisions when determining their target groups and the content and appropriate delivery of messages, etc. And it means that HIV field workers must demonstrate a great deal of humility.

They thought that HIV was synonymous with death, that there was no alternative. And that one would surely die at most two years after being tested positive.

They also said that ARV [anti-retroviral] treatment can completely cure the disease.

(Annah Diallo, Coordinator of orphan and vulnerable children [OVC] programs at AAS, mentor for groups of OVC)
Mentored participation allowed me to identify certain shortcomings in understanding among some of the young people who are reticent to go to info centers to get answers to their questions.
One of the kids asked if mosquitoes could transmit HIV. I told him no, because if they did, everybody in Africa would be dead by now. 

Another thing that I found interesting was that the participants didn’t really focus on the fact that they were taking part in a contest. In their eyes, it was above all a time and place to express themselves, an opportunity for free exchange of ideas. It wasn’t about a contest for them, but rather an opportunity that had been given to them to talk about HIV-related questions and to be able to share their own personal experiences….
(Modeste Ouédraogo of the Fondation Agnès Marie, mentor for groups of vulnerable kids in one of Ouagadougou’s poorest neighborhoods)
They didn’t understand the way HIV is transmitted. For example, they said that one can get infected by eating from the same plate or sleeping in the same bed as somebody who has HIV, etc. For me, this activity was an opportunity to seize, a chance to give kids the right information.

We talked about HIV and soccer [one of the topics suggested on the official contest leaflet]. One of the kids asked: “If I’m infected and at the same time I’m a good player, would they let me play?” This question raised the issue of HIV-related discrimination. One of them answered: “No. Being infected doesn’t mean that you’re not able to play. Being infected doesn’t mean that it’s all over.” I was surprised to see this discussion unfold among the young talibé.

(Wilfried Bonkoungou of the Fondation Agnès Marie, mentor for groups of talibé)
This activity allowed me to measure the level of knowledge of the young girls when it comes to HIV/AIDS. 
(Mrs. Julienne Onadja, social worker at the Sector 23 Social Center, mentor for particularly disadvantaged young girls)

According to the participants themselves, the mentored participation exercise provided them with useful information. One of them wrote: “I did learn new things during this activity. For example, how to live with the disease, how to protect yourself and how to deal with problems arising from the disease.” Another added: “Yes, I learned that a person living with HIV/AIDS can live among healthy people, no problem. And have a job that he likes. And that you can live with HIV/AIDS and be happy.”
Giving them correct information can help them to fight against the discrimination and the stigmatization of PLWHA [people living with HIV/AIDS].

Scenarios from Africa mentored participation does play a useful role against discrimination. Here at our center [for orphans and vulnerable children], some of the lesser informed kids sometimes refused, for example, to eat from the same plate as the kids they suspect are HIV+ because of the open sores on their skin. They said that they might get infected if they eat or play with those kids. We’ve worked hard to correct that false information and to change their discriminatory behavior, and now things are OK. The kids play together, drink from the same cup. This exercise gave us a chance to clarify the means of transmission once again.
(Mr. Kassoum Rouamba, AAS counselor for orphans and vulnerable children)
Some of the kids say that if you have sex without a condom, the pleasure is more intense; or that you can’t get infected the first time you have sex. These are false notions that are really shocking.

(Mrs. Pyanne Djiré, President of AARCOSIS, mentor of groups of vulnerable youths)

People here have a tendency to discriminate against those who have a certain physical appearance. The most glaring problem we had to correct during mentored participation [with groups of commercial sex workers] has to do with those who live with HIV but have no visible symptoms. We heard lots of women say that they thought that thin people were the ones who could transmit HIV. We corrected that false perception by explaining to them that a person who looks really healthy could also be a source of contamination, could carry the virus. We helped them to understand that it’s simply not possible to know if a person is living with HIV or not just by looking at them. The only way to know is by getting tested. 
(Omar Kaboré, Head of Prevention at AAS, mentor for groups of commercial sex workers)
Young people see mentored participation, conducted in small groups, as a welcome opportunity to express themselves openly and to share ideas with one another about HIV/AIDS.
In general, it was difficult to get discussions rolling in the mentored participation sessions; people found it hard to know how to begin. However, as discussion opened up the sessions became interesting for most of the people involved. The young participants said that one of the main reasons why they found the activity interesting is that it represents a unique opportunity for them to express themselves, to exchange ideas with one another on this topic – something they don’t normally do, even if they get together often. The participants said that they don’t otherwise have occasion to talk in such depth about HIV/AIDS and about their relationship with the disease in their everyday lives.
The first group, for example, didn’t want to stop when the agreed time for a break came around. They wanted to continue the discussion. For them, this activity was an opportunity to express themselves with regard to HIV/AIDS, and to express themselves freely. They were at ease; some of them even spoke out about their own, personal problems, which is something they had never done since they arrived at the Center.
(Mrs. Julienne Onadja, social worker at the Sector 23 Social Center, mentor for particularly disadvantaged young girls)

Mentored participation gives everybody a chance to take part. When a group is big, there are always some who talk and others who don’t. But during the mentored participation sessions, with just 5 people per group, everybody got involved. In smaller groups, people communicate with each other better; we understand each other without any problem, and that makes it really interesting.
(Pauline Kaboré, Psycho-social counselor and head of income-generating activities at AAS, mentor for women living with HIV)
The participants said that the most important thing about this activity is that they are given a forum to speak out. One of them wrote: “I like this activity because it allows young people to say what they think about life with HIV/AIDS. The thing I like best is that it gives me a chance to inform others who aren’t fully informed about HIV/AIDS.” Another added: “I learned some things here. For example, the fact that it’s important to give the floor to young people to express themselves, to say what is going on in society or even talk about their personal situation through true stories.”
Several young people highlighted the fact that mentored participation is an opportunity for young people to exchange ideas among one another (in addition to the two-way exchange between mentors and participants). “This allowed me to exchange thoughts with my friends, to be in harmony with the group. I also liked the topics about HIV/AIDS [i.e., the topics suggested on the official contest leaflet].” “I was able to talk with my friends about how to avoid AIDS.”
The discussions helped some to overcome their shyness, to manage to talk about questions that they can’t talk to their parents about. … In discussion groups in the past, because the groups were big (15, 20 people), the kids didn’t want to speak out and be noticed. But in a smaller group – we had 5 people – it’s easier for them to express themselves, especially if everybody knows each other already. They’re more at ease when it comes to asking questions and to talking about things in greater depth.
(Modeste Ouédraogo of the Fondation Agnès Marie, mentor for groups of vulnerable kids in one of Ouagadougou’s poorest neighborhoods)

This was useful for them [talibé] because it was a chance for them to talk about HIV with each other – something which, they said, they had never done before. I don’t believe that they would have had the opportunity to discuss HIV with each other, to consult each other, had it not been for the Scenarios contest.
(Wilfried Bonkoungou of the Fondation Agnès Marie, mentor for groups of talibé)
Scenarios from Africa is in and of itself a microcosm of most of the activities we carry out: early-learning games, cultural and recreational activities…. If Scenarios from Africa didn’t exist, my work would be different, because I’ve benefited from mentored participation in many ways. It’s thanks to that activity, for example, that a young boy opened up and spoke about his HIV+ status for the first time with the other kids here at the center – and they had been together here for four years, since 2004. He had never before talked about his situation. We thought he was just shy, but in fact the problem was simply that he hadn’t had the right opportunity to speak out. Since then, he’s changed. He even wrote a text for a song about HIV that he came to show me. All of that is thanks to Scenarios from Africa mentored participation. It gave him the courage to talk to us all about his problems.
(Mr. Kassoum Rouamba, AAS counselor for orphans and vulnerable children)
I can say that it was useful, because I saw that at one site [where sex workers live and work], once the activity had ended, other women were rushing about and organizing their own groups, so that they could participate, too. That means that there was a real interest, a popular eagerness to take part. That’s something we had never seen before; once our usual ‘educational chats’ come to an end, we don’t see people clamoring for more, like they did after the mentored participation.”
(Omar Kaboré, Head of Prevention at AAS, mentor for groups of commercial sex workers)
Mentors and participants alike feel that mentored participation is an initiative that should be continued in the future.
For the many reasons mentioned in the preceding paragraphs, most of the mentors and participants want mentored contest participation to continue in the future. 

One young, enthusiastic participant wrote: “I encourage you to continue, because this helps us to learn more about HIV/AIDS, and it also helps us to warn our sisters and brothers – not to mention our parents – so that they protect themselves.”
Some mentors feel that mentored participation should be expanded, generalized. Pauline Kaboré of AAS suggests that “there should be more mentors, and they shouldn’t just be based in associations here, but also out in the neighborhoods, in outlying districts, and across the country.”
Omar Kaboré, head of prevention at AAS, advocates “reinforcing this new strategy of mentoring. It’s very important and very useful for us, and very useful also for the participants. It has a triple benefit: the scenarios are well developed, well written; the participants learn things about HIV/AIDS; and we learn things from the participants.”

Several people involved feel that it is necessary to prepare mentors and participants much better in the future, and to ensure that they have seen Scenarios from Africa films in advance.
Carrying out mentored participation activities this year in Burkina Faso was relatively straightforward, because most of the mentors belong to AIDS-service organizations that have been part of the Scenarios from Africa process for some time. Therefore, most of the mentors were on familiar territory; they know the Scenarios films and use them in their awareness-raising activities. On the other hand, a few of the mentors are not at all familiar with the films, and the same can be said of many of the participants. 
This activity is more difficult if people are not familiar with the films.
“It might be a good idea to show each group a few of the films at the beginning of the session, so that they can see what it’s all about. And it might inspire them,” suggests Mrs. Pyanne Djiré, President of AARCOSIS and mentor of vulnerable young people. Daniel Enger of Global Dialogues, mentor of a group of English-speaking sex workers, adds: “We must do a better job of informing the participants before the session, explaining what mentored participation is all about, telling them how the session will unfold, and showing them some Scenarios films during the introduction.”
Ensuring that mentors and participants have a basic understanding of Scenarios from Africa is essential. If that fundamental knowledge is lacking, as was observed in a few cases, conducting the mentored process is more complicated.
It would be very useful to carry out a preparatory session with the mentors to explain the spirit of the Scenarios from Africa contest and to provide basic training on mentored participation. This recommendation was highlighted by some of the mentors.
IV. CONCLUSIONS 

In the final analysis, Scenarios from Africa mentored participation, in addition to being a means to obtain texts that have been written collectively, allows one to learn a great deal and to draw many lessons. In the course of this exercise, participants and mentors alike arrive at common conclusions that the consultant has been able to verify through interviews and observation of mentored participation sessions. 
This evaluative study has revealed that mentored participation is:
1. An opportunity for effective awareness raising on HIV/AIDS, allowing the mentors to measure the participants’ actual knowledge levels on HIV-related questions and to rectify incorrect information that continues to circulate tenaciously, even among those groups often considered to be sufficiently well-informed:
What surprised me is that today, after all the campaigns, all the messages put out there, there are still kids who attend school yet don’t even know the difference between HIV and AIDS, that being infected doesn’t mean that you’ve got full-blown AIDS. They also don’t know that the words you use to talk about a person living with HIV can have a psychological impact on the person in question. They told me quite frankly that they didn’t know that the things you say and the way you say them when talking about HIV/AIDS can worsen the stigmatization and discrimination of people living with HIV/AIDS. I was really surprised to hear all that from kids who are in school.
(Mrs. Pyanne Djiré, President of AARCOSIS, mentor of groups of vulnerable youths)

2. A unique forum in which participants feel free to express themselves openly. Feeling at ease because the groups are small, participants overcome their shyness. And then, some of them manage to open up about things in their lives that had been hidden deep inside until that moment. Kassoum Rouamba of AAS, who mentored kids who have become orphans because of AIDS, tells the following story:

Through the mentored participation sessions, I discovered that some of the kids we work with actually do know they are HIV+; I had been working under the assumption that they weren’t informed of their positive status. Here, we don’t divulge a positive status to a child; we let time (or relatives) work things out. One of the mentored participants is a boy whose relatives had not informed him that he is living with HIV; I assumed that he didn’t know, and he had never said anything about it to anybody here. But then, during the mentored session, he voluntarily told the other kids about his HIV+ status.
3. A place for exchange, solidarity and mutual support among the participants. Young people who take part in mentored participation sessions say that they speak out about their personal situations for reasons of solidarity, hoping that the sharing of their experiences will bring them relief and that those experiences will help others to deal with their problems. 

It’s beneficial for them to participate, because when working in a group or opening up to the group, one person’s ideas can help somebody else. One person might think that her own problem is too heavy to bear, but when she hears somebody else tell her own story, she might start to see things differently. 

(Pauline Kaboré, psycho-social counselor and head of income-generating activities at AAS, mentor for women living with HIV)
4. A school/training center for the mentors. The mentors are the first to admit that they still have things to learn when it comes to improving their discussion facilitation techniques and the way they approach their target groups.
Oh yes, I really learned some lessons pertaining to the way they express themselves. I’ve decided that from now on, even in our own, in-house discussion groups, I’ll always be supportive of those who don’t speak out. I’ll try to help them. The problem might well not be that they don’t have anything to say, but rather that they’re afraid to speak out.
(Pauline Kaboré, psycho-social counselor and head of income-generating activities at AAS, mentor for women living with HIV)
The right message isn’t always the same from group to group. You’ve got to adapt the message to the target group, to the age of the participants. I think we still have an awful lot to do. Young people these days like it when we go to them and work with them in settings where they’re most at ease.


(Mrs. Pyanne Djiré, President of AARCOSIS, mentor of groups of vulnerable youths)

The way I work with young people will change because of this exercise. While talking with the participants I got the feeling that, in the past, we didn’t really address their expectations in any kind of depth. I find that we’ve got to show more openness to allow them to express themselves more.

(Modeste Ouédraogo of the Fondation Agnès Marie, mentor for groups of vulnerable kids in one of Ouagadougou’s poorest neighborhoods)

This activity is a a good school for those who want to gain a better understanding of the perspectives of vulnerable people.
(Daniel Enger, mentor for a group of English-speaking sex workers)
I learned a lot when it comes to the way we organize things. It is very important that we communicate better with the group to be able to work better with them. In contrast, the way we usually have done things has been to go directly to a given site and launch straight into our planned activity.

(Omar Kaboré, head of prevention at AAS and mentor for French-speaking sex workers)
5. A place where mentors go to learn humility. In carrying out this activity, mentors who thought they knew their target groups well are often in for a veritable voyage of discovery. According to one observer who sat in on several mentored participation sessions, the most important thing to remember is “humility. Unless you have an extremely high level of intimate knowledge of a given vulnerable group, you must admit your ignorance and take all possible measures to learn.”
EVALUATOR’S REFLECTIONS

1. The utility of mentored participation
 
a) For reducing the transmission of HIV
Mentored participation can correctly be characterized as:

- a forum for rectifying false information and for spreading correct information pertaining to HIV transmission;
- a unique opportunity for community outreach workers to reflect critically on the manner in which they conduct activities targeting different groups;
- a starting point for improving awareness-raising techniques. 

b) For improving the lives of people living with HIV/AIDS (PLWHA)
- The involvement of PLWHA as mentors of groups of participants places the PLWHA in active, leadership roles in the response to HIV/AIDS.
- When PLWHA serve as mentors, they are able to become familiar with the perspectives of the target groups and to gain a better understanding of certain relevant social behaviors.
- The involvement of PLWHA, through the exchanges that they have with non-infected participants, contributes to a deeper mutual understanding that can lead to greater acceptance of PLWHA and, thus, an improvement in their lives.
2) Priority recommendations to improve mentored participation
· It is indispensable to establish a simple set of criteria to guide associations in their choice of mentors. Among these criteria, familiarity with the Scenarios from Africa films and knowledge of the Scenarios process are of capital importance.
· A training session for mentors must be carried out before the beginning of mentored participation activities. At that session, the role of the mentors with regard to the participant groups must be clearly defined.

· It is indispensable to show some Scenarios films to the target groups. 
· Il is important to ensure that a reasonable amount of time is set aside for conducting each mentored participation session.
· It would be wise to limit the number of groups conducted per mentor (2 or 3 sessions) to maintain high quality standards.
· Expand mentored participation to new institutions, such as schools. 
3) Other recommendations pertaining to Scenarios from Africa
a. Make sure that the Scenarios from Africa concept and process are fully understood and accepted by the country’s HIV-response authorities. 
b. Broaden the Scenarios from Africa team to include even more associations that work in the area of HIV/AIDS and are well established in the project zones.
c. Arrange to have the Scenarios from Africa films screened more frequently in the run-up to the contest. 
d. Draw up and implement a strategy for the screening and use of the Scenarios from Africa films in the country.
e. Organize awareness-raising activities for the target groups by identifying their leaders/representatives and by clearly explaining the objectives of mentored participation and of the Scenarios from Africa process.
f. Make sure that the people who manage the sites where mentored participation sessions are to be held are informed and have given their consent. 
g. Identify appropriate sites for the organization of mentored sessions.

h. Make sure that the young participants take part freely and on a voluntary basis. 
i. Provide refreshments for the participants.
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