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Setting Objectives: An Introduction
Across Canada there has been a growing interest in 
using the arts to engage youth communities about HIV. 
If you are interested in exploring the use of arts for HIV 
prevention, there are many arts forms, approaches, and 
strategies you may wish to explore. To begin, you may 
wish to think through ‘the how’ and ‘the why’ behind 
the arts-based programming you want to deliver.

•	 What do you want participants to learn from the 
workshop or program?

•	 What do you want participants to experience 
from the workshop or program? 

•	 What do you want participants to learn and/or 
experience from each other?

Arts-based projects can be process-driven (how you 
do the project), product-driven (what the project 
produces), or a mix of both. Is the goal of your project 
to build participants’ technical skill in a medium? Is 
the goal to engage in the process of making something 
creative to build group rapport? Is the goal to explore 
larger issues through an art medium? Your project may 
centre around one of these goals, or all three.

The outcomes of your project or workshop should connect with the principles driving your work. For example, a 
3-hour workshop in a high school that uses drama to talk about HIV may focus more on learning through drama 
rather than creating a polished performance. Here, the value is placed on the process of creating the art and the 
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conversations that are had during the workshop. Alternatively, a theatre project that aims to tour high schools to 
fight stigma around HIV may need to focus more on the production of the play since the project outcomes will 
be measured by the educational benefit from audience members. Here, while the process of creating the play 
is still important, you may want to spend more time on the technical elements of theatre (e.g. a polished final 
production) as you are hoping the play’s impact will extend beyond the individuals who created it.

Principles of Arts-Based Faciliation
Empower uses the principles of popular education, 
community arts, and anti-oppression to ground our 
arts-based practice. The frameworks of community 
arts and popular education are explored below. The 
principles of anti-oppression should be threaded 
throughout both of these frameworks by thinking 
through intersecting systems of power and privilege; 
looking at the way gender, race, class, sexual 
orientation, language, citizenship status, education 
level and ability play out in people’s everyday lives and 
in programming; and last, and checking assumptions 
and unlearning dominant norms. Art-making and 
education are not neutral processes and should be 
reflected upon with a critical mind and open heart.

COMMUNITY ARTS
“Community arts is a field promoting artistic practices with groups and communities 

to express diverse local identities and to raise awareness about social, political and environmental issues. 
Ranging from participatory mural production to popular theatre, activist video to group singing, 

from community dance to web-based activist art, we see community arts as a field that democratizes art, 
emphasizing the collaborative process as much as the product of art-making.”

—From Community Arts Practice Certificate website (http://cap.apps01.yorku.ca)

In the context of arts-based HIV programming this means:

•	 Consulting the community you’re working with. 
What art forms are people interested in working 
with? How do you engage (and pay!) community 
artists from under-represented communities? What 
is the history of the art form you’re working with? 
How has this particular art form been historically 
used in oppressive or transformative ways? You 
don’t need to be an art history expert to answer this 
question; ask the youth you’re working with and 
they will tell you what you need to know.

•	 Working with skilled community artists who have experience working with communities you serve. 
While technical skill is important, an artists’ approach to the work, willingness to be flexible, and their 
understanding of the barriers specific youth communities face is integral to any successful community 
arts project. 

“ Empower made me 
appreciate and realize how 
powerful and effective 
the creative arts can be to 
transmit knowledge.”

—Empower Youth Participant
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•	 Attending to the importance of process as well as final product. Sometimes, it’s not what is produced 
but how it’s produced. Who is involved in the meaning-making process? Do youth play an active role in 
designing and leading the project? 

•	 Attending to key ethical issues. How are you attending to issues of representation and disclosure? 
Who owns the artistic work that gets produced? How can you make your project more accessible to the 
specific youth communities you are working with? Arts-based projects can bring up a lot of difficult 
emotions for people. How are people supported during this process? How does the medium you’re 
working with affect issues around confidentiality?

POPULAR EDUCATION
Popular education “is a process of learning to name those things in our world that 

oppress people, deny freedom, destroy the environment and otherwise perpetuate violence 
thus diminishing people’s abilities to live. This type of learning has been around for many 

thousands of years. “Popular education” is merely the one of the more recent terms 
for this type of learning. […] Popular education is also about collective learning. 

The social context of people working together to understand and change things is part of the 
process of naming the world in which [we] live in order to change it.”

—From Seize The Moment, The Catalyst Centre, 2002

Popular Education1 is • voluntary • begins with participants’ experiences • moves from action to reflection and 
back to action • critically examines unequal power relations (race, class, gender, ability, sexual orientation, age, 
etc.) • unites theory and action • encourages creative expression • is non-coercive • is an on-going process, not 
a single event • encourages collective action for change • models democratic relations amongst all participants

1 Seize The Moment, The Catalyst Centre, 2002

In the context of arts-based HIV programming this means:

•	 Planning overall programs and program activities 
with the principles of popular education in mind. For 
example, in Empower, our capacity-building program 
uses spoken word, silk-screening, and digital storytelling 
as opportunities for participants to critically reflect 
on their individual experiences around HIV including 
their relationship to HIV, their role as peer educators 
and larger social determinants of health. Meanwhile, 
we use activities like photovoice to explore needs and 
issues between and across various youth communities. 
Throughout the program, participants learn how to 
connect these personal reflections with concrete skills 
in workshop development and facilitation, and new 
knowledge through trainings on HIV, Harm Reduction 
and Sexual Health. The program concludes with 
participants taking action by facilitating these workshops 
in their own communities. These same tenants are also 
applied within individual workshops and trainings.
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•	 Balancing needs of the open dialogue with accurate information. Because popular education is grounded in 
the needs and experiences of participants (and rightly so!), it’s important to balance the goals of inclusive 
participation (“there’s no wrong answer”, “freedom of expression” etc.) with the need for accurate 
information on HIV and sexual health. This also includes working with the group to ensure that art (e.g. 
theatre, murals, video projects) do not reproduce stereotypes or misconceptions about the epidemic.

•	 Critically engaging unequal power relations. Share examples of art created by other communities that 
critique current institutions, and unequal power relations. The history of HIV activism is strongly rooted 
in the arts. Share historic examples of ACT-UP in the 80’s and video-art in the 90’s. How can you work 
with current art forms to challenge dominant ideas or misconceptions about HIV? How can you use art as 
a way to challenge policies that affect youth and people living with HIV? From poster campaigns to die-
ins, how are different communities taking action today?

•	 Engaging youth in some of the inherent 
contradictions and limitations of the work. Our 
past experiences of creating art can sometimes 
be triggering. Conceptions of “capital-A” art have 
been tied to ideas around gender, race, class, 
and concepts of nation-building. It’s important to 
acknowledge this oppressive history and find ways 
to work against this, while also encouraging 
creative expression.

•	 Acknowledging that art-making can be scary. Pass a 
blank canvas to someone and ask them to create a 
masterpiece. While some people may jump with joy, 
a lot of people may freeze up. The focus on creating 
a perfect work of art in your first shot may stall the 
process and create an atmosphere of anxiety. In 
Empower, we try to focus on experimentation and 
celebrated the imperfections. People can always 
withdraw from any art-making project, and we offer 
different ways to participate. We also create many 
low-pressure art making opportunities where the 
focus was on the process, and not the final product. 
When people create something product-driven, we 
break things up into small stages so that the project 
is not so overwhelming.

•	 Being accessible. Accept that people bring different 
things to the project, and may want to participate 
in different ways. It is also important to think 
through issues of literacy, ability, class, cultural 
appropriation and representation when planning 
and executing your project.

“ The creative approach 
Empower took not only 
taught us about HIV and 
various art mediums, 
but also illustrated and 
allowed us to try out 
different techniques to 
facilitate a workshop. 
When I first began I had 
doubts about the usefulness 
about using arts based 
methods to enhance group 
facilitation. What I found 
is this approach not only 
made the experience 
more enjoyable, it also 
allowed for information to 
be communicated more 
openly and effectively 
than conventional means. 
Another reason why the 
workshops we created were 
so successful was the fact 
that our workshops were 
designed by youth for youth 
and targeted communities 
that we identify with.”

—Empower Youth Participant
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Discussion Guide
The following discussion guide may help you in selecting an art medium for your project. In the spirit of youth 
engagement and community-driven process, you may wish to examine these questions with the community of 
youth you are working with.

•	 How does the art medium you are working with add to your message or your particular goals? 

•	 What are the advantages and challenges to using each art form (e.g. ethical issues, literacy levels, 
cultural sensitivity, cost, etc.)?

•	 Different art forms carry different messages and have different processes (e.g. individual, group, etc.). 
What are you trying to achieve? What are your goals?

•	 How might you apply the concepts of youth engagement, anti-oppression, community arts and popular 
education to your project?

•	 Will you choose to exhibit or display the created works? Art forms can be used in different ways for 
knowledge transfer and exchange. Are there any ethical concerns to exhibiting the works? How will you 
ensure people are comfortable with sharing their work in different venues?

Need Some Inspiration? 
Check out Empower: Youth, Arts, and Activism—An HIV/AIDS Arts Activism Manual for Youth by Youth. This 
manual features a diverse range of projects put forward by passionate, inspiring and fired-up individuals 
committed to social change. Each individual, group and project is committed to challenging social 
and structural issues around HIV and AIDS. From HIV positive youth fighting stigma to peer education projects 
and safer sex parties, this manual honours the work of communities creating spaces to talk about the issues that 
matter most. And, each project is accomplished with the use of art! Available for download or to order at 
www.empoweryouth.info.

 For more information please contact Sarah Switzer,
Empower Project Coordinator at SSwitzer@ctchc.com or check us out online at www.empoweryouth.info.
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