Youth and Sports for International Development!

By Mark Hiew

The Youth Pavilion hosted a series of enthusiastic, audience-centric presentations centering on using sports and games to provide critical HIV messages and services to young people.

The Commonwealth Games Canada organization hosted a discussion on youth-led games and sport activities, including "Kicking AIDS Out" soccer leagues used in countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, including
Namibia, Botswana, and South Africa.

The presenters led the audience in a series of call and responses. "Cowabunga!" shouted (name), to which the audience clapped back a simple, syncopated beat.

"Senorita!" he then shouted, to which a longer, bossa nova-like reply clap was provided by the audience.

Mary-Jean from Namibia described the evolution of a high-school student targeting, volunteer-led program to include messaging within sports programs, including a soccer league specifically geared towards female student involvement. The education is not limited to HIV, instead including environmental and leadership training, with the expectation that "to whom much is given, much is expected."

Katrina, a Namibian participant in the program, spoke of the personal impact the programming had on she and her peers.

"I know participants who have been involved in drugs and alcohol in the past, but who have stopped since joining the program," she said.

Selecting a group of volunteers, one workshop leader had them play several of the games actually used in the field to teach key positive living lessons around the HIV theme, helping to reduce stigma and open lines of discussion.

During one game, the eight volunteers had to find a way to all stand on a single sheet of newspaper, an exercise designed to build open communication and teamwork. Another exercise had a group of volunteers form a hand-linked chain through which a 'cat' had to chase a 'mouse,' representing high-risk behavior or HIV's pursuit of a young
individual.

Kitso, a young man from Botswana, told the crowd about the positive impact the program had on his life. Before joining, he had gotten mixed up in a local gang in one of the poorest parts of the country,
one involved in violent, criminal activity. Following membership in the soccer game program, he managed to change ways.

"If it wasn't for these soccer games, I would be in prison now," he told the audience.

Following this, a presentation of the use of soccer stars and child games offered similar approaches and results. Combining social learning theory with the power of soccer stars in various African nations, the organizer has developed a full-scale, 4-day curriculum for an in-depth children's workshop, embedding prevention messages in homework and youth-connected metaphor, among other tools.

"Kids teach kids what they think is important," said the workshop leader. 
