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Latent Potential :

Tapping  Human and Social Capital to promote and support Gender Equality in decision-making
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Kemi Folarin
PROFESSIONAL PROFILE

	Current Work
	Head of curriculum for the Community & Play Service

To promote high quality services to the whole community of Birmingham through community development, community work and play provision. 

To develop and implement frameworks and indicators for monitoring the quality and quantity of community and play services.

	Past Work
	I was in my last job for five years working as a Youth Team Project Worker at Redditch Borough Council.  I have sole responsibility for the Reachout Project, which works to address issues affecting ethnic minority young people in Redditch.  Reachout supports an Asian Girls group, an Asian Boys group and an African Caribbean Group, as this project was the first of its kind in the town, I had the responsibility of devising its structure and how the project would work in response to the needs of the young people. My duties were extended to incorporate the management of a Young Women’s project and a Single Parent Project.

	Education and Professional Training
	Between 1993 and 1996 I gained a BPhil in Community and Youth studies. I gained an A grade for my research dissertation which looked at how students at Westhill College were equipped to challenge issues of racism while working in their chosen field. 

I complete an MA this year (2005) in Applied Community Studies at the University of Birmingham Westhill. Modules of study include social Inclusion, life long learning, action research and learning through personal development groups.

	Professional areas of interest
	How open dialogue is important when organisations have to implement legislation into policies and the practices of staff; exploring if addressing issues of race, gender, disability etc. in isolation, helps to maintain divisions.

	Areas of Expertise
	I have been a freelance tutor since 1992, tutoring on issues relating to the Youth, Community and Play profession. Central to my tutoring sessions are issues of oppression and inequality which need to be explored sensitively whilst bearing in mind peoples differing levels of awareness. I have devised various courses on race and identity, looking at how these issues effect personal & professional working practice.



PROJECT PROFILE

	Participant
	Kemi Folarin 

	Area
	Handsworth, Birmingham, UK

	Project
	“Families in Focus” book-group

	Theme
	Women empowerment through family/community interaction


Socio-economic context


The area where the project is set is called Handsworth. It is an inner city area, in Birmingham, inhabited mostly by ethnic minorities from African or Afro-Carribean descent. Normally “areas of high deprivation” with quite a high crime rate. In Birmingham, inner city areas are normally more deprived than suburbs. The latter are higher class. 

In this area also there are quite a number of single parents as well and a lot of young people who do not to go to further education after they finish year thirteen. I have however chosen to stay in this area, with my children as well.

Project description and objectives

I am personally involved in the municipality’s social work and I wanted to do something outside the constraints the municipality sets on projects such as the need to focus on such categories as youth, aged people, gender. I wanted to focus on families in a holistic sense.

The book group idea came up at a party. One young man proposed to set up such a group and asked if I could coordinate it. I agreed.

The book group was set up originally by five voluntary women, like myself. We wanted to devise a neighbourhood project, we applied for funding for the project to materialize (see below) and called the book-group “Families in Focus”.


The objectives of “Families in Focus” are:

· Sharing experience: I wanted to discuss moral issues with children. And discuss gender issues too, with my girls and my boy. Sharing experience with the support of books, with the family and the community

· Read and encouraging young people to read. I have teenage daughters who haven’t read since they were ten. One of the problems I wanted to address is the lack of will to read when reading is an asset for further education.

· I also wanted to generate a change in pass-time, make something more constructive with our social time than television and improve that together as a group. Improve the quality of our social exchange. I had an interest in knowledge sharing in an informal fashion, family and community learning being an efficient way. I really think we can discuss moral issues and learn better collectively than from television.

Our group is informal (like some of the young people requested), there are no restricting rules.  We meet on a monthly base, with friends and kids, at my place. What pleases me is that everyone is reading. There are no older men in the group, the older one is twenty-five. The older members are all women. Presently, the group is made of thirteen people but more people read the book than just our group because kids for example, talk friends into reading too. 

Originally, we met up in my house, adults separated from the children. But young people, aged thirteen up, didn’t want to leave the room, they stayed in. 

My children were talking about books they’d read to older people, aged 21 and above. My children wanted to start reading books!!?? I was startled. 

Results, evaluation and obstacles

The idea was that each time, we’d list three books and each one of us would read one from the list. The book proposed during the first gathering was “The coldest winter ever” by some hip-hop artist, Sister Souldjer. Initially I was not very interested in reading that book. 

The first striking impact on my family is that for one week, the house was blessed with quietness, no noise… and my children telling me that I wouldn’t approve of the book. I was a little worried, but I thought I wanted to debate on it anyway, whatever it was. 

We all decided that we’d wait for the group to discuss. When the debate occurred, every one managed to put what they had read into perspective. It worked really well. 

There has been no formal evaluation of the project other than our own appreciation and enjoyment. The fact that the group kept meeting, that it involved a mix of people, across ages and gender, was a challenge and an indicator of success.


Resources (financial and human)

From a financial point of view, we are now putting in an application to buy the books on our lists and we’d like to buy them only from the local book-store so that we can support the local community. Then it will be a community project. We could have £2000. Then we would also want to see what we will do with our books once we have read them, maybe we could give them to our local library. Actually some of us got our books from the local library too. I knew about this possibility for funding because I work at the Council, but this application is really easy for everyone to fill up!

As for human resources, we were five founding members for a group that has grown to about thirty people, mostly from the neighbourhood.

Other resources are my front room.


Lessons learned

The dynamics of the group shows gender issues already. 

The book proposed during the first gathering was “The coldest winter ever” by some hip-hop artist, Sister Souldjer and the second book-group meeting proposed was another hip hop book (by) Monster Codey. These two books were put forward by young men. My daughter who read it said the book was too aggressive and she did not was to pursue reading. It was about American gangs. I thought maybe boys like more violence. We wondered, my daughter and I, if there might be a gender issue there.

> Men tend to be more vocal

I read in a survey that war books and military books are targeted specifically at men for 80% of such book readers are male. Also, men want to move more non-fiction and fiction much less. On the other hand, the publicizing industry targets romances and thrillers at women.  So, as a group, we should be mindful of the books we chose. Especially because young male are more vocal and louder. Young women are less vocal. All have curiosity, but men have less patience. 

> The choice of books itself is often gender linked
If we don’t engage everyone in the discussion and the choice of books, we might lose readers, either men who don’t want fiction or women who don’t want violence.

The question is really to keep people involved, so that we can entertain the discussion, all together. Before we chose a book, we take proposals and discuss the proposed books: it ought to be a democratic process. This itself trains negotiating skills and helps participants in developing communication skills. What I like is that people of all age, from age fourteen to fifty and from varied social backgrounds, some young people are unemployed and live at their parents for example; although, we all live in the same geographical area. 

> The question is to keep everyone involved, always, women and men

As for the group, it is about everybody being involved and everyone getting heard. We all do make an effort to get everyone involved, even the quieter young girls. Once, for example, my daughter wanted to speak up and could not be heard trhough the crowd. My sister, who is not in “Families in Focus” made a way for my daughter to speak up. 

Coming back to the issue of gender, one of the books chosen was about a woman making all the wrong choices. We had a group discussion, women shared their experience and they were blaming men for treating women as sex objects. It is not only about young women but also about how men treat women. I hope that the group remains mixed. We need to get the right book that everyone is interested in and maintain the balance right. 

> Gender issues are not only about women, but also about men

I think that older people read more. I finished my Masters degree in June last year so until there most of my reading was academic, related to gender and race, I couldn’t wait until I finished.

Age and gender matter on how confident people are with speaking up: young girls are quieter, they tend not to speak up in front of males.
> Age and gender matter on how confident people are

Finally, I think that shared learning is an extremely enjoyable process and I encourage everyone to engage in it.
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