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1. Introduction 
 

In search for the “potentials of participation and informal learning for young people’s 

transition to the labour market”, we came across different forms of approaching such 

issues.  

The concern with the transitions to the labour market fell upon the most vulnerable 

groups amongst Portuguese youth. Those young people from ethnic minorities and the 

ones who leave the educational system before completing compulsory education, with 

low or no qualifications, find themselves in a greater risk of social exclusion. In these 

cases, a multiplicity of other situations is also present, enhancing the risks: 

dysfunctional families, low socio-economic status and lack of individual and 

educational capital.  

The chosen case studies promote a participatory construction of individual biographies. 

Emphasis is placed on off stream methodologies allowing for a participatory approach 

but, at the same time, development of socio-psychological skills. By promoting 

empowerment, young people become capable of committing themselves in building 

their own trajectories. Or at least to find coping strategies to deal with the 

unpredictability of society and their future.    

In the course of our research, motivational issues were a main concern, in respect with 

the ability to rethink about a life project and learning biographies. Informal learning is 

many times the aspect that triggers re-engagement strategies, thus confirming its 

growing significance in transitional systems. 

The three case studies have showed three different ways to approach these dimensions – 

motivation, informal learning, participation – and if the results are not fully positive 

nevertheless they can be considered encouraging. The fact that only one of the case 

studies is directed at the labour market doesn’t diminish the importance of the others as 

a space of possibilities in building an inclusion future for the young people they target.  
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2. Context of youth transitions 
 

Young people’s transitions are becoming more and more unpredictable. Far from being 

linear and pre-determined, transitions become complex and randomised.  

A great diversity of different forms of transitions from school to work can be found, 

according to the 1997 Portuguese Youth Survey. Those who prolong their academic 

careers may be confronted with the uncertainty of a future where academic aspirations 

and labour market integration may be difficult to meet (Pais, 1997). On the other hand, 

those who experienced a short academic career characterised by underachievement, 

often make an early entrance into the labour market. The latter come from families with 

lower income and lower qualifications, the ones most likely to feel the social 

responsibility to start working.   

For young Portuguese people, integration in the labour market is determined by an 

enterprise logic and labour market demands (Azevedo, 1999). The Portuguese 

traditional economy and the growing flexibilisation of the labour market contributes to 

its unpredictability and as to what concerns those with lower qualification, who confront 

themselves with unstable employment with successive job changes and a combination 

of intermittent modalities of employment and unemployment (Pais, 1997).  

Young people in Portugal present the lowest levels of education in the European 

Community. The rate of young people leaving school with low or no qualifications is 

very high (Azevedo, id. ibid.). However, those with low qualifications seem to be the 

ones who sometimes manage to succeed in avoiding unemployment, many times 

through underemployment. According to the 1997 Youth Survey over 80 % of the 

young people with little education admitted to “take the first employment opportunity 

and earn some money”, data that can help explain this reality. On the other hand, those 

with higher academic qualifications, and namely those who have completed secondary 

education - in terms of the European Community – are precisely those who are most 

affected by unemployment due to failure to enter the employment market, when such 

unemployment would be expected to mostly affect young people with lower academic 

qualifications. In effect, the southern European countries constitute one of the groups of 

countries which, in terms of the OCDE, register the highest levels of unemployment 

amongst those with higher qualifications (OCDE, 1994). 

There is probably a more selective search for employment amongst those who are 

academically better qualified and this, as a result, is reflected in an increase in 
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unemployment. In fact, those who have higher qualifications also have more economic 

resources or family support allowing them to adopt strategies for resisting disqualified 

and temporary situations of integration into working life. They would rather wait for a 

job that would meet their aspirations (Youth Survey, 1997). Delaying the integration 

into active life is as much determined by labour market conditions as it is by the 

society’s acceptance of leaving the family of origin much later in life.  

The social changes that occurred in Portugal over the last three decades have echoed 

strongly on the social offer and demand of academic qualifications. Compulsory 

education expanded to nine obligatory years and the democratisation of education in 

general after April 25th 1974 lead to increased rates of school attendance and to 

prolonged academic careers (Figueiredo, Silva & Ferreira, 1999). The attendance rate of 

secondary education rose more than 30% between 1985 and 1995. And in higher 

education, the number of students increased almost five-fold between 1970 and 1990. 

Furthermore, the school network has widened to all school levels throughout the 

Portuguese territory. The number of young women in higher education has overcome 

that of young men.   

Despite changes, the number of early school leavers is still considerably high. Indeed, a 

considerable proportion of Portuguese young people still drop out of school with no 

qualifications and end up unemployed. Figures from the Portuguese Youth Survey (1997) 

show that more than 21% of young people leaving school, do so without completing 

compulsory minimum education. This figure illustrates the old-fashioned structure of 

employment in Portugal, where young people are traditionally brought into employment at 

a very early age. Although there is now less child labour than there was, it still exists, 

resisting the tide of modernisation.  

The level of qualifications and the school titles young people carry by the time they 

leave school have different exchange values in the labour market. This situation can 

mean significantly different directions in their future trajectories, social and 

professional. For those who pursue a long educational career this investment means 

acquiring a diploma and a qualification. For those leaving school with compulsory 

education or even before concluding it, in a situation of unqualified school dropout, this 

is «one of the most extreme phenomenon of social exclusion» (Benavente, 1994: 11). 

 

In Portugal, regional asymmetries account for the underdevelopment of rural regions 

particularly in the interior and north of the country. Ethnic groups and in particular 
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Africans and Gypsies, and recently immigrants from Eastern Europe, are vulnerable, 

unprotected and in disfavoured conditions. Ethnic minorities in Portugal are formed of 

very young people: 84% are under 40 years, and 42% under 15 (Capucha, 1991). 

According to a Survey revealed in 1991(Costa & Pimenta, 1991), the most part of 

young people from ethnic minorities who have dropped out of school (54%) did so 

without completing compulsory education. On the other hand, of all young people from 

ethnic minorities with legal age to work, (over 14 years old), 7 out of 10 also did not 

complete compulsory education. So, some Portuguese young people find themselves to 

be in situations of social risk.  

And as the opportunities for stable work are not within everyone’s reach, they take any 

opportunity to start working. In fact, the less specialised segments of the employment 

market are precisely those which feel the greatest pressure from clandestine labour, 

formed mainly by African immigrants. 

 

Policies are either aimed at fighting early school leaving and academic failure as a way 

to better qualify young people, or to fight youth unemployment by protective youth 

employment measures and  incentive to integration in active life.   

Some of the programs developed to fight academic failure were Programa 

Interministerial de Promoção do Sucesso Educativo (Inter-Ministerial Program to 

Promote Academic Success) in 1987, or the Programa Educação para Todos - Acesso 

com Sucesso (Program Education for All - Access with Success), in 1991. However, 

according to data these programs failed to reach its aim and this may be explained by 

the inadequacy of the educational measures and system towards the social reality of 

some social sectors, which in turn can lead to academic failure and consequently to 

school drop-out. The 1997 Portuguese Youth Survey shows that academic failure is a 

general trend among Portuguese young people: more than 60% of them were confronted 

with this situation more than once. Unqualified school dropout1 is far from being 

eradicated from the Portuguese education scenery. On the other hand, the education rate 

of young people aged between 15 and 29 is still among the lowest of European Union 

countries, reaching 34% in 19932.  

                                                           
1 In other words, school dropout regarding those who leave school before reaching the minimum compulsory 
education. 
2 In 1960 that rate was of 6.6%, and it increased by 29% until 1991. OCDE, Education at a Glance OCDE Indicators, 
OCDE, Paris, 1996. 
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Youth employment policies are defined in the National Employment plan which “gives 

priority to the fight against unemployment, to the improvement of their situation in 

terms of employability and transition from school to active life, as a means of resolving 

or lessening the consequences which arise from the problems affecting the young 

population group”3. 

A special initiative launched in 1998 – INSERJOVEM – “plans for the registration in 

job centres throughout the country of all the young people out of work or looking for 

their first job”. Amongst several different measures, included in Employment Policy to 

fight unemployment and to promote integration in active life, we find the Programme 

for the Integration of Young People in Active Life. The aim is “ to provide young people 

with professional and school guidance, as well as qualified training, secondary or higher 

training, to complement the 9 years compulsory education, facilitating their first contact 

with the work place and providing them with professional experience”4 

Recently “Programa Escolhas” (“Programme Choices”) was created (Council of 

Ministers’ Resolution n. º 4/2001, January 9th.). The aim of this program is to prevent 

criminality as well as the integration of young people in risk trajectories, young people 

who live in more vulnerable residential quarters of Lisbon, Porto and Setúbal. On one 

hand, this program aims to avoid the progressive social disaffiliation of these young 

people as a consequence of running away from their families, school and other 

socialisation institutions, which can be reflected in their involvement in crimes. And, on 

the other hand, it aims to promote their integration in life in society. However, more 

than the valorisation of new integration projects, “Programa Escolhas” essentially 

makes an effort so that “police, justice, social security, health, education, autarchy and 

civil society entities can reach these young people and offer them answers whether it 

involves schools, professional or personal training and entertainment, in order to avoid 

their commitment to criminal practice”. 

Programa Escolhas, targets especially young people aged 12 to 18, and it emphasises 

the problem of youth trajectories and their objective contexts. So, from the assemblage 

of factors favouring risk trajectories, it gives special attention to the fast urbanisation, to 

national or foreign migratory flows (namely from Africa and Eastern Europe) towards 

the periphery of major cities to cultural differences, to the precariousness of public 

spaces and housing, and to family dysfunction and negligent and inadequate parenting.  

                                                           
3 Policy Programmes and Initiatives in Portugal, SEJ/GAEP, Lisbon, 2000, p. 31.  
4 Id. Ibid., p. 33. 
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3. Sample description 

 

3.1 Sample and context 

All three projects are located in the outskirts of the city of Lisbon. Young people 

interviewed at Batoto Yetu are mostly second generation African immigrants, from 

Cabo Verde (a former Portuguese colony), - the largest immigrant community living in 

Portugal. Most of the interviewees in this project are still studying (four in secondary 

education and two in university) and two have part-time jobs. One of them has finished 

university and successfully entered the labour market in a qualified job. Two of them 

are pursuing a career in music while taking sideway jobs. One of the dancers works in 

McDonalds after finishing compulsory education.  

We have also interviewed young girls from a gypsy community – case study Príncipes 

do Nada. This Gypsy community (involving around 400 people) lives isolated in a 

neighbourhood outside Lisbon, in a situation of social exclusion. None of the 

interviewees has completed compulsory education and few know how to write and to 

read. Two of them are married.  

Young people interviewed at Aldeia de Santa Isabel have a risk profile, since they come 

from dysfunctional family situations (some of them live in shelter homes) and they 

share a past of school failure, without having concluded compulsory education. All of 

the interviewees are currently on the project, on the second year of their training 

courses.  

Considering all three projects, a total of 35 young people were interviewed. Eleven were 

interviewed twice. At Batoto Yetu and Aldeia de Santa Isabel there had been two drop-

outs (one in each case study) between the first and second round of interviews. These 

were not interviewed a second time. At the project Príncipes do Nada only three girls 

were interviewed twice. Given the particular scope of the project’s intervention and the 

specificity of the Gypsy culture, we can’t really say who has dropped out. Some girls 

have got married and moved to another neighbourhood, which makes it difficult to 

pursue participation.  

In all projects, drop-outs were not interviewed a second time due to the difficulty in 

getting in touch with them.  

A total of 17 interviews were carried out with collaborators and project responsibles 

(see Annex I). An external expert from project Batoto Yetu gave written answers to our 

questions. 
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Table 1 - Interview sample by Gender and Age groups 
Gender Age Groups Project Total persons 

interviewed Male Female 12-16 16-21 above 21 
Batoto Yetu  11 5 8 2 6 3 
Príncipes do Nada 11 - 11 12 1 - 
Aldeia de Santa Isabel 13 5 6 2 9 - 
Totals (per column) 35 10 25 16 16 3 
 
 
Table 2 - Interview sample by Education / Gender 
Level of education (diploma)  
 

Male  Female  Total:  

At most primary level - 13 13 
Compulsory level 7 7 14 
Post-compulsory level 3 2 5 
Higher 1 2 3 

Total: 11 24 35 
 

 
Table 3 - Interview sample by Project/Education / Gender 

At most primary Secondary Higher Total:  Level of education (diploma)  
Male Female Male Female Male Female  

Batoto Yetu - - 5 3 1 2 11 
Aldeia de Sta. Isabel - - 5 6 - - 11 
Príncipes do Nada - 13 - - - - 13 

Total: - 13 10 9 1 2 35 
 
 
Table 4 - Interview sample by Occupational status 

Students Employed Unemployed  
Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Batoto Yetu 2 5 2 3 1 - 
Aldeia de Santa Isabel 5 6 - - - - 
Príncipes do Nada - - - - - 13 
 

 

3.2 Clusters of transition steps 

 

Given the specificity of each case study, we find three different clusters. These clusters 

correspond to three different projects. In fact, within each project, young people’s 

trajectories can be very similar, as can be seen in the Transition Table (Annex III). At 

Batoto Yetu we find zigzagging artistic transitions, following a maze logic that includes 

many different byways each one containing all possibilities (Pais, 2001, 2003). In this 

case, the most important transition steps have to do with project entry and finding a 

vocation or other significant career developments. Young people from Aldeia de Santa 

Isabel have many characteristics in common and almost all of them will fall into a 
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normal transitional biography, leading to work and creation of a family of their own. To 

finish compulsory education and to obtain professional qualifications is the main 

transitional step. For Gypsy girls, from Príncipes do Nada, their transitions are pre-

determined both by gender and cultural traditions, having little room to escape this 

destiny. Under these circumstances marriage and learning to write and to read become 

major steps.      

 

Getting compulsory education and professional qualifications 
(Aldeia de Santa Isabel) 
For these young people growing up, sometimes happens in an abrupt and not gentle 

way. There’s no room for fantasising about the future. Adulthood is a desirable stage of 

life for it means getting employed, autonomy, independence and starting of a new 

family. The future is something to be constructed from the present, since these young 

people will not be able to count on parents to support false steps. All of them have left 

school without completing compulsory education and have not found an alternative 

until they entered the current measure. Then there’s a (re)-definition of a life project 

taking place through re-engagement in education and by learning a profession which 

will enable future prospects of entering the labour market in qualified jobs. This 

transitional portrait is more dependent on structural conditions such as labour market 

characteristics and not as much in agency.    

 

J., 18 years old, male, electricity course:  

J. is 18 years old, lives with his mother and sister in a degraded neighbourhood in the 

outskirts of Lisbon. He fail consecutively in the 6th. grade, until finally he didn’t go to 

school anymore (lack of economic support for transports and material). He left school 

without completing compulsory education, aged 15. He applied for a professional 

training course at Casa Pia de Lisboa by suggestion of a social worker from the parish in 

his neighbourhood, where he used to spend his free time. This training course in 

electricity would give him equivalence to compulsory education. However, J. failed to 

adapt to the learning methodology at Casa Pia and besides he kept hanging out with 

“bad companies”. Eventually he ended up by dropping out. After two years going to the 

parish centre, the same social worker suggested him to apply to Aldeia de Santa Isabel. 

And so he did. He is now on the 2nd year of an electricity course and for him the most 

significant happening was being able to succeed in the first year. Why is Aldeia so 
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different from other learning contexts? “Here we have better teachers, more 

understanding. They explain everything better. (...) Here people are committed and they 

trust us. They also have more power over us and the rules are more rigid” (J., Aldeia de 

Santa Isabel, 18, male, 34; 80-81). He further explains what makes him succeed in this 

village and not anywhere else: “By doing we learn. At least I do. If I have to do a task I 

learn better (...) I’ll have to think about what I’m doing and understand it.” (J., Aldeia 

de Santa Isabel, 18, male, 91-92). After completing his training he intends to “start 

working right away. (...) I’ve been having many job proposals from my neighbours and 

from my brother but I don’t feel ready yet.” (J., Aldeia de Santa Isabel, 18, male, 114-

115). After getting a job, he intends to start his own family, get married and have 

children, buy a house of his own and a car. 

 

 

Dancing Transitions: discovering vocations (Batoto Yetu) 

Ethnic origin implies narrow opportunities in an exclusion logic (Pais, 2001). African 

young people’s working trajectories can be multiple and precarious and punctuated by 

periods of unemployment. Networking plays a fundamental role in finding a job and 

they’re always willing to take the first job opportunity. Friends, family and other 

connections are the main sources of possible employment opportunities. The ability to 

adapt to change and to different and difficult situations (resilience) and to come out of 

them ready to face whatever lays ahead (id. ibid.) is a characteristic of these young 

people. It is a struggle for survival, however never leaving site of what is really 

meaningful: music or dance. The search for security given by a stable job walks side by 

side with the passion for an artistic career, whether in music, dance or drama. 

Transitions become an improvised choreography: a foot here, a foot there. Moving 

forward, moving back. Falling and getting up again. Turning around. Feet sometimes 

leaving the ground. As in search of a better place in society.   

 

M., 22 years old, university student (4th. Year Management), dance monitor 

M. was born in Angola, and came to Portugal aged 6, to live with her grandmother (his 

father’s mother), in a degraded neighbourhood in the area of Lisbon. Her mother died 

and her father is a political prisoner. She has 5 “official” brothers and sisters and a few 

others. She attended school in Casa Pia de Lisboa, an institution that shelters and 

educates “problematic” young people and she has good memories of her time there. She 
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is about to finish university – a degree in Management. She failed only one year in 

school, because she couldn’t conciliate studying and working at the same time (she had 

a job in Marketing). Before she worked at Zara (clothes shop) and in a street news-stand 

(“horrible, it was too cold at night”). She decided not to work in order not to neglect 

her studies at university and just being a dance monitor for Batoto Yetu. Furthermore, in 

Batoto Yetu “those who don’t have good grades don’t travel and I love to travel”. She’s 

been to the United States three times, with Batoto Yetu. However, now she felt the need 

to work part-time again and she has withdrawn from her studies and from the project. 

M. looks at the future with some degree of illusion. In twenty years time she still sees 

herself dancing in Batoto Yetu: “I think this is beautiful. Some people (...) think this is 

just dancing but there’s so much more to it”. She would like to work in Management 

but she would also like to have a career in dancing, perhaps in Great Britain or in 

America because in Portugal it is very difficult. For M., Batoto Yetu made her realise 

she wanted to dance even though she has entered university in management due to lack 

of guidance.  

 

Culture and gender determined transitions: 
Learning to read and to write as door openers (Príncipes do Nada) 
 

Young gypsy women live a situation of double discrimination based on ethnicity but 

also on gender. By the time they have their first menstruation, girls hardly are allowed 

to go to public places. The same thing happens when they are “promised” to be married, 

something that happens normally between 12 and 15 years of age, or even before. It is 

common for girls to leave school without finishing compulsory education. Their 

mothers pressure them to leave school, so they can help around the house and to look 

after younger brothers and sisters. Even if the mother would want a daughter to stay in 

school, social control prevents it from happening. Failing in school year after year 

becomes a banality. Homework is seldom done because of all the domestic chores they 

have to do. Even though they express the desire to work, they value marriage over it, 

maintaining the reproduction of this cultural system and strengthening a cultural identity 

and the pride for belonging to the gypsy community.  

The organisation of everyday life for these young girls anticipates the improbability of 

change in future everyday life. Their leisure times are spent keeping the house tidy, 

selling in street markets, looking after young brothers and sisters, leaving little time left 
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for leisure activities. Transitions have to do with a change of status: from single to 

married. From the point of view of work, it is rather difficult to work outside the 

community, regardless of gender: they have low qualifications and are stigmatised as a 

group. For a Gypsy, work usually means to sell on street markets. Learning to write and 

to read are major accomplishments for these girls.  

 

M., 15 years old, single 

She lives in a two bedroom house with her mother (her father has died), and her seven 

brothers. Twelve people in the house with her brothers’ wives and children. She did as 

far as the second grade in formal educational system. She doesn’t know how old she 

was when she left school. She left because she had to stay home and look after younger 

brothers and sisters and nephews, and tidying up everything. Since she is participating 

in the project’s activities, she’s completed the third year of education and she plans to 

get a diploma for the fourth year and then work in the canteen “I’ve learn [on last year 

recurrent education classes] to read a little, to count, to answer. (...) I wanted to work 

at the canteen. I would be better paid” (M., Príncipes do Nada, 15, female, 12-13; 38). 

She is promised to be married and is looking forward to it with great anxiety, however it 

is his promised husband who must take the initiative to settle a date for the wedding. 

She would like to get married right away and be able to get a job working in the 

canteen. She believes her future husband will allow it.  
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4. Biographic orientations and experiences of young people before project entry  

 

Under disadvantaged social, economical, cultural and personal conditions some young 

people manage to bring up strategies that allow them to re-engage in viable trajectories. 

These turning points mark a different quality to young people’s motivation and attitude 

towards life in general, learning and future projects.  

Biographic choices can be influenced by either external or internal events. Social 

context (structural opportunities*) and inner state (individual agency and abilities*) are 

intertwined and influence motivation. Some young people may lack economic and 

educational capital but they have individual resources that enable them to overcome 

obstacles in life and make success biographies. 

Turning points implying a change in the motivational status of these young people have 

different origins and characteristics. Most of the times they are extrinsically driven in 

their pursue of a different direction in their lives. Turning points may occur by meeting 

a significant person who takes the time to find the appropriate measures for that 

particular young person and in that particular situation  (for example, at Aldeia de Santa 

Isabel, many young people came to know the village through teachers, social workers or 

other local community actors). Institutions can too play an important role in young 

people’s trajectories, and can be considered turning points. By creating a rupture with a 

previous life within disruptive families with low resources, institutions give young 

people economic and social means needed for social mobility. In this sense, withdrawal 

from the family of origin may be considered a positive opportunity, for it provides a 

structured environment and the means to achieve an educational, economical and 

cultural capital that otherwise wouldn’t be easy to get, allowing for longer academic 

careers and integration possibilities: “I come from a poor family, and they wouldn’t give 

me money to have dance classes, or to have music classes or any other activity. And so 

... anyway I didn’t know then what I wanted. And then I entered Casa Pia and I began 

to realise that I had so many activities there, I only had to choose. We do what we like 

best. It’s great. A person feels good about what he’s doing and then we also have 

school. It’s good.” (F., Batoto Yetu, 17, male, 178-186). 

 

The role of some social institutions can be significant for it may prevent young people 

                                                           
* “State of the Art Report” – p. 43. 
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from pursuing risk trajectories, many times related to drugs, alcohol and robbery 

(Batoto Yetu and Aldeia de Santa Isabel).    

These turning points are increasingly important when we realise these young people 

were disengaged from the formal school system before. Through these interventions 

they were able to become motivated to reengage in learning trajectories. Even though 

the expressed perceptions of their short academic career are usually positive ones, the 

fact is most of them were pushed away from the system and by the system itself. The 

formal system failed to adapt to the specific needs of these youngsters on the one hand, 

and on the other hand it disregarded their specific cultural and juvenile knowledge (Pais 

& Pohl, 2003). 

Some young people, in spite the difficult life circumstances surrounding them, are 

carriers of an inner energy – “will power”– influencing their life choices and transitions: 

“We have to adapt to situations and things like that. (...) It’s about adapting to the 

system here in Portugal, to the labour market and things like that. (...) Even though 

there are difficulties, right? But people can overtake difficulties if they have will power. 

And I think that’s what I have. I have will power to overcome things, and to make it ...” 

(B., Batoto Yetu, 20, male, 64-71).   

These individual strategies are intrinsic in nature and make young people risk their own 

biographical options in pursue of a sometimes intangible goal, like a career in music or 

dance. This extremely subjective state of mind may trigger a need for a change, 

somewhere along the life course of a young person.  

 

In young people’s trajectories, work in itself is attributed an instrumental role. It is 

valued for it promotes autonomy. It is viewed as a way to take on other transitional 

steps into adulthood, and promoting economical independence. On the other hand it also 

gives access to a world of youth consumption. But self satisfaction about a person’s 

activity, the feeling of having found a vocation can sometimes be associated with work, 

even in a society where the intrinsic value of a profession or vocation no longer means 

an integration in the labour market (Pais, 2001). Work can either mean a way of 

integration (in all three case studies), fulfilment of life goals and autonomy (Batoto Yetu 

and Aldeia de Santa Isabel) or emancipation from husbands and state subsidies 

(Príncipes do Nada). Young people aspirations fall on the realistic sphere of integration 

in the labour market (Aldeia de Santa Isabel), professional and personal self-fulfilment 

through cultural activities (Batoto Yetu), upper social mobility (both Aldeia de Santa 
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Isabel and Batoto Yetu). Work is also related to a transition to adulthood by allowing 

autonomy, access to housing and by starting their own family. Gypsy girls’ expectations 

are restrained by cultural constraints that will only be overcome in an historical time. 

These constraints, either cultural, institutional, or financial enclose a closed future 

which is externally imposed, in a logic of normal biographies.  

Uncertainty concerning biographical choices was common among young people 

interviewed. The unpredictability of transitions and trajectories is reflected in the 

inability to establish a life project, for some of these young people. Labour market 

segmentation and demands also determines the uncertainty of options and can postpone 

transitions. 

However, for some young people, ethnicity and gender determine which path to follow, 

from an early stage in life. Moving against the global tide of society, for some young 

people trajectories seem to be pre-determined since birth, for they are inscribed in 

tradition and therefore they are a cultural obligation. This is the case of young gypsy 

girls, for whom school was simply a passage way and not always a pleasant experience. 

For them, work related issues are also pre-determined: either they work in street markets 

or stay home looking for children and husbands in a logic of subsidies dependency.  

In Portugal, and according to the 1997 Youth Survey, young people find their first job 

before they reach 15. However, labour market entrance is determined by many different 

aspects such as socio-economic origin and education level (Borges & Pires, 1998). Self-

fulfilment and satisfaction about a job are beginning to have increasing importance for 

young people, according to the same inquiry. Beyond the financial aspect of work 

which leads to autonomy, it is the wish to feel self-fulfilled that weighs more on the 

decision to take on a job. But this can only happen for those with a higher level of 

education and cushioned by family support.  

Transition to work is dependent on labour market demands. It is not easy to get a job 

particularly in some areas of activity. However one must not give up a goal just because 

it is perceived as difficult: “Really deep down? I would like to integrate a dance group 

with voices as well. But that’s very difficult, and so I’m still thinking of going to 

journalism or marketing or publicity. I’m still considering it. (...) If I could I would do 

both [dancing and journalism], one by night one by day”, (F., Batoto Yetu, 17, male,31-

34). In this case, motivation and individual agency are internal determinants of 

successful transitions. However, by investing in a secure academic background, they 

prepare for all the possibilities laying ahead in the future.  
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Ethnicity and gender play an important role in finding a job in a much segmented labour 

market. Some young people interviewed feel the discrimination whether it comes from 

the lack of valuation of a “street knowledge”, often obtained in the context of certain 

youth culture, or because of belonging to an ethnic group, and sometimes both appear 

together: “(...) It’s too soon to realise if people are willing to invest in other people and 

to place their bets on them. Because, I have no intention to cut my hair (...) and so 

automatically, just by a person’s posture they will hire someone else. If I look like this, 

they will not be interesting in finding out if I have the skills to do the job, right?” (B., 

Batoto Yetu, 20, male, 78-89). De-motivation appears as a reaction to little receptive 

labour market unwilling to place some young people in qualified jobs.  

Turning points can be considered meaningful events that imply a self consciousness and 

a choice about future trajectories. In the case of the young people interviewed, these 

turning points can be related with particular social action institutions, but mostly they 

relate to significant people who have showed them other learning possibilities and who 

have put them in contact with case study agencies. In fact, young people seldom 

mention having turned to other institutions such as employment centres, vocational 

guidance, etc. Essentially they get support from the institutions that shelter them in that 

particular moment in time, whether it is formal school, or at a local level, church or 

municipality centres. In these contexts, motivation can be restored again.  
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5. Case studies analysis  

5.1 Introduction 

 

The case studies selected in Portugal, include three projects, all of them developed in 

the Lisbon area. Even though they are directed at specific groups of young people, they 

have in common the fact of working with young people who have been experiencing 

social exclusion and living in disadvantaged situations. The work developed by these 

projects aims to improve both the conditions in which young people live, but also 

promote opportunities of choice in a participatory way for young people’s trajectories. 

The methodology used included individual interviews, focus group interviews, 

interviews with project workers, project responsible(s), and document analysis (Annex 

II).  

Informal contact with young people was favoured and in all three cases more directive 

interviews were recorded (in audio and some in video) and a video report on their 

activities was made (learning and cultural activities). 

A first contact with young people involved in these projects revealed that it was 

advisable to do individual interviews in the case study Batoto Yetu (because of the 

stigma associated with young African gangs as a group), and in the case study Aldeia de 

Santa Isabel, (their life stories, some of them very problematic, justifies this option), 

both in the first and second rounds of interviews.  In the case study Princípes do Nada, 

there were no objections to group interviews. By a theoretical option (gender issues are 

determinant in the gypsy community) we’ve decided to interview only girls (group 

interview). In the first round of interviews with young Gypsy girls a group interview 

was conducted. However, in the second moment, two focus group interviews with two 

girls each, occurred and the remaining interviews were conducted individually. This 

was determined by the conditions in which the interviews took place. Surprisingly, 

individual interviews proved to be much richer. Young gypsy girls talked freely about 

their lives, about their aspirations, about being a Gypsy, about the project. When in 

group there’s always a mutual influence and social control that doesn’t occur in single 

encounters. At Batoto Yetu, interviews always run smoothly, in fact the role of the 

interviewer is quite simple. Some young people don’t need to be asked questions. They 

put questions to themselves and they give the answers. The artistic vein, creative 

capacity and improvisation is always taking place.  
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The questions were placed in a flexible way for not all the questions adapted to the 

young interviewees (this was particularly true in the project Príncipes do Nada). 

Interviews were conducted to the rhythm of young people’s trajectories, introducing the 

themes as they appeared in the discourses.  

 

 

5.2 BATOTO YETU 

5.2.1 Description 

 

In Portugal there’s a large community of immigrants from the former Portuguese 

colonies. People from African immigrant communities work mainly in construction 

sites and in other non qualified sectors of the Portuguese economy. They live in 

precarious social conditions, in poor and degraded neighbourhoods. Second generation 

African children often experience difficulties in adapting to the formal school system, 

leading to school failure and early school leaving. These young people lack places and 

activities that can be considered an alternative to formal education. Many begin to work 

early in life in the same unqualified jobs their parents have. Others engage in risk 

trajectories connected to drugs and delinquency. The municipality of Oeiras (where this 

project is located) has one of the largest African communities who is slowly being re-

allocated to houses sponsored by the city hall.  

Batoto Yetu5 is an association without profitable aims that started in Portugal in 1996. 

The project was funded in 1990 in Harlem, New York, by Júlio Leitão, a dancer and a 

choreographer from Angola (a former Portuguese colony) who lived in Lisbon, before 

moving to the United States.  

Batoto Yetu, in swahili means “our children”, and the project involves around 50 

children and young people aged up to 28 years old. The majority of the participants 

come from Cabo Verde (a former Portuguese colony) even though we can find different 

origins among young participants (Angola, Guiné, and East Timor). This project is 

based on the idea that “through the beauty and involvement in dance, songs and legends, 

the members of the Batoto Yetu «family» will come in contact with their roots and, at 

the same time, develop self-esteem, perseverance and discipline”6. The director of the 

                                                           
5 The official name is Associação Cultural e Juvenil Batoto Yetu (Cultural and Youth Association Batoto 
Yetu).  
6 From the pamphlet that presents Batoto Yetu Portugal 
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association tells us that Júlio Leitão has a logo which is on the origin of Batoto Yetu’s 

philosophy: “if you have mouth you talk, if you have legs you walk, if you have feet you 

dance”. But, young participants must also have good achievement in school if they 

want to be part of the project and dance in live performances. Among Portuguese young 

people with African ascendancy the rate of school underachievement is high. 

Surprisingly, many young people from Batoto Yetu, have successful academic careers 

and enter university. Some choose a career in dance or music. In fact, their passion for 

dance and music triggers their motivation to study and to overcome their difficulties. 

The association’s premises are used to rehearse, but it is also a meeting point where 

young people find room for studying, doing homework, leisure activities, and support in 

their everyday successes and difficulties. 

This project was chosen because it contributes to question the factors that lead many 

Portuguese young people with African origins to fail in school. The fact is that at Batoto 

Yetu, we find good examples of academic success, and some young people reach 

university and successfully enter the labour market. This particular approach of 

addressing young people’s social integration, was another reason for choosing this 

project.  

 

Batoto Yetu is supported by the Fundação Luso-Americana para o Desenvolvimento 

(FLAD - Portuguese-American Foundation for Development), by the Municipality of 

Oeiras and the Municipality of Lisbon. Rehearsals at Batoto Yetu take place once a 

week (Saturday afternoon) and occasionally the group participates in dance workshops, 

animated by Júlio Leitão and other choreographers. The group has performed on several 

occasions in Portugal, in the United States and in Italy (in Cremona they won the 

contest “Bravo, Bravíssimo”). They have also performed in the Portuguese television.  

Collaborators at Batoto Yetu do it part-time and a lot is voluntary work. Dance 

monitors7 are an essential element in this group. They have the great responsibility to 

welcome and integrate younger members of the family and to teach them dance steps 

and music. 

 

 

 

                                                           
7 Dance monitors are the oldest dancers at Batoto Yetu. They have started in the project at a young age 
and have evolved to become monitors because of their qualities and commitment. 
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5.2.2 Analysis 

 

In this project participation relates to a sense of belonging to a group and culture, thus 

reinforcing identity issues. Young people voluntarily engage in the project’s activities 

and the sense of belonging grows over time until they feel as being a part of the 

“family”. One of the conditions to be a part of the group live performances is to present 

positive results in academic activities. So, participating in education, in society and 

taking on social responsibilities as citizens is implicitly at stake. 

The fact that Batoto Yetu has a great implementation in the cultural Portuguese scenario, 

especially among Afro-Portuguese artists can also be considered participatory. In fact, 

young people in this project break into the dominant culture by showing their skills in 

dance and music, promoting ethnic affirmation at the same time. Self-esteem and 

empowerment are thus being stimulated leading to develop strategies of engagement, 

integration and ultimately social change, without giving up their cultural roots. By 

having a visible place in the art scene, they enter the dominant culture by performing 

with consecrated artists and getting social recognition: “The group has gained visibility. 

We have impact on younger children. Maybe we don’t even realise the range of that 

impact” (L., Batoto Yetu, 28, male, 86-88). 

It can also be considered that to stimulate solidarity, responsibility and friendship is too 

a form of actively participating at an individual level which can be extended to the 

whole social context. 

 

At Batoto Yetu, some participants have been involved in the hip-hop movement: they 

have their own rap bands (some released CDs), they are graffiters, and one of them had 

a role in a Portuguese movie named “Zona J”. The hip-hop movement is also a channel 

of transmitting a specific youth culture and identity usually associated with the black 

culture (Martinez, 2001; Fradique, 2002). Thus, participation happens by a critical 

intervention in society, as full right citizens.  

In biographical terms, Batoto Yetu has helped many young people to remain in the 

educational system and to be able to find vocations (many are studying in professional 

dance schools, in secondary or higher education), prolonging their learning biographies.  

But is it possible to participate without motivation? 
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Motivation can be thought of as a driving energy that triggers people’s actions directed 

at a specific goal. In this project this driving energy comes from the ability to dance and 

to play music, valuing a sense of belonging to a specific culture. The impulse is the 

passion for music and dance, stimulated by the applause and feeling of recognition and 

empowerment obtained by live performances. Academic achievement is an instrumental 

response to this chain of motivation. Therefore motivation to learn is extrinsic in nature, 

however dance and music are subjectively valued activities. 

The project presents activities that met young people’s culture, adding meaning to their 

cultural background, meaning integration instead of segregation. Therefore, motivation 

to participate is always high and both dimensions appear closely connected. The issue 

here is how to expand the motivation to other spheres and to other forms of 

participation. It deals with achievement motivation and the will to reach higher 

aspirations. 

It is by stimulating self-esteem, reinforcing expertise in enjoyable activities that 

motivation can be nurtured. By obtaining higher qualifications, young people would be 

better equipped to enter labour market, even if they’re stigmatised as a group. At Batoto 

Yetu, on the contrary “Some of them (...) get their motivation from the fact that they can 

show their African roots. They are proud to say: «wait a second, the things you read in 

newspapers [delinquency related news] are not necessarily this.» (...) They are very 

proud to be Africans, with such a rich and live culture. And this is a source of 

motivation. They are able to show to the others, their culture and the good things they 

have.” (Batoto Yetu, director, female, 316-319). 

 

As a result of the project’s philosophy, many young participants are studying in 

university and many others intend to follow the same route. The motivation they are 

able to transfer to academic duties, in the present time, maybe impregnating their 

memories of past experience in school. Even though the majority admits to have good 

memories of formal school, some have a critical opinion on this subject: “Ya! There’s 

many things wrong about school. (...) Life is a school, and everyday we learn 

something.” (B., Batoto Yetu, 20, male). The usual pedagogic of “pouring out subjects” 

so common in the formal education system is also criticised: “Subjects have to be 

ministered from x to x; but I think teachers need to be more dynamic (...); they should 

try to walk along with the students. Many times teachers have no idea of the problems 

the students have to face. They should be more like a family (...) Most teachers they just 
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pour out subjects. Whoever succeed succeeds, whoever doesn’t, doesn’t, damn”. 

The discontinuity between school and life makes programs have little relevance to 

everyday activities (Alves, 2001). It translates a break in the relationship between what 

is learned spontaneously within the family in a specific culture and formal knowledge, 

thus causing social relationships to disrupt as well (Santos, 1988). That’s why going to 

formal school is felt as painful, and the school of life is valued instead (“life is a school 

and everyday we learn” - B., Batoto Yetu, 20, male). Because he doesn’t feel that school 

is like a family, B. much rather be with his crew, with his neighbourhood friends, united 

as a family around music: “We have those neighbourhood studios; garage bands; we 

have rhythm boxes, and we do samples (...) Hip Hop is a world today! I do rap, street 

rap. We get together, two or three on the street, two guitars, and I do the drums. Rap is 

about what we live, what we go through, what we suffer”.   

The pedagogy of desire8 which is present at Batoto Yetu, rebuilds the relationship 

between school and life, by stimulating a feeling of belonging, by using imagination and 

body expression. This way not only young people’s cultural roots become more present, 

but it reinforces self-consciousness, self-esteem and social responsibility. 

 

Young people and project responsible agree that motivation is high at Batoto Yetu. 

Bonds of affection are established among young people, arts and society. The 

recognition they get from live performances, both emotional and cognitive, is integrated 

to be used in other spheres of life and in other life phases (Macedo, 2000), promoting 

active participation: “Another thing is to have a different contact with the African 

culture, different from the one we learn on the streets, on our neighbourhoods. We learn 

that we are being valued for something that is natural to us, something ours.” (L., 

Batoto Yetu, 28, male, 116-118). 

In the pedagogy of desire, informal and street knowledge are legitimised, reinforcing an 

identity which is necessary to learn throughout life. The culture of origin is used as the 

starting point to understand universal culture (id. ibid.).  

                                                           
8 The pedagogy of desire uses theoretical proposes of Piaget, Emília Ferrero and Paulo Freire. From 
Piaget’s reconstructivism we keep the capacity of the student to collaborate in pedagogic redefinition; 
from Emília Ferrero we take as essential the learning modalities, and not so much the educating 
modalities; from Paulo Freire we take the pedagogic of autonomy, and emancipation of the student. See 
Mary Garcia Castro, Miriam Abramovay and collaborators, “Cultura, Identidades e Cidadania: 
Experiências com Adolescentes em Situação de Risco”, in Jovens Acontecendo na Trilha das Políticas 
Públicas, Brasílis, CNPD, Vol. II, 1998, pp. 572-579. In Brasil there are several projects guided by this 
pedagogy of desire. It is the case of project AXÉ. Axé, in the Candomblé of Baía, is the strength or the 
energy that allows all things in the world to have a “something to be”, moved by desire.     
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By developing self-esteem, young people’s capacities are reinforced. They become 

more capable to make choices and they feel responsible for making options concerning 

their trajectories. They become capable of building a life project: “Batoto Yetu is 

something very important because it can give a goal for children and young people. 

Children know what they want to become, and they want to be dance teachers, they 

want to dance, even if later on they choose another path, it is important for them to have 

a goal” (Batoto Yetu, project worker, female, 51-53). 

For all of them becoming an element in the Batoto Yetu family can be considered a 

turning point, in the sense that they were able to start a network of friends and support. 

Furthermore, by feeling more confident about their abilities, by increasing a proud of 

their origins and cultural heritage they were able to project a new future for themselves. 

A future different from the one their parents had, allowing them to build new 

perspectives of life: “It changed my way of thinking, my perspectives. For example, now 

I intend to go on studying and to go to university (...).” (N., Batoto Yetu, 17, female, 

151).  

The role played by this project is clear when it comes to those who are proceeding a 

career in dance or music. In these cases Batoto Yetu helped defining a life project, goals 

and vocations, also promoting self-discovery: “I began to have a goal in my life, 

something I didn’t have before. For example, I wasn’t sure what to do, which course to 

take, I would always try the easiest way. (...) But when I came to Batoto Yetu, I found 

out I wanted to dance. I also realised, vocation is something real (...) I found out I live 

for dance.” (C., Batoto Yetu, 21, female, 44-50). In cases such as this, the project has 

been a motivational turning point in young people’s learning biographies. There’s also a 

sense of pride in what they can accomplish: “There are plenty groups of African Dance, 

right? But like us, more urban and modern, we are invincible!” (L., Batoto Yetu, 28, 

male, 62-64). 

For those who experience more difficulties in the formal educational system, 

alternatives are found, such as professional training or finding a job.  

Even though for the majority, motivation was already high before entering the project, 

while in Batoto Yetu, it became even higher. Even though expectation in the beginning 

were modest, as it is stated by B.(20, male, video) -“We didn’t know what Batoto Yetu 

was all about, what kind of music what kind of dance …”- giving voice to most 

interviewees,  their seniority in the project shows that expectations were fulfilled. The 

activities and the atmosphere experienced in Batoto Yetu attract young people’s 
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attention. Participation is voluntary and the sound of drums, the body movements, the 

“good vibrations” (T., Batoto Yetu, 28, male,122) explain the magic of this group and 

the reason why it is so appealing to young people with African origins but also to 

others: “[From the first moment] I completely fell in love with Batoto and from that 

moment I could never leave.” (T., Batoto Yetu, 28, male, 15-17).   

In the pedagogy of desire, young people must take on two different roles9 (subject and 

actor): the feeling that they’re desired will allow them to desire for themselves 

(Carvalho, 2000; Vilanova, 2000). They’re invested as subjects (dancers) and then 

become actors (teachers). So, to feel the urge to learn one must feel valued first. At 

Batoto Yetu informal knowledge and peer learning is always present and appreciated. 

Creative imagination and improvisation are constantly happening in every rehearsal. 

Young people become teachers. The older ones in the project become responsible for 

socialising the new members into the group’s dynamics. They teach dance steps, songs, 

music. Sometimes, the younger ones are not exactly taught, instead they learn: “You 

seldom see the small ones getting there, in the middle of all that noise (...) Usually boys 

with a macho attitude, go there to be near the musicians and they stay around beating 

drums. Some musicians are born this way” (Batoto Yetu, director, female, 77-82). 

Learning occurs in an unconscious way for young people. They learn without realising 

they’re doing it, since it becomes natural and articulated with daily demands. Informal 

learning is a subtle and ongoing process, with many variations, as many as the music 

and rhythms they produce. It is a continuous process, smoothly occurring through time, 

as young people grow older. Responsibility, autonomy, assiduity, team work, 

leadership, are assimilated by exchanging experiences: “They end up by understanding 

many things they don’t even have to do, but they listen here and there, and afterwards 

when they get to the labour market those things become important...” (Batoto Yetu, 

director, female, 307-309).  

They also acquire social skills enabling them to take other transitional steps. It’s about 

personal growth, maturing, gaining self-confidence and understanding how to live in a 

diverse society with many challenges and barriers that need to be overtaken: “I’m no 

longer in school, you know? I might even be one of the oldest here, I’m 20 years old (...) 

I’m still a kid, but I know a lot, you know? I have a different perspective on things, I can 

have a different reading of facts, I can think like an adult, you know? (...) Like, people 

                                                           
9 Freire, Paulo (2000), Pedagogia da Autonomia. Saberes Necessários à Prática Educativa. Rio de 
Janeiro: Paz e Terra.  
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think a guy gets stuck in life, but no! Life goes by and we grow up! And we realise about 

the problems, psychological or financial or others, right? Because we all have our 

problems back home. We have problems with our parents or we have financial 

problems, (...) and so we talk about it with each other.” (B., Batoto Yetu, 20, male, 176-

188).   

In fact, team work, leadership, the ability to organise events, are indirectly learned at 

Batoto Yetu. During rehearsals, dancers take turns in leading the others and need to 

work in harmony with each other: “After a while, we do it automatically, being a 

leader. And another thing, children begin to love us. Some children may say “Ah. M is 

this or is that” but then someone else says the opposite. And we have to accept it. We 

have to accept it and be ok with everyone.” (M, Batoto Yetu, 22, female, 63-66).   

A creative pedagogic takes place allowing young people to use their knowledge and to 

become actors in this process, as opposed to a passive role as mere receptors: “I pick up 

a guitar and I do whatever comes to my mind (...). People enjoy it” (B., Batoto Yetu, 20, 

male). The feeling of recognition (“people enjoy it”) is important for self-esteem, and 

that doesn’t happen in school, where learning difficulties are rapidly associated to the 

stigma of “being dummy”: “A guy feels good on a stage, with the people clapping their 

hands. Yeah! A guy feels good. Very cool! It is self-esteem!” (B., Batoto Yetu, 20, male). 

 

Engagement and motivation are facilitated by the quality of relationships among social 

actors. The space where learning takes place must be felt as familiar and protective 

since learning is about affection in the first place (Santos, 1986). In this context to trust 

project workers becomes essential for the success of agencies. In this particular youth 

setting, young people support to each other is given great relevance, even when project 

workers are not so present. “Even if you meet the others [other dancers and musicians 

from Batoto Yetu], even if you know Batoto Yetu is facing a few problems concerning 

the directors, we are here. Because we are here not because those in the board of 

directors, but we are here for ourselves. (...) It’s about us having that will, to be here 

with each other” (B., Batoto Yetu, 20, male, 169-175). 

This does not mean project workers don’t have a significant role in this context. The 

relationship they have with project workers is important as far as they rely on them to 

take all the decisions and to help them on some biographical options, such as finding a 

job or choosing university: “They [project responsible] are great! They help a lot. T. 

 26



[project worker] took time to talk to me. Now I’m attending dancing classes and it was 

T. who opened my eyes for dance. Because she said I was very good at it and that she 

would like me to attend summer school for dance at Escola Superior de Dança 

(Superior School of Dance). And so I did (...) and I loved it”. (F., Batoto Yetu, 17, male, 

67-71). 

Project responsible encourages behaviours and improve self-esteem by valuing the 

positive qualities of participants. They also get recognition from them as they are given 

responsibilities. They feel someone is placing their expectations on them and they 

should respond to what’s being expected. Something that often occurs in the formal 

system.  

In pedagogy of desire the relationship between two people can be compared to a 

therapeutic alliance, where there is empathic listening, and a judgement free attitude on 

behalf of the social worker (Vilanova, 2000; Carvalho, 2000). This unconditional 

support is the foundation of a relationship based on trust. This way self-esteem, self-

confidence and the capacity to feel confidence in other people and in society can be re-

establish as a means to overcome social inequalities and negative experiences with other 

institutions. These are basic aspects to face transitions to the labour market and to 

adulthood and to be able to cope with the unpredictability of trajectories. 
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5.3 PRÍNCIPES DO NADA (Princes of Nothingness) 

5.3.1 Description 

 

Príncipes do Nada is a project aiming the Gypsy Community of Vale do Forno (Lisbon) 

and it is included in the “Programa Nacional de Luta contra a Pobreza” (National 

Program to Fight Poverty), supported by PROACT. The project has several 

partnerships: Municipality of Lisbon, Obra Diocesana Pastoral dos Ciganos (a Catholic 

institution which supports the Gypsy Community), Junta de Freguesia de Carnide 

(Parish of Carnide), Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa, Agrupamento Escolar do 1º 

Ciclo e Jardim de Infância (Group of First Cycle Schools and Kindergartens), among 

others. 

This Gypsy community (involving around 400 people) have undergone consecutive re-

accommodation processes. Since 1995 they live isolated in a neighbourhood outside 

Lisbon (in former Army warehouses), near a cemetery. They experience some basic 

needs such as food, health, education, housing, etc. They are not open to the outside 

community and, on the other hand, they’re looked at very suspiciously, which stress the 

“«ghettisation» and marginalisation that usually affects the Gypsy community”10. This 

is a very young population, 70% of them are aged below 25 and 46% below 15.11 

The purpose of Príncipes do Nada is to fight poverty, which affects the Gypsy 

community living in Vale do Forno: “The objectives were, since the beginning, to 

promote the social integration of that community in its various levels, educational, 

social, health, economical, cultural, and environmental. Another objective was to try to 

find a permanent housing solution, not the present one which is extremely marginalising 

and ghettoising, a more integrative solution (...)” (Príncipes do Nada, co-ordinator, 

male, 70-77).  

The project was selected because it addresses the challenge of how to fight the isolation 

of a marginalised community, yet respecting their cultural specificity. Gypsy young 

people are one of the main targets of this project. Most of them leave the educational 

system without concluding compulsory education and failing is common among the few 

attending school. Some of these young people spend their time in marginal or criminal 

activities.  

                                                           
10 From the project’s appliance paper 
11 Data from 1999 - project’s appliance paper 
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The project is interesting because it  tries to come closer to young people by reinforcing 

and valuing cultural aspects of the Gypsy community. In this perspective several 

activities were carried out by the project. On the one hand these activities are related 

with the Gypsy culture, and on the other hand, they allow young people to come in 

contact with different realities, to get qualifications and learning experiences that would 

be hard to get somewhere else. Some of the activities developed within the project were: 

“weekly meetings to discuss themes around the issue “Gypsy women”, first level sewing 

atelier; creation of a program of Currículos Alternativos (Alternative Curricula)12; 

Gypsy dance; carpentry and restoring classes”.13  

 

 

5.3.2  Analysis 

Participation in this project is a delicate issue both because it is not easy to address and 

because it is considered a main objective for the gypsy community. According to 

project’s co-ordinator in what concerns participation, it would be desirable that the 

elements of this community understand that they have rights as well as duties. 

Participation is therefore related to citizenship and the relation between individuals and 

state, their rights and duties and the conditions for a participatory involvement in 

society.  In this particular case, participation is a tricky question, in so far as the society 

itself, with its prejudice against gypsies, constitutes a barrier for their participation: “In 

this case, in fact, participation has not been easy. The participatory process demands 

the individual’s will to participate, and that society provides the opportunities for him 

to participate. In the case of the gypsy community we have an obstacle on both sides. 

The individual wants to participate but only if he gets something from it. In other words, 

participation concerning duties doesn’t appear so easily. On the other hand, on behalf 

of the society, there are still too many prejudices, which inhibit society from giving 

these people the possibility to fully participate.” (Príncipes do Nada, co-ordinator, 

male, 346-353). 

Participation is in close relationship with social bonds and trust, and even when these 

conditions are accomplished the commitment of young people to projects’ activities 

remains uncertain: “the degree of participation is as high as the degree of trust they 

                                                           
12 Recurrent education 
13 From the Annual Report of the project’s work from the year 2000. 
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have on the project’s workers” (Príncipes do Nada, project responsible, female, 79-80). 

But participation is as much dependent on extrinsic motivational incentives and 

sometimes there’s an attempt to get something in return, monetarily speaking.  

Active participation in establishing a life project can be considered a major and difficult 

aim of Príncipes do Nada. Firstly, Gypsy young people must acquire “some concepts of 

citizenship”, like the right to education, to health care, etc. A more participatory action, 

which many times collides with cultural traditions, would lead to education, 

qualifications and autonomy, hopefully breaking with a subsidiary dependency logic.      

Participation, however, is often attributed an instrumental value: “The problem of 

participation in the gypsy community means a participation that can be discussed 

collectively and that has to do with rights and obligations and not only with rights The 

tendency of the gypsy community, because they are traders, is to have rights but not 

duties. And there lays the difficult part. It is not exactly a participation problem, 

because people want to participate as long as they feel there’s something to get from it, 

the problem is the obligation issue.”(Príncipes do Nada, co-ordinator, male, 170-175). 

By showing the outside community young gypsy’s accomplishments (dance and music 

performances), the projects promotes active participation as a way to establish bridges 

between cultures. 

On the other hand, by making clear that courses (rights) and timetables (obligations) are 

negotiable is a part of participatory processes developed by project workers. As much as 

they are invited to give their opinion to choose which courses to attend to, they learn 

they are obliged to a schedule. This way participatory procedure has a great impact on 

motivation: “It’s not very good to be doing something we don’t enjoy” (P., Príncipes do 

Nada, 16, female, 285). 

In fact, motivation can be increased either by the subjective meaning of the task or by 

extrinsic factors. In this case, both subjective and extrinsic motivation can be found. 

Extrinsic motivation is related to the benefits young girls may draw from activities (for 

example, monetary rewards or the chance to leave their neighbourhood). Even though, 

every girl is extremely motivated to learn to write and to read, it is also a fact that 

different economic situations may determine different types of motivation: “They help 

us learn to write and to read. It’s not because we receive money. Our parents give us 

what we need. We’re learning to read and to do things we don’t know how to do.” (E., 

Príncipes do Nada, 14, female, 17-19).  

“My mother in law sells on street markets. She feeds us [herself and her unemployed 

 30



husband]. Until he [husband] finds a job, my mother in law provides for our food.(...) I 

admit I need the money, but I’m learning a lot too. I’m learning to read, to sew, lots of 

things.” (N., Príncipes do Nada, 17, female, 47-48; 90-91).  

Time and cultural constraints are also related to motivation. In fact, the time between 

activities, or between its announcement and its development, makes young people loose 

enthusiasm for those opportunities: “Gypsies live a circular time, not a linear time. And 

the present is very important for them. They feel motivated for the activities they’re 

interested in that particular moment. (...) So, we’ve been trying to promote different 

activities, diversified, or otherwise they may withdraw.” (Príncipes do Nada, project 

responsible, female, 134-139). 

In a neighbourhood where nothing exists, any opportunity to go against the routine is 

welcomed. But, sometimes the social roles they take on (being married or having to take 

care of children) may condition motivation and become an obstacle to participation. 

Often husbands or parents won’t let these girls come to activities: “My mother wants me 

to come. But there’s many “misters” [men who are not gypsy], and she is very afraid 

they might harm us.” (D., Príncipes do Nada, 14, female, 77-78). 

The fact is that Príncipes do Nada gives them a chance to change their life conditions, 

in respect for their culture. It is often seen as the only project that is able to help this 

Gypsy community. 

Change must occur from the inside but for that to happen it is necessary to come to 

know other realities and life possibilities, before those opportunities and individual 

resources can be assimilated. The need for participation as a way to feel included in 

society, to feel like citizens, and ultimately leading to change: “Back in our 

neighbourhood we are bored. It’s just us Gypsies. It’s good for us to be with people 

your race, so we can get used to other environments, being all together. I like to be with 

people your race, so that we can change. It’s good” (L., Príncipes do Nada, 15, female, 

44-47).   

Why is dance so motivating? Because it drives from their own culture, from their 

symbolic referential. It is a way to show skills and pride for a culture. And it may be 

used to trigger other interests: “Motivation is none [in formal school], no matter how 

hard the teacher tries. One of the things that motivates them the most is dance. And we 

can use it too. Through dance, through music, and then trying to embrace the rest. 

Then, we would go for education, teaching the aspects that interest us the most.” 
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(Príncipes do Nada, external expert-1st. Cycle School Headmaster, female).  

 

Formal and informal learning appear side by side in this project. However learning 

contents have to be formalised, because this is an important issue for a community with 

such low qualifications or none at all. To learn to write and to read is crucial for these 

girls. So, learning occurs in a formal way. It must be individualised or the girls will 

experience great difficulties. In fact,  the experience they had in formal education can 

not be repeated here, risking a decrease of motivation: “It’s very good to learn. And 

here we have someone to keep up with us, to help us to do things.” (D, Príncipes do 

Nada, 14, female, 21). 

Nevertheless, great attention is paid to whatever contents are exchanged through the 

relationships established: “We always try to conciliate more formal components of 

learning with less formal ones. (...) Formal learning provides a diploma and formal 

acknowledgement. However, the goal is to complete that with informal learning.” 

(Príncipes do Nada, co-ordinator, male, 227-232). 

Many of the girls said they learn simply by being with non Gypsy people. They learn 

from small things such as a trip to a museum, or going to the cinema: “There are things 

we don’t know nothing about because we only relate to other gypsies. Being together 

with other races we learn new things” (L., Príncipes do Nada, 15, female, 49-50).   

“They help us to be more confident. They take us to places. It’s like they change our 

lives.” (E., Príncipes do Nada, 14, female, 21-22).  

Whether it is a dance class, a recurrent education class, going to the theatre, or a simple 

talk with the social worker or the nurse, the information being given is, as much or more 

important, than the one formalised in papers, and the one that is transmitted in a 

classroom by a monitor: “For example, going to the theatre, when young people 

organise it. All these activities are a way of learning. All of this is extremely important 

for young people, even more important than formal learning.” (Príncipes do Nada, 

project responsible, female, 150-152). 

All the girls interviewed had left school without finishing compulsory education. 

Nonetheless, they would rather continue studying. Leaving school was pressured by 

their mothers, because they had to look after their younger brothers and sisters and help 

around the house. Repeated school failure makes these girls, aged 12 to 15, feel 

uncomfortable to attend classes when their school mates are only 8 or 9 years old. 

School memories are not always pleasant ones. Young girls complain about the teachers 

 32



“reprehending”, “saying things”, “punishing”, “giving too much homework”. 

Homework is seldom done because domestic chores take up all the time they have away 

from school.  

At school, the behaviour of some of these girls is aggressive, even though it can be 

interpreted as a rising against the school system and, particularly against school mates 

who refused to play or share their toys with them: “I used to steal things from other 

kids, I used to beat them and beat the teachers (...) The other girls were afraid of me. If 

they wouldn’t give me what I wanted I would beat them. If they wouldn’t let me play 

with them, if they had something and wouldn’t share it with me, I would steel the 

jumping rope or the ball. They told the teacher, the teacher told the Headmaster. That 

time I was suspended for a month. I even beat the boys. I used to bite the boys. They 

cried.” (M., Príncipes do Nada, 15, female). 

Young people space and territory is a place where the cultural element has room to 

grow, develop and improve (Santos, id. ibid.). Bringing their specific culture and 

knowledge inside the classroom is a way to make them feel subjectively valued by 

expressing their individuality. By inviting gypsy children from this community to look 

after a bird the school’s headmaster gave room for their curiosity and at the same time 

gave them responsibility (Pais & Pohl, 2003). Plus, she’s invited them to participate in 

their own learning processes, encouraging engagement. 

Participation and learning in this project is closely related to establishing relationships 

based on trust. Without it, nothing can be accomplished, among a community with a 

long experience of discrimination and exclusion. Besides, trust has to be carefully 

addressed in this project, because of the “Gypsy Law”. Tradition implies many 

behavioural rules that have to be respected and understood, but not all project workers 

are trusted the same way: “We’re going for a walk and our parents ask us “With whom 

are you going?” If we answer we’re going with A. [project worker] or with RA [project 

co-ordinator], they will let us go. If with others [project workers] they won’t, because 

they don’t trust them.” (E., Príncipes do Nada, 14, female, 72-74).  

Some project workers are considered family. This is accomplished over time, by actions 

and behaviour that demonstrate their will to help the community and single families: “I 

consider A. and RA as family. They’ve helped me a lot and my mother, and my brothers. 

(...) They’ve helped to change our lives. We have a better life now.(...) It’s his [R.A – 

project co-ordinator] kindness. He started right away to help us. To make our dreams 
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come true, giving us work.” (M., Príncipes do Nada, 15, female, 28-30 and field note).  

Experience with other agencies is non-existent or goes without trust. Hence the need to 

establish confidence in societal structures which can begin by actions included in local 

projects.  
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5.4 ALDEIA DE SANTA ISABEL (Village of Santa Isabel) 

5.4.1 Description 

 

Aldeia de Santa Isabel (Village of Santa Isabel) is a social action institution belonging 

to Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa, which has been functioning since 1986 (before 

it was an orphanage). This project aims to address the professional training of 

“problematic” young people, based on a community perspective, founded in the 

solidarity between generations14. In the same institutional space, we can find a 

professional training centre with several different specialisation, two homes for children 

and young people and houses for the elderly.  

Aldeia de Santa Isabel is a little village, about 20 Km from Lisbon, situated in 

Albarraque, municipality of Sintra. It is settled on 5 hectares of land, where “its 

buildings and streets resemble a typical Portuguese little village”15. This village is 

autonomous, since it has several competencies, which are vital to run a small 

community: breeding of domestic animals (chicken, ducks, lambs, pigs, etc.), kitchens, 

canteens, a vegetable garden, workshops, church, etc.  

The Aldeia accommodates around 50 old people in a situation of affective isolation, 

deficient family structures or social-economical problems and housing problems. The 

Aldeia also has a residential home for 20 young people living a situation of abandon, 

orphans, battering and/or family or social conflicts. Finally there is a “transition home” 

with capacity for 6 young people in the process of autonomy and who “did not have a 

chance in their natural families, foster homes, adoption, etc.” Here, children, young 

people and the elderly share the same space, equipment and services, such as canteen, 

coffee shop, laundry, gardens, etc. They also exchange life and learning experiences. 

One of the project’s interesting aspects lays on its intergenerational approach. The 

elderly have the chance to break their social and affective isolation through contacts 

with young people, and on their turn, young people can understand “the importance of 

the relationship with the adults for their own personal growth”. The elderly represent 

“an essential role in the socialisation of the children and young people”16. 

Another interesting aspect is the Aldeia’s success in training young people with risk 

trajectories and placing them in the labour market (it has a 90% employability rate for 

                                                           
14 From the Presentation document of the Aldeia de Santa Isabel.   
15 Id. Ibid. 
16 Id. Ibid. 
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young people attending professional training courses at the Aldeia). The professional 

training centre at the Aldeia is attended by the so called “problematic” young people, 

who did not completed compulsory education. Here, those who couldn’t find an answer 

in the regular education system, have a chance to build an alternative trajectory for their 

future lives. It is attended by around 120 young people, aged 15 to 24 and living outside 

the village. It complies 8 courses integrated into 5 professional areas: Car Painting and 

Repair; Painting in Building Construction; Carpentry and Cabinet Maker; Electricity; 

Clothes Confection in Industry and in Atelier; Gardening, Green Spaces and 

Floriculture; Hairdressing. These courses provide trainees with a Diploma of the 2nd and 

3rd Cycle of Basic Education. At the same time they provide a certificate for levels II 

and III of professional training. The courses articulate a theoretical component in 

classrooms, with a practical one in the workshops. 

 

Young people attending these courses have a risk profile, either because they don’t have 

compulsory education, because they don’t have any professional qualification or 

because they come from economically disadvantaged families or unstructured families. 

Even though they show a will to learn, their short school career was marked by 

“learning difficulties and a strong incapacity to adapt to the school system, or refusal of 

the education system, namely due to repeated academic failure”. At a psycho-social 

level, behavioural deviations are also noticeable, low self-esteem, low levels of 

professional aspirations and dysfunctional or disruptive family bonds. These are the 

departure conditions that the project Aldeia de Santa Isabel is trying to change. 

In the Aldeia, a great value is placed on active pedagogic centred on the trainees. Young 

people are involved in the maintenance and preservation of the Aldeia’s area, by 

applying the knowledge they have acquired in the professional training courses. For 

example, young electricians do the electricity work needed in the Aldeia; building 

construction takes care of the preservation of the buildings; gardeners look after the 

trees, streets and all green spaces; carpenters fix the furniture in the older people houses; 

young sewers make the uniforms all the others will wear in their practices; hairdressers 

take care of the hair of the elderly. 

 

 

 

 

 36



5.4.2 Analysis 

Aldeia de Santa Isabel is based on a community philosophy and so young people have 

to participate on the well-being of all the members of the village. This community 

experience creates a sense of social responsibility: “Each of the workshops have the 

responsibility to look after their space and to make it better. Young people have to learn 

in beautiful, calm and quiet spaces, they have to know how much it costs to make it 

better so that they know how much it costs to destroy it” (Aldeia de Santa Isabel, 

headmaster, male, field note). 

The recent initiative on part of the students to form an association may be a sign of 

appertaining the space of the village, feeling they have skills and ability to take part in 

decision making. Since active participation takes time to occur, this also demonstrates 

that empowerment is slowly taking place. 

Participation is also understood from a biographical self-determination perspective, in 

the sense that the individual must actively define a life project: “Each one is co-

responsible for his life project. So, to participate actively, means that each one must be 

considered actively in decision-making processes. In every context he is in, he is given 

the chance to participate in the final decision” (Aldeia de Santa Isabel, external expert-

Ministry of Education, male, 110-113). 

Negotiation is a part of active participatory action into defining future transitional steps. 

Young people have the opportunity to negotiate their training in a job situation 

(apprenticeship). Then, the young person’s expectations, and what others expect from 

him/her are taken into account. He/she has an active role in the decision making 

process. That’s a way by which young people are involved in decisions that closely 

concern their future trajectories, and at the same time, empowerment and motivation are 

being developed: “Each one is considered the actor of his or her own development. If I 

participate, I am involved and I’m co-responsible. From then on, motivation and 

participation happen naturally” (Aldeia de Santa Isabel, external expert-Ministry of 

Education, male, 118-120). 

At the village, participation means to consolidate professional competencies, and 

personal and social skills. Personal growth occurs, as they mature and they begin to feel 

in control of their lives: “Young people at the Aldeia participate by being invited to 

build their own community, not only from a physical point of view but, above all from 
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an emotional point of view” (Aldeia de Santa Isabel, external expert-IEFP 17, male, 

159-160). 

For young people, however, they view their participation in the village as being 

involved in the activities included in the official curriculum, passively accepting 

responsible’s decisions. Possibly the neglect some of them experience in their homes 

makes them accept rigid rules and ready-made decisions which are considered a sign of 

care: “Most of the students accept the rules. And they accept it because many times they 

didn’t have anyone to care for them. I think this makes them accept it better. But 

sometimes there are those who are afraid and distrustful, precisely because they didn’t 

have anyone who cared.” (N., Aldeia de Santa Isabel, 18, female, 158-161). 

We may think this is a stage in the process of regaining control over the construction of 

their own biographies and at the same time regaining confidence in social institutions.   

Participation in this project can be considered a turning point in young people’s lives for 

it meant a re-engagement in learning processes and young people feel it as a relevant 

biographical decision and as their last chance to succeed.   

Motivation is closely related to participation, but sometimes these young people lack 

that motivation. Being invited to participate in their own learning process is a way to 

overcome discouragement and stimulate engagement.  

 

De-motivation is a characteristic of young people arriving at the Aldeia for the first 

time. The experiences they had in the regular education system are often an obstacle for 

motivation. Too theoretical classes, a lack of capacity to relate to their reality, a 

depreciation of their informal knowledge can be possible reasons for a strong feeling of 

de-motivation that pushed them away from formal education. School was felt as an 

obligation and teachers couldn’t make the learning process a participatory and enjoyable 

one. Within this scenario, the only alternative is to leave school even if compulsory 

education is not completed: “To be honest I didn’t like school at all. It was the classes. 

It was very quiet. I’d rather work than be in classes. (...) I didn’t fit in school, I couldn’t 

place anything else in my brain. Here [Aldeia] I’m placing something more (...) It’s 

because here teachers are very patient. Without patience no one learns anything” (E., 

Aldeia de Santa Isabel, 17, male, 13-14; 89-94). 

So, it is necessary to break down this de-motivation cycle from the first moment they 

                                                           
17 Professional Training and Employment Institute 
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enter the village: “We work their motivation over time. Motivation is essential in 

professional training. They [young students] must be motivated; they’ve been de-

motivated for 15 years of their lives. Here they must find motivation not only for 

learning, but also for life in general” (Aldeia de Santa Isabel, pedagogical co-

ordinator, female, 209-212). 

A trainee centred approach is the key to success: “Motivation is developed according to 

the individual. If I know the individual’s capacity, anxieties, expectations, I can help 

create the motives to attract him. (...) And then we find ways so that he can show that he 

is he capable, that he gets satisfaction from doing it. It is about creating, supporting an 

individual, letting him know his evolution, his expectations, and finding a way so that he 

can apply them. And above all, acknowledge him that he is good at it.” (Aldeia de Santa 

Isabel, external expert-IEFP, male, 107-116). 

A great attention is placed on the figure of the “Master”18, as a role model and a father 

figure, for young people at the Aldeia. It’s a way to ensure that motivation is always 

being evaluated and nourished: “The Master is the base for the Aldeia’s project. The 

Master is with young people from 9h to 17h (...) It’s a protective figure. The master 

must be like a father. It must be someone who’s firstly an educator, and then someone 

who teaches a profession.” (Aldeia de Santa Isabel, headmaster, male, field note). 

Some of the interviewees have expressed they count more on their masters than on their 

families: “If a person doesn’t have someone to say “You can do it, you’re good at it, 

you are worth it”, a person doesn’t believe it is true. A person feels worthless. (...) Here 

I found people who have motivated me, who could touch something inside that made me 

face life. But to get what we want we need to work for it. They’ve showed me I have will 

power, I simply wasn’t using it.” (N., Aldeia de Santa Isabel, 18, female, 108-111; 114-

118).  

 

Practical classes and “learning by doing” become key aspects of motivation. In fact, the 

possibility to achieve compulsory education here, by having a more practical approach 

to a profession is the main objective of all the interviewees: “Yes it was [a good thing to 

study here]. If I had stayed in school, I would still be on the same school year. And I 

wouldn’t know what to do, which profession to choose. Here I can have, let’s say, a 

                                                           
18 Each professional training course has a Master (In Portuguese Mestre: from the latin magistru, the one 
who leads, who commands, who teaches).  He/she teaches the practical components of the profession. 
They also spend many hours with young trainees, including meals.  
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better future. I will have a profession, I will have compulsory education and a job” (L., 

Aldeia de Santa Isabel, 16, male, 203-206).  

 

So, learning through action is the logo at the Aldeia: “usually, first we learn and then 

we do. Here we learn doing” (Aldeia de Santa Isabel, headmaster, male, field note). 

Students learn to solve practical everyday problems in the village. Teachers become 

parents, so it can be said that individualised teaching also occurs. With their past 

experience, how could these young people survive so long in a training course? Here 

contents are not as important as methods. Young people adapt to the contents as long as 

they understand why they need to know it, as long as they understand what they’re 

doing and for what purpose. Masters usually give them tasks they have to perform. If 

they have difficulties the master will help them overcome and explains the right way to 

do things: “Teachers expose the contents. Then we make a few exercises. If we don’t 

understand the teacher seats next to us and explains it until we do.” (S, Aldeia de Santa 

Isabel, 18, female, 80-81). It is an asymmetrical relationship but with a different 

approach much more individualised and focused on student’s subjective dimensions.  

The practical component of learning begins to be applied immediately. Even in 

workshops, the Masters need to pay special attention to this: “Here I begin teaching 

from the end, precisely to motivate them” (Aldeia de Santa Isabel, Hairdresser Master, 

female, 66). There’s a de-construction of knowledge, so that it can be fully apprehended 

by the student. 

The pedagogic used is based on a methodology that favours integration of technical and 

non-technical disciplines, integration that is encouraged by the resolution of “problem-

situations”. This methodology has very positive implications, as stated by the Aldeia’s 

Headmaster facilitating: “the ‘end of the myth’ related to traditional theory classes, 

making possible for the trainees to understand the usefulness of ‘theories’ in solving 

practical problems; a greater motivation to learn; a general understanding of the 

“problem-situation, integration of theoretical-practical knowledge in a sequence, 

technical knowledge (interdisciplinary nature) involved in its resolution” (field note). 

 

The Aldeia’s context favours informal learning. The exchanges between generations 

promote this kind of experience. Furthermore, all the students have something to offer 

for the well being of the community. As stated by one of the interviewees, “... some 

competencies help the others”, and by exchanging they learn: “Here we are self- 
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sufficient to a certain degree. (...) There’s an interchange of competencies. They feel 

useful, and not only for themselves but for others as well.” – (Aldeia de Santa Isabel, 

English teacher, female, 120-122). 

In a place where informal learning is taking place constantly, by exchanges between 

different generations, this is not mentioned frequently by young people. They refer they 

work for the elderly but do not recognise it as informal learning. For example, the 

chores - community work - they have to do in the beginning of every school year, no 

matter which course they’re in, is referred to as something perfectly dispensable. On the 

other hand, discipline, respect for the others, are developments young people recognise 

as important for their future lives as professionals and as human beings: “We’re 

learning to live, to behave outside [the village]. (...) We’re learning to respect each 

other.” (M., Aldeia de Santa Isabel, 18, female, 23-24).  

Activities such as theatre, music, or gymnastics favour informal learning, and by taking 

part in these activities, young people develop autonomy and learn social and personal 

skills. These aspects are acknowledge and formalised on the Normative Dispatch, which 

regulates this institution (Normative Dispatch 43/99 dated September the 6th).  

 

The relationship between young people and project workers is a key element for the 

success of the Aldeia. Masters and teachers are sometimes looked at as fathers or 

mothers. By empathic relationships they repair self-esteem, identity is strengthened and 

recognition is fostered: “We [I and my master] have a great relationship. She was one 

of the people here who told me I could make it, that I know, that I can, that I should 

believe in my capacities. In others words, she is someone who loves me. She’s working 

together with me so that I don’t give up and so that I can see my future closer. We have 

an excellent relationship. And I love her too because she could make me value myself, 

right?” (N, Aldeia de Santa Isabel, 18, female, 121-127).  

 

Feeling protected is not only accomplished by a constant knowledge that they’re being 

watched over by project workers. The fact they are in a small village, away from the 

city, and where they feel protected not only by the village’s walls but also by the strict 

rules they must comply to, are another of the characteristics noted by respondents. 

Disruptive as it may be, it gives room to perspective different futures and lives away 

from risk trajectories: “Deep down we all enjoy being here. Because here we have 

attention and we have friends. I think from the moment we come here to this training 
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centre, we have two lives. This life here which is great. And the life outside where we 

have to fight, day by day. In this village we simply have to fight for a profession, so we 

can assure a job. Outside we have to struggle to have the will (...). It’s like in here it’s 

another world. More quiet, people talk, are civilised, and understanding.” (N, Aldeia de 

Santa Isabel, 18, female, 179-185).   
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6. Success 

6.1 Meaning of success 
 

The meaning of success needs to be analysed according to each project for it means 

different things, either for young people, projects workers and experts.  

African young people, mostly second generation, like the ones we find in the case study 

Batoto Yetu, live in between two different realities: the one they experience at home 

which is the reality of their parents that is quite distant to them; and the reality of the 

society they live in, that tends to stigmatise them (Castro, 1997). Furthermore they live 

in suburban areas, in degraded neighbourhoods. These conditions can lead to marginal 

paths, and sometimes delinquency, as a means of pursuing integration and participation 

otherwise denied (id. ibid.). In this context, experts and workers from Batoto Yetu 

consider the project to be successful when a young person can escape risk trajectories 

by enrolling in the cultural activities they propose: “And we manage to do it [bring 

some kids to this project]. We can feel satisfied because we have here many kids who, if 

not for Batoto Yetu, would be totally on the other side, but they are on this side, and 

they bring in more kids and they give their own example” (Batoto Yetu, director, 

female, 189-191). 

Young people too refer to the role Batoto Yetu has had by “taking children out of the 

street” (Video – “BJoy“) and thus preventing them from trajectories of risk available to 

them in the neighbourhoods they live in.    

This double condition of belonging to two different cultures has attached learning 

difficulties particularly when the formal educational system does not take into account 

young people’s individuality and specificity (Pais & Phol, 2003). This may be one of 

the reasons why so many African young people fail in school. By re-designing the 

bonds between their culture and that of their parents, Batoto Yetu is also developing 

self-esteem and a sense of pride about cultural heritages, thus reinforcing identity. 

Instead of feeling segregated or discriminated for belonging to an ethnic group, they feel 

valued. By adopting a pedagogic of desire, academic achievement can be improved, 

leading to successful academic careers and to perspectives of higher qualifications and 

an integration in the labour market, thus breaking the reproduction of disadvantaged 

family lives and trajectories. In this sense, participation can occur in a more active way, 

as empowerment is developed allowing for possibilities of negotiating integration: 

“Batoto Yetu would have been successful when a African young person would have 
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success in society as a valid human being for whom his African origins would have been 

helpful to be proud of himself (...) Batoto Yetu may be useful if (...) by promoting self-

esteem (...) it will make them more confident, more brave on their encounters with 

society” (Batoto Yetu, project worker, female, 132-137). 

Young people feel empowered by the visibility they get as they perform in important 

stages of the Portuguese artistic scenery. If in order to do that, they must overcome 

learning difficulties, they show their creativity and ability in doing so: “And I devoted 

myself to study even more. They say to us “Ah, if you don’t study, if you don’t have good 

results, you don’t travel”. And even though I had never failed a year, it was another 

incentive to go even further... And I did travel, I travelled a lot [since I came to Batoto 

Yetu]. I love to travel.” (M., Batoto Yetu, 22, female, 105-108). In this sense, Batoto 

Yetu is successful as far as young people accept the deal “school for dance”.  

 

As to what concerns the case study Aldeia de Santa Isabel, being it labour market 

oriented and a part of the transitional system, success means to give young people 

compulsory education, a job, and a life project. It also means the young person can 

break the family cycle of school failure and disruptive behaviour. A common idea at the 

Aldeia is: “We want [young people] to be a better father and a better mother than the 

ones they have” (Aldeia de Santa Isabel, pedagogical co-ordinator, female, 200-201). 

For that, social skills must be acquired for they must succeed in their transition to 

outside the village: “Personal competencies are often more important than professional 

competencies. (...) It is easier for a trainee to succeed if he is a good citizen, than if he is 

not a good citizen but simply a good professional.” (Aldeia de Santa Isabel, 

pedagogical co-ordinator, female, 177-179). 

For external experts the main goal is to be able to integrate or re-integrate young 

people socially, after finishing their education at the Aldeia: “It’s an integration or re-

integration with success” (Aldeia de Santa Isabel, external expert-IEFP, male, 82). And 

this goal has been achieved and reinforced over the years. 

Indeed, in this project the future holds a job for all young participants. Aldeia de Santa 

Isabel provides young people with an apprenticeship in local enterprises which in 90% 

of the cases turns into contracted jobs. This is what young people consider success for 

themselves: a job, a family and a house in a logic of a normal biography. So, the village 

seems to successfully fulfil the goal that other transitional systems such as employment 
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centres or job counselling, fail to meet. Young people feel well prepared to face the 

labour market. Not only with respect to professional qualifications, but also in respect to 

social skills necessary in a job. The fact that some of them have been asked to work 

with their masters, as professionals, on weekends gives them a sense of power and of 

accomplishment which is important for future steps.  

Príncipes do Nada is a project funded by an institutional program, and therefore subject 

to specific quantitative results (how many training sessions, how many meetings, etc.) 

that must be presented. However, because Príncipes do Nada deals with a very specific 

situation, results should not be evaluated based only on quantitative measures. This is 

the opinion of the project’s responsible. They fear that what they accomplish every day 

with the Gypsy community of Vale do Forno cannot be translated into numbers. This is 

a community closed around itself and it is surrounded by another community that 

doesn’t seem to be very welcoming.  

Both young people and project workers feel that the call of attention for the situation 

of this community, the attempt to break the isolation and integrate them in the 

surrounding community, to “open their horizons”, to show them there are other life 

perspectives, account for the merit of this project. This is acknowledged by all who 

participate in it, even though cultural issues may delay more visible effects of the work 

being developed: “It is a community that without being forced or obliged to change, 

will only change in its proper time. (...) Only with time – and it will have to be a 

historical time, not the time of a project – can we get there. Our goal is to throw a few 

seeds for that historical time (...) So, our approach means that we don’t have immediate 

results, in what concerns behavioural change or life styles, but we get the feeling we’ve 

managed to open up a door (...) We’ve created inside the community a few different 

wills, a different way to look at the things the way they are. That is where our 

expectations should be placed” (Príncipes do Nada, co-ordinator, male, 263-276). 

For gypsy young girls, the success of the project is measured by breaking through the 

isolation they live in, by alternatives and opportunities of inclusion that suddenly appear 

in their lives, otherwise marked by routines: “It’s like this: we’re always enclosed in 

that quarter. And this [the project] is helping us. Because we get out of there for a 

while. So we don’t have to be with our mothers and fathers all the time. This is always 

helpful.” (E., Príncipes do Nada, 14, female, 24-26).  

In a community socially excluded and ruled by deep and strict cultural rules, where 

young women feel the burden of gender, this project means new learning opportunities 

 45



and, even if vaguely, a chance of emancipation. Learning to read and to write can be the 

beginning for a different trajectory that in some cases can include a job:  

“They don’t learn anywhere else. Aside from the project, they [Gypsy girls] don’t have 

anything else. They live there and the only ones that look after their well being are here 

in this project.” (Príncipes do Nada, dance teacher, female, 88-90). 

Basic needs such as health, education, food, or housing may obstacle these participants 

from aspiring to radical changes in their biographies. Nevertheless, the respect for the 

gypsy culture is the secret for the projects success: “This project has too many good 

things, because it helps the integration of gypsies in our society. Besides dancing, they 

are helped to establish relationships with other people; it takes them out of the ghetto 

where they live. They get to know other ways of life, other people’s ways of life, even 

though they keep their traditions.” (Príncipes do Nada, dance teacher, female, 24-27). 

 

 

6.2 Biographical outcomes 
 

Creativity, informal learning, motivation, empowerment and participation are developed 

at Batoto Yetu. With these tools young people begin to draw a sketch of their future, as 

they begin to know about career options and possibilities they didn’t know existed. 

Some find a true vocation in dance and music and begin to invest in this direction: 

studying in universities, at the national conservatoire or in professional dance schools. 

Normal “artistic” biographies begin to be constructed, as they proceed their academic 

careers and find a place in the labour market as professional dancers. In these cases, to 

find a vocation does mean to have a profession, spite the unpredictability of the future. 

Trajectories are no longer straight forward roads with no detours, on the contrary 

they’re transitory and criss-crossing (Pais, 2001). And young people are aware of that. 

That’s why they hold on to formal qualifications given by a university degree, but 

leaving a foot (or both) on the parallel artistic route: “I don’t [think of pursuing a career 

in dance]. I think that’s very difficult here in Portugal. (...) Dancers reach an age when 

the only alternatives are to teach or to find something else to do. (...) I need to have a 

profession, so I can defend myself. If something happens, I will have something I’ll have 

my diploma” (F., Batoto Yetu, 17, male, 103-108). 

Music and dance move sideways with academic careers and “normal” jobs, which are 

seen as a security net. In this sense, the project indirectly provides a chance of a normal 
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biography, with a successful academic career and fair perspectives of entering the 

labour market, but above all, the possibility once lost or non-existent and now regained, 

of building a life project.    

Aldeia de Santa Isabel is very successful in placing young people in the labour market 

after they finish their professional training courses. According to project’s responsible 

young people succeed in social integration. They are able to find and maintain a job. 

They get married and start their own family. The Aldeia’s role in building success 

biographies seems determinant for these young people who could not find an answer in 

formal education systems. Not only in their transitions to the labour market but also in 

transitions to adulthood in general.  

The ambivalence expressed by the gypsy girls as to belonging to this ethnic group 

reveals the tension between their valued identity as gypsies and bearers of a specific 

culture and the position of subordination young women find themselves in, which 

prevents social mobility: “Husbands won’t allow us to work (...); we can not go out 

very much (...); if we go out alone they think we’re going to meet someone; if they see us 

talking to boys there’s some gossip, and it’s to get married” (M., Príncipes do Nada, 

15, female).  

A major outcome for project responsible is to make young people understand that 

there’s a way to break through a logic of dependency on welfare benefits, thus allowing 

for autonomy and independence.  

 

 

6.3 Critique 

For most of the case studies, critique was not easy to be produced by young people. 

At Batoto Yetu, in fact, they express their full satisfaction and identification towards the 

project as if criticising it would mean to criticise themselves. Project workers, on the 

other hand, show a different view as they experience difficulties in finding financial 

support to carry on their activities in an adequate and beneficial manner (for example, 

finding means of transportation, money to pay dance and music monitors). At Batoto 

Yetu, show-business schedules become a problem for parents (sometimes performances 

end at late hours and young people have to go home after mid-night on a shared taxi), 

and for that reason they oppose to young people’s participation. Recently, the group 

suffered disruption and some instability due to the departure of a project worker. She’s 

an African woman from Cabo Verde and had a close contact and relationship with 
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young participants. She worked in the neighbourhoods where young people lived, she 

knew their parents and was very respected and trusted. She was looked upon as a friend, 

someone they could always count on to help them solve their problems: financial, work 

related, personal, or others. When she left, several young participants left the project 

along with her.  

At Aldeia de Santa Isabel, young people’s dissatisfaction is mainly related to institution 

rules, like time schedules. Even though they agree strict rules are a fundamental aspect 

of the success of the village, some rules seem excessive (boys are not allowed to wear 

earrings, they’re not allowed to be with a boyfriend or girlfriend inside the village). 

They feel they haven’t been consulted on these issues. This can lead to a feeling of not 

having room to criticise or to give opinions, thus restraining participation.   

 

 

6.4 Factors of success and failure 

Success: 

 The quality of the relationships among project workers, responsibles and young 
participants (all case studies); 

 Innovative pedagogic: learn by doing and pedagogy of desire (Aldeia de Santa 
Isabel and Batoto Yetu); 

 Respecting cultural differences (Príncipes do Nada and Batoto Yetu). 
 

Failure: 

 Financial issues are a menace (all projects even though less at Aldeia de Santa 
Isabel); 

 Failing to meet labour market demands (Aldeia de Santa Isabel); 
 Outside pressures that will menace the project’s philosophy. 

 

In all projects we find relevant factors of success in the way the following dimensions 

are addressed: creativity, motivation, empowerment, participation, informal learning. 

How do they reflect on young people’s trajectories? 

Even though with different methods, all case studies emphasise participation and 

informal learning. In fact, all the projects value the transmission of knowledge in an 

informal and participatory manner. Informal learning is always an important issue for 

the materialisation of their objectives. Sometimes it’s even more important than the one 

that’s formalised. By valuing young people’s informal knowledge they’re strengthening 

identity, making room for constructive trajectories.  
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All projects reach young people who have not found an answer in the traditional 

transition systems. The specific approaches they use create important opportunities in 

the lives of the groups they target, by active participation. Probably young gypsy girls 

could not have the possibility to work in a school canteen if not for the project Príncipes 

do Nada. “Problematic” young people at Aldeia de Santa Isabel would face difficulties 

in getting solid qualifications and a job, if they were enrolled in some other institution. 

According to the data obtained, the Aldeia is a privileged place for young people with a 

history of repeated school failure and inadaptation to the regular education system. 

Many of them have their own history of re-integration in institutions without obtaining 

such results. 

However, there are many difficulties. It is not certain that Príncipes do Nada will obtain 

visible results in the short term. Cultural barriers, the strength of the Gypsy tradition are 

obstacles one needs to address in order to fulfil the purposes of the project. If it’s true 

the girls participate in dance classes and recurrent education classes, if it is true that two 

of them worked in non traditional jobs (according to their culture), it is also true that 

when they get married everything ends, for they have to submit to their husbands will. 

And most of the times, he won’t allow such activities. But if not for the project 

Príncipes do Nada, this community would still be isolated.  

Young artists from Batoto Yetu, by participating, using their imagination and creativity, 

they’re developing a bond with their cultural origins, in an extremely positive way, 

which increases self-esteem and values them for what they are, hence promoting social 

mobility. 

Participation is indeed a vital issue in all the projects. It is by participating that young 

people find emancipation (Príncipes do Nada), empowerment (Batoto Yetu), 

engagement (Aldeia of Santa Isabel), even though all the projects share these enclosed 

dimensions. And motivation is tightly connected with it.  

Being involved in these projects may facilitate transitions. Sometimes as a direct 

outcome of the measure, as it happens at Aldeia de Santa Isabel, sometimes more 

indirectly, as it happens with young people from Batoto Yetu.  

On the other hand, each one of these projects understands that the relational and 

affective component, the young person’s involvement with one or more role models, is 

essential to succeed. At the Aldeia de Santa Isabel, we find the “Master”, Batoto Yetu is 

a family, and for the Príncipes do Nada, the project is seen as “their mother and father”. 

The existence of role models, the fact that these projects try to involve young people in 
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building their own life project, seems to determine the success or failure of a transition.  

Finnally, another key for its success lays on the pedagogical approaches they adopt, as 

opposed to the traditional abstract logic of the formal education system. Whether it is a 

“pedagogy of desire” as in Batoto Yetu, “a roof pedagogy” (Pais & Pohl, 2003) as in 

Príncipes do Nada, or a “learning by doing” approach as in Aldeia de Santa Isabel. 

At Aldeia de Santa Isabel the drive to establish protocols with several enterprises that, 

from time to time, ask for young people to be a part of their working force, contributes 

greatly to the success of this project and its high employability rates.   

  

Because of its institutional nature (it belongs to Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa 

and it has subsidies from state agencies – IEFP19), Aldeia de Santa Isabel seems to be 

the most consistent project, in terms of young people’s future projections, at a 

professional level. Batoto Yetu has shown that young people can extend academic 

careers leading to a successful integration. However, issues such as funding, cultural 

blockage, or some internal instability that we found in Batoto Yetu and Príncipes do 

Nada, makes it harder to predict or materialise general success possibilities.  

Nevertheless, these projects do give an answer to young people who hardly could be 

integrated in the traditional transition systems, and this is particularly true for young 

gypsies.  

 

 

Recommendations  

The case studies analysed have proven that it is possible to develop alternative spaces 

for unconventional learning methods that include youth cultures, allowing for active 

participation and construction of life projects. Information and networking are crucial 

tools in this ever changing context. 

Young people are faced with the need to cope with unpredictable professional 

trajectories, learning trajectories and also familiar trajectories, and social institutions 

should be prepared to provide containment environments where young people could 

find information, guidance and support on their transitions. 

However, as we have seen, some people need a space of freedom where they can use 

their creativity, imagination and energy in artistic creations and as a means to strengthen 

identities and then be able to face other life spheres. But there are young people who, on 
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the contrary, need more closed environments where they feel they don’t have to struggle 

to keep away from risk trajectories. 

In both cases secure environments are created, where people can develop their own 

abilities and skills to face transitional steps as entering the labour market. However, 

case studies have stressed the importance of taking into consideration differences in life 

course agency.   

In the cases presented, institutional support could prevent the threat represented by 

insecure fund sources and the survival of some projects. However, this could mean 

having to submit to external pressures that could misconstrue action philosophies. 

It is increasingly important to understand that trajectories and transitions are 

randomised, happening through yo-yo movements. It is hard to transfer these 

movements to policies; however this reality should be accounted for. Policies should 

become open to support measures that are innovative and away from mainstream 

procedures, namely in the field of education and training. If it is true that today’s 

rhythms do not allow for accurate predictions of a future, it is also true that transitions 

are no longer linear (Pais, 2001, 2003), and policies do not have that long range to keep 

up with this social dynamic. 

Trajectories do not follow the standardisation of societies, they’re no longer linear and 

social factors, as determinants of transitions are loosing their influence to increasingly 

subjective life courses. However, the individualisation of trajectories may walk together 

with an attempt to give space to specific ways to reach young people, especially those 

who mostly incur in risk choices. It is not about normalising behaviours or transitions 

but, on the contrary to seriously consider the underlying creativity and subjectivity of 

each life experience. Social institutions, and particularly those who work at a local level, 

are more capable to develop actions that reach a balance between social context and 

subjective youth modalities.  

Formal education should be able to walk along with young people developmental 

phases, by incorporating their need for informal knowledge, establishing a closer 

relationship with the “school of life”, so that the latter doesn’t take advantage as in the 

case of early school leavers.    

Transitional systems need to open up to more unconventional practices and to connect 

and exchanging experiences with these local based projects could have positive 

outcomes. 
                                                                                                                                                                          
19 Professional Training and Employment Institute 
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ANNEX I – Expert Interviews  

 

At Batoto Yetu, we interviewed both the association’s director and president. The 

president is also a representative of Fundação Luso-Americana para o Desenvolvimento 

(FLAD - Portuguese-American Foundation for Development), a main supporter of this 

project. The external experts interviewed represent the municipalities which finance 

Batoto Yetu and work directly with this association. As for the project workers, both 

come from former Portuguese colonies (Angola and Cabo Verde20) with a great 

experience of young people’s realities and culture. They are responsible for co-

ordinating the premises and rehearsals.    

 

Interviewees from Batoto Yetu  
 Name Position Date of Interview 

Helena Coelho Director 14th. May, 2002 
Project Responsible 

Charles Buchanan President 22nd. June, 2002 

Teresa Pereira Project worker (premises 
co-ordinator) 

22nd. May, 2002 
Project Workers 

Dina Furtado Project worker (rehearsal 
co-ordinator) 

17th. June, 2002 

Marta Barracha Representative of 
Municipality of Oeiras* 

- 
External Experts 

Paulo Poiares Representative of 
Municipality of Lisbon 

22nd. May, 2002 

* Gave written answers. 
 

 

For the project Príncipes do Nada, we conducted interviews with the project’s co-

ordinator, with the person responsible for supporting the project’s co-ordinator, with a 

dance teacher, and with a recurrent education teacher21. External experts were the 

representative of the Pastoral dos Ciganos, a catholic institution which supports the 

Gypsy Community (in this particular case the interviewee was a monitor which has 

been working with this community for nearly 10 years) and a representative of the 

Group of  First Cycle Schools and Kindergartens, in this particular case the interviewee 

was director of the First cycle school attended by this gypsy community. 

 
 

                                                           
20 In the course of our work, one of the project workers interviewed left the project.   
21 Recurrent education addresses adults and young people over the age of 15 who haven’t completed 
compulsory education  
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Interviewees from Princes of Nothingness  
 Name Position Date of 

Intervie
w 

Eng.Roque Amaro Project’s co-ordinator 3rd. June 
Project Responsibles Dra. Conceição 

Barroqueiro 
Support to Project’s co-ordinator 
(identified in the text as “project responsible”) 

4th. June 

Prof. Ana Martinez Dance teacher 23rd. May  
Project Workers 

Prof. Luísa Murteira Recurrent education teacher 21st. June 

D. Glória Representative of the Pastoral dos Ciganos   24th. May  
External Experts 

Prof. Aida Representative of the 1st. Cycle School 28th. June 

  
 

At Aldeia de Santa Isabel, we have interviewed the village’s principle and the 

pedagogical co-ordinator. Project workers interviewed included the English teacher and 

the Hairdresser Master. As for the external experts, we had the collaboration of the 

representative of the Ministry of Education and the Representative of the Professional 

Training and Employment Institute, both partners of this pedagogical facility. 

 

Interviewees from Aldeia de Santa Isabel  
 Name Position Date of 

Interview 
António Duarte Amaro Director 24th. May 

Project Responsibles 
Lurdes Lopes Pedagogical Co-ordinator 28th. May 

Eduarda Conde Project worker (English teacher) 28th. May 
Project Workers 

Paula Carvalho Project worker (hairdresser 
Master) 

28th. May 

José Alberto Leitão Representative of the Ministry of 
Education 

18th. June 

External Experts 
António Martins 

Representative of IEFP 
(Professional Training and 
Employment Institute) 

11th. June 
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ANNEX II – List of Documents 

 

Príncipes do Nada: 
 Main Rules of the working of the accompaniment commission of the project 

“Princes of Nothingness”;  
 
 The project’s appliance paper to the Comissariado Regional do Sul da Luta Contra a 

Pobreza (Regional Commission of the National Program to Fight Poverty) 
 
 Annual Report of the project’s work from the year 2000. 

 
 
Aldeia de Santa Isabel: 
 Presentation document of the Aldeia of Santa Isabel; 

 
 Normative Dispatch, with the rules for the functioning of the professional training 

centre of the Aldeia. 
 


