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Abstract This article describes the experience of
the course in Health and Safety at School, which
prepared young people to spread knowledge on
prevention of alcohol and other drugs, using the
peer education methodology. The participants
were sixty 15 to 19 year-old upper secondary
school students from 8 public schools in the Fed-
eral District. The activity was structured into 8
modules, with each module consisting of a meet-
ing to discuss content, followed by field work at the
schools, where students trained their colleagues
and passed on information to them; and, lastly, a
further meeting for the students to give feedback
on their experience in the field. All activities were
recorded in field diaries, photographs, and reports,
providing input to this experience report. Final-
ly, a student forum was held at which the young
people presented projects to be carried out at the
schools. The peer education experience enabled
the young people to take the lead in their school
community and territory, and acknowledged the
value of sharing among people with similar ex-
periences. It thus favoured the development of
critical, artistically potent strategies for preventive
action directed to adolescents in situations of so-
cial vulnerability and fostered health promotion
in the school.

Key words Health education, Adolescent, Illicit
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Introduction

The consumption of psychoactive substanc-
es, mostly in connection with rituals, event and
purposes predetermined in the cultural rules of
human groups, dates from Antiquity"?. Health
problems and violence resulting from consump-
tion of such substances has grown to the extent
that drugs have become a commodity, responsi-
ble both for exciting and giving pleasure and for
anaesthetising or alleviating suffering, making
them extremely profitable in conjunction with
capitalist modes of production’.

The 2019 World Drug Report revealed that 35
million people around the world suffer from dis-
orders resulting from psychoactive substance use
and need treatment’. In Brazil, alcohol and other
substance use is among the leading risk factors
for death and disability”.

Adolescents are especially vulnerable to alco-
hol and other drug use, because at that stage of
life they seek to experience and to explore dis-
coveries about themselves and society intensely
and also long to belong to and identify with peer
groups®. Teachers and parents seem to find it dif-
ficult to dialogue honestly with these young peo-
ple on the subject and their initiatives, involving
primarily fear and complete abstinence, do not
prove effective in preventing either the early use
or the abuse of such substances’.

Note that young people differ by social class,
gender and race in the “diversity of their exis-
tential situations™, which is reflected in their
consumption, the harm caused by such use and
also the resources available to their families to
deal with the problem’. Young people account
for 54.8% of Brazil’s prison population, while
many of those prisons are associated with drug
consumption and trafficking’. In that regard,
socioeconomic and racial conditions are deter-
minant factors in the profile of the young prison
inmates, who are mostly young black men with
little schooling, in a concrete illustration of Bra-
zil’s social and racial inequality and the criminal-
isation of poverty'"'2.

Where young people are concerned, educa-
tion usually figures as a central component in in-
terlinking prevention of alcohol and other drug
use, as well as health promotion, in their relation-
ship to individuals and society"”. That is because
school is a protective factor for adolescents and
young people against abuse of alcohol and other
drugs, because it offers a context where it is possi-
ble to strengthen the bond among young people
and between them and trusted adults and also

to foster social skills, self-esteem and self-confi-
dence, which are considered individual protective
factors'. School also offers an especially favour-
able space for prevention, as the young people are
sure to be present on its premises continuously,
unlike health services which are accessed little by
this age group®. Accordingly, since the twentieth
century, this has multiplied the educational op-
portunities, both in formal school settings and in
the spaces where youth live their lives and in a
multiplicity of non-formal and informal educa-
tion spaces’®.

School is considered to be a space that pro-
motes the socialisation of young people and
expands their exposure to dialogue, debate and
experiences. However, in order to exploit the fer-
tility of such spaces, it has to be understood that
it is important for schools to embrace a proposal
grounded in critical historical pedagogy. On that
view, schools should acknowledge the realities
surrounding those they are educating, appreciate
its potential and offer an education that is critical
and transformative, empowering young people
to act collectively and to construct options for
their life projects and conditions of social be-
longing"”.

For decades, alcohol and other drugs were not
addressed in schools out of a conviction that only
specialists in the field could recommend preven-
tion strategies for the school context. In Brazil,
the education field made the issue its business in
a pioneering meeting in 1970'. Perceptions be-
gan to change gradually to the view that preven-
tion is not the preserve of specialists alone, but
that all citizens are capable of taking preventive
action in some field or other”.

The peer education strategy has been used
increasingly in Brazil, since the 1990s in educa-
tional measures to promote health and prevent
disease, with a view to harm reduction and, since
the 2000s, in the school environment®. Stud-
ies in other countries have identified similar
trends?**22,

Peer education can be a particularly produc-
tive strategy for addressing the topic in groups
by contributing to young people’s identifying
with the issue which, when raised by other young
people, encounters lower cultural barriers®. That
strategy makes it possible to train individuals
who identify with whoever is mediating the activ-
ity — in this case, to train young students who are
able to discuss a variety of subjects more natural-
ly. Popular education and peer education take as
their starting premise the intention to transform
reality through an approach designed to recog-



nise and give due value to differing experiences
and bodies of knowledge. Reality is understood
by guaranteeing spaces where those who live in
the context can speak and interact on the issue
in question that is affecting them. They thus em-
body the potential to be agents of change®.

Besides facilitating communication, identifi-
cation among the individuals involved and great-
er participation, involvement and empowerment
for participants, another advantage of using a
peer methodology to prevent alcohol and oth-
er drug use affords health, social assistance and
education professionals access to groups that are
normally “invisible” or difficult to approach®.
Peer educators also tend to share knowledge that
is more practical and closer to reality (less the-
oretical) and manage to establish relationships
that are more horizontal, affective and informal
with those they are educating®.

In conjunction with the paradigm of com-
prehensive, contextualised prevention', the peer
education strategy can be useful in a variety of
circumstances: at schools already engaged in pre-
vention actions, those confronted by problems of
consumption and/or trafficking in and around
the school itself and at schools working with ado-
lescents in situations of risk and vulnerability. On
that methodology, young people act as facilita-
tors and multipliers of actions among their peers
by activities such as workshops, artistic activities,
conversation groups and so on.

On an approach focused on strengthening
protective factors favouring prevention of alco-
hol and other drug use, in late 2018, the Fundac¢io
Oswaldo Cruz in Brasilia (Fiocruz Brasilia), part-
nered with the Universidade de Brasilia (UNB)
and the Secretaria Nacional de Politicas sobre
Drogas, do Ministério da Justica (SENAD/M]J) to
embark on the project Prevention of Alcohol and
other Drug Use in the Territory of Education.

This initiative, comprising education actions
to promote health and prevent the abuse of drugs
on school territory, extends to education, health
and social assistance personnel, learners, edu-
cators, families, community and human rights
groups®.

Given that context, this article describes the
experience of the course in Health and Safety at
School in the modality designed to train 60 young
students to spread knowledge on alcohol and
other drugs using the peer education methodol-
ogy in Brazil’s Federal District.

Methodology
Context: institution, place and time

This is an account and critical analysis of the
experience of peer education in a preventive ap-
proach to alcohol and other drugs in the context
of the project Prevention of Alcohol and other
Drug Use in the Territory of Education.

The in-person, peer education course in
Health and Safety at School addressed in this ar-
ticle was given by the Fiocruz Brasilia Education,
Culture and Health Programme, from 28 August
to 29 November 2019.

Study scenario and actors

The in-person, peer education course in
Health and Safety at School was offered to upper
secondary school students. Eight public school
in five administrative regions of the Federal Dis-
trict - Plano Piloto, Sobradinho I, Sobradinho II,
Paranod and Itapoa - were selected on the basis
of conversations with institutional partners and
epidemiological priorities.

The participants in the course were 60 young
people, from 15 to 19 years old, in upper second-
ary school. Selection was performed by Fiocruz
Brasilia by way of a simplified public call with the
following selection criteria; candidate should: be
a youth leader; have the ability to transit among
the various school environments; have the abili-
ty to interrelate with the various actors (school
management, teachers, students, parents and
community); be interested in the subject of al-
cohol and other drug use prevention; have time
available; and belong to a Family Allowance Pro-
gramme beneficiary family. Of the 72 students
initially selected, 60 students concluded the
activity. The main reason for these 12 students
having abandoned the course was entry into the
labour market, by way of either internships or
formal employment.

The activities and data analysis

The peer education course was structured
in the following format: for each of the eight
modules, there was a meeting to discuss con-
tent on the Fiocruz Brasilia premises; a second
stage involved field work at the schools, where
the students trained their colleagues; and lastly
a further meeting at Fiocruz Brasilia for the stu-
dents to give feedback on their experience in the
field, and to report on the dynamics used, the
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positive points and the difficulties encountered
at the schools. In all the course lasted 76 hours.
All the activities were recorded in field diaries,
photographs and research reports. That empiri-
cal material was analysed and discussed critically
by the researchers, which provided input to this
experience report.

Results and discussion
Planning the activity

The project proposed a process of teaching
and learning in which the young learner would
engage actively in the whole formative process,
both in conducting the process and in helping to
set directions for the topics and to format the ed-
ucational activities. In that way, the team respon-
sible for the course developed an underlying ped-
agogical project and, as the training progressed,
drawing on feedback from the learners, the for-
mative process was restructured in keeping with
the original project.

The promotion of health and prevention of
the use of alcohol and other drugs in the territory
of education ties in with Brazil’s Comprehensive
Education Policy*, which contemplates the sub-
ject in context, acknowledging the value of socio-
cultural diversity and young people’s participa-
tion in conducting the educational process. From
that perspective, children, adolescents and young
adults should take a positive lead in the ambit of
the school territory and should draw on emanci-
patory methodologies, such as peer education, as
proposed by youth protagonism.

The centrality of the territory in this experi-
ence shows how the relationship between youth
and identity is constructed in daily life with its
groups, schools and home. As part of the project,
during the field work, the activities relating to
prevention of alcohol and other drugs took place
at the students’ schools.

The dynamics of the course in Health and
Safety at School

Building on the initial planning and the ter-
ritorial diagnosis, the pedagogical project for
the course was developed in eight modules, each
module comprising a meeting to discuss content
at Fiocruz Brasilia; a second stage involving field
work in the schools, where the trainees conduct-
ed the training and multiplication with their col-
leagues; and lastly a further meeting at Fiocruz

for the trainees to give feedback on their experi-
ence in the field. Finally, three meetings were held
to organise the Student Forum and evaluate the
overall process.

The content addressed on the course is sum-
marised in Figure 1. (VERIFICAR: é chart 1?)

The course content was presented by the tu-
tors and invited experts in dialogues/lectures and
a large number of playful dynamics, which made
for closer ties and emotional bonding among all
those in the group, both among the students and
between students and the team of educators.

The first meeting: presentation
and The Pact

At the first meeting, the group of students and
educators were introduced by means of an open-
ing dynamic and an explanation of the whole
process of the course, from agreeing on the time-
table, stipends, transport and the intervention
project. The Pact was constructed collectively
and agreed on, in which the groups established a
series of rules that everyone should bear in mind
throughout the course: among other things, they
should disagree politely, respect everyone’s turn
to speak and not speak disrespectfully.

Chart 1. Content presented in the course on Health
and Safety at School, in-person peer education
modality, Brasilia, 2019.

First Presentation of the activity and
meeting team
Module 1 Peer education
Module 2 Territorial diagnosis
Module 3 Historical and social uses of

psychoactive substances
Module 4 Reasons that lead to drug use
Module 5 Types of drugs and their effects

Module 6 Treatment/Harm reduction

Module 7 Fact or rumour

Module 8 School and drug use prevention

Preparation
for the
forum

Student
Forum

Source: the authors.



Peer education in schools: content,
feedback, mental health and changes
of plans

In the process of field work at the schools,
the students - accompanied by the team of ed-
ucators - discussed with their peers the content
addressed in the theory modules at the Fiocruz.
In those spaces, a circle of trust was built up
among all the actors involved. As a result, the
coordinators of the schools in the project asked
the educator-researchers to include a time for
reflection, which were given the name “Mental
Health Circles” (and will be described below), at
the meeting for feedback on the fieldwork. They
reported they were very worried at the growing
number of cases of depression, self-mutilation
and attempted suicide among the young people
at the schools.

In this way, the “curricular adaptation” of the
activity was achieved by drawing on the percep-
tions of learners, teachers and school principals
as to the need for frank, horizontal dialogue
about not just the subject of alcohol and other
drugs, but about the sufferings of contemporary
youth, permeated by mental health disorders,
depression and suicide. That given, early in the
activity assessment, one student told how the
course had deconstructed the paradigm of educa-
tion that I held, because you listen to what we say.
It has been a rewarding experience. And you knew
my name from the first day of classes, and I felt im-
portant because of that.

In that connection, it should be noted that the
pedagogical practices applied during the course
were inspired in the critical education proposed
by Paulo Freire?” and Bell Hooks?. Accordingly, it
did not fit with a “banking model” of education,
which regards learners as passive consumers of
information. On the contrary, it advocated edu-
cation as the practice of freedom growing out of
awareness — awareness accompanied by critical
engagement, praxis. In that context, teachers and
learners exist as active participants and not pas-
sive consumers, so as, committed to progressive
pedagogical practices, to act and reflect on the
world so as to change it.

Hooks? argues that the classroom should be
an exciting place, never boring, and cannot be
used to perpetuate forms of control based on
domination, a place of punishment and confine-
ment (p. 4), but rather a place of promise and
possibility of different, better things, of sharing,
respect, learning and capacity-building to occu-
py important spaces for speaking out and foster

necessary disruptive social change, as well as to
encourage critical thinking about the informa-
tion received in everyday life.

In the field context, the experiences at each
school were unique, depending on the school’s
availability and organisation. Generally speak-
ing, all classes participated actively, except for
one that emphatically rejected the activity. Some
schools ended the activities by proposing plays,
conversation circles and spontaneous assessment
of the learners, in which one student considered
that there was a connection, a freedom to talk. It
was beautiful, really cool and a colleague added:
There was resistance at first, but later we ran out of
chairs. We asked about drug use, but people ended
up talking about depression too.

In this activity in the territories, the students
made very emphatic critical contributions about
the war on drugs and extermination of black
youth, about racism and the difficulty of dialogu-
ing with the family and at school on these taboo
subjects. As a result, they brought out pent up
feelings about anxiety, insecurity and the sadness
they felt because of having no-one to talk to.

In that respect, the peer education method-
ology constitutes an important tool and serves
to reinforce relations among members of simi-
lar groups®. Young peer educators are often seen
as friends or older brothers and sisters to go to
for advice and so can be a positive influence on
attitudes and behaviour®. Thus, the young edu-
cators established a free, safe space for discussing
topics that are usually unlikely to be addressed
in schools. They also endeavoured to understand
the meaning of alcohol and drug use, shared
knowledge and experience on the subject, mak-
ing it easier to communicate and construct the
meaning of prevention information. The educa-
tional processes established in these young peo-
ple’s training to act as peer educators resulted in
contextualised interventions that sought to work
with school and peers, as well as the families, to
strengthen individual protection factors, such as
self-esteem and self-confidence, and to accept the
participants warmly. Scool can be a safe, welcom-
ing space able to enhance both individual and
family protective factors and peer education can
be an important tool for such interventions.

Feedback on field work: mental health
circles and empathy

At the feedback meetings, after the students
had described how the field work in the schools

had gone, conversations groups - called “Mental
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Health Circles” - were held to address topics con-
nected with myths and truths about drug use and
mental health; scientific information on suicide
prevention; and dreams and plans.

This article conceives health on a bio-psy-
cho-social approach, which raises issues that are
important for mental health, such as living well,
environment and social relations®. That under-
standing makes for a more holistic analysis of
what is meant by health and mental health and
it also show the importance of society, over and
beyond the individual, in a more objective con-
struction of health, given the importance of dis-
cussing structural social issues that affect health
directly, such as racism, male chauvinism and the
social determinants of health®.

For statistical and policy purposes, the WHO
placed chronological limits on adolescence (10 to
19 years of age), and youth (15 to 24 years of age).
That definition is dynamic in that the experience
of being young is fluid and can change with the
multiple forms of existence. Bourdieu® argued
that youth is an expression of power relations
between generations, given that the material and
affective differences seen in young people show
that these are socially and culturally distinct plac-
es with a diversity of possibilities.

Accordingly, it is important to stress that
the students on the course come from periph-
eral territories and attend public schools in the
Federal District. Accordingly, when talking about
youth mental health, particularly in this group of
young students, the social determinants of health
have to be mentioned. These include social, eco-
nomic, cultural and ethnic factors that influence
young students’ conditions of life and lifestyles®.
In this regard, it is important to emphasise the
construction of the school as a space for freedom
and trust, sometimes as a counterpoint to abu-
sive situations in the lives of young people in the
community and in their families.

In the discussions about substance use, the
students demonstrated vast knowledge of how
the media and authorities differ in their treat-
ment of young people with higher-income and
poorer adolescents, and also highlighted racial
inequality, bringing to mind part of th song “O
homem na estrada” (Man on the Road), by the
Rap group Racionais MC’s: The rich campaign
against drugs and talk about their destructive pow-
er. On the other hand, they market the alcohol that
is sold in the favela and make a lot of money from
i

The first conversation group on mental
health addressed the question of suicide. World-

wide, suicide is the second cause of death among
young people from 15 to 29 years old, after only
traffic accidents and 79% of cases are concentrat-
ed in low- and middle-income countries®.

Problems that emerged from the conversa-
tions included lack of self-love, suffering, his-
tories of depression, medications, momentary
happiness, bottomless emptiness, fear, lack of
affection, being seen as crazy, and talking and not
being heard. After these issues that were raised
collectively, some students described their own
experiences, involving either themselves or close
friends or cousins.

In these students’ accounts of their experi-
ence, issues such as sexual abuse, depression, tox-
ic masculinity, family and social pressure, the dif-
ficulty of being LGBTI, racism, lack of empathy,
anti-fat bias, lack of material means and lack of
opportunities were important markers, because
thrown very early into the brutal social experi-
ence, these children are forced to be young people
and even adults very early, and to live with things
that, for their biological ages, are terrible and even
impossible (p. 2)*. It is thus important to un-
derstand that mental health has to be discussed
in relation to social structures and inequalities,
while - given the multiplicity of life experiences
- drug use differs in both consumption and pre-
vention. It is important to have strategies, such
as empathetic listening to suffering, available, be-
cause they can be important tools in preventing
harmful drug use in that they enable social expe-
rience to be elaborated and re-signified.

After that difficult collective catharsis, the
circle was close with a fond, playful moment
with poet, Memei Bastos, who proposed a SLAM
activity of impromptu poetry, which creates a
setting for free poetic expression. The students
participated effectively and produced beautiful
poems.

The other mental health circles made for
cross-cutting discussions about alcohol and oth-
er drug use, which related it to the importance
of family, to young people’s dreams and life proj-
ects, to toxic masculinity, to questions of violence
and to sexuality.

The family is known to be a space with con-
siderable influence over young people’s lives
and, even with all the new knowledge available
on abuses, harassment and violence, often ends
up producing and reproducing violence”. In the
students’ discourse, these forms of violence still
come through as factors with a regulatory func-
tion not only in the family, but also in school, in
friendships and in daily life.



In one of the activity assessments, the stu-
dents voiced remarks such as: I had never imag-
ined many of my colleagues dreams. It was cool get-
ting to know more about each other. We realised we
had dreams in common. We have similar dreams,
of helping other people. These dreams and con-
nected - and putting your dreams together makes
you stronger. At that pont, a young girl student
remembered the prelude by the rock singer from
Bahia, Raul Seixas® - The dream you dream alone
is just a dream alone; the dream you dream togeth-
er is reality.

Finally, at the last meeting, a Student Forum
was organised, with the participation of the proj-
ect’s funding authorities, coordinators, teachers,
and the young people and some participants’ rel-
atives. All the students presented the projects to
be carried out in the schools relating to the top-
ic of alcohol and other drug prevention. Lastly,
there was an artistic moment, when several of the
young people sang, read poetry and described
what it had been like to experience the course.
There was a symbolic graduation ceremony, in
which each participant received a course conclu-
sion certificate.

Numerous methodologies propose active
participation by young people in the school envi-
ronment and in informal and non-formal spac-
es. Nonetheless, they are mostly demarcated by
the debate between educators and learners. Peer
education, however, is a potent process of teach-
ing and learning in which the actors involved
are themselves responsible for developing ed-
ucational activities for the group of which they
form part. The members of the same group (in
this case, the young people) are the facilitators of
actions and activities with, and for, their peers®.
Accordingly, the peer educator learns to use var-
ious kinds of knowledge in organsing an action,
engages with the surrounding reality, shares the
learning ideas and strategies that are acquired,
with a language of “equal to equal”, but always
grounded on a knowledge of the realities of the
participants’ lives and community and acknowl-
edging local culture and partners and seeking to
involve them®.

Final remarks

The experiment with peer education for educat-
ing on alcohol and other drugs allowed young
people to take the lead in their school commu-
nity and their territory as a whole. It fostered a
sharing of ideas, doubts and opinions among the

adolescents themselves and gave due value to ex-
changes among people with similar experiences.
It is important to stress that this collaboration
in learning among peers was achieved in a fluid,
welcoming space free from rejection, prompting
a rethinking of the strategies set out previously,
given the diversity, richness and complexity of
living together in a multicultural society. The ex-
perience reported here was primarily that of 60
young people trained to act as peer educators in
an educational territory.

Prominent among the factors that made this
experience feasible were the transport, meals and
a study stipend offered to the participating stu-
dents, which gave them the material means indis-
pensable to the students’ completing the course.
This point is important, many similar experienc-
es have reported using volunteers with per diem
payments or an experienced peer educator under
contract. The project team was chosen by select-
ing and training young people from the schools
where the activities would take place. The invest-
ment in a long training, as well as the inclusion
of practical content designed to cultivate social
skills such as respect, the ability to listen and to
welcome diversity, were fundamental to achiev-
ing results. Another important initiative was the
creation of a WhatsApp group for the course, in
which the students and educators could share
information, doubts and any personal distress.
This constituted a protected, affectionate space
for sharing, as well as a support network.

There were a few moments of conflict among
the young people, which were got around by a lot
of dialogue by the team and renegotiation of cer-
tain rules to facilitate peaceful coexistence among
the colleagues. Problems like this have been re-
ported on other occasions®, because they involve
the difficulty of working as a team generally made
up of peer educators and technicians or experts
in the subject. Sometimes, the young people re-
produced authoritarian roles, repeating the pow-
er asymmetries present in formal education and
suffering from a lack of role definition'>*'. Some
of the students also pointed to delays in payment
of some stipends as a negative factor.

Some thoughts emerge from this experience:
the first is how important it is to put into practice
a pedagogy of affection and respect, to guarantee
greater horizontality in relations, without edu-
cators placing themselves as absolute authorities
over students, but with a view to empowering
young people as a protective factor against the
harmful use of drugs and alcohol. The second,
equally important, thought is that society los-
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es out by not listening to its young people, who
have a great deal to contribute with their life ex-
periences and energy, opinions, creativity and
emotions. Greater youth participation in health
policymaking and society in general is a factor
promoting health for all involved.

In offering a proposal in which emancipatory
education comes together with affection, recog-
nition for individualities and an environment
of enthusiasm in relations with the young par-

Collaborations

MRAV Padrdo worked on the study conception
and design, data analysis and drafting of the arti-
cle. A] Tomasini, ML Romero and D Silva worked
on drafting the article. AG Cavaca worked on the
data analysis and interpretation and drafting of
the article. LS Koptcke worked on the study con-
ception and design, critical review of the article
and approval of the version for publication.

ticipants, the intention was that, as they trained
as facilitators and catalysts, they wold construct
critical analyses of the content presented to them
(and other resulting content), of the social real-
ities permeating those discussions and that the
whole formative process would occur in such
a way as not to reproduce the rigid, structural,
social power relations, such as the teacher-learn-
er relationship, but that rather real autonomy
would predominate®>.
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