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ABSTRACT 

The focus of this study is to explore what I, a Canadian educator, can learn about 

development deriving from my relationship with five Burkinabé street youth and from participating 

in a development project. Furthermore, this thesis explores the following questions: What are the 

possibilities and challenges associated with Participatory Development according to my 

experiences during my project? What can be learned from my development experiences? How can 

my international “development” experience influence my practice in the Canadian classroom? 

Two conceptual frameworks have guided this thesis: Narrative Inquiry and Participatory 

Development. The latter was selected for two reasons; firstly, the non-profit development 

organization I represented and worked with in Kingston, Ontario strongly believe in working with 

partner organizations in a participatory fashion. Secondly, I was personally interested in exploring 

whether a participatory approach could be successful in eliminating the power relationships 

sometimes present in development work. The former was chosen because it offered the most 

flexibility in terms of writing design and supported the three levels of narrative: experience, telling, 

and interpreting (Polkinghorne, 1988).  

As such, this thesis is a self-study narrative that enabled me to present my story as a young 

teacher, volunteer and researcher. My research has been shaped by (1) my experiences, (2) stories 

of others, (3) my experiences with individuals who have impacted my journey, (4) my relationships 

with five Burkinabé street youth, and (5) finally my learning that took place before, during and after 

my three month volunteer project.  

My experience of volunteering in Burkina Faso has taught me that development is a 

complex field that should not be as easily accessible to those whom are inexperienced and 
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unprepared to handle the challenges inherent in development work. My self-study cautions new 

researchers doing fieldwork abroad, volunteers and non-profit organizations of the possible 

negative effects such as harming the host community/culture, experiencing culture shock or reverse 

culture shock and practicing volunteer tourism while claiming to do development. 
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A GUIDE TO THIS THESIS 

Go to the people: 
Live with them, learn from them 

Love them 
Start with what they know 
Build with what they have. 

 
But the best leaders, 
When the job is done, 

The task is accomplished, 
The people will say: 

“We have done it ourselves.” 
 

-Lao Tzu 
 

 

This thesis follows a narrative design in order to present my story as a young teacher, 

volunteer “developer” and researcher. My research has been shaped by (1) stories of others, (2) my 

experiences with individuals who have impacted my journey, (3) my relationships with five 

Burkinabé street youth, and (4) finally my learning that took place before, during and after my three 

month volunteer project in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso. To document and communicate my 

learning and experiences teaching the street youth, I have chosen to present my data as a story, 

located in the context in which it took place and including data from interviews, photographs taken 

by me and the five youths, emails, letters, and journal entries.  

Furthermore, I use storytelling as a means to authentically describe my experiences and my 

relationships with the street youth. My story is told in a linear fashion and captures how I felt and 

what I thought at that specific time, however sometimes events are recounted simultaneously as 

they occurred. Instead of having a separation of data, method, and theory, I have placed and 

attempted to organize these elements in a sequential and thematic format throughout the thesis. This 

is not a neat and tidy packaging of my research and journey because life, my learning and 
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engagement with youth in a new cultural context can be messy. For this reason, some of my 

thoughts and ideas appear contradicting because at each point in my story I was reflecting on my 

experiences as they occur. Each chapter contains all of the elements of a conventional thesis 

including a literature review, methodology, data, and its analysis; however, these components are 

all woven into one story.  

Stories are created quite naturally as we make sense of and give meaning to events in our 

lives (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988; Cortazzi, 1993; Feige, 1999; Polkinghorne, 1988; Reason & 

Hawkins, 1988; Riseman, 1993). There are diverse reasons why storytelling has an important role 

in how individuals and communities share their stories; for instance, Holloway & Freshwater 

(2007) state that storytelling offers a means to share information, thoughts and feelings or a way of 

giving meaning to their experience. Pennebaker (2000) proposes that storytelling can be cathartic 

for some and an avenue to express whatever they are feeling or thinking at the time, which appealed 

to me because my research and my personal experience became inseparable. Furthermore, I share 

Holloway’s & Freshwater’s (2007) assertion that storytelling can help people acknowledge their 

vulnerability, share their emotions, and can sometimes lead to people feeling more empowered. The 

story-telling format is important in design because stories allow: 

us to enter the events, the characters, and their plights by calling upon our 
imagination. Stories can transport our experience into the situations they relate and 
involve us in producing the meanings of those events as though we were participants 
(Wenger, 1998, p. 203). 
 

Telling a story is the most effective method to share my research because most of what I 

came to understand about my “development” experiences could not be cut and pasted into rigid 

chapters. Furthermore, what I learned about development and my relationships with street youth 

cannot be summed up solely in my interviews, data and observations. My experiences and 
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memories of what I saw, felt, touched, tasted, and heard are all contained in my memories and 

storytelling helped me document items that would not normally be included in a conventional 

research inquiry. Narrative research allows the researcher and participants to “understand their 

experience, legitimize their behavior and share their emotional experience with others in holistic 

form which is not ‘fractured’ or disrupted by researchers” (Holloway & Freshwater, 2007, p.703). 

For the purpose of this thesis I have adopted Clandinin & Connelly’s (2006) definition of Narrative 

Inquiry: 

 

People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they 
interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal 
through which a person enters the world and by which their experience of the world is 
interpreted and made personally meaningful. Narrative inquiry, the study of 
experience as story, then, is first and foremost a way of thinking about experience. 
Narrative inquiry as a methodology entails a view of the phenomenon. To use 
narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a particular view of experience as 
phenomenon under study (p.375). 

 

My story took place in Burkina Faso from May 5th 2008 to July 26th 2008. Burkina Faso is a 

landlocked country located in West Africa. It has six neighbouring countries: Mali to the north, 

Niger to the east, Benin to the southeast, Togo and Ghana to the south and Cote d’Ivoire to the 

southwest. By the 14th century the territory of present-day Burkina Faso was occupied by the 

Bobo, Lobi, Gourounsi and the Mossi tribal groups. Currently, the Mossi make up almost half of 

Burkina Faso’s population (www.lonelyplanet.com). The country was once called the Republic of 

Upper Volta but its name was changed to Burkina Faso in 1984, which means "the land of upright 

people" in Mooré and Dioula, the major native languages of the country. The official language in 

Burkina Faso is French, which reflects Burkina Faso’s significant past relationship with its former 

European colonizer.  
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As a volunteer teacher, I worked with male street youth at a Burkinabé non-profit 

organization, which I refer to as the “Centre,” five days a week and for five to seven hours daily. 

For the first two months, I observed the youths’ behaviors and interactions with each other and their 

teachers and director, which gave me some insight into their lives, stories and individual 

personalities. Before leaving Canada I had decided to wait to begin my research until the last month 

in the field because I wanted to build a relationship with the youth and better understand the 

circumstances in which they lived. While I extended the invitation to all the youth who live at the 

Centre to participate in the photo-elicitation portion of the study, this study concentrated on five 

informants, identified through observation1. I felt these youth represented the overall population of 

youth at the Centre. I initially took groups of three to five youth a day and explained how to use a 

disposable camera and gave them instructions of what to photograph. The youth were given 

disposable cameras for a few hours and asked to take pictures of what was important to them, and 

what they would like in their future. Eighteen youth volunteered to participate and they took 

pictures of (a) anything that represented their lives and realities, and (b) things that embodied their 

“dreams” or what they wanted in their futures. There were no set limitations on what they could 

photograph; however, they were asked not to take pictures of people they did not know unless they 

had permission.  

The five youth chosen from the group of eighteen were later interviewed and were asked 

questions about their photographs. Data for this study included 5 open-ended interviews or group 

interviews which ranged from 15 to 30 minutes and an observation period from May to July 2008. 

                                   
1 Photo-elicitation is a method that I have used to gain insight in the street youths’ lives. This 
method is based on the idea of inserting a photograph into a research interview (Harper, 
2002). When the photographs are participant-produced the approach is referred to as 
photovoice (Wang & Burris, 1997). For this thesis, I have chosen to use the term photo-
elicitation to describe the process by which the photographs are discussed during interviews; 
however, it is important to note that the participants are the authors of the photographs.  
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Data were collected through participant observation, interviews, and photography both from the 

youth and myself. These methods yielded field notes, interview transcriptions, and hundreds of 

photographic images. Additionally, field notes were taken both during the interviews and while at 

the Centre. I kept a journal where I recorded events, my feelings and thoughts throughout my 

project. Also included are photographs, letters, and drawings that were collected both in the field 

and once I returned home.  

How This Thesis Is Organized 

Chapter 1: Introduction: Before Leaving provides a brief history of the events that have 

motivated and shaped this thesis. I discuss my preparations during the eight months before my 

departure. I identify some of the ways development is understood and practiced in addition to the 

connections between education and development. 

Chapter 2: Naive Beginnings presents the period in which I started to realize the challenges 

involved in working on a development project. I share my initial impressions of the country, people 

and culture. Furthermore, I discuss the social and historical context of where I conducted my 

research so that the reader can gain a holistic understanding of the environment I worked and lived 

in.  

Chapter 3: Deception represents a turning point in my thinking where I begin to ask 

questions that are central to this thesis – what is development? Is my project really a “development” 

project? I examine the literature on international development work and relate it to my project and 

my experiences I was going through during this period. 

Chapter 4: My Learning explores the literature relating to street youth while tying in my 

experience with Burkinabé street youth. I discuss my methodology and what I learned from the 

youth and their photographs. 
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Chapter 5: My Relationships with the Five Youth introduces the participants’ stories: 

Raymond in “Trust,” Alasane in “The Darker Side of the Streets,” and Soulemane in “Sadness,” 

which have been informed by my experiences with them, interviews, letters and photographs. These 

three stories helped me learn about the issues concerning street youth and its culture. Also, I tell 

Sampawendé’s story in “School is not the only solution” and Rasmané’s story in “Change is 

Difficult,” both stories discuss the challenges involved in development work. In addition, this 

chapter explores photo-elicitation as a tool to support telling a story. 

Chapter 6: Learning from Photographs examines the emerging themes from the youths’ 

photographs (specifically focusing on the predominant theme), my findings, and the additional 

methods I used to understand the youths’ lives. 

Chapter 7: Rethinking Development provides an in depth examination of my conceptual 

frameworks, Participatory Development and Narrative Research, and the numerous challenges and 

benefits of using these approaches. 

Chapter 8: New Beginnings is a self-reflection chapter that examines my mistakes, feelings 

of culture shock, reverse culture shock, renewed thoughts regarding development, and new 

understanding regarding my “development” project.  

Ethical Considerations 

Given I was carrying out research on human subjects my research proposal was reviewed by 

GREB (Graduate Research Ethics Board) and received full ethical clearance prior to my departure 

(refer to Appendix A). Before going into the field, I intended on using pseudonyms to protect the 

identity of my participants. However, I was open to the possibility that this practice might not be 

culturally appropriate. When I got to the field and learned more about the setting in which I was 

working, I decided not to use pseudonyms for the five youth because culturally to assign a fake 
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name to a story is a demonstration of a lack of respect. The youth and their guardian (the director of 

the Centre) were informed in advance and agreed to this disclosure during a meeting and in the 

Letter of Permission (refer to Appendix B). Despite the precautions I made to speak with the 

director and the youth about my research, it should be understood that research itself is a foreign 

concept to both the youth and to the director of the Centre. After living in Burkina Faso for three 

months, I better understood that the nature and content of the youths’ stories were not in any way a 

secret and could not pose any risk for them. I have been made aware that since leaving Burkina 

Faso, the youth in this study have left the Centre for their own personal reasons and there ceases to 

be any links between the youth and the Centre.  Up until I started to write this thesis I had planned 

on disclosing the name of the Centre; however, due to my concerns over the organization’s 

management practices, I have decided to mask the name of the school, referring to it only as the 

Centre.  In addition, I decided to use a pseudonym for the non-profit organization that I worked for 

at Queen’s University because, despite of my own challenges with the organization, I still believe 

that they have great potential and I would not want to hinder their future possibilities with what I 

have disclosed in this thesis. Consequently, I have chosen to refer to this organization as “Faso 

Project.” 

Cultural Considerations 

Conducting this thesis was a complex initiative, especially when considering the cultural 

differences that have played a role in the research process. The contextual challenges I experienced 

while doing research are echoed by Gokah (2004) “Doing social research in less familiar 

environments can pose several challenges to first-time researchers” (p. 135; as cited in Gokah, 

2006, p. 61). It is crucial to understand that the ethical guidelines, which western academic 

institutions employ, may not be relevant in non-western contexts. For instance, one concern 
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expressed by GREB was the impossibility of obtaining true informed consent. Most of the youth I 

worked with at the Centre do not have parents who are active participants in their lives. For the 

most part, the youth I was exposed to were “children of the street,” implying that either their 

parents or relatives live in a village far away from where the youth currently resides, they have lost 

contact with their families, or the youth have left home for diverse reasons. In some cases, I 

encountered street youth who either decided to live or were pushed to live on the streets because 

one or both parents may be deceased. Even if the youth are considered “emancipated minors” many 

do not have the cultural understanding, cognitive skills or experience to understand the implications 

and possible consequences of the research (Hurley, 1997). For this reason, I sought consent for this 

study from the director of the Centre who is legally responsible for the youth in the eyes of the 

State. I also obtained verbal and recorded consent from each youth permitting me to use their 

photographs and interviews in this study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER ONE 

 Introduction: Before Leaving 

Let them come and see men and women and children who know how to live, whose joy of life has 
not yet been killed by those who claimed to teach other nations how to live. (Chinua Achebe, 

1960, p.45) 

 

My journey leading up to this thesis 

Upon completing my undergraduate degree in education, I envisioned myself venturing 

out into the world and using my skills as an educator to make positive changes in the lives of 

young people.  I was attracted to the field of education because the classroom offered an ideal 

platform from where I could initiate and inspire positive change in the lives of my students. Ever 

since I can remember, I have been interested in global issues, travelling and learning about 

different cultures. As a woman of Chinese/Irish/Canadian heritage, my sense of identity and 

diversity is strongly present in my life. Coming from a biracial family, I was exposed to different 

ways of seeing and interpreting the world. I was fortunate enough that I was able to travel quite 

extensively, which fostered my desire to learn even more about the world. I have always felt a 

genuine sense of responsibility that made me feel empowered to be pro-active and not just 

acknowledge but actually change the injustices that exist in the world. This desire to make a 

positive impact prompted me to start a career as an educator. After almost four years of 

substitute teaching which was done while completing my undergraduate degree, I found that my 

classroom duties no longer satisfied my overall life’s purpose and I wondered how I could 

combine my passion for education with my interest in international development. 

The day after my university convocation I was anxious to get out in the world and use my 

teaching skills to “change the world” or at least help children in Buenos Aires during my 
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volunteer “development” project. For months leading up to my graduation I had been researching 

different organizations and places where I could volunteer. I had come across an article from a 

magazine which spoke about street children in Buenos Aires and the economic crisis that had 

worsened social issues in the country. Shortly after the economic crisis in 2001, Help Argentina 

was created to bring sustainability, attention and aid to smaller organizations and charities in the 

country. I applied online and was matched at Crecer con Amor (Growing up with Love), an 

educational centre for disadvantaged children, located outside of Buenos Aires. I was asked to 

teach English and to offer support to the local classroom teachers. Before leaving for Argentina, 

I was excited for my new adventure and I thought at the time that I was going to be doing 

something meaningful and useful. I assumed that English was the “language of opportunity” and 

as such it was essential for children in Argentina to learn if they ever were to escape the cycle of 

poverty into which they had been born.  

During my time in Argentina, I was humbled to realize that English was not essential for 

these children to live and that my skills and competencies acquired in university were not really 

as universal as I had thought. I questioned the purpose of my so-called “development” project. I 

was disappointed with my experience and as a consequence, I started to familiarize myself with 

development literature and learn more about the organizations and institutions that work in the 

field. I eventually recognized that my experience in Argentina resembled a top-down Eurocentric 

project whereby I was regarded by others in the field as the “expert” on the project. I found it 

hypocritical that I was considered a novice teacher back home in Canada but in Argentina I was 

regarded as the “expert” who was expected to show local teachers how to teach. Despite feeling 

discouraged with my “faux” development project, I was also able to walk away with a renewed 

sense of determination to participate on a more authentic project.  
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This experience prompted me to seek out another opportunity to learn more about the 

development field. I sought out a non-profit organization after starting my first few weeks at 

Queen’s University and found “Faso Project,” a student-run organization that focuses on small 

scale engineering projects, environmental, social, education and health initiatives. The 

organization was established in 1990 and has grown extensively since then, originally working in 

Guyana during the summer months to now sending teams of student volunteers to such countries 

as Ghana, Burkina Faso and Bolivia. I remember feeling excited but still apprehensive about the 

idea of getting involved in another development project. Before applying for a position with 

“Faso Project”, I attended a presentation led by the Burkina Faso team that had gone the previous 

year. They shared their experiences of what they did while they were there and spoke about some 

of the challenges they faced while on project. I was intrigued by the opportunity presented, 

however, and decided to apply for the site-director position. Within days I received confirmation 

that I was hired for the position and was going to Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso in eight months 

time.  

Eights months of preparation 

Shortly after being hired as the new site-director for the Burkina Faso team, I attended a 

weekend retreat organized for all of the directors and executive members. The organization’s 

executive committee briefly went over each country’s project(s) and we discussed how we were 

going to select the volunteers that would be joining the site-directors in each project location. 

The committee explained my duties as site-director, which was to oversee the setting up of a 

radio station in a small rural village an hour outside of Ouagadougou and personally work at the 

Centre located in Ouagadougou. In addition, my duties consisted of communicating and 

collaborating with Burkinabé partners before and during the project dates, doing the applications 
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for the team’s visas, establishing safety protocols and being responsible for the budget. My in-

country task was to teach math and French classes to the street youth at the Centre, to collaborate 

and exchange ideas and knowledge with staff, organize extracurricular activities for the street 

youth and community members.  

A few weeks following the retreat, the executive committee held a full day interview 

process that placed candidates in mock situations, while executive members and site-directors 

watched and listened to how candidates responded to each situation. The simulations differed, 

some focused on thinking skills, analytical skills, and cultural sensitivity. At the end of that 

interview process, all of the members got together to go over each candidate’s profile. We 

narrowed down the list of candidates and each site-director chose whom they wanted to 

interview. Once I had chosen three team members to accompany me in Burkina Faso we 

attended team meetings every week to discuss fundraising initiatives to help subsidize our airfare 

and project details and information.  

When I was hired I was told that I would be working with two Burkinabé organizations, 

the Centre working with street youth and “Project A” training local rural workers how to use 

computers and IT programs to keep track of their inventory. I was given the contact information 

for each organization right away and months later I was given a one page report from the 

previous site-director. I contacted the head teacher at the Centre and introduced myself over the 

telephone. After the Christmas holidays had passed the head teacher and I exchanged emails on a 

weekly to bi-weekly basis. We spoke about accommodation and items the Centre was in need of. 

I asked him on several occasions what he would like to see from us but he assured me that we 

would discuss this once I arrived. “Faso Project” had worked with the Centre for four years so 

communicating with the Centre was easy and the head teacher always responded in a timely 
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manner, however reaching the director of “Project A” required much more determination. 

“Project A” was going to be a new initiative that the previous team felt would be a good partner 

to work with. I was given an office number to contact the director of “Project A” and after trying 

to reach someone for two months, I finally spoke to a lady who worked in the office and she 

gave me the Director’s cell phone number. She also told me that the director was living in France 

permanently. After several attempts we spoke over the phone and I asked him if he was still 

interested in a partnership. He assured me that there would be personnel support for my team and 

that he was going to visit half way through our project. The uncertainty of this project made me 

nervous but I stayed with it based on the previous team’s recommendation.  

There was a falling out between the volunteers from the previous year but I did not know 

the reasons behind it. For this reason I contacted each volunteer separately. I met with one 

volunteer over coffee and she gave me a little insight about her experiences but she did not go 

into too much detail about the Centre or project. I contacted another volunteer who had 

graduated and moved to Vancouver. We spoke for a few hours over the phone and he shared 

some of the challenges that he had experienced. After speaking with two alum volunteers I was 

still confused about certain issues relating to my project. What kinds of activities was I supposed 

to organize? I wanted to plan lessons, activities and games before I left. I suggested ideas to the 

head teacher at the Centre but he never addressed them in his correspondence. I did not have 

sufficient information from “Faso Project” to plan anything ahead of time so my team and I did 

our best to learn about the history, culture, politics, and economy of Burkina Faso. We read 

articles, travel books, internet blogs and contacted other volunteers who were living there and 

working with other organizations.   
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In addition to my own preparation, “Faso Project” organized weekly meetings in 

Kingston for all members where we discussed the progress we were making on each project, 

organized fundraising initiatives, and problems or concerns relating to the organization.  “Faso 

Project” organized one retreat with all of the volunteers where we discussed the challenges 

involved in development work; such as gender, power/empowerment, sustainability and 

collaboration between us and host organizations. Also, “Faso Project” organized two workshops 

addressing cultural sensitivity, culture shock, immunizations, illness, and travel precautions. 

During these workshops, members also shared their experiences and uncertainties about their 

projects. The executive members cautioned the volunteers of the challenges in development, the 

objective of establishing sustainable projects and emphasized the importance of working and 

learning from each other. The issue of social justice was always a topic in discussions that took 

place during meetings and social events. I was excited to belong to an organization that prided 

itself on being reflective and seemingly knowledgeable in issues relating to project sustainability, 

gender issues and social justice. 

Issues of Social Justice 

Many people learn and are aware of the injustices that exist around the world; however, 

some people feel disconnected from each other and/or we feel powerless thinking that one person 

cannot make a difference. As our disconnection with each other grows, so do the injustices and 

inequalities. It is impossible to deny that the growing gap between the have and have-nots 

continues to be a significant challenge for many countries at the start of 21st century (Rahnema, 

1997). In 2007, United Nations statistics suggested an estimated 41.1% of people living in Sub-

Saharan Africa live on less than 1$ a day (UN Millennium Development Goals Report, 2007, p. 

5). Inequalities in the health sector continue in the South where over half a million women still 
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die each year from treatable and preventable complications of pregnancy and childbirth (UN 

Millennium Development Goals Report, 2007, p. 4). Disparities and inequalities between 

‘developed’ nations and the ‘Third World’ are increasing and leaving many nations in dire 

poverty despite decades of international aid, development investment and practices. Experts in 

the development field, from the South and the North, have expressed growing concerns with the 

assumptions found in the various development theories and in the outcomes of diverse 

development projects especially since “many areas of the world are worse off today than they 

were thirty years ago, despite development programmes and aid”  (Munck & O’Hearn, 1999, p. 

3).  

Stark injustices still remain in the case of Burkina Faso, especially in comparison to the 

rest of the world. Burkina Faso is one of the poorest countries on the planet, landlocked with few 

natural resources and a weak industrial base. About 90% of the population is engaged in 

subsistence agriculture, which is vulnerable to periodic drought (www.cia.gov/index). The 

country’s GDP per capita is $1,200 (2009 est.), unemployment rate is 77% (2004 est.), 46.4% 

(2004 est.) of the population lives below the poverty line, the literacy rate of the total population 

tops out at 21.8% (2003 est.), life expectancy is only 52.95 years (2009 est.), and the country 

continues to carry a large $1.84 billion (31 December 2009 est.) external debt to donor 

organizations, institutions and countries (www.cia.gov/index).   

The Role of Development in this Thesis  

I engaged in this research acknowledging that I am not a development expert but rather 

an educator who is interested in the development field and who has read the development 

literature as a way to intellectually connect with the development field. Acquiring a knowledge 

base in the literature helped me prepare for my project in Burkina Faso by understanding the 
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field’s history, theories, and challenges. When I refer to development in this thesis I am speaking 

on behalf of my project and development on a micro-scale. I recognize that my inexperience in 

the field cannot allow me to generalize. Furthermore, for the purpose of this thesis I adopted 

Sen’s (1999) definition of development, which argues that development is the personal and 

communal attempts to overcome: 

the persistence of poverty and unfulfilled elementary needs, occurrence of 
famines and widespread hunger, violation of elementary political freedoms as well 
as of basic liberties, extensive neglect of the interests and agency of women, and 
worsening threats to our environment and to the sustainability of our economic 
and social lives. (p.xi) 

Development is commonly understood at least in two different ways. On the one hand, 

development is an industry consisting of organizations, institutions, policies, bureaucracies, and 

practices. On the other hand, development is held to be an altruistic or social ideal where 

development workers and their institutions strive to affect positive changes (Crewe & Harrison, 

1998).  

Early Literature  

As apart of my personal preparation before leaving, I undertook some research because I 

did not know the realities of Burkinabé street youth. I noticed that there was a gap of knowledge 

that focused less on statistics and more on the youth’s lives, stories, needs, problems and 

aspirations. Despite the increase in academic publications and interest in street youth (Connolly 

& Ennew, 1996; Beers, 1996) especially in the last twenty years, the methods and approaches 

used have reproduced stereotyped images of street children as being either victims and/or heroes 

(Connolly & Ennew, 1996) and have concentrated solely on street youths’ living conditions and 

their family background (Beers, 1996). Consequently, many research studies have not painted an 

accurate or full-bodied picture of the street child phenomenon. Instead, these children have been 
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objectified in many previous studies (Beers, 1996). To change how street youth are depicted by 

research, Johnson (1995), strongly suggests that the first step to improve the quality of life for 

children is to better understand their roles and lives (Johnson et al., 1995), especially since 

“children’s views are often not considered or just simply ignored” (West, 1999, p.147). For this 

reason, my original intention was to write a thesis that told street youths’ stories from their own 

perspectives so that an accurate picture could be painted regarding the street youth phenomenon. 

The focus of this thesis has shifted several times, reflecting the learning and personal 

growth I have experienced. Firstly, my initial focus for this thesis was to focus on the lives of 

street youth in Burkina Faso and write their stories from their perspectives. Before entering the 

field, I believed that the population that is trying to be helped should be empowered to 

participate and to take a more central role in determining their outcomes in a development 

setting. For this reason, when I first conceptualized my study and proposed it to GREB my work 

was guided by Freire (1970) and his work on empowerment. Once I entered the field I felt 

uncomfortable suggesting that my study helped empower locals or participants because I felt it 

was presumptuous of me to assume that I would be the one empowering them and not the other 

way around. Although many empowerment based initiatives have been deemed successful 

(Cornish, 2006; Khamis et al., 2009; Parkes, 2008), I felt that my short three month commitment 

would not allow me to truly embark on a research project focused on empowerment because 

transformation requires time. I increasingly became interested in the literature pertaining to 

participatory approaches, especially since the principles of equal partnerships and collaboration 

were echoed in “Faso Project’s” mandate. I was interested in examining the possibilities and 

challenges involved with using participatory methods in a development context. Despite my 

initial goal of telling the stories of street youth, my research changed once more due to (a) time 
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restraints, (b) language barriers, (c) and the complex research setting which limited the amount 

and type of data I could gather. Finally, the focus of this study is to explore what I, a Canadian 

educator, can learn about development deriving from my relationship with five Burkinabé street 

youth and from participating in a development project. Furthermore, this thesis explores the 

following questions: What are the possibilities and challenges associated with Participatory 

Development according to my experiences during my project? What can be learned from my 

development experiences? How my international experience can influence my practice in the 

Canadian classroom? 

As an educator who engages in development, reviewing my acquired understanding of 

the development field was a necessary part of my own critical reflection process whereby tacit 

assumptions become clear and open for critique. As previously mentioned, I am not a 

development expert but rather an educator who participated on a development project and whose 

way of thinking has been molded by the development literature that I have read.  

Connecting Education and Development 

Interests in both education and development led me to further investigate the similarities 

between the two fields. As an educator, I am familiar with an educational system that is based on 

the notion of creating possibility and inspiring younger generations to be contributing members 

in our global community, so it was “normal” that I was attracted to another field of practice that 

also embodies these altruistic ideals of creating a better world. Having a background in education 

allowed me to see the similarities between the two disciplines. I was introduced to the dominant 

paradigms of western conceptualizations of development in my graduate courses. I found traces 

of the modernization, dependency, and neo-liberalist development theories embedded in Freire’s 
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(1970) critique that education was organized around a “banking model” where knowledge is 

deposited and stored.  

Development and education can be juxtaposed in the sense that they both resemble a 

complex industry, which embodies the social ideal to affect positive change. Education and 

learning is also an essential part of the development process, whereby all participants gain 

knowledge of themselves, the issues or problems they are trying to solve, the culture they are 

immersed in, and the people in which they are working with. Similarly, “knowledge is critical 

for development because everything we do depends on knowledge. Simply to live, we must 

transform the resources we have into the things we need, and that takes knowledge” (The World 

Bank, 1998/9, p.16). The construction of knowledge is not a linear process nor should it be 

treated as a top-down practice. The educational banking metaphor critiqued by Freire (1970) 

argues that students are empty vessels to be filled up by teacher’s reproduction of knowledge 

handed down from the teacher to the student, like depositing money in a bank. It becomes a 

“dead body of knowledge” lacking the connection to their own reality (Shor & Freire, 1987). 

This metaphor can be transferred to a development context, whereby the teacher or “expert” 

transfers knowledge to the student or “locals” in developing nations. 

Similarly, some development organizations, and NGOs reproduce assumptions and 

beliefs that are based on western concepts of progress and pass down knowledge to the local 

populations they are trying to “help” in developing nations. The World Bank has been criticized 

publically suggesting that it fails to address “the unequal relations of power that exist between 

groups” which places limits on the construction of knowledge (Walsh, 1991, p.2). As a 

consequence, “the process of knowledge being objectified and transferred by the dominant socio-

economic power marginalizes and negates through the use of power those who are not in the 
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hierarchal position to determine what is knowledge and thus reality” (Theunissen, 2004, p. 9). 

Goonatilake (1984) suggests that we should imagine a world whereby our understanding of 

reality and truth is separated from the dominant western discourse. Despite her position, she does 

not suggest that we dismiss the western knowledge base altogether, rather recognize the ways 

western influenced knowledge may be limiting, biased, alienating and culturally irrelevant to 

non-Europeans (Goonatilake, 1984).  

I had already recognized the limitations of my western knowledge base after volunteering 

in Argentina. Although I was representing a western non-profit organization (Faso Project) and I 

was traveling there to teach, I ultimately wanted to learn and give something in return. I knew 

deep down that I was not an expert and my experience as a teacher back in Montreal would 

probably not be useful, however a part of me still embodied an optimistic attitude.  
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CHAPTER TWO  

Naive Beginnings 

Africa can stun you in an instant. It can throw floods and drought and disease at you, sometimes 
all at the same time. In the next moment, it will tease you with its magnificent beauty, so even if 
you don’t forget, you can find a way to forgive. Ultimately, it keeps you coming back for more 

(Novogratz, 2009, p. 111) 
 

“Saving Africa” 

The biggest challenge I faced was my inability to escape from my own 

misrepresentations and illusions of Africa and the lack of support from friends and family 

members in going to an African country. Everything that I knew about Africa came from various 

forms of media, which painted a dark picture of poverty, corruption, danger, and war. Often I 

received comments such as “Is that not a dangerous place to visit?” and “Is the country stable?” I 

placed my misguided fears and these misinformed comments in the back of my mind, hoping 

that my own experience would disprove all these negative images. In my mind, I imagined 

myself going on an amazing adventure where I would “help” street youth, work with staff 

members, discover a new culture and learn more about development. At the time, I felt like I had 

a noble purpose in travelling to Burkina Faso because I was going to “save” all of the street 

children.  

Besides my naive and misguided sense of self purpose, I had mixed feelings about going 

to an African country because I suspected the issues that challenge the continent have been 

glamorized by popular culture and the media. There has been a popular trend for organizations, 

governments, charities, non-profits, and private corporations to turn to Africa as their new cause 

for the 21st century. Increasingly international volunteerism has become trendy, and companies 

and organizations have created programs for travelers to participate in “volunteer projects” to 

teach the Masaii for one week or work with orphans in Zambia. I knew that I did not want to be 
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aligned with a self identified group of pretend “do-gooders.” I felt like I had already participated 

in a “faux” development project when I was in Argentina. Travelling and working in an African 

context posed a challenge since the last thing I wanted to do was add to the false perception and 

image of “white westerners going and saving Africa.” That was my deepest fear and something I 

did not want to encourage.  

My First Impressions 

My initial impression when I arrived in the capital city, Ouagadougou was complete 

excitement that I was finally there after months of planning. “Once I arrived I looked outside the 

windows of the plane and asked myself what am I doing here?” (Journal Entry, May 6). I was 

exhausted from the plane ride and I remember walking off of the aircraft onto the tarmac as a 

waft of hot thick air hit my body. Passengers from other organizations and universities deplaned 

all supposedly coming to “help.” It was already dark when we landed so I was not able to orient 

to my surroundings as I made my way to a small guesthouse where I would stay for nine nights. 

The following morning, as soon as I left the gated missionary compound I felt overwhelmed. The 

temperature had hit a scorching 40 degrees by 8 am and I felt tired after only walking for 5 

minutes. “Walking down the red dirt road I have never felt so hot in my life before. I felt like I 

was on a whole other planet” (Journal Entry, May 8).  I tried to adjust myself in order to take in 

all of the new sights. I saw people sitting outside their homes or businesses all watching me as I 

passed, women walking with large baskets on top of their heads carrying fruit and a tribesman 

from the Sahel riding his camel on the dusty road. I stood in disbelief, hit by the reality of my 

decision to live in such an unfamiliar place, one like no other place I had ever experienced. I 

walked to the market nearby but I found it difficult to walk on the unpaved rocky roads with my 

plastic flip flops. I was taken aback by what I saw on my way to the market. In the middle of the 
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road there were piles of garbage burning, stray dogs aimlessly walked around searching for food, 

young children played with used tires and women gathered to sell their products at the market 

stalls. I have chosen the three photos below, taken by me, to represent initial experience with my 

surroundings. 

                  Photo 1              Photo 2      Photo 3 

 

Photo 1: the street outside the missionary compound     

Photo 2: my first Burkinabé meal- couscous with lamb 

Photo 3: a lady at the market selling juice     

 

In the comfort of Montreal cinemas, I had seen films and commercials portraying people 

and places on the African continent and I found myself feeling like I was in a World Vision 

commercial with children running towards me screaming nasara (white person) in hopes of 

getting to shake my hand. There was a lot to absorb and with each time I passed by the same area 

I noticed something different and new. At first, all the stalls selling merchandise seemed 

redundant and I wondered where people bought other items other than food. It was difficult to 

figure out where to buy certain items because there were no “megastores” like Wal-Mart that 

sold everything from milk to barbeques. The first week and a half I felt light hearted and was 

excited by all the new smells, sights and people. I had even formed a connection with a lovely 

family that lived down the street from the guesthouse. One afternoon a man approached me and 
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asked where I was from. He was excited to hear that I was from Montreal because he had visited 

the city over thirty years ago for an arts conference sponsored by the Quebec government. He 

invited me into his home and showed me pictures of his visit to Montreal and Quebec City. He 

was excited to share his memories with me. I bonded with his eldest daughter who would later 

come out with me on several occasions.  

Days flew by quickly and eventually it came time to leave the guesthouse and relocate to 

live with a family on the other side of town. At the guesthouse, I had certain luxuries that most 

Burkinabé could not afford such as a shower, a toilet, and a refrigerator. A different reality set in 

when I moved in with a Burkinabé family in Pissy, a neighborhood approximately 45 minutes 

away from where I had been staying. Deep down I was not sure if I could survive without the 

small luxuries that I had at the guesthouse and took for granted at home. When the head teacher 

from the Centre came to pick me up to take me to my new home, he arrived in a beat up red 

truck accompanied by two of the youth from the Centre who kindly helped me with my luggage. 

I went into my bag and pulled out two chocolate chip granola bars and handed them to the boys 

to thank them for their help. They thanked me and hopped in the back of the truck beside the 

luggage as I jumped in the front seat. It was a hot afternoon with temperatures reaching 47 

degree Celsius. My first challenge was adapting to the heat, “Today was 46 degrees and the heat 

is deadly. I feel like dying every morning when I wake up here. I always forget where I am until I 

wake up and realize that I am still here. It has only been 10 days and it feels like a month has 

passed by” (Journal Entry, May 16). I made sure that I wore my safari hat to keep the sun off of 

my face and I sat in the passenger seat looking outside and paying attention of my whereabouts. 

The hot air blew in through my window lifting my hat and as I turned around to check up on the 

boys, they both placed one hand on the glass window while eating their granola bars with the 
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other. I followed their lead and placed my hands on top of theirs with only the glass separating 

our hands from touching. It was at this exact moment where I felt like “this is Africa” and this 

captured how I had envisioned my African experience. It was innocent, happy and optimistic – 

just like I was.   

Arriving at the family’s house was a cultural shock in itself and I was not mentally 

prepared to deal with the challenges of living with such limited material items or facilities. My 

first morning I woke up drenched in sweat feeling already physically exhausted. The metal roof 

on my dwelling absorbed the heat throughout the day, which created a sauna-like heat during the 

night. I walked outside carrying all of my toiletries to the washroom. I entered the small brick 

room with a hole in the floor, which was used as a toilet. The smell was inescapable and made 

me throw up immediately but I tried to hide it so not to offend the family. I walked over to the 

water pump and collected some water in a bucket to take a shower. I struggled but managed to 

carry it over to the washroom area. I threw my towel over a wire, which acted as a door, so 

people could not see me. I took off my pajamas and squatted next to the bucket of warm water. I 

thought to myself, “How do I wash myself?” I stared down at the bucket and the view of looking 

at myself naked in that crouched fetal-like position was something that I had never experienced 

before. I was having an outer body experience. I dunked my long hair into the bucket trying not 

to waste the water. I lathered the shampoo and then did not know how to rinse it off.  At this 

exact moment I realized how different my life was back in Montreal compared to my new life at 

the family’s home in Pissy. I felt my initial goal of “saving Africa” slip away once I realized that 

something as simple as taking a bucket shower was challenging for me, it made me wonder how 

I would ever manage to “help” street youth. 
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After only a few weeks I was growing frustrated and overwhelmed with my new life in 

Burkina Faso. I remember escaping the family’s house to go to the internet place to chat with my 

friends. The ceiling fan above my head was turning at warp speed and made loud sounds as if it 

was about to fall on top of me at any moment. Nine days had passed and I was already asking to 

come home. The fun and exciting illusions that I enjoyed playing in my head for the first week 

were quickly fading away and I eventually forced myself to accept that I had to stay. I felt 

emotionally beaten up and I left the family’s house to spend the day in a hotel lobby so I could 

sit in air conditioning. While sitting on the couch I met a World Bank employee and we chatted 

about our experiences both in Burkina Faso and in development. I confessed to him that I was 

having a difficult time adapting and I was not sure if I could make it to the end of my trip. He 

smiled and told me, “I have worked all around Africa for more than twenty years now. At first 

when I was assigned to the region I thought that I would hate it but let me tell you something – 

there is something special about Africa that will stay in your blood. You will be back again; you 

just don’t know it yet.”  

As my second week passed by, I made a conscious effort to open myself to be vulnerable 

to this new culture, place, and people. I believed that when someone travels to a new destination 

boundaries are set regarding how much we are willing to let ourselves go, putting aside our 

cultural biases aside. We limit how much we are open to learning, most likely because the 

knowledge that we have already acquired would be subject to re-evaluation. In my prior travels, I 

had been open to learning but never uninhibited. 
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         Photo 4          Photo 5 

 

Photo 4: a picture of my bedroom at the family’s house 

Photo 5: the family’s courtyard, showing the front gates and the washroom 

 

The Social and Historical Context of Burkina Faso  

It was important for me to learn and understand the rich history of Burkina Faso, 

especially since at the beginning of my journey I had never even heard of the country before. I 

learned that in the past, due to its limited resources in Burkina Faso (formerly Upper Volta) even 

former colonial powers recognized the country’s best resource was its potential labor force for its 

neighboring countries. In September 1932, the Upper Volta territory was dismantled and divided 

between Niger, the French Sudan (currently Mali), and the Ivory Coast. The territory was 

reintegrated and restored in 1947, and in August of 1960 it gained its full independence 

(Kobiane, Calves & Marcou, 2005). Presently, Burkina Faso is facing many development 

challenges, given that it is considered one of the poorest countries in the world; consequently 

there are hundreds of development organizations working throughout the country. Its economy is 

largely based on agriculture, which employs nearly 90 percent of the active population. Health 

concerns pose a serious threat to the development potential of the country since epidemics are 
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prevalent and infant mortality is among the highest in the continent (Kobiane, Calves & Marcou, 

2005). Unemployment is growing, especially in the cities, due to a lack in employment 

opportunities and “push” and “pull” migratory factors, either rural circumstance are “pushing” 

people to leave due to a shortage of food or “pulling” people to the city because of the promise 

of employment and opportunity. These socio-economic challenges have contributed to the 

current state of the country, including the issue of street children.  

Schooling in Burkina Faso. In 1960, when Burkina Faso gained its independence, only 

seven percent of children ages 7-12 attended school (Kobiane, Calves & Marcou, 2005). 

According to the Ministry of Basic Education, during the 2002-3 school years, 41.4 percent of 

boys and 31.4 percent of girls ages 7-12 attended primary school, which is the most recent 

publically accessible data. Over the 40 year interim, Burkina Faso’s main educational goal has 

been to reach an overall enrolment target of 75 percent of all elementary school children by the 

year 2010. Despite some evidence of progress it seems to have slowed after the mid-1990s, 

perhaps due to some structural adjustments that have caused a strain on financing programs and a 

50 percent devaluation of their currency (Kobiane, Calves & Marcou, 2005).  

To combat these social and economic challenges, the “Education Act” is one of Burkina 

Faso’s main policy initiatives. Included in the document is the Ten-Year Plan for Basic 

Education Development (PDDEB), which formally started in 2002 (Kobiane, Calves & Marcou, 

2005). The PDDEB (2001-2010) is a comprehensive and ambitious programme, which Burkina 

Faso proposes to implement over a ten-year reference period. This implementation is to be 

carried out in three stages: (1) 2001-2005, expansion and improvement of basic education and 

increasing the school enrolment rate to 56%; (2) 2005-2008, continued expansion and 

improvement of basic education; and (3) 2008-2010, consolidation of basic education expansion 
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and further improvement. So far, Burkina Faso has made “considerable efforts to cope with the 

demand for education” (Ki & Ouegraogo, 2006, 207). 

The PDDEB has set out to encourage school attendance among the poorer sectors of the 

population by the introduction of a free system of distributing school textbooks and has 

encouraged parents to take a more active role in the management of schools affairs (Ki & 

Ouegraogo, 2006). In order to reduce education costs for low income households and to promote 

school attendance among girls in particular, a major effort has been made to build community 

schools that are more easily assessable for those not living in an urban area. Childcare centres 

and nurseries, known as bisongo, have been built in rural areas to promote literacy and 

productivity among women and to encourage the education of girls (Ki & Ouegraogo, 2006). In 

addition, Burkina Faso has taken measures to improve the quality of education by (a) regularly 

distributing school textbooks, (b) improving teachers’ qualifications, particularly in rural areas, 

and (c) introducing bilingual education on an experimental basis (Ki & Ouegraogo, 2006).  

The poverty that continues to exist in Burkina Faso, where half the population has no 

access to basic social services, prevents individuals from making a full contribution to the 

country’s development (Ki & Ouegraogo, 2006). Despite considerable efforts made in the last 

ten years to improve basic education, serious problems remain. According to Ki & Ouegraogo, 

(2006) the following changes must be made to lift the country out of poverty: (a) the allocation 

of resources must be increased, since it only accounts for 2.8% of GDP, in comparison to other 

African countries who are also Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) and devote 4.0% of 

their GDP on average; (b) repetition rates are high in the education system at 15% from year 1 to 

year 5 of primary education and about 40% in year 2 of intermediate education (CM2); (c) 

formal and informal schooling remains inaccessible for most of the population because it is too 
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expensive; (d) school infrastructure is inadequate; (e) the social demand for education is high, 

owing to the growth in population; (e) the working conditions of teachers and pupils are 

unsatisfactory (Ki & Ouegraogo, 2006). From my understanding, the education system is failing 

to produce new generations of skilled workers, which affects the possibility of outside 

investment into the country because training the work force will be too costly. Only elementary 

education is provided by the state so enrollment in secondary education drops significantly. I 

came across many education-based organizations that I believed to be state approved schools; 

however, many are non-profit organizations like the Centre, who offer educational classes but 

often they do not follow a curriculum and do not have qualified teachers. 

            Photo 6     Photo 7 

 

Photo 6: a local school in the neighborhood of Pissy 

Photo 7: Inside a typical classroom 

The Role of the Centre. The Centre was established in 1999 by the current director who is 

Burkinabé. According to reports made by “Faso Project”, the Centre’s role has changed over the 

years but currently acts as a non-profit organization that provides temporary shelter for street 

youth. They offer education courses and vocational training. All centres that work with street 
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children are privately run but overseen by the Ministry of Non-Profit Organizations. The Centre 

runs on donations made mostly by European donors and grants from the international 

community. These types of centres are required to register with the Burkinabé government and 

they are accountable for the youth entrusted to them. Most centres only cater to one gender 

because there are different challenges in caring for male and female street youth.  

The Centre is located in a suburban neighborhood called Pissy, approximately 45 minutes 

by car outside the capital city. The neighborhood is a unique mix of squatter settlements, people 

living on the streets, and considerably large homes. The Centre is located in prime location just 

next door to the Marché de Pissy, one of the largest markets in Ouagadougou. This was a central 

theme or location where the youth took their photographs since it is the hub of the community in 

which they live. The Centre had a director, an accountant, three male teachers, one female 

teacher, one secretary, one cook and one Canadian volunteer who had been working there for 

more than one year. The staff schedule changed on a weekly basis influenced by personal 

circumstances and appeared to be quite sporadic and unorganized. For instance, a number of 

family-related deaths occurred while I was there so staff members would not come to work. A 

similar experience was expressed by Novogratz (2009) “Death in Africa is not hidden, but rather 

woven into the fabric of everyday life” (p.57). On average, staff members that had the day shift 

came to work between 7 am to 7:30 am, took a lunch break from 12 pm to 3 pm and finished at 6 

pm. One male teacher worked at night and watched the youth throughout the evening. Numerous 

volunteers come to work at the Centre, mostly coming from France, Canada, Italy, Germany and 

other European nations. Depending on the organization, volunteers stayed anywhere from two 

weeks to four months. People in the neighborhood were accustomed to seeing and interacting 

with foreigners because the Centre typically had a large turnover of visitors and volunteers. 



24 
 

Previous volunteers informed me that there has been an ongoing conflict between community 

members and the Centre because no one wants their neighborhood to be “ruined” by street youth. 

In recognizing this negative perception, the Centre has created a relationship with the community 

and gained respect from most people by having their volunteers organize activities geared for all 

the youth in the neighborhood. 

Floor Plan and Snapshots of the Centre 

 

Figure 1. Floor plan of the Centre and snapshots of the main places. Source: Pictures taken by me 
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Snapshot and Photos of the Marché de Pissy 

 

 

Figure 3. A Google Earth picture of the Marché de Pissy and pictures of the market and its 

vendors. Source: Google Earth and pictures taken by me 

 

 

 



26 
 

CHAPTER THREE 

Deception 

The strength of ‘development’ discourse comes of its power to seduce, in every sense of the term: 
to charm, to please, to fascinate, to set dreaming, but also to abuse, to turn away from the truth, 

to deceive. (Rist, 1997, p.1) 

 

False Promises  

After a few weeks of working at the Centre, I quickly learned that whatever the director 

claimed the Centre offered its youth, in reality was not true. For instance, despite being legally 

responsible for the children, the Centre did not know where the youth went when they left the 

Centre. Often the youth would disappear for a few days and the staff did not know where or if 

they were coming back. Many of the street youth that I initially met when I first arrived at the 

Centre eventually ended back on the streets because they found some sort of employment 

opportunity. At first, I was angry and frustrated that the Centre was not providing all of the 

services that it had claimed to, however my impression was that the youth still benefited from 

having a stable place to sleep and eat.  

I sensed there were other problems going on between staff members because when I first 

arrived I attended a staff meeting, where a heated argument between two teachers erupted with 

another teacher laying her head on the table, refusing to speak. A fellow Canadian volunteer, 

who had been working at the Centre for a little more than a year, explained to me that the staff 

was frustrated because the administration at the Centre was apparently not being transparent with 

its funds and that money was not being properly distributed. The director casually spoke to me 

about the organization’s finances and he explained to me how costly it was to run this type of 

establishment. He told me that he was not receiving enough funding and that it was difficult to 

convince foreign donors to give money for causes relating to street youth.  
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As previously mentioned, collaboration with the staff was difficult because most staff 

were not motivated to do anything; often people would say “la vie est dur” (life is hard). I felt 

completely alone in my work initiatives and it was more frustrating because I was in a foreign 

country with no one to direct me. I felt more like a liability than an asset to the Centre because I 

knew that the staff was stressed and preoccupied with their own lives. The staff did their best in 

trying to socialize and talk to me casually. The women told me that the staff had not been paid in 

over four months but they came to work each day because they knew that even if they quit there 

were no other jobs available elsewhere. I could not understand why the staff continued to come 

to work if they had not been paid. I thought to myself “if this happened back home our workers 

would strike!” I asked the female teacher why she still came to work and she explained to me 

that she showed up for work each morning with the hope that she would eventually be paid and 

that was better than staying at home with no hope. A job with no pay was essentially better than 

a no job and no pay. I learned of one teacher who lost his home and had moved his furniture into 

an unused classroom at the Centre. Another teacher could not afford medical treatment for his 

baby who was ill. With this in mind, it made my relationship with certain teachers strained 

because I was in a much better financial position and I was asked on several occasions for 

money. This made me wonder if donating money would have better served the Centre rather than 

having volunteers like me. I was conflicted and confused about how I should feel.  

On one hand I felt sympathetic for the teachers regarding their working circumstances 

while on the other hand I did possess uneasy feelings towards the director. At the time, my 

opinion of him was influenced by several situations where we did not see eye to eye. For 

example, I found out that a student was sniffing glue so I went to speak with the director about 

the situation. He told me that “glue is like food to him and he has been caught before, nothing we 
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can do.” In another instance, one of the students started cutting himself, upset with his life and 

the passing of his mother. Once again, I went to speak with the director to see if he could speak 

with the youth and he told me, “His family is messed up” and passed it off as if there was no 

solution. Perhaps the director was preoccupied with something else when I spoke with him or 

possibly cultural issues that I simply did not understand.  

During a conversation with the director, he expressed his interest in working with an 

Italian organization that wanted to build a private clinic next to the soccer field at the Centre. At 

first I felt like “… their (the Centre) priorities are in the wrong place. They are not focusing on 

the children. I understand they are in a difficult position because they want funding but I think 

the kids will get lost in all of this.” (Journal Entry, May 24). The Italian organization did not 

want to donate money to help run programs for the street youth because like many foreign 

organizations, they wanted to see something built from scratch; feeding and educating street 

youth cannot be measured or quantified in the same way as building infrastructure, essentially 

they wanted a visual representation of their investment. Although I disagreed with the plans to 

build the clinic because I was told that patients would be charged for the clinic’s services, then 

the youth at the Centre would not benefit from this new development project. I could not blame 

the director for not wanting to pass on a “development” oppourtunity but I wondered if other 

local organizations were going through similar financial dilemmas where they may have been 

forced to change their objective in order to obtain foreign donations.  

In the end, my dilemma was whether “Faso Project” should continue sending volunteers 

to the Centre because the project did not uphold the principles of sustainability and cooperation 

among the staff and volunteers. “Faso Project’s” mission statement encourages collaboration and 

sharing of knowledge among students and members of their host communities. During my stay, 
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there was little or no collaboration made between the two groups, as such I was concerned that 

my efforts in the classroom would not be carried forward each year because the staff at the 

Centre barely participated in classroom lessons and outside activities. I was surprised because 

each morning when I arrived at the Centre the classroom teacher would leave me alone with the 

students. Although I was eager “to take over” the classroom duties, I understood that my style of 

teaching and the activities I had planned were “foreign” and not likely to be sustained after I left. 

The teachers were not formally trained or certified so I tried to share some of my ideas and asked 

them questions to start the exchange but the teachers showed little interest.  

Reflecting on Development  

My interactions with the staff and my time spent working at the Centre made me question 

my project and development all together. I felt confused as to what was its overall purpose? The 

development literature is substantial having been built over a 60 year period with more recent 

focus being placed on Participatory Development (Chambers, 1997; Jennings, 2008; Kothari, 

2001, 2002; and Mohan, 2007, 2008), an approach which seeks to include locals as equal 

participants in development projects. There is a diversity of opinions and paradigms in 

development discourse because there is no consensus among scholars or practitioners who work 

in the field. It is a complex field where its discourse embodies the “power to seduce, in every 

sense of the term: to charm, to please, to fascinate, to set dreaming, but also to abuse, to turn 

away from the truth, to deceive” (Rist, 1997, p.1). The development discourse is filled with 

opposites and polarities; for instance, developed and developing, donors and recipients, rich and 

poor, rural and urban, “Third World” and “First World,” indigenous and western (Crewe & 

Harrison, 1998).  
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Development, as a discourse was formulated in the 1940s and 1950s, whereby 

“industrialization and urbanization were seen as the inevitable and necessarily progressive routes 

to modernization” (Escobar, 1997, p.86). The reasoning behind development are explained by 

Escobar (1997) as being poverty, insufficient technology and capital, rapid population growth, 

inadequate public services, archaic agricultural practices, whereas he suggests that other secret 

reasons were also introduced such as; cultural attitudes and values and the existence of racial, 

religious, geographic or ethnic factors believed to be associated with backwardness (p.87). In 

1949, President Truman argued that there was a need for the developed nations to solve the 

problems of those nations still struggling to “develop” in the following speech: 

More than half the people of the world are living in conditions approaching misery. 
Their food is inadequate, they are victims of disease. Their economic life is 
primitive and stagnant. Their poverty is a handicap and a threat both to them and to 
more prosperous areas. For the first time in history humanity possesses the 
knowledge and the skill to relieve the suffering of these people... I believe that we 
should make available to peace-loving peoples the benefits of our store of technical 
knowledge in order to help them realize their aspirations for a better life (cited in 
Escobar, 1995, pg. 3).  
 

This famous address is representative of the thought process behind the development initiative. 

Since 1945, different strategies and theories have been implemented to promote the cause for 

development. Despite these efforts, scholars such as Escobar (1995) argue that the development 

discourse has caused the Third World to “think of themselves as inferior, underdeveloped and 

ignorant and to doubt the value of their own culture” (p. 92), which supports my experience with 

several Burkinabé I met who thought that “white” people were more attractive and more capable 

of solving their country’s problems. The development discourse has gone through a series of 

changes that have been shaped by colonialism, war, capitalism, poverty, and technology among 

other things. 
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The modernization development model was the historical product of three crucial events 

post-World War II (So, 1990). Firstly, this marked the rise of the United States as the new world 

superpower as it took over the responsibility of managing world affairs. Secondly, the spread of 

communism threatened American interests. As a result, “American political elites encouraged 

their social scientists to study the Third World nation states, to promote economic development 

and political stability in the Third World, so as to avoid losing them to the Soviet communist 

bloc” (Chirot, 1981, p. 261-262). Thirdly, the disintegration of many colonial empires and the 

creation of new independent nations occurred. These nations needed to find a way to develop 

after years of colonial oppression.  

It was believed that Europe was able to develop and prosper because of its capitalist 

economic structure. As well, its culture of competition facilitated innovation and technological 

growth (Isbister, 1991; Weber, 1985). The European experience and views on development and 

modernity were reflected in this new endeavor. This model for development continues to exist 

among Burkinabé who often look towards their former French colonial masters for development 

guidance. Locals are interested in French politics and everything from French wine to a French 

funded organization is deemed superior.  

There are several problems with the modernization theory. Firstly, the theory 

automatically assumes that some countries are not modern. The western definition of modern is 

described by its technological abilities and by an established economic system. The 

modernization discourse has essentially invented the “traditional” society because whatever is 

not “advanced” like “the West” is automatically “traditional.” Western inspired paradigms have 

the false impression a society cannot be both traditional and modern. “Societies that deviate from 

the European techno-economic standards are designated as ‘traditional’ or ‘primitive’ despite the 
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fact that they are contemporaneous with those who label them as such” (Sardar, 1998, p. 26). 

According to Sardar (1998), the traditional society is a myth, invented by the Europeans. I 

believe that there are no such things as traditional societies, just ways of looking at them. 

Orientalism and the ideas of primitive cultures and savage peoples still exist in the media and in 

the development discourse; however, according to Said (1978), western societies are capable of 

change and can recreate themselves. Whereas the “other” or more ‘traditional’ societies are seen 

as incapable of change and are frozen in time. Most importantly, developed nations often forget 

that at one time in history many countries that are now considered undeveloped used to be great 

“advanced” civilizations. Many of our achievements have been built on the discoveries and 

wealth of information from these former “advanced” societies. 

 The second problem is that the modernization theory is centered on economics and 

growth. There is the belief that development will occur with industrialization and economic 

growth. This theory is a mirror reflection of the western development experience and I have 

come to understand that there is not a perfect recipe when working in development. A “one size 

fits all” approach, like the modernization theory, is not a holistic approach that considers a 

nation’s history, peoples, cultures, religions, politics, and geography. In the 1970s, studies 

questioned the feasibility of the modernization development model and its significance to 

international development by showing that, after a decade of development, the gap between rich 

and poor countries had actually grown for the most part and the less developed countries 

appeared no closer to economic take-off” (Todaro, 1994). Dissatisfaction with the modernization 

theory allowed for another theory to challenge the western inspired paradigm. 

The dependency development model.  The dependency paradigm was a major challenge 

to the hegemonic European discourse. Dependency theorists believed, “the growth of today’s 
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rich countries has impoverished the ‘Third World’ and that the forces of international capitalism 

still block its progress” (Isbister, 1991, p. 44). Modernization based itself on economic 

capitalism whereas dependency relied on orthodox Marxism in an attempt to relieve its 

devastated economies. Dependency theorists believed that underdevelopment is essential for 

“First World” economic success. A focus on colonialism and the oppressive relationship that 

existed between ‘the West’ and the ‘Third World’ was a central focus of their argument. They 

argued that all countries should have closed and more protected markets to lessen power 

relationships (Frank, 1973).  

Dependency theory failed to liberate the ‘Third World’ but instead made them slaves to a 

centralized state-run economy that the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund happily 

funded. Instead of being dependent on foreign markets and western oppressive countries they 

found themselves slaves to debt and a new dependency based on extensive loans and aid. 

According to Sardar (1998), the main inadequacy in the dependency model was the omission of 

the cultural dimension of domination. He believed this was crucial for the understanding of 

power relations in the attempt to stop dependency. Some critics believe that as much as the 

dependency model tried to challenge the dominant modernization theory, it was essentially a 

mirror image of it. There was still significant concentration placed on economics and it accepted 

the evolutionary model of progress. Although the dependency model, in a sense, represented the 

“other,” it is now considered to have reached a deadlock (Booth 1985; Corbridge 1990; Sklair 

1988; Mouzelis 1988). Most notably, it failed to address the crucial question of culture and the 

meaning of development (Sardar, 1998).  

The neo-liberalist development model. The neo-liberalist development model became 

increasingly popular in the late 1970s and through the 1980s. It argued that the state was 
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inherently inefficient, and should not interfere with the market (Bates, 1988). Like the 

modernization model, it believed that the free market could bring prosperity. Many countries like 

Mexico closed their economies and relied on the World Bank and the IMF to help spark their 

economies. When this approach did not facilitate growth, there was a shift away from the state-

subsidized dependency model and modernization policy to the neo-liberalist free market 

approach. Capitalism and the growth model are against state intervention and there is a belief in 

the infinite possibilities of the market (Todaro, 1994). The ideologies of free market and 

globalization were pushed onto the most economically vulnerable countries.  

 In 1944 two institutions were created that have and continue to play an important role in 

development. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) helped give countries short term loans, 

and The World Bank focused on private bank loans for long term investments.  The World Bank 

has gone through numerous shifts in its focus depending on the direction of its president. In the 

1950s the bank loaned money mostly for the construction of infrastructure believing that 

investment would eventually bring economic growth. During the 1960s there was a shift to 

education and agriculture in the developing world. The 1970s saw a drastic change in direction 

under Robert McNamara who claimed that 40% of the world’s population lived in dire poverty 

(Peet, 1999). McNamara believed the bank’s priority should be on meeting the basic needs of 

those suffering. The basic needs approach soon became the approach of choice for most 

institutions at that time (Payer, 1982).  

The problem was that during this period many elites from the developing world borrowed 

beyond their ability to pay back their loans. According to Peet (1999) Third World and Eastern 

European debt tripled to $626 billion from 1976 and 1982. As a consequence, in 1982 Mexico 

experienced its first debt crisis and, along with many other South American countries, they were 
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forced into debt rescheduling under the supervision of the IMF. In relation to Burkina Faso’s 

economic and debt situation, it remains one of the poorest countries in the world, ranking 172nd 

out of 174 countries in the United Nations Development Program's 1988 human development 

index (International Monetary Fund, Press release No. 00/42, July 11, 2000). The HIPC (Heavily 

Indebted Poor Countries) Initiative was introduced by the IMF and World Bank in 1996 as the 

first inclusive effort to eliminate unsustainable debt in the world's poorest, most heavily indebted 

countries (International Monetary Fund, Press release No. 00/42, July 11, 2000). According to 

this press release, the HIPC Initiative saved Burkina Faso US$700 million, which cuts its debt 

obligations in half over the coming years. It is mind boggling how much this small country is in 

debt and after living there I really question where US$1.4 billion has been invested. Ironically 

the IMF has relieved the country of half its debt, knowing that Burkina Faso is incapable of still 

paying US$700 million in debt; in essence, they have decreased the amount but the economic 

situation remains the same. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

My Learning 

Changing human beings means changing their way of seeing the world and especially the way 
they see the world in which and off which they live. We must not impose our own ways of seeing; 

instead we must be able to recognize the meaning that people give to what they do or to their 
own lives, and enable them to rediscover their capacity to make sense of it all. (Emmanuel 

n’dione et al., 2003, p. 370) 

 

Street Youth in Burkina Faso 

According to Beers (1996), “Children who live and work on the streets are the most 

visible result of the increasing gap between the rich and the poor both in the North and the 

South” (p.195). There has been considerable disagreement among researchers, aid workers, 

governments and non-profit organizations regarding a common definition of street children. 

Currently, UNESCO defines street children “as girls and boys for whom the street has become 

their home and/or source of livelihood and who are inadequately protected or supervised by 

responsible adults. They are temporarily, partially or totally estranged from their families and 

society” (Beers, 1996, p.9). Not having a common definition among organizations and 

development workers who deal with street youth poses significant problems such as misguided 

data and statistics. From my initial observations during the first few weeks I saw children 

everywhere playing outside on the streets without supervision. More specifically, I noticed that 

there were always more male children on the streets. An individual who is not knowledgeable in 

Burkinabé street culture would immediately assume that all of the children playing and working 

on the streets are street children; however, after living in the community for a month I started to 

notice the difference between children who live and sleep on the street and those who come to 

the streets to socialize and earn some money. There have been miscalculations made in regards 
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to the number of street children. Prior estimates by UNICEF of the number of street children are 

thought to be near the tens of millions; this has been proven incorrect and indeed too high. 

Accordingly, street children do not even represent 1 percent of the total number of children 

working in the streets (Beers, 1996). In 2002, the Ministry of Social Action and National 

Solidarity, in collaboration with UNICEF, organized a nationwide survey of street children in 

Burkina Faso. The results indicated that the number of children living on the streets between the 

ages of 7-21 came to 2,000, of which 62% were between the ages of 13 and 18 and 24% between 

7 and 12 ("http://www.streetchildren.org/uk", Consortium for street children). 

While in Burkina Faso, I did not come across any female street youth, perhaps because 

they were well hidden or simply not visible to outsiders. Based on my observations and 

conversations with staff members at the Centre, they suggested that the majority of street 

children are male although an increasing number of girls are joining the street-based labor force 

(Beers, 1996). Most of the organizations and centers that work with street youth either cater to 

boys or girls. Female street youth are treated and viewed differently than their male counterparts 

because the presence of girls on the streets challenges the existing norms and values within 

Burkinabé society since the domestic sphere is considered to be the proper place for women and 

girls, whereas the public sphere corresponds more with the male world (Beers, 1996). Also, an 

emphasis has been placed on sexuality when referring to girls whereby “street girls” are 

commonly labeled as prostitutes. It has been common practice for non-governmental 

programmes and researchers to use the terms street girl and prostitute interchangeably (Beers, 

1996). Consequently, female street youth “are faced with interventions that stigmatize them and 

disempowering them by emphasizing their supposed vulnerability” (Ennew 1994). 
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The challenges faced by male street youth in Burkina Faso are similar to those in most 

other developing countries. Street youth are considered a nuisance in the community because 

they bother people on the streets by trying to sell items, deliver services or beg for money (Beers, 

1996). Street youth are stereotyped and stigmatized as being dangerous, untrustworthy, and bad. 

For this reason, I made a conscious effort to organize activities that invited youth and adults from 

the community to meet the street youth at the Centre in order to breakdown these stereotypes. It 

was understandable but disappointing at the same time that most members of the community 

were not supportive of the Centre. I understand that the community had safety concerns in 

regards to having street youth in their neighbourhood. In reality, it is a small percentage of street 

children involved in petty crimes and these violations are highlighted and exaggerated by the 

media, which creates feelings of insecurity among community members (Beers, 1996).  

It is suggested that most street youth are aware of the ways they are perceived by the 

public, but they are content with the freedom a life on the streets has to offer (Beers, 1996). I was 

told by one of the staff members that one of the street youth wanted to live on the streets because 

he was too “lazy” to work hard in the fields back in his village. Similar findings were uncovered 

in Nigeria where street youth considered freedom as “a valuable feature of their lives” and 

activities like street vending offers more opportunities to play than they would have at home 

(Beers, 1996). Some youth are attracted (pulled) to working on the streets because earning an 

income can contribute to the family’s survival. It gives them self-confidence and self-esteem 

(Beers, 1996). Similar themes have been uncovered in studies working with street children from 

around the world. For instance, one study examined street youths’ realities in the UK and in 

Bangladesh, and researchers discovered that despite the differences in their environments and 
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life circumstances they had similar experiences with social relationships, social status and their 

perception of present and future opportunity (West, 1999).   

My Experience Working with Street Youth  

 I was excited to meet the youth at the Centre and to finally see who I would be working 

with the next ten weeks. I also was a bit anxious and uncertain. I did not know how I was going 

to relate to them given the numerous barriers, such as language, culture, and gender. I spent ten 

weeks working with the youth, five days a week from 8am to 1pm, and sometimes in the 

afternoon, from 4pm to 7pm, depending on the weather. I also organized a community soccer 

tournament for all of the youth in the neighborhood that took place on a Saturday. While I was at 

the Centre I taught, played, spoke and interacted with the youth the entire time, leaving little time 

to mingle with the staff. I was not formally introduced to the youth, but before I had arrived they 

already knew that Canadian volunteers were coming to work with them. My initial meeting with 

the youth took place in front of the office while they watched a morning cartoon. Before walking 

inside the office I said hello and introduced myself and the boys looked up at me to say hello and 

then went back to their television show.  

The youth ranged in age from twelve to twenty-one years. It was difficult to assess the 

age of each youth because most of them did not know their birthday, some only knew the year 

they were born or approximately when they were born. Some youth, like Sampawendé and 

Alasane had left home at an early age at around 9 years old. Often they had faint memories of 

their villages, families and past lives because of leaving at a young age. Each boy had a different 

reason for leaving home; some left due to family disputes, abuse, death of a parent, or 

insufficient food in the village. The “pull factor” of work opportunities in the city, or the desire 
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to have freedom was a common story among many of the youth at the Centre (Alasane). Another 

common reason for leaving the village was when the mother passed away and the father married 

a new woman; often the new woman did not want the added responsibility (Raymond). As a 

result of having no family structure or adult presence in their lives, the youth organized 

themselves in a hierarchical fashion, according to age and physical size. They would often get 

into physical fights testing their strength and ability to lead. “The older boys are in charge and 

the boys all fight each other to see who is stronger and who is boss” (Journal Entry, May 20). 

The youth only had one or two changes of clothes which were usually given to them 

either by the Centre or from volunteers who brought items from their home country. They rarely 

were able to wash their clothes because the Centre did not have funds to supply soap. The smell 

of teenage boys in hot weather was difficult to get used to. “The kids only have one pair of 

clothing- they never wash their clothes so they smell” (Journal Entry, May 15). The youth took a 

lot of pride in their belongings and spoke to me on several occasions about wanting to wash their 

clothes. Cleanliness was an important aspect of Burkinabé life and culture because both women 

and men showered regularly and dressed well, no matter their financial situation. There was a 

water pump on the school property so they pumped their water and took a bucket shower each 

day, but they usually did not have soap unless it was given to them. While I was working at the 

Centre, I made sure everyone received their own bar of soap and I did my best to supply the 

youth with basic sanitary items. There is one moment that comes to mind that took me by 

surprise. Once we handed out the soap to everyone, out of excitement and happiness, they started 

to do cartwheels all around me. I remember standing there trying to hold back the tears because it 

made me reflect on my own life and the things we often take for granted in our lives. The oldest 
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youth came up to me and said “thank you for everything you do for us.” Soap was considered a 

luxury item for these youth because if they had extra money, they had to spend it on food.  

 Although the youth seem tough on the exterior once I got to know them individually and 

understand what they shared with me about their lives, I realized that they were sensitive and no 

different from any child I had met in the past. They had their good and bad days just like 

everybody else. Some days they acted like any other child, full of energy and happiness and 

other days they would be sad or depressed because the reality of their situation made its way into 

their minds. “These kids are so dynamic and full of energy. They collect clothes, belts and shoes 

that they find and they treat their stuff like gold…It is difficult to imagine the hardship these kids 

have gone through and continue to go through. They are extremely resilient” (May 24). Over 

time, my relationship with the youth grew, mostly out of curiosity about each other’s culture at 

first and eventually a quasi parental relationship emerged where they called me Tanti, which 

means auntie in Mooré. As time passed, the youth were increasingly more open in sharing their 

thoughts and problems with me.  

          Photo 10   Photo 11  Photo 12 

 

Photo 10: A few students showing their drawing 

Photo 11: A student showing me the bowls of tot (porridge) 
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Photo 12: Sampawendé washing his clothes 

 There is a stark difference between being a teacher in Montreal or in any Canadian 

context because our duties as a professional stop once we leave the school. Of course, when a 

student is in some kind of personal trouble we seek out the appropriate help and support; 

however, there are distinct boundaries that prohibit us from crossing. My experience as a teacher 

in Burkina Faso was the complete opposite in the sense that even if there were boundaries I did 

not respect them because I believed at the time that the youth needed an adult friend. The 

teaching culture is different in Burkina Faso, where adults rarely interact with youth unless it is 

to speak with them about something important. There is a distinctive divide between the two 

groups, which is demonstrated by staff eating in their offices, teachers sitting at their desks and 

never getting close to students, and the lack of communication between the youth and adults. I 

noticed that volunteers at the Centre interacted differently with the youth compared to the 

Burkinabé staff. The youth appeared comfortable with joking and hugging volunteers, probably 

because they have been exposed to numerous volunteers and they have adapted to a different 

way of interaction than their own.  

Gaining Access to Street Children 

 Researchers should always be aware that they are dealing with individuals from a 

different world or culture (Hutz & Koller, 1999, p.59). The first step is trying to gain access and 

an understanding of the street dynamics and of the children that are part of it. As a researcher I 

was able to gain an understanding of the street culture because I lived in the community where 

the Centre was located in a low to “middle” income neighbourhood. According to Hutz & Koller 

(1999), observing children while on the streets allows the researcher to gather information in 

their natural setting. I learned about the street youth and their lives by having conversations with 
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staff members about the reasons children found themselves on the street, how they dealt with the 

issue, how to identify children who live on the street, and how to integrate them back into 

society. I was able to learn firsthand from experts in the field who shared their stories and 

personal experiences of working in the field. The director of the Centre had travelled to Europe 

before and he was able to distinguish the differences between street children in Burkina Faso and 

street children found in a western context. However, learning from locals was only the first step 

in familiarizing myself with the lives of street children. I only started to really understand the 

issues once I built a relationship with the youth and they shared their knowledge with me. Bemak 

(1996) suggests that researchers need to accept street children as their teachers since “the street 

children know the culture, the signs and cues for what and who is dangerous and how to respond 

to potentially threatening situations” (Bemak, 1996, p.151). For this reason, it was imperative 

that I form a strong relationship with the street youth at the Centre. 

Establishing a Relationship with Street Children 

  Hutz & Koller (1999) suggest that the researcher should create a “trusting” relationship 

with the children to ensure the highest quality of data. For this reason, I formed a relationship 

with the youth before I started my data collection. The youth grew to confide in me, some more 

than others, but after being there for a month I could feel a significant difference in how the 

youth treated me. One evening one of the youth (Raymond) came to my house because he was 

having trouble accepting that his mother had passed away. He had written me a letter to express 

his feelings more clearly. Another time two youth (Soulemane & Alasane) came to visit me at 

home because they knew I was ill. The youth from the Centre knew that they could come to me 

with their problems and I would in turn do my best to listen and help them. Perhaps they saw me 

as a “financial opportunity” to help them in some way and ultimately it is difficult to know how 
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they perceived me. There are pros and cons in developing a “close” relationship with the street 

youth because the children are more willing to open up and share their thoughts; however, it can 

also be detrimental because they can also lie to you in order not to disappoint you.  

Understanding Street Culture 

As an outsider or a newcomer to the streets it is difficult to identify which children 

actually live on the streets. Derived from my own observations, most Burkinabé children work 

on the streets either by begging, doing small odd jobs, or selling items. These children can be 

identified by their dirty, rugged clothing and are seen “begging, performing menial chores, 

working, or just wandering apparently without a purpose” (Koller & Hutz, 1996, p. 60). Children 

leave home and work because they are a potential source of income for their parents. Another 

characteristic I noticed is that people sleep outside in the summer months because it is too hot. 

Sleeping outside on the streets does not positively label someone as homeless or mean that 

he/she is a street child.  

Scholars believe that the label of “street child” is problematic because it fits every child 

found on the street in one category, assuming that they are all alike (Dallape, 1996). As such, 

researchers have established categories to distinguish the differences. Firstly, they divide 

children into two groups: children of the streets and children in the streets (Barker & Knaul, 

1991; Campos et al, 1994). Children of the streets are those who live on the street and do not 

have stable family ties for whatever reason (Koller & Hutz, 1996). On the other hand, children in 

the streets live with their families and may attend school but spend most of their time on the 

streets. I learned that children socializing and playing on the streets is a typical sight in Burkina 

Faso. Other researchers categorize street children according to the strength of their family ties; 
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for instance, Felsman (1985) identified three groups of street children when working in Cali, 

Colombia: 1) children who were orphaned or abandoned by their families, 2) children who made 

a willful departure from home to live on the streets, and children 3) who maintain family ties 

(Koller & Hutz, 1996, p. 60). It is important for researchers to clarify who their participants are, 

which can be difficult as an outsider who is unfamiliar with how properly identify children of the 

streets. 

While working at the Centre, a teacher explained to me how the staff can distinguish 

between children on the street and children of the street. It was explained to me that street 

children can be identified by the language they use, which is usually a street slang only 

associated to children who live on the street. He said after speaking with a child for a few 

minutes he can distinguish whether or not he/she lives on the streets and how long they have 

been living on the streets. For this reason, it is important that researchers from a different cultural 

context understand and learn how to bridge the cultural gap that exists when working and 

studying street children. 

          Photo 13        Photo 14        Photo 15 

 

Photo 13: Raymond (top left), Sampawendé (top right) and Alasane in front of the Centre 
Photo 14: Alasane with a pair of broken sunglasses he found on the street 

Photo 15: Soulemane (left) with two other youth from the Centre 
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Conducting Research with Street Children 

There are many challenges involved when working and trying to conduct research with 

street children “that can hardly be overstated” (Hutz & Koller, 1999, 59). This population is “at 

the edge of the continuum of human existence, a population that is complex and difficult to 

understand” (Bemak and Aptekar, 1995). After conducting my own research I realized that I was 

tremendously naive and unaware of the cultural complexities involved, not understanding the 

Burkinabé culture in general and the street culture in which these youth were a part of in 

particular. As a researcher not familiar with this cultural context, it made for a difficult time 

collecting data and properly understanding the data once they were collected.  

Conducting research can be complicated because you have to compete with all the 

distractions of the street; in my case, the youth would notice if someone was missing and it was 

impossible to speak with a participant privately. There seemed to be no such thing as privacy in 

an African milieu; people are always involved or aware of their neighbour’s business. Street 

children are often in groups and interviewing them individually is a challenge (Hutz & Koller, 

1999). Holding their attention is difficult because their minds are usually focused on their daily 

activities and on how to get through each day. Also, they are not accustomed to talking with 

adults about their lives and from my own observations “teachers did not socialize or speak with 

the youth unless it was to scold them.” (Journal Entry, July 5). I observed an undeniable 

hierarchal relationship between adults and children in an educational setting that came across 

differently from the relationships between teachers and students I am accustomed to. For 

instance, one evening I organized a dinner and dance event for the children at the Centre. Once 

dinner was made I sat with the children and ate and the other adults had their meals sent to their 

offices and ate alone. It was common for adults and children not to interact with each other even 
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in a classroom setting where even questions or conversations rarely occurred. This closed 

environment can make it difficult for youth to understand that it is acceptable to speak with a 

researcher who is noticeably an adult as well.  

The youth are more concerned with finding ways to make money on the streets then 

talking to researchers. They do not have any idea what research is or what it entails. When I 

asked for the youth’s permission to record their interviews and use their photographs, they had 

several reasons why they agreed to participate. I knew that they did not understand my study and 

its purpose; however, I can assume that they all agreed either because they liked me, they wanted 

to participate in something that looked different and fun, and/or they would not want to dismiss 

something asked of them by a foreigner, or they saw potential future to benefit them. Obtaining 

true consent and having my participants understand was an issue that I was concerned about but 

felt like I did my best to ensure that they understood to the best of their capacity and the people 

who were responsible for them also understood the ramifications of my study. 

Another challenge I encountered was the unstable nature of street children’s lives – the 

coming and leaving of youth from the Centre on a regular basis. This became a problem because 

there were a few youth that I felt would make good participants in my study because before I 

started my data collection some had left the Centre without even saying good bye. Often it was 

difficult to distinguish between fact and fiction. For instance, once a child left, the other youth 

told you one story and the administration reported another. Bemak and Aptekar (1995) argue that 

working with street children is demanding and tiresome because they are a marginal population 

on the fringe of society. Their lives may appear complex and confusing to outsiders who are 

unfamiliar with the inner workings of the streets. 



48 
 

Learning from Five Street Youth 

The methodological tool that I used to help me gain insight in these youths’ lives in order 

to understand the street youth phenomenon was photo-elicitation. As an arts-based project using 

photo-elicitation, photographs act as a medium by which the youth can record of their lives as it 

exists and as they want it to be (Coad, 2007). I chose photo-elicitation as a method that offers a 

more in-depth understanding of the cultural complexities that exist in one development context. 

Photo-elicitation is done by asking participants to produce photographs along certain themes and 

questions to discuss and analyze (Harper, 2002). I found this method drew me closer into their 

world. Prior research initiatives have used photography as a tool to uncover children’s 

perspective in a western setting; for example, a group of educators wanted to learn how their at-

risk students viewed themselves as learners and at the end of the study they examined whether 

the students felt a deeper connection to their educational environment (Kroeger et. al, 2004). 

Several initiatives in the United Kingdom have focused on incorporating children’s views in the 

planning and decision-making of projects (SCF et al., 1997; Tearse et al., 1997; Willow, 1997), 

especially since participation can benefit youth by increasing self-esteem, confidence and 

improved relationships with others (West, 1999).  

This study concentrated on five informants, identified through observation. I felt these 

youth represented the overall population of youth at the Centre. All of the youth at the Centre 

were invited to participate in the study. I knew it would be unfair if I did not give a chance to 

everyone, especially since pictures are a luxury item in Burkina Faso. I initially took groups of 

three to five youth a day and explained how to use a disposable camera and asked them to take 

pictures of their dreams, things that represent their lives and what they wanted in their future. I 

initially thought that the youth would keep their cameras for one week and take their time taking 
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photographs; however, I underestimated their level of enthusiasm. They were so excited to take 

the pictures that I knew immediately that this could only be a daylong activity. Eighteen youth 

volunteered to participate in the picture taking.  

The photo-elicitation activity was open to all of the youth but for my research I used 

purposeful sampling whereby I chose five youth (a) with whom I had a closest connection with, 

(b) who came to the Centre on a regular basis, (c) who were willing and able to express and 

share their stories and (d) who were information-rich participants. These five youth that were 

chosen, I believe well represented the stories and lives of other youth at the Centre. I attempted 

to explain the use of pseudonyms but culturally this was a meaningless concept to these youth; 

the stories were personal and belonged to them. They did not want to use pseudonyms. Issues of 

confidentiality were not an issue because Burkinabé do not practice privacy; these are not 

Burkinabé concepts. 

Gathering Information 

From May 5th 2008 to July 26th 2008 I was in the field, and I worked with the youth at the 

Centre from May 19th to July 23rd. For the first two months I observed their behavior and quickly 

learned about their lives, stories and individual personalities. I decided to wait towards the end of 

my trip to start my data collection because I wanted to build a relationship with the youth and 

better understand the circumstances in which they lived. Once I had one month left, I discovered 

that the director was leaving for a week to attend a conference in another city. I was unable to 

print out a permission form before he left for his conference so I discussed my overall objectives 

of my research with him in his office (Appendix C). He gave me verbal permission and offered 

suggestions of which youth could be used as my participants. We spoke about the potential harm 
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of having the youth take pictures in the community and he assured me that taking photographs 

would not pose a problem or any potential danger for the youth because “they are tough.” We 

also discussed any possible areas that could be deemed dangerous of off limits but he told me 

that there were none. Once the director returned to the Centre he signed the permission form, 

acknowledging and allowing me to work with the youth. I acknowledge the fact that the youth 

did not understand the full ramifications of what research entailed and why I was asking them to 

do and speak about certain things. They were eager to take pictures, which were considered as a 

luxury, and street children rarely refuse to participate in research (Hutz, 1999).  

The following day after I spoke with the director, I brought three disposable cameras and 

asked three youth (Alasane, Raymond, Sampawende) to join me. “I started my research this 

week (and) it has definitely been a difficult time to get started. Things don’t work the same 

(here)” (Journal Entry, July 1). We sat outside the classroom where I explained my research, 

how to use a camera, and gave them instructions in French. The youth had difficulty 

understanding what a dream was; in fact they asked me “qu’est ce que c’est un reve?” (What is a 

dream?). I had to explain what a dream was and I defined it as being something that they want to 

have or be in the future. I was not sure if the youth did not understand the French word for dream 

or if there was another more culturally appropriate word that I could have used instead. I also 

asked them to take photographs of things that represent their lives that they would want to share 

with others. They were so excited to get started and when they left to take photographs. 

Immediately the three youth left and went into the neighbourhood to take photographs. I left the 

Centre to take a glimpse of where they were walking and what they were taking photos of. They 

returned approximately two hours later with no more film left. Later that afternoon I took the 
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film to be developed at a photo store in the downtown market. Two days later I picked up the 

photographs and brought them to the Centre.  

Once I developed the first batch of photos, I asked the first three youth to speak with me 

about their photos. I intended for this to be done individually but the youth suggested that they 

do it together. We went into the staff room in the main office building. I placed the photographs 

that belonged to each youth in front of him. After they took a quick look at all of their 

photographs I proceeded to explain the functions and purpose of my tape recorder. I tested it in 

front of them to show them how it worked. Next, I interviewed Alasane and got his permission 

verbally on my tape recorder. Raymond was interviewed next and gave his permission orally as 

well. Sampawendé did not know how to speak French but he could understand it a bit. Alasane 

explained what I was doing and he gave his verbal consent once everything was explained to 

him. Alasane translated everything Sampawendé said during the group interview (July 1st). I 

have to acknowledge that the meaning of Sampawendé’s responses may have been distorted 

since Alasane translated them. The interview was not as I had planned it to be but I understood 

that it is common to have street children want to perform tasks together for comfort reasons 

(Hutz & Koller, 1999). The individual interview evolved into a group interview with Alasane 

mostly leading the conversation and jumping in on many of the questions.  

The following day I tried to give cameras to the youth who had not yet participated. Of 

course, there was no set schedule seeing that I was working against the rainy season, youth 

leaving at their own leisure, sickness (personal and with the youth). There were unexpected 

problems; for instance, while the second batch of youth were taking their pictures it started to 

rain heavily and I had to leave early or I would be stuck at the Centre unable to make it home. 

The next day I learned that Rasmané had his camera stolen, probably because I was not able to 
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collect it the same day it was given to him. The same day I took Soulemane’s camera and 

brought his film to be developed. The next day I gave Rasmané a new camera and explained the 

instructions again and collected and developed his photos the same afternoon. The following day 

I interviewed Rasmané in the conference room (July 16th). I later realized that he did not speak 

loud enough and I could not hear him on the tape-recorder. He also started to cry a bit because he 

was feeling sad that I was going to be leaving soon and as a result, I started to cry as well. That 

interview was difficult to understand and was disregarded in my research; however, I feel it is 

important to note its existence. It is difficult to ask researchers to remain “neutral” and walk into 

an “interview” with street children and be expected to remove their personal ties and relations 

with them.  

In my last week, I interviewed Soulemane in a teacher’s office (July 17th) at the Centre 

where I gave him his pictures and obtained verbal permission on tape recorder. On July 21st I 

interviewed Rasmané for a second time in a teacher’s office. He received his pictures and I got 

his verbal permission on tape recorder. In addition, I had a teacher re-explain my research and 

my intentions in Mooré (their local dialect) to the five youth in case they did not understand my 

explanation in French.  All of the youth that participated in the photo activity (18 youth) were all 

given copies of their photos and only five were interviewed. 
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Photo 16        Photo 17 

 

Photo 16 & 17: Raymond, Alasane and Sampawendé sorting their pictures 

Methods of Data Collection  

 Data were collected through participant observation, interviews, and photography. These 

methods yielded field notes, interview transcriptions, and hundreds of photographic images. Data 

for this study included 5 open-ended interviews or group interviews which ranged from 15 to 30 

minutes and an observation period from May to July 2008, five days a week and approximately 

six hours a day. I transcribed the interviews exactly word for word, including any grammatical 

errors or cultural terms. Additionally, field notes were taken both during the interviews and while 

at the Centre. I kept a journal where I recorded events, my feelings and thoughts throughout my 

project. Also, I have photographs, letters, drawings, and e-mails that were collected both in the 

field and once I returned home. The study involved a qualitative investigation of the realities and 

lives of the five Burkinabé youth at the Centre. I explored the reasons that pulled or pushed them 

onto the streets, discussed the pictures that they took to represent their lives and want they want 

in their futures. According to Mathison (1988) to enhance the validity of a researcher’s findings, 

he/she has to triangulate by using different research methods and data sources. In order to 

strengthen the reliability and validity of my study I participated in prolonged field work, used 
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multimethod strategies (interviews, observations, field notes, journals, and photographs), used 

verbatim accounts and mechanically recorded my data.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

My Relationships with the Five Youth 

Becoming the Student  

My objective for sharing each youth’s story is to familiarize the reader with the diverse 

realities of these five street youth and to share my relationships with them. More importantly, I 

have placed their stories in this chapter because their stories illustrate my “development” 

learning and experiences with them, which have shaped my thesis and changed me both as a 

researcher and a person. Each story has a title, which captures what I learned from each boy. I 

chose to share each story individually because these two youth played the most important role in 

my learning. In Raymond’s case, I have chosen to only give a short description of my 

relationship with him and let the letter he wrote to me about his life speak for itself.  
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Sampawende in “School is not the only solution” 

“Je veut vendre du riz” (Interview, July 1, 2008 – I want to sell rice) 

 
“Sampawendé has made his way into my heart and prayers. There is something so sincere and 

innocent about him, plus his wicked smile is to die for” (Journal Entry, July 1, 2008) 
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I first met Sampawendé when I visited the Centre to meet with the director for the first 

time. I had been in Ouagadougou for a little more than a week working on finalizing last minute 

details of the project with the Centre. Unlike the other youth I had come across randomly on the 

streets of downtown Ouagadougou, Sampawendé was shy and hid behind others. He was the 

smallest in size compared to the other youth, probably a little less than five feet tall. His smaller 

stature placed him in a vulnerable position because other older and physically stronger street 

youth and gangs could harm him. In fact, when I first met Sampawendé he approached me and 

started speaking Mooré. I could not understand him but I noticed the large gash on his arm. It 

was infected and wrapped with a torn piece of dirty material. I learned that Alasane, one of the 

other youth at the Centre, slashed his arm with a broken beer bottle. He was really excited when I 

disinfected his wound and wrapped it properly (see Photo 18). Looking beyond his size, 

Sampawendé was playful and would poke his head from around the back of one of his peers and 

give me a smirk. He reminded me of young children back home who would hide behind their 

parents’ legs. He pouted if he was upset and smiled a wicked devious grin when he was joking. I 

quickly grew protective of him because I knew he was the most vulnerable of the youth at the 

Centre.  

Photo 18 

 

Source: My picture 
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At first, it was challenging to build a friendship with Sampawendé; he was suspicious of 

newcomers and cautious to trust people, “it has been more than three weeks and Sampawendé 

still won’t let me sit next to him” (Journal Entry, May 24). I suppose that he was used to 

volunteers coming and going all of the time. He did open up to people; for example, he hid all of 

his life belongings, either in his tiny pant pockets or in one of the teacher’s offices so that other 

youth could not steal from him. I tried so hard to get him to open up to me during classes that I 

even tried speaking Mooré with him and after he told me “See! You should learn my language if 

you want me to learn yours.” After a month, he insisted on teasing me by calling me nasara 

(white person) and would test my patience when he pretended not to understand me when I knew 

he clearly did. Despite his mischievous character, I enjoyed being around him. There was 

something vulnerable about him that made me feel maternal and want to take care of him. Our 

relationship could have been viewed by community members and staff as odd since we could not 

communicate with each other. Sampawendé only recently started to learn French and my ability 

to speak Mooré was limited, to say the least. We did not have a common language to 

communicate but we found our own ways to bond through drawing, hand movements and short 

walks to the local convenience store. 

Sampawendé’s story of life on the streets began when he left his village “GroumGroum” 

(my interpretation of the spelling) because he was “pushed” by the breakdown of his family 

structure and “pulled” by his excitement to find work in the city. He made his way to 

Ouagadougou as do many other young boys who are lured by the possibilities of a large urban 

city but soon realize that there is a serious lack of employment opportunities. “Most economies 

have failed to provide employment opportunities, to their youth, with young people more than 

three times as likely as adults to be unemployed” (UN Millennium Development Report, 2007, 
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4). Also, according to 2005-2010 estimates, the total fertility rate for a Burkinabé woman is 5.94 

children, which leaves many families to deal with the immense burden to feed and care for their 

growing families. To try to alleviate this pressure boys often try to help their families and take on 

the responsibility as an additional income earner. The reality is that Burkina Faso does not have 

much to offer these young men in relation to employment opportunities. There are no current 

published statistics on the unemployment rate in Burkina Faso; however, the population living 

below $2 a day 1990-2005 was 71.8% (2007/2008 Human Development Report). Based on my 

observations and conversations with locals, there are limited opportunities for the average 

university educated Burkinabe, never mind the uneducated street child, since many of the jobs 

are assumed by individuals with special contacts. With this reality, many children are lured by 

the mirage of possibilities but often find themselves living and/or working on the streets trying to 

find menial jobs collecting plastic bottles or pieces of metal scraps. 

During Sampawendé’s interview, he had a difficult time establishing how long he has 

been away from home. He did not know when he had left his village but he thought he had been 

living at the Centre for approximately one year. He did not elaborate on his life or the pictures 

that he took during his interview. This made it quite challenging to learn about his life at the 

Centre because of the language barrier and his inability to explain things in detail. In addition, it 

was difficult to get any answers from the director of the Centre. He claimed each youth had a 

student file but somehow no one that I spoke with had ever seen them. Sampawendé had only 

been living at the Centre for an estimated one year but by the end of my trip he had expressed his 

frustration of living there without any possibilities in sight for his future. One afternoon, 

Sampawendé came to ask me if I could buy him a bag so he could carry his stuff back to his 

village. My heart broke instantly at the thought of him leaving, as he explained, “there are no 
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atiliers (work internships), no classes, no money and I get hungry in the morning” (Journal 

Entry, July 10). I inquired to see if the Centre could find him a vocational training position at a 

local shop but I was told that there were none available and that he was still too young.  

I learned more about his life after weeks of trying to engage him in conversations with 

him. He told me that “his mother is dead and his father beat him because his grandmother tells 

him (his father) (that) Sampa steals” (Journal Entry, July 14). His story is common among many 

street children as “many families are also increasingly characterized by absent parents, lack of 

communication between parents and children” (Kopoka, 2000, p. 9). From what I learned from 

the other youth at the Centre, the spreading of rumours and gossip among communities is a 

popular reason for children leaving home. I learned that as soon as a rumour started it spread so 

quickly that soon the entire village would turn on an individual and they eventually leave due to 

social pressures and isolation ignited by their community. For this reason, most communities 

have a “wiseman” who is responsible for mediating issues or conflicts that specifically arise due 

to rumours in the village. 

From my experiences with Sampawendé, I found him to be an honest young man and I 

could not imagine him ever participating in anything wrong. During morning classes, he never 

wanted to learn math or French, I could relate to him because they were never my favourite 

subjects either. He was more interested in drawing detailed pictures of his village and Burkina 

Faso’s national flag (Photo 20 & 22). Every class, he would call me over and ask me to write his 

name for him on his drawing. He was apprehensive to learn how to write it by himself but after a 

few classes he mastered it and started writing his name on anything and everything. 
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        Photo 19                     Photo 20 

 

                     Photo 21                       Photo 22 

 

Photo 19: Sampawendé enjoyed drawing a bus with his name on it. This was something he did 
everyday in class, especially once he learned how to spell his name. 

Photo 21: Sampawendé doing a written activity in class at the Centre 

He had a collection of colored pencils, pens, erasers and rulers which he kept hidden in his 

pocket so his classmates could not steal them. He took such good care of his belongings, the few 

that he possessed. It made me reflect on my own habits of losing items or throwing away things 

after I bought a newer version of something. After classes ended we stayed to finish our 

drawings. We sat on the little wooden bench and continued drawing and laughing at my poor 

attempts to speak Mooré.                                                                                                                  
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When I think of Sampawendé, there are two memories that stand out. The first one is 

when I had organized a dance party at the Centre, where we feasted on pasta, beef, tea, cookies, 

and bissap (local juice).  The staff at the Centre said that the youth enjoyed dancing so I asked 

the oldest student to be in charge of getting the music and I spoke with the women at the Centre 

to see what we could cook. That evening, all the children from the community came to the 

Centre to eat. I sat on the floor with the youth as we gobbled down our pasta with our right 

hands. Sampawendé sat right next to me and I felt like he was starting to be more comfortable 

with me, which made me feel like I was the luckiest person. I felt so privileged to be friends with 

him because from the beginning I felt a connection with him. He came out of shell that night, 

telling jokes, smiling and hugging me. That night we danced all night and Sampawendé 

entertained us with some Michael Jackson dance moves, which impressed his peers and 

volunteers alike. Suddenly he was the center of attention, a side of him I had not seen before. I 

enjoyed seeing him look so happy and carefree.  

   Photo 23       Photo 24 

 

Photographs 23 & 24: Sampawendé dancing  

The second memory I have of Sampawendé is when he asked me if he could keep a 

cardboard box that I had gotten from the groceries I had bought for the dance party. I handed it to 

him without thinking of its purpose. He immediately ran to get all his belongings from one of the 



63 
 

teacher’s office. He came outside in the middle of the school’s grounds and started to carefully 

fold each clothing item then placing it so delicately in the cardboard box. I watched him fold a 

large dirty white t-shirt that had a hole in the armpit, a oversized red shirt that he wore like a 

dress, a pair of jeans that were his best outfit, a t-shirt and shorts that I gave to him and a small 

fanny pack, a yellow belt and a pair of used leather shoes that were given to him. I watched this 

young man place his life’s belongings in one small cardboard box and it made me think about all 

the things I throw out and waste when I am at home. His shirts had holes in the armpits and 

visibly did not even fit him but they still meant the world to him. Every item that he found or 

was given to him was a treasure that he placed so gently in his box. He was smiling and laughing 

as he placed all his items into the box, acting as if he was the luckiest person alive. He closed the 

top of the box and then ran into the office to store it. I started to tear up while I was watching 

him. How could something so simple make someone so happy?  I felt a huge sense of guilt and 

vulnerability that I was not ready to deal with. My first memories of Sampawendé made me 

realize that all children need an opportunity to have fun and regain their childhood. He showed 

me that good company and a little music can go a long way. In my second memory, I learned 

that what I deemed precious and important in my life was a reflection of my own privilege and 

worldview.      

With three weeks left, I started to think about what I could do to help Sampawendé. I felt 

pressured to do something to help him and Rasmané, who I will speak of next, because I felt like 

all my work at the Centre was a waste and my project would be a failure if I could not do 

something to help these two youth. As selfish as it was, I placed this pressure on myself because 

I wanted to return home knowing that I accomplished something positive. I learned that the 

Centre closed for the month of August and the youth were asked to return to their village during 

this time. I was doubtful that sending the youth back to their villages was going to help 

reintegrate them back in their families because the staff did not work at solving the initial 

problem of why the youth left in the first place. Several youth expressed their frustration in 



64 
 

returning home and told me that they would go back to visit their families but that they would 

leave again. It did not make sense to me how the Centre did not work with the families in 

receiving their estranged youth. I was told by the director that the Centre was not a long term 

solution; it was supposed to be a stepping stone in their process of integrating back into society. 

With this in mind, I reflected on what I knew about Sampawendé and from what I learned from 

his interview and photographs. His ambition for his future was to “vendre du riz” (sell rice) and 

many of his photographs captured close-up shots of dry fish, spices, rice, bananas, and other food 

items. I assumed that it would be beneficial for him to be literate so he could possibly have a 

profitable business selling rice and other food items. I spoke with the director of the Centre and 

asked if he could help me find a school to register Sampawendé and Rasmané in and I would be 

responsible for the costs. He agreed that it was a promising idea and that he would try to find 

something as soon as Sampawendé returned from the village in September. Although he told me 

that he would arrange something I still felt uneasy about trusting him to help the two youth.  

Halfway through my stay I met a French lady who worked for a non-profit organization 

that had been sponsoring a school in the city. I asked her if it were possible to admit 

Sampawendé and Rasmané in her school. She told me that I should speak with the director of the 

school, François. He was a slim middle aged man, with a slight hunch and honest eyes. After 

being in Burkina Faso for more than two months I was growing increasingly wary of 

organizations and of untrustworthy individuals. I was approached by countless local men and 

women all claiming to head “un association” and I met volunteers from Quebec and France who 

had come to work at an organization that they found on the internet, however when they arrived 

they learned that that organization did not exist or they were corrupt. Despite my new 

understanding of the downfalls and challenges of the non-profit world, I put aside my past 

experiences and placed my trust in François. We spoke about the youths’ cases and he agreed to 

help me.  
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For the next two weeks, I collaborated with François, the female teacher from the Centre 

and the two youth in trying to find them a place to live and a school to attend. We met at coffee 

shops at the side of the streets a few times a week. I encouraged Sampawendé and Rasmané to 

express what they wanted and to speak up for themselves but they usually spoke with me after 

the meeting took place. They were very reluctant to express their opinions. I made sure that I 

went through the details and ideas with the teacher from the Centre because she knew the youth 

for the longest period. During the same time, the Centre was rushing to try to find places for all 

of the youth to go during August. They asked the “psychologist” to speak with each youth to 

inquire about their past and what they wanted to do while the Centre closed its doors. One 

morning, she went around and spoke with each youth trying to create a profile of his situation.  

In collaboration with François, Simone, Rasmané and Sampawendé, we decided that the 

youth would live with a gentleman François knew and they would also have the opportunity to 

learn how to work with iron on the weekends and they would attend François’ school during the 

rest of the week. It seemed for a moment that collaborating together toward one common goal 

was successful. I was excited to share the news with the rest of the staff at the Centre but the idea 

was met with anger from the head teacher who did not want to collaborate. The director of the 

Centre suggested that I pay them and they would take care of the schooling of the two youth.  
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Rasmane in “Change is Difficult” 

« salut tamy c est rasmane je voulai vous dire que je veu aller a l ecole pasce que mon oncle si 
vou pouvier m aider  comme vous avez dis le septrmbre votre ami va venir me prendre » (E-mail 

from Rasmané, Sept. 11, 200) 
 

( Hello Tammy its Rasmane I want to tell you that I want to go to school because my uncle if you can help 
me like you told me in September your friend will come get me) 

 
 « Rasmané is a shy, kind and polite young man, who has dreams of going to school, I only wish I 

could help him. » (Journal Entry) 
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For the first two weeks while I was working at the Centre, I had a difficult time relating 

to the youth. I was not accustomed to the physical fights and the yelling that often occurred 

during class time. I did not understand the reasons behind the outbreaks because the 

conversations were in Mooré but it appeared to me that the fighting established or protected 

one’s status or hierarchy by showcasing their strength. This behaviour was common among most 

of the youth; one of the few exceptions was a young man named Rasmané. He was raised by his 

grandmother who fostered Rasmané’s gentle and caring character. He was the only youth who 

did not spend any time living on the street because he came directly to live at the Centre after his 

grandmother could no longer take care of him.  

   Rasmané was a quiet young man who tended to fade into the background among all the 

fighting and arguing that usually occurred among the other youth. He stayed out of trouble and 

never involved himself in any verbal or physical conflicts that would frequently arise. I was 

immediately drawn to Rasmané because he had a generous face, with big eyes that could melt 

your heart. He had three tribal markings under his right eye, however, when I asked him about 

them he did not know what they represented. He had a tall slim frame and walked with his head 

down and his shoulders hunched. He spoke with a quiet voice because he was nervous to express 

himself and scared of other youth at the Centre. He liked to speak in private and asked me to go 

for a walk so we could talk because he was intimidated by some youth who acted as bullies. I 

witnessed him doing favours for the older youth so they would leave him alone. 

He demonstrated impressive work ethic in class, which caught my attention because it 

was apparent that he enjoyed learning and he worked hard each class. He continuously put effort 

into his assignments and asked questions after class was over and everyone left to play outside. 

My friendship with him really commenced a month into my stay. One morning during math 
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lessons I sat next to him while giving him multiplication examples. I asked him why he worked 

so hard in class. As he continued to solve his math problems, he quietly whispered, “c’est parce 

que un jour je voulais aller a l’ecole, un vrai l’ecole” (Journal Entry, June 7). This was the first 

time that any of the youth expressed an interest in school and in their future. I immediately 

bonded with Rasmané as we continued to speak about his goals for the future. He demonstrated 

understanding between education and poverty alleviation. He knew that in order for him to 

escape from his current life, which held few promises of opportunity, he had to go to school or 

learn a trade. As for the other youth, they did not understand this concept as they were more 

concerned about short term solutions on how to make money and survive on the streets. This was 

the main difference between him and the other youth; the eagerness and desire to change his life 

set him apart and for this reason his story represents hope for me, something that I seldom came 

across during my time in Burkina. 

 

     Photo 25    Photo 26   Photo 27 

 

Photograph 25:  Rasmané in the classroom 

 Photograph 26: Rasmané and I in the classroom 

 Photograph 27: Rasmané showing his camera 
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I continued my conversation with him and asked him what he wanted to do once he was 

older. At first he told me that he wanted to be a teacher like me but I think that was just to please 

me because shortly after he said he wanted to be a bike mechanic. We spoke about how he could 

achieve his goal and I encouraged him to continue working hard. “In my mind I prayed that he 

could realize his dream but I knew that even something so simple as attending school was far 

reached for someone in his circumstance” (Journal Entry, June 7). He placed a high importance 

on working and being able to find a job, which is demonstrated in one of his pictures with a man 

walking on the street. In his interview I asked him what that picture represented and he replied, 

“c’est comme il est entraine d’aller au travail.” Furthermore, he expressed his disapproval of the 

possibilities offered at the Centre by telling me that he wanted to attend “real” school and be able 

to have work internships. He did not want to waste more time at the Centre doing nothing 

productive with his life.  

As our relationship developed, he told me that his grandmother worked at the Pissy 

market and she had told him to come to the Centre because she could no longer afford to send 

him to school. His parents lived and worked in the Ivory Coast at a cocoa plantation. He was 

originally from the Ivory Coast but due to political reasons he had to leave and move to Burkina 

Faso with his grandmother. From what he told me, he had not seen or heard from his parents in 

over eight years. He has not been in contact with his parents since he left eight years ago, which 

leads me to assume maybe his parents are deceased because if they were still alive I would 

imagine that they would try to contact his grandmother to speak with him (Journal Entry, June 

6). In my last month, his grandmother left the Pissy market and went back to her village because 

she was aging. He did not appear to be affected by her departure and hardly mentioned her in our 

conversations. I tried to place myself in Rasmané’s position and even as a young woman in her 
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early twenties I do not think that I could bear the challenges he faces on a daily basis nor could I 

live his life as resiliently as he does. I tried to imagine how it would be to be all alone in the 

world at thirteen or fourteen years old. I was turning twenty-four and I yearned for that phone 

call from my friends and family every week while being away from them.  

I felt a great sense of sadness every time I looked at him because he symbolized, for me, 

a lost and forgotten boy. It boggled my mind how sincere and honest he was. He warned me if he 

heard of someone wanting to steal my bag from me and gave me tips on how to stay safe when I 

walked home in the evenings. He was untouched by the unforgiving streets, perhaps because he 

had technically never been on the streets so he did not inherit a street mentality, or perhaps it was 

simply his protective and kind innate nature. I often questioned whether he would be able to 

survive on the streets if he left the comfort of the Centre.  

It is difficult to describe why I felt he was special, but I believe it was because I felt like 

he was alone and it was my responsibility to try to help him. Every Friday I gave him some spare 

change to buy food because the Centre did not always feed them on weekends. Every Monday 

when he saw me in class he thanked me quietly “merci pour tous ce que vous faisez pour moi” 

(thank you for everything you have done for me) and I would pass it off and change the subject. I 

did not feel like I was doing anything to help him because I was more concerned with the larger 

picture of how he was going to survive once the Centre asked him to leave and I was not there to 

help him financially. 

After being at the Centre for two months it began to dawn on me that I was leaving soon 

and I wanted to make sure if I accomplished anything that it would be to take care of Rasmané 

before I left. Once I had figured out a plan for Rasmané I went to speak with the director of the 
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Centre. He asked me to wait because the staff had recently discovered that Rasmané had a 

brother that attended a church near the Centre. The director had asked one of the teachers to seek 

him out to see whether he wanted to take responsibility of Rasmané. One weekend passed by and 

the brother did not attend church that week. The staff insisted that I wait another week to enable 

them to speak with the brother. I found it ironic that the staff just happened to find out that he 

had a biological brother that lived in the neighborhood, especially considering Rasmané had 

lived there for over one year. I waited for the staff to work something out with his brother. I was 

scheduled to leave in a week and I was anxious to develop a solution for him before I left, 

especially knowing that it would be close to impossible to orchestrate something once I returned 

home. I felt defeated that my project with the Centre was not what I had imagined it to be and I 

felt useless that I could not help Rasmané and Sampawendé enroll in a school. On my last day, 

Rasmané approached me after class and asked me if he would he be attending school in October. 

I did not have a definite answer for him, the odds did not look like they were in his favour but I 

assured him that I was doing everything that I could to make it happen. He and Sampawendé 

handed me a letter they had created together with the help of an older youth who knew how to 

write. 
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Figure 5. A letter that was given to me by Sampawendé and Rasmané. Source: Sampawendé and 

Rasmané 

Translation of the Letter 

It is with a heart full of joy that I write this note. With the promise that you made of 

registering me in school I am very happy with you. Thank you to have helped me. God bless you. 



73 
 

Raymond in “Opening Up” 

“Today, one of the boys told me that Raymond was cutting his wrist with broken pieces of 
mirror. I tried to speak with him about it but he ran away. In the evening, I asked him and 
Alasane to walk me home and we talked about his troubles and I treated them to a bottle of 

coke” (Journal Entry) 

“J’aimerai un jour en retourner en famille parce que si pense a la mort de ma mere j’ai les 

larme qui coule.” Letter from Raymond, July 2008 

(One day I would like to return to my family because if I think of the death of mother I have tears that run) 
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I first noticed Raymond when I sat on a wooden bench while watching the students play 

soccer on the field in front of the classroom. They loved playing soccer and I watched in 

amazement as they ran around the dirt floor in their bare feet kicking a deflated soccer ball. My 

eye quickly focused in on Raymond who appeared to be the star athlete of the Centre. He ran up 

and down the field with ease and handled the ball with technique that surpassed any other on the 

field. I observed the other students admire his skills and fight to have him on their team. I joined 

in on the game, even though I am a terrible soccer player. They laughed at my horrible skills – or 

lack thereof. I did not mind at all because I saw it as an opportunity to bond with the youth.  

Raymond did not take the time to mingle and chat with all of the volunteers; he kept to 

himself and blended into the background. He was not as interested in school as he was in soccer 

but he still attended class and was polite with me from the beginning, unlike some other students. 

Raymond was very quiet and did not speak to me much, especially since we did not have a 

common language to communicate in. I had learned from staff members that his family was very 

troubled since the passing of his mother. His father used to be in the military and he came to visit 

Raymond once while I was at the Centre. Raymond knew that his father was going to come visit 

and I asked him if he was excited. He responded, “I would like to see him but I do not want to go 

back home with him. I still feel like he will be mean to me.” His father was a tall and muscular 

man who had an imposing presence that demanded respect.  There were talks among the staff of 

him returning home with his father, but Raymond was still unsure if that would be a good idea 

considering his uneasy relationship with his father.  

One morning Rasmané came up to me while I was chatting with the secretary in the 

office. He told me that Raymond had been cutting his wrists with a piece of a broken mirror and 

that he was angry and throwing a fit in front of everyone. I immediately went to the director with 
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the information thinking that it would be better for him to speak with Raymond because of 

gender and cultural issues. As previously discussed, he quickly brushed me off saying “ 

Raymond’s family is messed up” and then he proceeded to laugh and walk away from me. I 

could not get over his cold hearted response. I ran out of the office and saw Raymond walking 

towards the gates of the Centre. I tried to run after him but he saw me and quickly ran away. For 

the rest of the day I was worried about him because he did not come back in the afternoon. After 

that episode his attitude changed and he became extremely violent in class and displayed an 

angry nature. One morning, he ran into class late and attacked another student by punching his 

face and trying to strangle him. The two students screamed in Mooré as the rest of the class 

started to join in on the screaming. I stood there frozen because I did not understand what was 

happening and the teacher had left me alone with the class. I thought to myself, “What did I get 

myself into?” I screamed at both of them telling them to stop fighting, but I knew that they 

would not listen to me, especially because they did not know me well and I was a woman. I ran 

up to the fight and pulled Raymond off of the other student. “Get out of my class! There is no 

room for fighting here!” Raymond stared at me for a moment and then ran outside. I tried to 

calm myself down and get the rest of the class under control. I asked the rest of the class to 

explain what had happened but no one had an explanation for me. While I attempted to pull an 

explanation from the students I could see Raymond pacing back and forth from the corner of my 

eye. I felt confused and I was not sure if I had overreacted  because I did not understand what 

had happened. I went outside to speak with him and we sat down on the cement porch by the side 

of the classroom. “What is wrong? Why did you run in the class and fight with him?”  I asked. I 

got no response. I explained to him that fighting with his classmates was unacceptable. I 

explained to him that I was concerned about his recent mood changes but I still could not get a 
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reaction from him. I proceeded to tell him that I was there for him if he ever wanted to talk and I 

reached out to hug him. It seemed natural to me to hug him because it was my way to show him 

that I cared but afterwards it dawned on me that it is culturally not something that women and 

men do in public, unless they are romantically involved. I knew that he did not get the wrong 

impression because the students were used to western volunteers having different customs. I felt 

the urgency to make a connection with him because I recognised that he was struggling with his 

emotions. I just hoped that he understood something that I had discussed with him.  

A few days after the fight in class, I asked Raymond and Alasane to walk me home 

because it was dark outside. I invited them to sit down on the porch of my hostel and I treated 

them to a bottle of cola. “What is wrong Raymond? I am worried about you!” I said. He turned 

to Alasane and spoke with him in Mooré. Alasane proceeded to tell me that Raymond has been 

feeling depressed and angry over the death of his mother who he could not keep out of his mind. 

I told him that it was natural to feel sad but that he had to find another way to deal with his grief. 

The youth left shortly after our conversation and I walked up to bed trying to think what I could 

do to help him feel better. I went looking through my suitcase for something that I could give 

him to show him that I cared for him. I found a multicoloured beaded bracelet that was given to 

me by a vendor after I had bought a few items from him. The next morning I gave the bracelet to 

him hoping that he would happily receive my gift. He thanked me and put it on his wrist right 

away and slightly grinned.  

The following afternoon, I was on my way to lunch when Raymond and his 

neighbourhood friend approached me and handed me a letter.  Raymond had asked his friend 

who knew how to write to compose a letter. This was his way of opening up and telling me about 

his life, future hopes and dreams. I decided to share this letter because I feel it speaks for itself 
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and allows me to take myself out of his story, while still shedding light on his life and wishes for 

his future. 
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Figure 6. Letter written by Raymond. 
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Translation of Raymond’s Letter 

Hello Tammy and Kathlin (my team member from Faso Project), 

I am going to share my private life with you. My name is Kabore Ramain, I am 16 years 

old, I was born in Ouagadougou, and my father is Kabore Marchel, my mother Mariame. I lost 

my mother when I was three years old. After the death of my mother, there was only my adoptive 

mother left in the house, who was really mean and that I could not sleep in the house, she hates 

me, she doesn’t love me at all, she made me work hard and my father didn’t say anything 

because he also was suffering without eating. One day, my adoptive mother slapped my younger 

brother because my mother left four children before she died, and I wanted to tell her not to hit 

my younger brother, she started to insult me and hit me. The night when my father came back 

from work she told him lies about me and my father believed in what she said, at the same time 

he got angry against me and he told me that he didn’t want to see me in the house anymore. At 

the same time he went and told my aunts and uncles not to let me go stay with them. For this 

reason I came directly to a street corner where I passed the night in this place. While I was 

sleeping there were two bandits who came to fight with me, they cut my hand with a knife there 

was no one there to save me, and the next day I came to the Centre. I would like to return to my 

family one day because if I think about the death of my mother I have tears that fall, thank you 

for everything you have done for me thank you 

 

Raymond_Ramain 

Take care of this paper it’s for your usage 
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I did not have a chance to build the same kind of relationship with Raymond as I did with 

Sampawendé and Rasmané; however, I felt more successful at helping Raymond than I did the 

other youth. When it came to Raymond’s case, I forgot about the project and my role as a 

“developer” and put on my teacher hat. I believe that success in development is not about the 

results one has achieved but rather about the relationships that one makes and the changes in 

both people that take place within that relationship.  
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Alasane in “The Darker Side of the Streets” 

“J’étais petit avant mais je suis grand maintenant!”(Interview) 
(I was small (younger) but now I am big (older). 

 

“Ce n’est pas bon parce que quand tu tombes malade ici, personne peut te soigner, on peut pas 

faire la lavage.” (Alasane’s response when asked if he liked living at the Centre, Interview) 
(It is not good because when you become sick here, no one can help you, we cannot do our laundry)  
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The first time I met Alasane was when he accompanied the teacher in picking me up from 

the missionary to bring me to the family’s home. My first day at the Centre he approached me 

“Do you remember me?” he asked. I stood there for a brief moment trying to figure out where I 

met him before. Suddenly, images of him laughing and teasing me from the back of the truck 

popped into my head, “Oh, yes of course I remember you. You came to pick me up yesterday!” 

From that moment on he followed me wherever I went like a little bodyguard. Alasane had a 

strong character, very stubborn and intelligent. He told me that he left his home in Fada a long 

time ago “Parce qu’il n a pas la nourriture la bas” (there was no food there). He had been living 

at the Centre for about one year and before that he lived at the Red Cross centre for street youth 

along with his sister. During his interview he told me that he preferred living at the Red Cross 

because they were “doux” (softer) with him and explained that “Ce n’est pas bon parce que 

quand tu tombes malade ici, personne peut te soigner, on peut pas faire la lavage.”(It is not 

good because when you become sick here, no one can help you, we cannot do our laundry). 

When I asked him for the reason why he left, he changed the topic as if he had something to 

hide. 

He had adapted well to the streets and in the process he had gained a keen sense of “street 

smarts.” He was very resourceful and had a good business sense about him. He always asked me 

for my used water bottles so he could sell them to a lady who lived down the street from the 

Centre. He was a loner, never trusting anyone and never emitting a sense of trust to others. I was 

always careful of my purse while I was around him because I felt he was an opportunist and I 

never truly felt like he was sincere or trustworthy. He was not shy in asking for money or asking 

me to take him out to eat. When I first arrived I found out that he had slashed Sampawendé’s arm 

with a broken glass bottle. I asked him, “Why did you hurt him like that?” He stared me in the 
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eye and said “I felt like it.” He was often involved in fights and was probably the most violent 

student from the Centre. Despite his violent behaviour, Alasane came to class each morning 

eager to learn or to show off his math skills. He had the best math and French skills in the class 

because he attended school up until grade two in his city before leaving for Ouagadougou. He 

told me that he was fifteen years old but he acted more mature for his age.  

My opinion of Alasane really started to change for the worse around halfway into my trip 

when a young girl from the neighbourhood came and visited the class. She appeared very young, 

probably about 5 to 7 years old. She was very pretty, dressed in a pink lacy dress with her hair all 

braided back. I sat down next to her in class and asked why she came to class and if her parents 

knew where she was. She told me that she wanted to come to learn and her parents would not 

mind if she stayed at the Centre. I left her to her colouring and moments later Alasane had 

approached her sitting right next to her on the wooden bench. I walked closer to listen in on the 

conversation. To my complete surprise he was making a sexual advance. I was shocked and 

interrupted the conversation and asked him to leave immediately telling him that he should know 

better than to speak to a young girl that way. He got mad at me and left the classroom abruptly. I 

told the young girl that she should never come around the Centre again because it was not a safe 

place for her to visit. I expressed my concerns with one of the teachers and she just laughed and 

told me “Ha! These boys get into all kinds of trouble. They are sexually active and will seek and 

find places and girls to get what they want.”  

Despite my new feelings of disappointment towards Alasane, I tried to stay on his good 

side. One morning I noticed that he was missing from class, which was strange for him. The 

students told me that he was sick and still in bed. I left the classroom and walked over to the 

dormitory to see him holding his leg in agony. I looked closely and realized that his right leg was 
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severely infected that it had expanded to the size of a grapefruit. I walked him over to the office 

to speak with the accountant and asked if there were funds to take him to the hospital. He told me 

that the Centre was short in cash and that they could not afford to help him. I could not let him 

suffer like that so I asked the female teacher to walk with us to the nearest hospital. We walked 

for about 45 minutes until we reached a Chinese funded hospital. We skipped the line up and saw 

a group of nurses right away. One of the nurses told the other one “Give him the expensive 

drugs. He has a rich friend” and she looked at Alasane and said “You are a lucky boy to have a 

nasara.” They must have known that I understood French but that did not stop them from saying 

what they felt. I decided not to say anything because I knew it would not change the way they 

saw me or the situation. They made a small incision on the growth and bandaged it up. I paid the 

nurse 50 cents for the consultation and we proceeded to the pharmacy to buy the expensive 

drugs. His pills cost me around $30CDN. I did not have a difficult time paying for but it just 

reinforced everyone’s idea of me being a wealthy nasara. I handed him the paper bag with his 

pills and he took it without thanking me and hobbled towards the door. We walked back to the 

Centre in the treacherous heat.  

The next morning I went to check on him and the swelling on his leg had gone down and 

he told me that he did not have a fever the night before, I was happy to hear he was recovering 

quickly. He was animated and his usual self during class but that soon changed once I noticed 

him coming to class every day with red eyes, I passed it off thinking that he was just tired. One 

afternoon, I was chatting with some volunteers outside the office when I saw Alasane running 

towards the front gates and he was being chased by the eldest student from the Centre. He 

grabbed Alasane by the neck with one hand and slapped his face with his other hand. He 

continued by throwing him on the ground and kicking him. I ran over yelling for him to stop 
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beating Alasane. He stopped as soon as I got there and apologised immediately explaining to me 

that he was punishing him because he has been sniffing glue and coming to class high. It all 

started to make sense now. With Alasane crying in the background, I thanked him for telling me 

and explained to him that despite Alasane’s wrong doing he should not have beaten him like that. 

The older youth apologised and asked me to speak with Alasane. By the time I had looked over 

to speak with Alasane he had already left the Centre. As previously mentioned, I once again went 

to the director to explain what had just happened. He was not frazzled by the news simply saying 

“the glue is like food for them.” I did bring up the incident in Alasane’s interview but he assured 

me that he had stopped sniffing glue because “Ce n’est pas bon pour mon corps” (It is not good 

for my body). I was told by staff members that glue sniffing was quite popular among street 

youth because it made them forget about their “hungry stomachs,” difficult lives. According to 

Alasane he liked the glue because “ça donne la force” it gave him strength. 

Towards the end of my trip Alasane was becoming increasingly jealous of my 

relationship with Sampawendé and Rasmané. He did not like the attention that I gave them and 

in turn he threatened and harassed them. Rasmané was exceptionally scared of him and 

repeatedly told me that he was “bad” and “not a good person.” I wanted to believe that all 

children are good in nature but in Alasane’s case I think he had let the streets and its darkness 

consume him. He had emptiness in his eyes that warned me from the beginning to tread lightly 

around him. I got the impression form the other youth that they did not want a life on the streets; 

however, Alasane convinced me that he enjoyed the freedom the streets had to offer. I believe his 

story represents the “darker” side of the lives of many street children who also suffer from drug 

addiction and start a dangerous relationship with violence.  
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Soulemane in “Courage” 

“A l’ecole si je part je peut pas travailler. Si je rente a lecole ca va etre difficile a aider ma 
grandmere mais si je fais le mecanique c’est bon" 

(At school if I leave I cannot work. If I go to school it will be difficult to help my grandmother but if I do mechanics 
it’s good) Interview 

 
"Je veut un souvenir de moi. Je peut montrer a mes enfants" 

(I want a souvenir of myself. I can show it to my children) Answer when asked why he took a picture of himself- 
Interview 
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Soulemane spent most of his time in the office chatting with a Canadian volunteer who 

had been working at the Centre for a little more than one year. He was very fond of her and made 

a point to visit her in her small office every day. They chitchatted about everyday stuff and I 

could tell that he really felt attached to her and he enjoyed talking to volunteers about his life in 

general. Soulemane was an emotionally troubled young man who had intense mood swings that 

sometimes occurred right in front of me. Sometimes he would come to class and be very 

animated and talkative compared to other occasions when he was sad and isolated.  

In 1996, Soulemane’s mother died from jaundice leaving him by himself with nowhere to 

go. He told me that he did not know who his father was but he had one sister who lived in 

Ouagadougou but he did not know her whereabouts. His only option was to seek out a lady who 

he had heard stories about from his late mother. “Quand ma mere était petite le père de ma mere 

est decedé et ma mere est venu à ouaga est elle a rests avec une madame qui j’appel ma 

grandmère" (When my mother was little the father of my mother died and my mother came to 

Ouaga and she stayed with a lady who I call my grandmother – Interview). He often spoke about 

this older lady he called his grandmother, who lived in downtown Ouagadougou. From what I 

understood he came to live with his grandmother and he worked on the streets selling “lotus” (a 

brand) facial tissues. He worked hard so that he could help his grandmother financially but it was 

not enough so he eventually had to leave because she could not afford to keep him. Soon after he 

left her house he was picked up by staff members form the Centre.  

He had dreams of becoming a mechanic because he enjoys fixing broken bicycles. I 

asked him why he decided to stay at the Centre if they have stopped helping its students find 

vocational trades. He explained, “Je veut qu’ils m’ accompange au village pour ramasser les 

affairs de me mère" (I want for them to accompany me to my village to gather my mother’s stuff 
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– Interview). He had received phone calls from his mother’s neighbour asking him to go pick up 

items his mother had left behind. In Burkina Faso they call these items “les affairs heritages” 

which involves family members leaving their current residence and returning back home to 

gather any items remaining from a dead relative. Soulemane did not have enough money to go 

back to his village and in a staff meeting the teachers debated on whether they should escort him 

back.  

In my last days, he approached me on several occasions asking me “When will we talk 

about my photos?” He really wanted to talk about his life and his pictures, more so than the other 

youth. I remember sitting in the small office across from him trying not to be distracted by the 

ceiling fan rocking back and forth making squeaky noises. He spoke calmly and ever so gently 

that it brought tears to my eyes. He was so sad and it was written all over his face and in the soft 

way he spoke to me. He explained how he watched his mother die and remembers it being a 

quick process. I could feel like he was lonely and that is why he valued his relationship with the 

Canadian volunteer and the majority of the pictures that he had taken were of friends and staff. 

Photo 28 shows him standing by the side of the school wall. I asked him, “Why did you ask 

someone to take this picture of you?” and he replied “Je veut un souvenir de moi. Je peut 

montrer à mes enfants" (I want a souvenir of myself. I can show it to my children – Interview).  

 

 

 

 

 

 



90 
 

 

Photo 28 

 

Source: Soulemane 
 

I would have liked to have built a stronger relationship with Soulemane, especially 

because I feel like he could have benefited from having a friend who lived there permanently to 

talk to. At the end of his interview I asked him “What would you like other people to know about 

your life?” and he looked down at his lap and replied “Si j’ai pas de courage je peut pas être 

dans la rue” (If I did not have courage I could not live on the street – Interview). For me, 

Soulemane’s story represents a survival story of a young man trying to make the best of his life 

and who is marching forward with a commendable sense of courage. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Learning from Photographs 

When two or more people discuss the meaning of photographs they try to figure out something 

together. This is, I believe an ideal model for research. (Douglas Harper, 2002, p. 11) 

 

As an arts-based project using photo-elicitation, photographs act as a medium by which 

the youth can record of their lives as it exists and as they want it to be (Coad, 2007). I chose 

photo-elicitation as a method which offers a more in-depth understanding of the cultural 

complexities that exist in one development context. Photo-elicitation is done by asking 

participants to produce photographs along certain themes and questions to discuss and analyze 

(Harper, 2002). More simply, it is the idea of inserting photographs into a research interview 

(Harper, 2002). Using this approach I was able to further understand; (a) what elements in their 

surroundings are important to Burkinabé street children, (b) what these youth see as possibilities 

for their lives, (c) and, finally, to what extent do alternative data gathering methods, such as 

photo-elicitation, able to open what is important to these youth. Questions that guided the 

process were as follows: Why did you take this picture? What are you focusing on in this 

picture? What is going on in this picture? Why is it important? 

Photo-elicitation offers numerous advantages; for instance, it facilitates a more child-

centered research method that recognizes that youth can be social actors in the pursuit of change 

(Connolly & Ennew, 1996), it is an inclusive method that does not require a person to be able to 

read or write (Wang, 2006), and finally, it includes children who are not traditionally encouraged 

to express their ideas (Matthews & Tucker, 2000). I found that photographs were an enticing 
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way to get the youth excited about research. It made them curious to try something new and the 

photographs provided an insight into the youths’ lives that I would have not been able to gain 

from another method. Also, the youth at the Centre did not generally interact with adults unless it 

was in a top-down hierarchal fashion. For this reason, photo-elicitation is especially useful when 

interviewing children who have predetermined ideas about the dynamics of interacting with 

adults (Dempsey & Tucker 1994; Mauthner 1997; Parkinson 2001; Preskill 1995) because it 

opens up a dialogue between the two groups and automatically forms a connection.  

   Photo 29                     Photo 30   

 

Photo 29: Rasmané showing me his camera 

Photo 30: Soulemane and another student showing me their pictures 

 

Four of the five youth with the exception of Raymond (because he was absent) were 

asked to choose their favourite picture. In the first picture, Rasmané (Photo 31) chose a picture of 

my teammate and me because he wanted to show his grandmother what we looked like and tell 

her about us both. In the second picture below, Sampawendé (Photo 32) chose a picture of rice, 

noodles and soap being sold at a stall at the market. It comes as no surprise that he chose a 



93 
 

picture of food as his favorite. Soulemane (Photo 33) chose the picture of himself that was taken 

by another student. This is the picture that he said he wanted as a souvenir so that he could show 

it to his future children. Alasane (Photo 34) chose a picture of Sam, an older student from the 

Centre. He told me that this was his favorite picture because Sam was his “grand-frère” (older 

brother). 

          Photo 31           Photo 32 

 

                                 Photo 33           Photo 34 
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Emerging Themes from the Youths’ Photos 

I went through all of the photos taken by each youth and made a list, in one column I 

wrote what was captured in the photo based on what was told to me by the youth in their 

interviews and in the other column I placed each photo into a category (friends, people, food, 

street/neighborhood, material goods, etc.). To display the results for each youth, I organized the 

theme on one page and placed all the photos that went along with that theme. This gave me a 

good idea of the different things the youth took photos of and by displaying them as I did it 

visually organized the data. This process was done for each youth and only the photos that were 

ruined due to overexposure were not included. Before developing the film I initially thought the 

youth would take photos of expensive material items such as large houses, cars, and fashion 

items to display their desire for luxury goods when they got older, which represents my different 

worldview. As previously mentioned, I learned that these youth did not think long term or 

envision a distant future because they were living day to day. To my surprise, the dominant 

themes in the photos were of food, friends, girls, streets or the neighborhood and the market 

(Marché de Pissy). I will briefly discuss the most prevalent theme which was food as an example 

of the photo-elicitation. 

Before leaving for Burkina Faso there were riots in the city regarding the rising prices of 

food, mostly rice.  Four months prior to my arrival the price of rice had doubled due to inflation. 

On average a bag of rice, which could feed a family of six for two weeks, costs $88.00 USD and 

the average salary a Burkinabé makes is from $100-150 USD per month. Considering the larger 

family sizes of ten or more people to feed and most of them of school age, it is challenging to 

feed most families. It was common to meet people who had not eaten in days. Burkina Faso is 

considered a food deficit country with over 45 percent of the population living below the poverty 
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line. The country is also very food insecure with high rates of both chronic and acute 

malnutrition, respectively 39 percent and 19 percent. It is subject to recurrent drought and locust 

infestation resulting in cereal production shortfall (The World Food Programme, 

http://www.wfp.org/country_brief/indexcountry.asp?country=854). 

The youth at the Centre were fed twice a day, once at lunch time and once at dinner time. 

The Centre said who they used to offer breakfast but they do not have the funds to do so now. 

They had a cook that came in everyday to make meals for the youth. There was a small kitchen 

and eating area next to the youths’ bedrooms. The lady cooked on a traditional iron setting with 

two holes for the pot to be placed. There was place for wood to be put underneath the pots. She 

usually made tot, a staple item in a Burkinabé diet, which looks like a stiff white porridge made 

of millet or maize flour. There is a lengthy preparation period that involves taking millet grain, 

pounding it in a wooden pot using a wooden stick. Women then take the flour and pass it through 

the wind so the grains fly away, pouring it back and forth from one bucket to another. Finally the 

cook mixes it with water to create a porridge type mixture and lets it sit for a few hours to 

harden. Other staple foods include rice, maize, peanuts, potatoes, beans, and yams. Meat is a 

luxury that can only be afforded for special occasions or for a minority of the population. The 

only source of protein for the average Burkinabé comes from eggs or river fish that are sold fresh 

at the grand marché in the downtown area, they may also be salted and sold at markets outside 

the city. Driving on the main roads villagers walk on the sides towards the city to sell their 

produce. I frequently saw women walk along the road side holding fresh fruit on their heads 

while carrying a baby on their back and being followed by a train of her other children. All meals 

are served with a sauce either mixed with vegetables, peanut sauce, fish, green leaves or a tomato 
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sauce. The preferred drink is called bissap, a reddish drink made with hibiscus flowers. This is 

considered a treat and the youth at the Centre loved it. 

Photo 35    Photo 36 

 

Photo 1: Making bissap at the Centre 

Photo 2: Typical meal of couscous and sauce 

 

The youth ate together in an open area next to their bedrooms. They were given one bowl 

each of whatever was being served. Some youth ate half and kept the rest in their room to eat 

later. I remember walking into the bedroom to find a youth and one of the older youth was upset 

because someone had touched his food that he had hid underneath his bed. Often the youth 

would complain about not having enough to eat. During Raymond’s interview, I asked him why 

he looked angry in his picture. He said it was because he was hungry.  

Photo 37 

 

Source: Raymond 
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The youth never were starving because they were quite resourceful and they also combined and 

shared their food. It is common practice in Burkina Faso to “invite” people to eat if you are 

eating. The youth would always offer me food whenever they had and they found the custom 

very generous and it was something unfamiliar to me. The youth tried to find odd jobs either 

collecting plastic bottles or scrap pieces of metal to sell in order to buy food. They usually 

bought wild grapes or some type of fried doughnut. The children were also big fans of curi curi, 

a fried peanut butter-type cookie.  

 

 

Figure 7. Photographs of food. Source: Sampawendé 
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o f 
Figure 8. Photographs of food. Source: Raymond 

 

Figure 9. Photographs of food. Source: Alasane 
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Challenges with Photo-elicitation 

Despite the obvious benefits of photo-elicitation when working with street children, there 

remain some challenges that should not be overlooked. Firstly, working with cameras and 

photography in a country like Burkina Faso, which cannot fully support the technological needs 

of the researcher, can be frustrating and limiting. It was difficult to find a convenient photo store 

that I could access in my neighborhood. Instead I had to travel 45 minutes to an hour to a 

downtown store in traffic and the usual chaos of the main market. Also, before leaving I knew 

that the cost of film development would be pricier than at home; however, it was quite shocking 

when I discovered that one picture cost $350 CFA, which is a little over $1 CDN. Each youth 

had 24 exposures and there were 18 youth that participated in total. The cost was going to be too 

high so I decided that I would only develop all of the photos for the five youth I was going to 

interview and I made doubles of their photos and kept one copy for myself. For the other youth I 

gave them the negatives and asked them to choose 6-10 of their favorite photos and I developed 

one copy for them instead. Choosing photos from the negative strip was a common practice in 

the photo store, especially since you could eat a meal for the price of developing one photo.  

Since the practice of taking photos is uncommon and regarded as a luxury in Burkina 

Faso, everyone wanted to participate in my research. I was very naive to think that photographs 

would not be regarded as valuable. The following day after I started the activity teachers and 

community members all approached me to ask if they could have a disposable camera to take 

pictures as well. Although the activity was popular with the youth and in the community, the 

attention was a little overwhelming. As such, cameras and personal photos were stolen and the 

youth would get upset about their missing items that I later had to replace. There were additional 

challenges with using photo-elicitation in this context. Firstly, surrounding my realization that 
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the youth did not know what were dreams, and; secondly, it was difficult to find the right 

moment to speak with the youth about their photos because they often left the Centre without 

notice and/or they were in a non-talkative mood.  

Furthermore, it was challenging to pre-plan interviews because street children have no 

sense of time and they are in and out of the Centre either hanging out with friends or searching 

for odd jobs. Sometimes they are sad and frustrated with their situations and they enjoy letting 

out their feelings while other times they rather be alone. As a researcher I had to respect their 

feelings despite potentially losing good data when the youth would confide in me without my 

tape recorder on. As such, it was important for me to be flexible because research done on the 

streets is not precise because time is fluid and conversations are frequently interrupted (Bemak, 

1996). In addition, there is the tendency for the youth to present untrue, well rehearsed accounts 

of their lives (Felsman, 1989; Leite and Eseves, 1991). Work with street children is slow and 

data cannot be collected in a restricted time period with set appointments, since uncontrollable 

factors such as weather, incarceration, moods and drug usage may interfere with established 

timetables (Bemak, 1996).  

Additional Methods of Understanding the Youths’ Lives 

Journal and Field Notes. There are numerous narrative studies (Clandinin, 1986, 1989) 

that make use of field notes. Journaling offered a considerable amount of flexibility that allowed 

me to explore and learn in a setting and context that is always changing. I used a qualitative field 

study approach known as reflexive inquiry that allowed me to partake in a participatory setting, 

explore my personal growth and learning, and modify my original plan as I proceeded (Cole & 

Knowles, 2000). I used reflective journaling, which permitted me to document my personal and 

intellectual growth as an educator, volunteer, and development worker. Prior to departing for 
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Burkina Faso I wrote down my initial feelings, views and fears relating to development work, 

my project, and my overall goals. Many of these thoughts have been shared throughout this 

thesis and will be discussed in more detail in the final chapter. 

 This process of journal writing allowed me to reflect on my responsibilities as a 

researcher, a “westerner” and the power relationships present in development work, monitor my 

learning, and access the effectiveness of participatory research as a method of finding shared 

solutions in a development context. Often journaling was a difficult process because I became 

overwhelmed with my own thoughts. I also tried to leave my biases and experience this trip to its 

fullest potential, which often discouraged me from writing because once I wrote something, I felt 

like I had too many contradictory feelings. Also, when you write something down you ultimately 

have to face your feelings, which is frightening. In the setting in which I worked and lived, it was 

difficult to find a place to myself to write in private. Illness and general feelings of weakness due 

to the climate and personal reasons made it challenging to muster up the energy to write.  

Follow-up Journal. I chose to write a follow-up journal once I returned home because 

there were still a lot of emotions and ideas that were running through my head that needed to be 

captured on paper. I also used this journal to jot down my ideas for this thesis and sketched down 

all of my thoughts and ideas that emerged once I returned home. I used this as a place to analyze 

my data and record notes taken during meetings with my committee. Essentially, this small book 

has transformed into my inspirational idea book that is the continuation of my research and 

experiences.  

Individual Interviews. To supplement my observations, I conducted five interviews. The 

interviews took place with five youth from the Centre. I chose to conduct my interviews in the 

final two weeks of my time with them. I did this because I felt that hopefully the cooperation 
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fostered through my involvement at the Centre would encourage the youth to speak candidly 

about their lives and experiences. It can be very unnatural for youth to speak about their lives to 

a foreigner. There is a noticeable division between the roles in which children and adults play in 

Burkinabé society. For example, there is little bonding or personal discussions that occur 

between the youth and the staff at the Centre. Adults are expected to eat in their offices and 

difficult to get the youth to speak for a long period of time. The youth do not have the language 

acquisition necessary to really express their feelings and thoughts. During each interview I asked 

each youth to choose their favorite photo and asked him to explain the reason for his choosing. 

Later these interviews were transcribed and used to distinguish themes and emerging patterns. 

Once I returned home and I listened to the interviews I realized that I did not get as much rich 

data as I would have liked. I became accustomed to the youths’ short and vague responses, which 

was how they answered my questions in their interviews.  

I was prepared to ask good questions that would support what I already knew about the 

youths’ stories but I did not prepare or anticipate that I would become as involved in their lives 

as I did. Since the interviews took place towards the end of my trip, I was more invested in the 

youths’ lives, which made it difficult to concentrate on their photographs because I was 

overwhelmed with their personal struggles and stories.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Rethinking Development 

 “The end of development should not be seen as an end to the search for new possibilities of 

change, for a rational world of friendship, or for genuine processes of regeneration able to give 

birth to new forms of solidarity. It should only mean that the binary, the mechanistic, the 

reductionist, the inhumane and the ultimately self-destructive approach to change is over.” 

Majid Rahnema pg. 391 

Hegemonic role of ‘The West’ 

 I learned from my experiences that the real power of “the West” is not in its technology 

or economic influence but rather in the power to determine and define development, progress, 

and what is and desirable. The power is then taken away from the “other” as they are forced to 

abide by western definitions (Sardar, 1998). Western culture, politics, economics, and beliefs are 

the dominant worldview that cast a shadow over cultures that may be different (Sardar, 1998). 

The World Bank officials that I met stayed in Ouagadougou for one to two weeks. During this 

time, they stayed at a nice hotel, ate at the best restaurants, and mingled with expats or important 

Burkinabé; nowhere during this short period could they get to learn about the local people they 

were trying to “help.” They flew in, wrote reports, evaluated projects and they had passports to 

leave behind the realities of most Burkinabé. I wondered how individuals could make 

recommendations on what type of infrastructure should be built or evaluate the progress of an 

education program when they do not understand the people, dreams, history, country, and its 

culture. I encountered a similar situation on my project as “Faso Project” sent naive university 

students like me to “help” our partner organizations without having the tools or the knowledge to 

properly do so. After witnessing this I came to realize that this was the dangerous power western 
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organizations or institutions possessed over their counterparts.  According to Sardar (1998) we 

have simply masked our efforts of western imperialism under the name of development and 

globalization. Our development models, the standards we have formed and the debt financial 

institutions have created and imposed are all examples of the power relationship present in the 

development. Alternative approaches must be explored and practiced if we are to work towards a 

more equitable world, where the inequalities among people and nations narrow and eventually 

cease to exist. 

The post-colonial approach to development has been led by Edward Said (1978, 1994, 

2001), Gayatri Spivak (1991) and Homi Bhabha (1994), who are three influential theorists who 

have challenged the narrative of the powerful/powerless dichotomy in development (Fox, 2008). 

Post-colonial theory argues that the voices of the “other” should no longer be silenced. 

Furthermore, post-colonialism attempts to undo the effects colonialism had on cultures and move 

towards a world that recognizes multiple voices. The idea of postcolonial thought was to compel 

“a radical rethinking of knowledge and social identities authored and authorized by colonialism 

and Western domination.” (Prakash, 1994, p.1475). In relation to development, Freire (1968) 

speaks to the importance of respecting individual agency which can be an alternate path within 

development studies that focuses on the participation of stakeholders within the processes of 

development (Boal, 1998; Chatty, 1996; Freire, 1968; Uphoff & Ilchmann, 1998). Freire (1968) 

argues that conventional education systems maintain a “culture of silence” whereby the dominant 

discourse (western inspired) objectifies its knowledge base in order to exclude non-members 

(developing world) from accessing it. The post-colonial movement inspired future participatory 

approaches to development (e.g.Participatory Action Research and Community-based Action 

Research.   
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My First Conceptual Framework: Participatory Development 

Before entering the field I was under the impression that “Faso Project” was invited to by 

the Centre to “help” and volunteers were supposed to work collaboratively with local staff 

members in trying to re-integrate the street youth back into society. I chose to do a qualitative 

study because it is seldom undertaken when working with street children; therefore, a genuine 

child-centered approach on all levels, taking the children seriously and involving them in 

research (Beers, 1996). To generate an approach that could express and represent this focus, I 

drew on Participatory Development, which challenges the social, economic, political and power-

related hierarchies inherent in traditional development paradigms (donor/recipient, Third 

World/First World). There has been a shift over the past several decades towards greater local 

participation and decentralization within development (Chambers 1983, 1994; Abers 2007; Leal 

2007; Agrawal and Gupta 2005).  

More recently, this approach has become popular among non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) and by the early 1990s every major bilateral development agency emphasized 

participatory policies and strategies (Henkel & Stirrat, in Parfitt, 2004).  The World Bank has 

started to incorporate participatory policies within its initiatives and policies; for example, the 

World Development Report 2000/1: Attacking Poverty (WDR, 2001) initiated a project called 

“The Voices of the Poor” which took place in more than one hundred developing countries with 

the goal of representing the voices of the developing world (Williams, 2004). Many different 

versions of Participatory Development have developed since it emerged in the 1970s. For the 

purpose of this study, I have adopted Jennings (2000) definition of PD: 
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Participation refers to involvement by local populations in the creation, content 
and conduct of a program or policy designed to change their lives. Participation 
requires recognition and use of local capacities and avoids the imposition of 
priorities from the outside. (pp.1-2) 

Most versions of PD seek “to give the poor a part in initiatives designed for their benefit” in the 

hopes that development projects will be more sustainable and successful if local populations are 

engaged in the development process (Cornwall, 2002, p. 11). Empowerment is a central theme in 

Participatory Development; Jackson and Kassam (1998) argue that local citizens possess 

valuable information and analytical abilities to evaluate the achievements and constraints of 

development processes. According to Jennings (2000) participation refers to the involvement of 

locals in the “creation, content and conduct of a program or policy designed to change their 

lives.” It is built on the belief that locals can be responsible for their own futures and this 

empowering process can help eliminate the power imbalances between participants from the 

developing and developed world (Jennings, 2000). The participatory approach shifts 

responsibility for the consequences of these projects away from the organizations and the 

development workers on to the participating locals. By disowning the process they initiate, 

development agencies simply facilitate the process (Henkel & Stirrat, 2001, p. 183). 

Participatory Research with Street Children  

More recently, children have been the focus of participatory research and advances have 

been made as part of a wider movement recognizing children’s rights and the importance of 

gathering children’s views, their ideas and perspectives, and including children in policy and 

decision making (West, 1999). In West Africa, ENDA Tiers Monde and Jeunesse Action, has 

trained their field workers to collaborate with street youth and their findings are shared with 

others in the field (Dallape & Gilbert, 1993; Diaw, 1996, p.271-8). Actionaid in Nepal undertook 
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a participatory-action research study; the publication offers several examples of why street youth 

should be included in research as active participants because “many aspects of their lives would 

never have become clear if the children were not seen as key informants” (Beers, 1996, p.200). 

Participatory Research has been done working with street children, yet according to Connolly 

and Ennew (1996) the methods and approaches that are used only reproduce familiar images 

portraying street children as either victims or heroes. Apart from the original work initiated by 

Felsman (1981) and Higgens (1979) there have been few attempts to challenge the hegemony of 

the ever-present “western” image or misrepresentation of street children (Connolly and Ennew, 

1996). The western image of ‘the street child’ acts as a barrier to understanding the varied 

conditions in which children live and work. 

In order to move beyond these images of street children, we need “a genuine child-

centered approach on all levels, taking the children seriously and involving them in research, 

programme design and implementation” (Beers, 1996, p.199). Accordingly, academic research 

could concentrate more heavily on understanding the realities of the everyday life of children. In 

doing so, it would highlight many aspects of the children’s lives which would never have been 

possible if the children were not seen as key informants (Beers, 1996). According to West (1999) 

researchers must be careful when implementing a child-centered initiative because “any 

superficial application of participation will belie its purpose” (p.145). As such, it is crucial that 

researchers and development workers acknowledge that participation is about power relations 

and in most contexts adults hold and exercise power over children.  
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Limitations of Participation 

I was excited that “Faso Project” encouraged participatory principles in their workshops 

and meetings because stemming from my limited experience working in development I thought 

that this approach could eliminate or downplay some of the power dynamics between 

“developers” and locals. While in the field I learned that following a participatory approach was 

more complex than I had previously thought. The following points are some of the challenges 

and limitations I experienced or reflected upon in regards to my project. 

 Simplifying the ‘community’ and its locals. The approach has assumed that the 

dynamics and functioning of the community are rudimentary and simple. This is a common 

theme within the Participatory framework, which places a high importance on celebrating the 

community (Williams, 1994). Cleaver (2001) argues that development practitioners 

perpetuate the myth that communities are capable of anything and all that they require is help 

from institutions to unleash their interests in development. This is a harmful assumption 

because communities can be torn apart by conflicting interests and it is difficult to determine 

who wants what (Rahnema, 1997). It also treats communities as singular and unproblematic 

units (Williams, 1994). Such a view perpetuates blindness to the fact that “the community” is 

often a thing of development projects’ own making (Williams 1994, p. 561) because what 

defines a community and where and who draws these lines? I could not properly define the 

community in which I was working – does it consist only of the people from the Centre? Does 

it include volunteers and people who are not normally from this community?  

Social norms are seen as part of a ‘local culture’ and development programmes do not 

unpack that culture or see it as the product of internalized power-relationships (Williams 
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1994, p.562). According to Kothari (2001) “the more participatory the enquiry the more its 

outcomes will mask the power structure of the community” (p.146). The community, no 

matter its size, is complex and often has a more powerful group of locals whose knowledge 

and voice is heard louder than others in the community. This power dynamic was present 

among the staff at the Centre where the director and the head teacher were the only voices 

heard because of their position within the organization. Overall, there is the assumption of a 

homogeneous community, which ignores the fact that certain communities are not based on 

the same principles of equality, but are cut across lines of class, race, gender, ethnicity, age, 

and so on (Desai, 1996; Galjart, 1995). 

  Maintaining an Equal Partnership. Regardless of how appealing the words “equal” 

and “partnership” may sound, the reality I experienced was that all participants could not be 

equal. For instance, in a meeting while discussing Rasmané and Sampawendé’s schooling 

possibilities I was told by the head teacher, “you don’t know anything about our situation.” 

When I spoke in meetings no one really took me seriously because they knew that I would 

eventually leave them to go back to my own country. Although the head teacher was more 

vocally powerful, I was more financially powerful. My power was in my ability to make the 

organization “look credible” to outsiders and to bring additional funds.  

Instead of dwelling on the shortfalls of the approach, in regards to power relations, I 

believe that it is important that developers be truthful and acknowledge that there are 

numerous ways one may choose to participate and that there are different types of power. I 

imagine it as a superhero team starring the head teacher as the knowledge base of the Centre, 

the youth who bring their stories and ideas, and the volunteers who bring their financial 

advantages or new ideas. No matter what each individual’s strengths or powers are, they are 
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all needed in order to make the development process work. I believe that participation-based 

approaches often try to mask the power relations that have always been there. Perhaps, it is 

better that we acknowledge them and use them to our advantage in making the process more 

effective. 

 Gender Issues: According to Cornwall (2003) women are most likely to lose out, 

finding themselves and their interests marginalized or overlooked in apparently participatory 

processes (Guijt & Shah, 1998; Mosse, 1995). The negative effects of development on women 

and their important but unrecognized role were first documented by Ester Boserup in 1970. 

According to Simmons (1995), the attempt to integrate women into development began as a 

genuine effort by women to raise the issues of discrimination and inequality.  

During my attempts to enroll Sampawendé and Rasmané in school I had invited the 

female teacher, Simone, to join me in all the meetings with the two youth and François. 

Initially, I thought she could be the representative for the Centre and I assumed she had the 

most knowledge regarding the youth because she spent more time with them than the male 

teachers. I made an assumption that she could be an equal partner in finding a schooling 

solution for the two youth. I later realized that she discouraged to speak up and express herself 

in meetings because the male teachers had more clout at the Centre. “Even if women gain 

greater voice, their influence may be temporary, and eventually the political process may turn 

out be damaging to their wellbeing” (Drydyk, 2005, p. 262). Participatory Development can 

reproduce the social inequalities within communities whereby some participants end up 

having greater voice and influence than others and it is often the women who are marginalized 

in this approach (Drydyk, 2005). I did not take the Burkinabé cultural and gender barriers into 

consideration before I asked her to help me. In essence, I shifted power to a woman in the 
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community who would not normally been given authority. My assumption that Simone could 

help me could have caused problems for her and I now understand that as an outsider I should 

have been more aware of disrupting the social and gender hierarchical system at the Centre. In 

my limited experience nothing is truly equal, even with the best intentions. “The very projects 

that appear so transformative can turn out to be supportive of a status quo that is highly 

inequitable for women” (Cornwall 2003; p.1329-1330).  

  Shared Generation of Knowledge. The sharing of knowledge between development 

professionals and the locals is a predominant theme in Participatory Development, where it is 

believed that each group should share their knowledge for the greater good. In my case, I was 

the “expert” university student/teacher who was supposed to arrive at the project and share 

my knowledge and expertise on education with the staff at the Centre. Unfortunately, my 

knowledge base and skill set are not useful to financially struggling non-profit organizations. 

As I learned from my past experience in Argentina, my skills were not really transferable and 

helpful to others in another educational or development context. Development paradigms, 

such as participatory research, should recognize that there is not always a fair and equitable 

exchange between all participants. I learned more from the staff and the youth than what I was 

able to share. My abilities in teaching are limited to my academic background in subjects and 

my understanding of education in a Montreal school setting teaching children with dissimilar 

challenges. Despite my intentions of creating a space of shared generation of knowledge the 

reality was that I walked away from this project with far more knowledge acquired than I was 

able to share. More importantly, I learned that not only was the knowledge that I possessed 

not useful to the Centre but it was harmful because I brought along my own world view that 

differed significantly from the people I worked with. According to Michel Foucault, infecting 
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communities with foreign knowledge systems, participatory activities disrupt, displace, and 

disable local knowledge systems (cited in Drydyk, 2005). 

The overall goal of sharing knowledge is “to enable people to present, share, analyze 

and augment their knowledge as the start ability to make demands and to sustain action” 

(Chambers, 1994b cited in Williams 2004, p. 1266). The challenges remain in having 

development “experts” recognize the knowledge and expertise found in developing countries, 

especially since local knowledge and experience is devalued but, also, because the idea of 

expertise is socially, culturally and geographically informed (Crewe & Harrison, 1998). As a 

result, this knowledge is limiting, alienating and culturally irrelevant to non-Western people 

(Goonatilake, 1984).  

Considering Participants’ Personal Circumstances. The literature on Participatory 

Development does not mention the possible challenges participants’ personal circumstances 

may pose in trying to achieve a true participatory experience. The working conditions at the 

Centre were challenging because it was difficult to get staff members involved with the 

activities I had planned. “At first I thought the staff was lazy but after speaking with some of 

them I can understand and sympathize with their position. Due to budgetary confinements 

sometimes they do not get paid. One lost his house and all of his belongings are locked up in 

a room at (the Centre). They have so much to worry about” (Journal Entry, May 24). 

Understandably, the staff had more important personal problems to deal with than to help me 

organize activities for the youth.   

Participatory approaches should recognize that it is challenging to create a relationship 

among all participants if individuals are living in dire or difficult circumstances. Each day I 
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left the Centre at 1pm to go for lunch knowing that some teachers have not eaten in four days. 

This placed me in a privileged position and placed the staff in a position not to care about the 

project since they have more threatening issues to deal with. “The reality at the Centre is that 

they can barely take care of its staff and the children. I feel like sending volunteers only 

creates a greater burden on the staff to work with us” (Journal Entry, May 24). If participants 

are not all on the same playing field, an equitable relationship cannot be achieved. I came to 

Burkina Faso with high hopes and an ambitious plan of action that failed to see, at the time, 

the shortfalls of the participatory approach in my case. Although some participation based 

initiatives are successful, as previously mentioned, I can only speak from my experience, only 

making me relate even more to the criticisms brought forward by Ranehma (1992): 

Did the new participatory approaches actually lead to any substantial change in the 
nature of development, or did they serve only as a band-aid operation to give a new 
lease of life to an ageing institution? Did (or can) such methods as dialogical 
interaction, conscientization and participatory action research really succeed in halting 
the process of domination, manipulation and colonization of the mind? Can they really 
help bring about new forms of knowledge, power, action and know-how, needed to 
create a different type of society? Or is the new participatory myth like a Trojan horse 
which may end up by substituting a subtle kind of teleguided and masterly organized 
participation for the old types of intransitive or culturally defined participation, proper 
to vernacular societies? (pp.124-125) 

My Second Conceptual Framework: Narrative Inquiry 

I chose Participatory Development as one of my conceptual frameworks because I 

wanted to examine whether this approach and its ideas could be facilitate my project at the 

Centre by encouraging the collaboration between all participants. I depended on the development 

literature to help me frame and understand my project, my research, and the setting in which I 

was working and living. Furthermore, I adopted Narrative Inquiry as my second conceptual 

framework because it offered a flexible writing style and its approach allowed me to share the 

youths’ stories along with my own. Most importantly, I felt that sharing the stories behind my 
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relationship with each youth was essential because their unique stories offer an opportunity in 

which others can investigate the ways these youth experience the world (Webster & Mertova, 

2007). I have experienced some benefits and challenges with using Narrative Inquiry. The 

possible benefits include the following: narrative is an effective method in sharing stories and 

allowing for other voices to be heard, it can be a cathartic experience to share one’s own story, it 

encourages an equal relationship between researcher and participant, and the process makes the 

researcher reflect on the entire experience. On the other hand, researchers can assume multiple 

roles, having difficulty in drawing boundaries between researcher and participant or distancing 

oneself from the research, being able to understand that narratives consistently change, and 

realizing that the youths’ stories do not start and end with one’s research. 

Firstly, I looked towards narrative inquiry because telling stories of my time in Burkina 

Faso was a natural process because it was the only method that could properly capture my 

experience. Riessman (1993) argues, “narratives of personal experience… are ubiquitous in 

everyday life…telling stories about past events seems to be a universal human activity” (pp.2–3). 

It was important to me not only to be able to share my story, but also to share the youths’ stories 

stemming from my relationships with them. Connelly & Clandinin (1990) suggest that it is 

important that participants have a voice within the research relationship, which involves 

collaboration, storytelling and “restorytelling” so that all voices are heard (p.4).  

Although I agree with Connelly & Clandinin (1990) that all voices should be heard, I 

learned that having a voice does not always mean that individuals feel safe to use them. For 

example, during my meetings with François, Simone, Sampawendé and Rasmané, the two youth 

kept quiet the entire meeting even when I asked them questions. They remained silent and barely 

made eye contact with the adults at the table. The two youth spoke with me in confidence after 

the meeting and expressed how they did not want to live with a foster parent. Rasmané told me 

that he felt that the man that was going to take them was a “bad man”. They both looked worried 

and I did not know enough to fully understand the situation but I knew by the looks on their 
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faces that it would not be a good idea to place them there. I realized that despite being opposed to 

the idea during the meeting they were too scared to express their feelings because the street 

youth were usually not included in decision-making at the Centre. However, perhaps in a perfect 

situation, researcher-participant relationships in narrative inquiries creates a space for and values 

personal voice and the sharing of personal perspectives (Greene, 1995; Monroe, 1993) and “a 

sense of equality between participants” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, 4).  

Secondly, narrative has been cathartic in that it helped me overcome the reverse culture 

shock I experienced once I returned to Canada. Initially, I was too overwhelmed to speak about 

my research and experience but telling little pieces of the story allowed me to slowly reflect on 

my journey. Holloway & Freshwater (2007) suggest that stories are a tool for individuals to 

come to terms with their vulnerability and through stories individuals are able to take control and 

later feel empowered. As more and more time passes I feel increasingly comfortable telling and 

retelling my story and the stories of the youth. The process of telling my story made me face 

some of the regrets and events that I tried to package and forget in the back of my mind. Instead, 

I was encouraged by the narrative process to unpack those events and to reflect on them in order 

to be as truthful as possible. 

I encountered several challenges with using narrative inquiry; firstly, narrative research 

consistently changes and requires the researcher to be more flexible in comparison to other 

research methods. Clandinin & Connelly (2000) argue, “The purpose and what (the narrative 

inquirer) is exploring, and finds puzzling, changes as the research progresses. This happens from 

day to day and week to week, and it happens over the long haul as narratives are retold, puzzles 

shift, and purposes change” (p. 73). This happens because the human experience is always 

changing when we tell and retell our stories each time. In my case, my feelings and thoughts 

have changed over time and it has made the writing portion of this thesis difficult since my story 

was constantly evolving as I continued to reflect and dig deeper into my research. At the 

beginning of my writing process, I was overwhelmed with emotions of guilt, sadness and 
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frustration; however, retelling my story to different audiences over this writing process has 

helped me see my research in a clearer and more holistic way. Narrative is a way of 

understanding one’s own and others’ actions and of connecting and seeing the consequences of 

actions and events over time (Laslett, 1999; Polkinghorne, 1995).  

Secondly, it was difficult to separate myself from my research and focus solely on the 

youth. I later realized that I was indeed an essential part of my research because the two were 

inseparable. Before entering the field I thought that I would be the volunteer/teacher for the first 

two months while I was in the field and I would transform into “the researcher” in my third 

month once I had started my data collection. Contrary to my initial beliefs, “when one engages in 

narrative inquiry the process becomes even more complex, for, as researchers we become part of 

the process (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p.5). As such, I have learned and come to appreciate 

the complexity of the narrative process and I understand that “part of the difficulty in writing 

narrative is in finding ways to understand and portray the complexity of the ongoing stories 

being told and retold in the inquiry” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p.9).  

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) describe the challenges involved for narrative inquirers, 

where they “must become fully involved, must “fall in love” with their participants, yet they 

must also step back and see their own stories in the inquiry, the stories of the participants, as well 

as the larger landscapes on which they all live (p.81). I had a difficult time stepping away from 

my research because I assumed multiple roles in the eyes of my participants. I was their teacher, 

a volunteer, a researcher, a caregiver and a friend, which often extended in being a maternal 

figure as well. In addition to recognizing my multiple roles in a narrative inquiry, I also had to 

realize that the youths’ lives did not begin the day I arrived nor did they end the day I left.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

New Beginnings 

“There is no passion to be found playing small in settling for a life that is lesTDSB

 Page 117 23/08/10s than the one you are capable living” -Nelson Mandela  

 

Being Honest with Myself 

Tensions between the head teacher and me escalated during the last two weeks of my 

stay. Our encounters started off awkward from the very beginning when I first met with him, but 

they increasingly worsened to the point of not being able to be in the same room or look each 

other in the face. Our relationship worsened when I was asked to attend a staff meeting, which 

was to address each youth’s case. The staff was particularly interested in finding out where the 

youth would be staying while the Centre closed during the months of August and September. 

The teacher told the youth that they had no choice but to return home and he continued to 

explain: “We have to close, we need a break. All schools close in the summer and we deserve a 

break as well” he repeated several times in passing. While he continued talking I could not stop 

myself from thinking about Rasmané and what was he going to do? I raised my hand and asked 

quietly, “What happens if a student does not have any family members in the country?” He 

quickly replied “Well, all the students have someone, unless you know something that I don’t, 

then maybe you should share your information with all of us.” I quietly declined to say anything 

further because I did not want to embarrass Rasmané in front of the entire class. I felt like it was 

something that should be discussed in private. After the meeting with the students, I got up to 

leave in a rush because I was late for a meeting with François. The head teacher yelled at me and 

told me to sit down, waving his finger in my face. I could not believe the nerve this man had to 



118 
 

speak to me like that! I explained to him that I had a meeting that I was late for and that we could 

discuss everything the following day.  

The next day I attended the staff meeting where staff members went around discussing 

each youth’s case. The Centre’s psychologist went around earlier that morning asking each youth 

about their situation and where they would like to go once the Centre closed. I was shocked that 

some of the youth had been living at the Centre for more than one year and staff members only 

now decided to question the youth. I could not understand how the staff did not know about the 

youths’ situations considering that they saw them almost every day. We spent five to ten minutes 

on each youth’s case. Once we got to Rasmané’s case, the head teacher started yelling at me 

saying that I should share whatever information I know about Rasmane with the staff. He was 

referring to the fact that I did not tell him that Rasmané’s grandmother had moved back to her 

village. In my defense, I did not know that what Rasmané had told me was new information 

because he told me in an informal conversation when I first came to the Centre. I felt attacked as 

if he was blaming me for ruining Rasmané’s future. I did not know what to say or how to feel 

about everything that was happening. I remember at one point I just stared at him while he yelled 

at me and I watched him take off his flip flops and place his feet on top of a chair. I was numb 

with confusion. Questions started racing through my mind, “How was I supposed to know that 

this was important information? No one explained to me how anything worked. Was I really to 

blame for all of this?” 

At first, I just ignored his verbal attack because I did not want this to turn into a huge 

fight. The rest of the staff put their heads down and they were scared to look up to make eye 

contact. I continued to look him in the eye as he yelled at me. “You don’t understand this culture. 

You are not one of us and you think you know everything. You come here and see how we live 
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but you will soon return home,” he exclaimed while waving his arms in the air. This comment 

still resonates with me because he was right – I did not understand the culture. I felt foolish to 

even have thought that I could learn and contribute something to the Centre. In addition to not 

sharing information about Rasmané’s grandmother with him he was also upset that he was 

unaware of my intentions regarding enrolling Sampawendé and Rasmané in school. I thought I 

did the right thing by speaking to the director but I think I hurt his ego and offended him by not 

speaking to him as well. During the argument, I glanced over at Simone, thinking that she was 

going to jump in at any moment to defend me, but instead her head did not come up for the entire 

meeting. After ten minutes of yelling at me, one of the new volunteers from France jumped in to 

defend me. I tried to contain my anger and embarrassment throughout the entire meeting. 

Eventually, I could no longer contain my emotions and I spoke up in a calm but strong manner 

trying my best to state my case. My voice was only met with a louder and more convicted voice 

on his end. With each second that passed, I debated walking out of that meeting and never 

looking back but I stayed because I wanted to know more about Rasmané’s case. The head 

teacher told me that many of the youth lie about their lives including Rasmané, and that I was a 

fool to believe his lies. I thought to myself, if this was the case then why did someone not mentor 

me and educate me on these issues beforehand? I was obviously more of a burden to the staff and 

it made me question our so-called “partnership”. Finally, one of the male teachers interrupted 

him and kindly asked him to stop yelling at me. After the meeting I walked outside in complete 

shock at what had just happened.  

There were so many initial problems with the project that this unfortunate blowup was 

perhaps inevitable. I do not think that the staff really wanted volunteers at the Centre because 

they were overwhelmed with their own personal situations, they could not take the proper time to 
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collaborate with volunteers. From the beginning I was told by “Faso Project” what my 

assignment was for this project; however, I do not believe that the organizations had a common 

understanding of what the volunteer’s role entailed. It made me realize that in order for 

development, even participatory approaches to work successfully, it requires that all participants 

have a common goal that is truthful, understood and agreed upon.  

At first, I thought that the head teacher was completely out of line for attacking me like 

that; however, as time went by I started to re-evaluate my own decisions and actions. It was 

difficult for me to be completely honest with myself in trying to place the blame on its true 

owner. For months, I felt a tremendous sense of guilt that I not only had a “failed” project on my 

hands but I had left on bad terms. I wondered why other “Faso Project” teams did not mention 

any hardships with the head teacher or with the Centre in general. Originally, I blamed myself 

and my poor leadership abilities for the demise of our relationship with the Centre. “Did I do 

something wrong? Am I responsible for this? (Journal Entry, July 18). Now, when I reflect on 

the experience I can be honest with my mistakes, which were in my failure to socialize more 

with the staff, communicate more frequently with the head teacher and be more sensitive to 

stepping on other people’s feet when trying to “help” the youth. I realized that I had become so 

overwhelmed with trying to “help” the youth that it caused me to develop tunnel vision.  Also, 

the head teacher did have a valid point in telling me that I had no right in over stepping my role 

since I did not understand the cultural complexities of their world. I learned that equal 

participation was not feasible during my project, especially if participants have different 

objectives in mind. My experience with being true to myself regarding my “development” 

experience can be summed up in the following passage written by Rahnema (1997): 
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It is because development incarnated a false love for an abstract humanity that 
it ended up by upsetting the lives of millions of living human beings. For half a 
century its ‘target populations’ suffered the intrusion in their lives of an army 
of development teachers and experts, including well-intentioned field workers 
and activists, who spoke big words – from conscientization to learning from 
and living with the people. Often they had studied Marx, Gramsci, Freire and 
the latest research about empowerment and participation. However, their lives 
(and often careers) seldom allowed them to enter the intimate world of their 
target populations.’ Yet few asked themselves about the deeper motivations 
prompting them to do what they were doing. Often they knew neither the 
people they were working with, nor themselves. And they were so busy 
achieving what they thought that had to do for the people, that they could not 
learn enough from them about how actually to care for them. (p. 392) 

In being honest with myself about my experience in Burkina Faso, I had to accept the fact 

that having good intentions and university “skills” was not enough to make a positive 

contribution at the Centre.  

My Biggest Upset 

In my last week, I was worried that I was giving false hopes to Rasmané about enrolling 

him in school. My last day at the Centre was drawing to an end and I spent most of my day 

avoiding him altogether. The truth was that I could not look at him straight in the face. I felt that 

if I failed in helping Rasmané, my entire trip was a complete failure. I walked around the Centre, 

saying good bye to all of the youth. I approached Rasmané; I took a deep breath and wished him 

all the best while walking away. 

The next day I ran errands in the city and bought last minute gifts for friends and family. 

I received a phone call from a staff member at the Centre who told me that Rasmané wanted to 

speak with me. He came onto the phone and asked me when I would be returning to the Centre to 

see him. He did not understand that the day before was my last day at the Centre because he 

knew I was leaving the country on Sunday, so he figured I would see him until then. My heart 

sank once more as he asked if he was going to school. I did not know what else to do but to agree 
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to see him one last time. The following morning I hopped into a taxi and halfway there the car 

broke down and I found myself at a busy intersection among a large crowd of people. I tried to 

get another taxi but it took a good fifteen minutes before another available taxi passed by. I stood 

in the middle of the intersection feeling tense and full of frustration. Can anything work for me? I 

thought to myself. When I finally reached the school I saw Rasmané sitting down on a wooden 

bench next to some friends. As soon as he saw me he got up quickly to greet me and shake my 

hand. I had asked him if the staff were able to contact his brother that they had recently learned 

of. The staff was supposed to see whether his brother could take care of Rasmané indefinitely. I 

proceeded into the office to speak with the teacher who was dealing with Rasmané’s case. He sat 

at his desk and said, “I have two things to ask of you. First off they found Sampawendé’s aunt 

who can look after him but she wants you to pay her. Second, I need 150 dollars to take my 

driver’s license exam and I was hoping that you could help me.” I did not know how to react. 

This was a man that hardly spoke with me the whole time I was at the Centre. I could no longer 

hold in my frustration. Three months of frustration and anger poured out as I left the room.  

Adding more frustration and disappointment to the situation, another teacher who had 

previously asked me for money on several occasions asked me for a gift as I walked out of the 

office. I laughed and took my empty suitcase that I had left in the office. As I walked past the 

main building, Rasmané he came running after me. He took the suitcase from me and jogged 

next to me as I huffed and mumbled to myself. He thanked me once again and I told him to stop. 

I reassured him I would continue to try to help him once I returned home. I waved down a taxi 

on the side of the main road. He helped me put my suitcase in the trunk. I had trouble breathing 

because all of my emotions from my entire trip were no longer suppressed. I started shaking 

while I tried to avoid eye contact with Rasmané. I wanted to give him something to ease my own 
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pain. “My heart felt incredibly heavy – a pain that I have never felt before in my life. He asked 

me for my phone number and email address and told me one of the kids was going to show him 

how to send emails. I guiltily handed him $2000 CFA quickly gave him a hug and jumped into 

the taxi while trying not to look at him in the face. I felt defeated. I worked for one month trying 

to get him and Sampawendé into school and there I left him” (Journal entry, August 23, 2008). I 

cried the entire way home in the taxi, not caring that I was sitting next to strangers that watched 

me sob the entire way home.  

Before I left I had given Rasmané my email address but I never expected to hear from 

him because he did not know how to use the internet and he did not have the money to go to an 

internet café. I could not believe my eyes when I opened my email one evening and saw an email 

from him. I quickly opened it, curious as to how he was doing and what he had to say. I believe 

that he used the money that I gave him to pay for internet time and he asked an older boy from 

the neighborhood to teach him how to write and use the internet. For the next two months 

Rasmané emailed me to inquire about school.  

For the next five months the vision of me leaving him behind haunted my thoughts and I 

felt overwhelmed by sadness. I broke down mentally and physically whenever I thought of him. I 

felt immense feelings of sorrow and frustration because I knew in my heart that I would never 

see him again. “I was ... in the car and I just started crying to the point where I felt like I could 

no longer move. My heart is broken. I feel like I am a big disappointment. I feel like I left two 

children behind that needed my help” (Follow-up Journal Entry, August 23, 2008). I had deep 

feelings of remorse, where I replayed the moment where I left him on the side of the street over 

in my head. Rasmané’s case has made me question the purpose of my project and the whole 

dynamics of development work in general. 
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Naive Thinking 

Upon returning to Montreal, I continued to work with François and after four frustrating 

months of trying to collaborate with the Centre, I was fortunate that François was determined 

more than ever to find a solution for Sampawendé. He continued to speak with the director and 

they were able to come to an agreement and enroll Sampawendé in François’ school. I was 

grocery shopping when I received a phone call from François telling me that Sampawendé was 

going to attend his school. I remember feeling a sense satisfaction, like I had finally come 

through for him. I felt proud to show it off to everyone who told me that “change was not 

possible in Africa”. I was excited to tell my “Faso Project” teammates about the good news 

because it made my project feel validated. I could hold my head up a little higher knowing that I 

never gave up and I had accomplished something positive. He started kindergarten and after a 

month he was placed in grade one. He was performing well in his classes, as seen in a copy of 

his report card in Figure 21 and he was living with his uncle and his extended family. I sent 

money to buy him a bicycle so that he could get to school and sent additional money to help the 

family pay for food. Even as an outsider, I still somewhat understood some of the realities of the 

country and I knew a formal schooling was not the answer to all of Sampawendé’s problems, 

especially in a country with few job opportunities. Recognizing Sampawendé’s dream of being a 

rice vendor I assumed that he could learn how to read and write, which could later help his 

business. Also, living with his uncle and going to school under François’ supervision meant 

getting him off the streets and living in a better environment. According to the UNESCO website 

regarding street children, the organization suggests that “education is the most effective method 

of reintegration into society” ("http://www.unesco.org/en/inclusive-education/street-children/"). 
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Figure 21. Sampawende’s report card, showing that he was ranked third in his class of 50 students. 

  

After attending school for four months I received an email from François informing me 

that Sampawendé had been skipping classes. I consulted with François and asked him to speak 

with Sampawendé about the issue. Sampawendé explained to François that he would rather try to 

earn money by selling pieces of scrap metal than going to school. Upon learning more about the 

situation I felt disappointed with myself for not foreseeing this happening. In the back of my 

mind I knew it would be difficult to take a street child who had no rules or authority and placing 

him in an unfamiliar environment that operated on a schedule. Despite knowing that school was 

not a priority for Sampawendé, or his dream, I pursued the idea because I followed my own 
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beliefs that schooling could foster his talents so he could eventually achieve his goals. Being an 

educator, I understand first-hand how a nurturing and safe environment can positively affect 

children, and I wanted Sampawendé to experience this. The reality was that Sampawendé did not 

have the financial stability to sit back and attend school because he wanted to contribute 

monetarily to his new family. 

 My relationship with him has taught me that sometimes what you think is best for a 

person is perhaps not in their best interest. Perhaps I should have focused more on helping him 

get a job or learn a trade. I learned that schooling in Burkina Faso is a long-term solution in 

alleviating poverty and perhaps not the correct solution for Sampawendé. Initially, I imagined 

that all I would have to do is stroll into the Centre and everything would magically get better, but 

I was mistaken and tragically naive. In the end, I think I was wrong to suggest that he attend 

school because he did not initiate this action.  

Free-falling 

When I reflect on my experiences in Burkina Faso I cannot downplay the impact it has 

had on my life as a person and as an educator. It has ultimately changed me in ways I am only 

beginning to understand. Although I feel emotionally stronger and have gained a much more 

complex understanding of development theory and practice, the process of getting where I am 

today required leaving my prior knowledge and world view behind and learn everything from the 

beginning – a rebirth if you will. Before the “rebirth” period is the process of free falling; this 

occurred when my existing ideas and worldview were shattered by new realizations that shook 

my very core values and beliefs. Initially I felt carefree, which turned into anger because of the 

problems I encountered with both “Faso Project” and the Centre and then turned into frustration 

and a deep feeling of guilt. Following, is a period of disbelief when you see firsthand how other 
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people live and struggle. I felt like the world was moving at a record pace and Burkina Faso had 

been forgotten and completely left behind. I was frustrated because the more I looked beyond my 

first impressions and the “poverty” that surrounded me; the more I started to uncover how 

politics plays a role in securing Burkina Faso’s place in the world. For instance, Burkinabé buy 

their rice from Thailand, China, or United States (Uncle Ben’s instant rice). How could it be that 

Burkinabé were buying rice at $88CND a bag when they could eat local grown food? A 

gentleman in a taxi was explaining how he made the minimum wage of $100CND and the bag of 

rice at $88CND cannot even feed his family of six for more than two weeks. “They (locals) 

share their stories and speak about the harsh realities of life in Burkina. To really understand 

the struggles of a people it is important to engage in in-depth conversations about their lives- 

and slowly a more holistic picture is drawn.” (Journal Entry, May 17).  

The immense feelings of guilt grew as I saw people crippled by polio, listened to stories 

of people dying from malaria, and meeting people who have been hearing impaired from 

meningitis. “The injustices that I have witnessed haunts my dreams at night and has changed 

how I see my life” (Journal Entry June 7). Staff members from the Centre were constantly 

battling malaria; for them it was a way of life. How can one look someone in the eye who is sick 

with an illness you just received a vaccination for just weeks ago? How can one work with 

people and walk off to lunch at 1pm when you know they have not eaten in three days? “I often 

ask myself why I am here. This country has so many heartbreaking realities that I feel completely 

useless. Who am I to help?” (Journal Entry May 9, 2008).  
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Figure 4. My free falling process. 

My feelings of anxiety, anger, frustration and guilt were all symptoms of culture shock, which is 

“a disease precipitated by the anxiety that results from losing all familiar signs and symbols of 

social intercourse” (Oberg, 1960, p. 177; as cited in Christofi & Thompson, 2007, p. 53). Magala 

(2005) suggests, “the crossing of cultural bridges comes at a price” (Christofi & Thompson, 

2007, p. 53) and I did not anticipate the cost of my experience until I returned home. 

Reverse Culture Shock   

Before leaving for Burkina Faso, I was briefly told in a workshop that it might be 

difficult to return home after having had a life changing experience. Culture shock, as a 

phenomenon, has been widely researched (P.S. Adler, 1972, 1975; Becker, 1968; Church, 1982; 

Furukawa, 1997). Nevertheless, “relatively little research has been done on culture shock 

resulting from reentry into one’s home country following a sojourn abroad” (Christofi & 

Thompson, 2007, p. 53). Just as entry into a new culture may result in feelings of culture shock, 

reentry into one’s home country may be followed by reverse culture shock. Uehara (1983) 

defined reverse culture shock as the “temporal psychological difficulties returnees experience in 

the initial stage of the adjustment process at home after having lived abroad for some time” (p. 

420; as cited in Christofi & Thompson, 2007, p. 53).  

Anger/disbelief Frustration Acceptance/or Denial 

Process & 
Revaluation Action 
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I underestimated the effects of my reverse culture shock because I expected cultural 

differences in Burkina Faso; however I did not have the same expectations when returning home. 

I knew before my plane landed at the Montreal airport that I was different, almost feeling like I 

was caught between two worlds. My friends and family all waited for me at the airport excited to 

see me and how I changed physically after losing fifteen pounds. I was bombarded with 

questions, “How was your trip? It must have been so difficult living without a toilet! How did 

you like Africa? How were the kids you worked with?” I did not know where to start or what to 

say to such general questions. I could not tell them all the truth of what my experience was like 

because they would not be able to understand me. For the remainder of my summer I just 

brushed off questions and acted as if nothing had changed on the outside; however, on the inside 

I was suffering in silence. I wanted to share all of my thoughts with someone, where sometimes I 

gave tidbits of information to close friends but they just looked at me as if I was from another 

planet. The effects I experienced when returning home are echoed by Martin (1984), whereby (1) 

sojourners can be heavily shaped and influenced by their new culture, on returning home, they 

find themselves out of place with their former culture, and (2) sojourners are not always aware of 

the changes that have taken place until they are faced with re-integrating back in their home 

culture.  

Two weeks after I returned “home” my physical health started to deteriorate. Issues of 

researcher’s health are frequently under-emphasized in both written and verbal accounts of 

fieldwork (Sampson & Thomas, 2003; as cited in Gokah, 2005). Furthermore, I did not know 

how to express what I was feeling. I have been born and brought up in a world that is obsessed 

with materialism, progression, and development, yet I felt at ease and somewhat at home when I 

was in Burkina Faso. It was refreshing to not think about your appearance, new fashion items, 
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and not being judged on your clothes and what car you drive. I have seen and experienced certain 

things that no longer allow me to fit into my own world because few people there share the same 

things. Yet I do not belong in the other world because I still had traces of a westernized identity.  

I went through a few months of slight depression. Once I returned home I realized that no one 

understood what I was going through. I felt angry at the world. For the first two months I walked 

around feeling enraged with how our project ended. According to Christofi & Thompson (2007) 

sojourners who fail to understand their bicultural experience tend to become alienated and react 

negatively to the home environment on reentry.  

I was ultimately changed by my relationships with the five youth and from my 

experiences living in Burkina Faso but I did not fully understand all of the changes that were 

going on inside of me. I felt like a puzzle piece that no longer fit into the puzzle. Once I returned 

to my graduate studies, “Faso Project” organized a debriefing workshop where all of the teams 

met and shared their summer experiences. We went around the circle listening to encouraging 

and positive stories until we came to me. “I don’t think I want or can share how I feel with the 

group just yet” I explained to the teacher.  The room went silent. It took me several months 

before I could speak about my feelings regarding the trip. I think I was battling with myself and 

perhaps I felt like I needed to do this alone. I frequently started crying for no reason and I would 

break down emotionally and tune everyone around me out. “What is wrong with you? I don’t 

understand why you are crying?” murmured my friend. To be honest I did not know what was 

wrong with me. I was haunted by my thoughts of regret. I missed living in Burkina Faso and my 

life back at “home” no longer appealed to me.  

At first, I was apprehensive to share my pictures with people for two reasons: the first 

being that I had difficulty looking at them myself without feeling guilty and secondly, I knew 
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that the pictures poorly represented my experience. When I did show my photos I received 

comments like, “Oh, it’s poor there!” or “I can’t believe that you lived there. You must be happy 

that you’re back home now.” People looked at pictures of the five youth and nothing came to 

their minds except for “aww, the poor things, they look so sad” which bothered me because they 

were individuals who affected me deeply but no one could seem to understand this. Yes, the 

country is poor in terms of its economics but I had grown more comfortable living there despite 

all of the challenges that I experienced. I appreciated the simplicity of life, I missed bargaining 

for my fruits and vegetables, I enjoyed conversing and greeting random people on the street, and 

most of all I missed the sense of community and how people helped each other. Despite any 

problems that I had with the Centre by the third month I had started the adaptation period, where 

I was able to really appreciate the country’s diversity, its generous people and its traditional 

culture. Even after one year of being back from Burkina Faso I still feel like I no longer fit into 

my own culture and my reentry process has never fully been completed.  

Thoughts on My Project  

After returning home I debated contacting the head teacher to apologize for the 

misunderstanding that happened between us. I felt guilty that I had left under such unharmonious 

circumstances. I realized that the project was set up to fail from the beginning because the Centre 

did not want us there for the same reasons I had thought; they did not want volunteers to come 

and work collaboratively with their staff member, instead they gave me the impression that they 

wanted volunteers to work independently on activities relating to entertaining the youth. My 

thoughts on Participatory Development have changed because I experienced its possible 

limitations firsthand. I do not think that by making something “participatory” automatically 

makes it more inclusive or collaborative. I believe that participation can work if all participants 
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agree upon a common goal and if they are willing to admit that there are different ways to 

participate: (1) passive participation (being told what is going to happen), (2) participation in 

information giving, (3) participation by consultation (by being consulted and external people 

listen to their views), (4) participation for material incentives (for example labor in exchange for 

cash, food), (5) functional participation (to meet predetermined objectives after major decisions 

have been made), (5) interactive participation (these groups take control over local decisions, and 

so people have a stake in maintaining structures or practices), (6) self mobilization (locals 

develop contacts with external institutions for resources and technical advice they need, but 

retain control over how resources are used) (Gaventa, 1998; 157, based on Pretty, 1994, as cited 

in Drydyk, 2005). My project in Burkina Faso helped me realize that there are different ways to 

participate in development and I think before leaving for the field I had a different understanding 

of what type of participatory role I was invited to play. 

When I think about my own experiences in development, I have come to realize that I 

have benefited more from these experiences than the people I was supposedly “helping”. I have 

definitely benefitted more from my project than the youth or the staff at the Centre. This was of 

course not my intent; however, I believe that we underestimate how much we can learn from 

each other and often we do not facilitate a relationship built on participation and mutual benefit.  

Thesis Implications 

 This narrative thesis serves as a guide to new researchers doing fieldwork in a cultural 

setting other than their own, individual’s interested in development work, inexperienced 

“developers” and non-profit organizations. Perhaps, this story might appeal to individuals 

interested in volunteer tourism excursions as well. I say this because after rereading this thesis 
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with a fresh pair of eyes, I realized, despite my best efforts, I participated in another volunteer 

tourism project. The principles of volunteer tourism are based on “making a positive contribution 

to the social, natural and economic environment in which it is situated, where both the volunteer 

and the host community gain from the experience” (Ooi & Laing, 2010, p. 191). Volunteer 

tourism has been widely labeled as a promising sector (Wearing, 2001, 2002; Ellis, 2003; 

Wearing et al., 2008). However, the possible negative impacts such as: a neglect of locals’ 

desires, a hindering of work progress and the completion of unsatisfactory work, a promotion of 

dependency, and a reinforcement of conceptualizations of the “other” have all been examined by 

Guttentag (2009).  

 Although I was a member of “Faso Project” who claim to be a development organization, 

I believe that my project experience was indeed a form of volunteer tourism. Despite the research 

that suggests that this sector is beneficial for both volunteers and host communities (Wearing, 

2001, 2002; Ellis, 2003; Wearing et al., 2008), I believe that my experience says otherwise. For 

instance, my skills and knowledge were virtually useless to the Centre, which confirms 

uncertainties expressed by Wearing (2001) and Raymond & Hall (2008), suggesting that 

“volunteers may assume roles as “experts” in local communities about which they know very 

little” (Guttentag, 2009, p. 537). I can also relate my experience of enrolling Sampawendé in 

school with the literature on volunteer tourism. According to a study by McGhee and Andereck 

(2008) “volunteer tourists wanted to perform work solely based on their own opinions of what 

was best for the host community, and dissenting opinions voiced by key members of the host 

community were deemed insignificant” (Gutentag, 2009, p. 543). 

My so-called “development” project was essentially a cultural experience. Nonetheless, I 

still learned about development, especially what it should not be. I think organizations claiming 
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to execute development projects should be mindful and reflective on their practices, outcomes 

and overall purpose. It is a very challenging responsibility to carry out development work, 

particularly taking the host community into consideration. These realizations prompted me to 

write a recommendation report for “Faso Project’s” executive committee. In the report, I 

explained my concerns about the organization and execution of development projects. 

Additionally, I suggested that volunteers have more sufficient preparation in dealing with reverse 

culture shock. Finally, I recommended that if “Faso Project” chose to continue to “do 

development” that they find partner organizations that follow the same principles as they adhere 

to. Consequently, “Faso Project” decided to cancel the Burkina Faso team because the executive 

committee thought the challenges and issues involved were above their heads.  

A Changed Educator in Canada 

The way I see my role as an educator back in a Canadian classroom has changed since 

my return home. I have an enriched global awareness that I now bring into my classroom. I 

believe that it is my responsibility to show my students’ alternative ways of seeing the world; for 

example, reading literature written by authors from the South. I encourage them to be proactive 

in their communities and I foster a new sense of global responsibility among my students by 

having them organize fundraisers and writing letters to students at François’ school in Burkina 

Faso.  It amazes me how involved my students get in discussions on global issues or in 

fundraisers for Burkina Faso. I share my story along with the stories of the five youth I worked 

with at the Centre. In doing so, I feel like I am not only educating through storytelling but by 

retelling their stories makes me feel reconnected with them and my work.   
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I continue to work with François, helping him raise money for his school and I am 

working on plans to start a micro-credit program at his school to help young entrepreneurs start 

their own businesses. I know I will be back in Burkina Faso in the near future, just as the World 

Bank employee once told me in the hotel – there is something special about Africa and you’ll be 

back. It is true – I can only speak on behalf of Burkina Faso but there is indeed something special 

about the land, culture and people that make me excited to return. I have benefited from this 

study both personally and professionally and I must recognize that I have gained more from my 

experience working with the five youth and teachers then they have. I have gained a richer 

understanding about street children in Ouagadougou but with that new understanding is a humble 

realization that my passport limits what I have learned from the five youth. I am not Burkinabé; 

therefore, I cannot claim to know everything about the country. Despite my “development” 

“failures” in Argentina and in Burkina Faso I have emerged from these two very different 

experiences having gained a better understanding of myself and I feel even more committed to 

social justice; but for now, my journey has led me back to the classroom where I continue to 

share my story, lessons learned and speak of my relationships with Samapwendé, Rasmané, 

Raymond, Alasane and Soulemane. 

 

 

 

 

 



136 
 

REFERENCES 

Abers, R. (2007). Organizing for governance: Building collaboration in Brazilian river basins. 

World Development, 35(8), 1450−1463. 

Abma, T. (1999). Storytelling as inquiry in a mental hospital. Qualitative Health Research, 8(6), 

821−838. 

Achebe, C. (1960). No longer at ease. London: Heinemann. 

Adler, P. S. (1972). Culture shock and the cross−cultural learning experience. In D. S. Hoopes 

(Ed.), Readings in intercultural communication, II (pp. 6−21). Pittsburgh, PA: Regional 

Council on International Education. 

Adler, P. S. (1975). The transitional experience: An alternative view of cultural shock. Journal of 

Humanistic Psychology, 15, 13−23. 

Aptekar, L. (1988). Street children of Cali. Durham, NC and London: Duke University Press. 

Aptekar, L. (1994) Street children in the developing world: A review of their condition, Cross-

Cultural Research, 28(3), 195–224. 

Atampugre, N. (1997). Aid, NGOs and grassroots development: Northern Burkina Faso, Review 

of African Political Economy, 71, 57–73 

Barker, G., & Knaul, F. (1991). Exploited entrepreneurs: Street and working children in 

developing countries. New York: Childhope USA. 

Beers, Henk van. (1996). A Plea for a child-centred approach in research with street children. 

Childhood, 3, 195–201. 

Bemak, F. & Aptekar, L. (1995). Working with street children: Coping skills mixed with 

emotional underdevelopment, Psychology International, 6, 2−3. 



137 
 

Bemak, F. (1996). A new paradigm redefining future research with street children. Childhood, 3, 

147–156. 

Berg, E. (2007). Post-Development theory in Africa. Peace Review: A Journal of Social Justice, 

19, 541–554. 

Bhabha, H. (1994). The location of culture. London: Routledge. 

Bintz, W.P. (1997). Seeing through different eyes: Using photography as a research tool. 

Teacher Research, 5(1), 29–46. 

Booth, D. (1985). Marxism and development sociology: interpreting the impasse. World 

Development, 13(7), 761−787 

Brown, S., & Morrison, A. (2003). Expanding volunteer vacation participation: An exploratory 

study on the mini−mission concept. Tourism Recreation Research, 28(3), 73−82. 

Bruner, J.S. (1990). Acts of meaning. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Bullough, R.V.,& Pinnegar, S. (2001). Guidelines for quality in autobiographical forms of self-

study research. Educational Researcher, 30(3), 13−21. 

Campos, R. (1994). Social networks and daily activities of street youth in Belo Horizonte. Child 

Development, 65, 319−330. 

Chambers, R. (1994). Participatory rural appraisal (PRA): Analysis and experience. World 

Development, 22(9), 1253−1268. 

Chambers, R. (1997). Whose reality counts? Putting the first last. London: Intermediate 

Technology Publications. 

Chase, S. E. (1995). Taking narrative seriously: Consequences for method and theory in 

interview studies. In R. Josselson & A. Lieblich (Eds.), The narrative study of lives 

(pp.1−26), Vol. 3. Thousand Oaks, CA: Interpreting experience. 



138 
 

Chirot, D. (1981). Changing fashions in the study of the social causes of economic and political 

change. In J. Shorted (Ed.), The state of sociology (pp. 259–282). Beverley Hills, CA: 

Sage. 

Christofi, V., & Thompson, C. L. (2007). You cannot go home again : A phenomenological 

investigation of returning to the sojourn country after studying abroad. Journal of 

Counseling & Development, 85, 53−63.  

Church, A. T. (1982). Sojourner adjustment. Psychological Bulletin, 91, 540−572. 

Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, F. M.  (1988). Studying teacher’s knowledge of classrooms: 

Collaborative research, ethics and the negotiation of narrative. Journal of Educational 

Thought, 22, 269−282. 

Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, F. M. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in 

qualitative research. San Francisco: Jossey−Bass Publishers. 

Cleaver, F. (2001). Institutions, agency and the limitations of participatory approaches to 

development. In Participation the new tyranny, B. Cooke & U. Kothari (Eds.). Zed: 

London: 36−55. 

Coad, J. (2007). Using art-based techniques in engaging children and young people in health care 

consultations and/or research. Journal of Research in Nursing, 12, 487–497. 

Collier, J., Jr., and M. Collier. (1986). Visual anthropology: Photography as a research method. 

Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press. 

Connelly, F. M., & Clandinin, D. J. (1990). Stories of experience and narrative inquiry. 

Educational Researcher, 19(5), 2−14. 

Connolly, M., & Ennew, J. (1996). Children out of place. Childhood, 3, 131–145. 

Cooke, B. and Kothari, U. (2001). Participation: The new tyranny? London: Zed Books.  



139 
 

Corbridge, S. (1990). Development theory and the three worlds environment and planning, 

22(8), 1124. 

Cornwall, A. (2003). Whose voices? Whose choices? Reflections on gender and participatory 

development. World Development, 31(8), 1325–1342 

Cortazzi, M. (1993). Narrative analysis. London: The Falmer Press. 

Consortium for Street Children. (2004). A civil society forum for North Africa and the Middle 

East on promoting and protecting the rights of street children: 3−6 March 2004, Cairo, 

Egypt, London: Consortium for Street Children. 

Crewe, E. & Harrison, E. (1998). Whose development? An ethnography of aid. London: Zed 

Books. 

Dallape, F. (1988). An experience with street children. Nairobi: UNDUGU Society of Kenya. 

Dallape, F. & Gilbert, C. (1993). Children’s participation in action research: A training course 

for trainers. Harare, Zimbabwe: ENDA. 

Dallape, F. (1996). A challenge and an opportunity. Childhood, 3, 283−294. 

Dempsey, J.V. & Tucker, S. A. (1994). Using photo-interviewing as a tool for research and 

evaluation, Educational-Technology, 34(4), 55−62. 

Desai, V. (1996). Access to power and participation, Third World Planning Review, 18(2), 

217−242. 

Diaw, B. (1996). Participatory research is the first step towards political action: The case of 

young female domestic servants in Dakar, Senegal. Childhood: A Global Journal of Child 

Research, 3(2), 271 −277. 

Drydyk, J. (2005). When is development more democratic? Journal of Human Development, 

6(2). 



140 
 

Ellis, C. (2003). Participatory environment research in tourism: A global view. Tourism 

Recreation Research, 28(3), 45−55. 

Ennew, J. (1994). Street and working children: A guide to planning. London and New Delhi: 

Save the Children, UK. 

Ercel, K. (2006). Orientalization of exploitation: A class-analytical critique of the sweatshop 

discourse. Rethinking Marxism, 18, 289–306. 

Escobar, A. (1995). Encountering development: The making and unmaking of the Third World. 

New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 

Escobar, A. (1997). Anthropology and development. International Social Science Journal, 154, 

497−516. 

Estreva, G. (1992). Development. In W. Sachs (Ed.), Development dictionary (pp. 6–29). 

London, UK: Zed books. 

Feige, D. M. (1999). The legacy of Gregory Bateson: Envisioning aesthetic epistemologies and 

praxis. In J. Kane (Ed.), Education, information, and transformation: Essays on learning 

and thinking (pp. 77-109). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, Inc. 

Felsman, K. (1981). Street children: Deconstructing a construct. In A. James and A. Prout (Eds.) 

Constructing and reconstructing childhood. London, New York and Philadelphia: Falmer 

Press. 

Felsman, K. (1986). Risk and resiliency in childhood: The lives of street children. In T. Dugan 

and R. Coles (Eds.), The child in our times: Studies in the development of resiliency, pp. 

56−80. New York: Brunner/Mazel. 

Fox, C. (2008). Postcolonial dilemmas in narrative research. Compare: A journal of comparative 

education, 38(3), 335–347. 



141 
 

Frank, A. G. (1973). Sociology of development and underdevelopment of sociology. London: 

Pluto Press. 

Freeman, M. (1992). Self as narrative: The place of life history in studying the life span. In T. 

Brinthaupt & R. Lipka (Eds.), The self: Definitional and methodological issues (pp. 

15−43). Albany: State University of New York Press. 

Friedmann, J. (1992). Empowerment: the politics of alternative development. Oxford: Blackwell 

Freire, P. (1970, 2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Trans. M. B. Ramos. New York: Continuum 

Freire, P. (1974). Education for the critical consciousness. London: Continuum. 

Furukawa, T. (1997). Sojourner readjustment: Mental health of international students after one 

year’s foreign sojourn and its psychosocial correlates. Journal of Nervous and Mental 

Disease, 185, 263−268. 

Galjart, B. (1995). Counter-development: possibilities and constraints, in M Mayo & G Craig 

(Eds.), Community empowerment: a reader in participation and development, (pp. 12−23). 

London: Zed. 

Gaventa, J. (1998). Poverty, participation and social exclusion in North and South. IDS Bulletin-

Institute of Development Studies, 29(1), 50−56. 

Gokah, T. (2006). The naïve researcher: Doing social research in Africa. International Journal of 

Social Research Methodology, 9(1), 61−73. 

Goonatilake, S. (1984). Aborted discovery: Science and creativity in the Third World. London, 

UK: Zed Press. 

Guijt, I., & Shah, M. (1998). The Myth of community: Gender issues in participatory 

development. IT: London. 



142 
 

Guttentag, D. A. (2009). The possible negative impacts of volunteer tourism. International 

Journal of Tourism Research, 11, 537−551. 

Harper, D. (2002). Talking about pictures: a case for photo elicitation. Visual Studies, 17(1). 

Henkel, H., & Stirrat, R. (2001). Participation as a spiritual duty: empowerment as secular 

subjection. In B. Cooke & U. Kothari (Eds.), Participation: The New Tyranny (p.168). 

London: Zed Press. 

Higgens, S. J. (1979). Shoeshines, street life and survival: A case study of the Gamines in Quito. 

Thesis presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of the University of Texas. 

Holloway, I., Freshwater, D. (2001). Vulnerable story telling: narrative research in nursing, 

Journal of Research in Nursing, 12(6), 703–711. 

Hutz, C. S., & Koller, S. H. (1999). Methodological and ethical issues in research with street 

children. New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, 85. 

Illich, I. (1997). Development as planned poverty. In M. Rahnema & V. Bawntree (Eds.), The 

Post-Development Reader (pp. 92–112). Cape Town: David Philip. 

IMF, Press release No. 00/42 July 11, 2000. 

Isbister, J. (1991). Promises not kept: The betrayal of social change in the Third World. West 

Hartford, CT: Kumarian Press. 

Jennings, R. (2000). Participatory development as new paradigm: The transition of development 

professionalism. Paper submitted for the “Community Based Reintegration and 

Rehabilitation in Post-Conflict Settings” Washington, DC. 

Johnson, V., Hill, J., Ivan-Smith, E.  (1995). Listening to smaller voices: Children in an 

environment of change. London: Actionaid. 



143 
 

Kabeer, N. (1994). Reversed realities: gender hierarchies in development thought, London: 

Verso. 

Kaplan, I., & Howes, A. (2004). Seeing through different eyes: exploring the value of 

participative research using images in schools, Cambridge Journal of Education, 34(2), 

143–155. 

Kapoor, I. (2002). The devil’s in the theory: a critical assessment of Robert Chamber’s work on 

participatory development, Third World Quarterly, 23(1), 101–117. 

Kapoor, I. (2005). Participatory development, complicity and desire. Third World Quarterly, 

26(8), 1203−1220. 

Ki, J B., Ouedraogo, L–H. (1996). Negotiating with development partners: Ten-year plan for the 

development of basic education in Burkina Faso. Prospects, 36(2). 

Kiely, R. (1999). The Last Refuge of the noble savage? A critical assessment of post-

development theory. The European journal of Development Research, 11(1), 30–55. 

Kobiané, J-F., Calvès, A-E., & Marcoux, R. (2005). Parental death and children’s schooling in 

Burkina Faso. Comparative Education Review, 49(4). 

Kopoka, P. E. (2000). The Problem of street children in Africa: An ignored tragedy, Paper 

presented at the International Conference on Street Children’s Health in East Africa, Dar-

es-Salaam, Tanzania, April 19−21.  

Kothari, U. (1990). Rethinking development: In search of humane alternatives. London: Aspect 

Publications. 

Kothari, U. (2001). Power, knowledge and social control in participatory development. In B. 

Cooke & Kothari U (Eds.) Participation the new tyranny, (pp. 139−182). Zed: London. 

Laslett, B. (1999). Personal narratives as sociology. Contemporary Sociology, 28(4), 39 −40. 



144 
 

Leite, L. & Esteves, M. (1991). Escola Tia Ciata: A School for street children in Rio de Janeiro, 

Environment and Urbanization, 3, 130−139. 

Malone, K. (1999). Growing up in cities. Youth Studies Australia, 18, 17–22. 

Mason, M. (1997). Development and disorder: A history of the Third World since 1945. London: 

University Press of New England. 

Matthews, S. (2004). Post-development theory and the question of alternatives: A view from 

Africa, Third World Quarterly, 25(2), 373–384 

Mattingly, C. (1991). The narrative nature of clinical reasoning. American Journal of 

Occupational Therapy, 45(11), 998−1005. 

Mauthner, M. (1997). Methodological aspects of collecting data from children: Lessons from 

three research projects. Children and Society, 11, 16−28. 

Mayoux, L. (1995). Beyond naivet: women, gender inequality and participatory development. 

Development and Change, 26, 235−258. 

McGehee, N., & Santos, C. (2005). Social change, discourse and volunteer tourism. Annals of 

Tourism Research, 32(3), 760−779. 

Mohan, G., & Stokke, K. (2000). Participatory development and empowerment: the dangers of 

localism, Third World Quarterly, 21(2), 247–268. 

Mooney, R. L. (1957). The researcher himself. In Research for curriculum improvement, 

Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1957 yearbook (pp. 154−186). 

Washington, DC: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Mosse, D. (1994). Authority, gender and knowledge: theoretical reflections on the practice of 

PRA. Development and Change, 25, 497−526. 



145 
 

Mosse, D. (2001). People’s knowledge, participation and patronage: operations and 

representations in rural development. In B. Cooke & U. Kothari (Eds.), Participation the 

New Tyranny (pp. 16−35). Zed: London. 

Morse, S. (2008). Post-sustainable development, Sustainable Development, 16, 341–352. 

Mouzelis, N. (1988). Sociology of development: reflections on the current crisis, Sociology, 22. 

Munck, R. & O’Hearn, D. (1999). Critical development theory. New York, NY: St. Martin’s 

Press. 

N’Dioune, E.S., De Leener, P., Perier, J., Ndiaye, M., & Jacolin, P. (1997). Reinventing the 

present: the Chodak experience in Senegal. In M. Rahnema & V. Bawntree (Eds.), The 

Post-Development Reader (pp 364–376). Cape Town: David Philip. 

Novogratz, J. (2009). The blue sweater. New York, NY: Rodale. 

Oberg, K. (1960). Cultural shock: Adjustment to new cultural environments. Practical 

Anthropology, 7, 177−182. 

Ooi, N., Laing, J. H. (2010). Backpacker tourism: Sustainable and purposeful? Investigating the 

overlap between backpacker tourism and volunteer tourism motivations. Journal of 

Sustainable Tourism, 18(2), 191−206. 

Parfitt, T. (2004) The ambiguity of participation: a qualified defense of participatory 

development, Third World Quarterly, 25(3), 537–556.  

Parkinson, D. D. (2001). Securing trustworthy data from an interview situation with young 

children: Six integrated interview strategies. Child Study Journal, 31(3), 137−55. 

Payer, C. (1982). Tanzania and the World Bank. Chr. Michelsens Institutt, DERAP Arbeidsnat, 

No. A285. 



146 
 

Pennebaker, J.W. (2000). Telling stories: The health benefits of narrative. Literature and 

Medicine, 19(1), 3−18. 

Polkinghorne, D. (1988). Narrative knowing in the human sciences. Albany, NY: SUNY Press. 

Polkinghorne, D. (1995). Narrative configuration in qualitative analysis. In J. A. Hatch & R. 

Wisniewski (Eds.), Life history and Narrative. London: Falmer Press. 

Preskill, H. (1995). The use of photography in evaluating school culture. Qualitative Studies in 

Education, 8(2), 183−93. 

Pretty, J. N. (1994). Alternative systems of enquiry for sustainable agriculture. IDS Bulletin, 

2(25), 37−48. 

Prosser, J. (1998). Image-based research: A sourcebook for qualitative researchers. London: 

Falmer Press. 

Rahnema, M. (1992). Participation. In W. Sachs (Ed.), The development dictionary (pp. 116-

131), London: Zed. 

Rahnema, M. (1997). Towards post-development: searching for signposts, a new language and 

new paradigms. In M. Rahnema & V. Bawntree (Eds.), The Post-Development Reader (pp. 

377–403). Cape Town: David Philip. 

Raymond, E., Hall, C. (2008). The development of cross−cultural (mis)understanding through 

volunteer tourism. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 16(5), 530−543. 

Reason, P., & Hawkins, P. (1988). Storytelling as inquiry. In P. Reason (Ed.), Human inquiry in 

action (pp. 79−101). London: Sage Publications 

Riessman, C.K. (1993). Narrative Analysis. Newbury Park: Sage. 

Rist, G. (1997). The history of development: From Western Origins to Global Faith. New York: 

Zed Books. 



147 
 

Rogers, E. M., Bundage, R., Korsching, P., & Donnemeyer, J. (1988). Social changes in rural 

Societies. New Jersey, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Rostow, W. W. (1960). The stages of economic growth: A non-communist manifesto. New York 

Cambridge University Press. 

Sachs, W. (1992). The development dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge as Power. London: Zed 

Books. 

Said, E. (1979). Orientialism. New York: Random House. 

Sardar, Z. (1998). Postmodernism and the other: The new imperialism of western culture. 

London: Pluto Press. 

Sen, A. (1999). Development as freedom. New York: Knopf. 

Shiva, V. (1989). Staying alive: Women, ecology and development. London: Zed Books. 

Shor, I., & P, Freire. (1987). What is the “Dialogical Method “of teaching? Journal of Education, 

169(3), 11−31. 

Siemiatycki, E. (2005). Post-development at a crossroads: towards a ‘real’ development. 

Undercurrent, 2(3), 57–61. 

Simmons, P. (1995). Words into action: Basic rights and the campaign against world poverty, 

Oxfam, UK and Ireland. 

Simon, D. (2006). Separated by common ground? Bringing (post)development and 

(post)colonialism together. The Geographical Journal, 172(I), 10–21. 

So, A. (1990). Social change and development: Modernism, dependency, and world system 

theories. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Spivak, G. (1990). The post-colonial critic: Interviews, strategies, dialogues. New York: 

Routledge. 



148 
 

Tearse, M., West, A., & Wellard, S. (1997). All together Now: Community Participation for 

Children and Young People. London: Save the Children. 

The United Nations (2007). The Millennium Development Report. Retrieved November 30, 

2007, from http://www.un.org/milleniumgoals/index.html. 

The World Bank (1998/9). The World Development Report (1998/9). Oxford, UK: Oxford 

University Press. 

Trainer, T. (1989). Developed to death. London: Green Print.  

Todaro, M. P. (1994). Reflections on economic development: The selected essays of Michael P. 

Todaro. North Hampton, UK: Edward Elgar. 

Tomlinson, J. (1999). Globalization and culture. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Tucker, V. (1997). Cultural perspectives on development. London: Frank Cass. 

Uehara, A. (1983). The nature of American student re−entry adjustment and perceptions of the 

sojourner experience. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 10, 1181−1186. 

Wagner, J. (1979). Introduction: Information in about photographs. In Images of information: 

Still photographs in the social sciences, edited by J. Wagner (pp.11–22), Beverly Hills, 

CA: Sage. 

Wang, C. & Burris, M. (1994). Empowerment through photo novella: Portraits of participation. 

Health Education Quarterly, 21, 171. 

Wang, C. (2006). Youth participation in photovoice is a strategy for community change. Journal 

of Community Practice, 14(1−2), 147−161. 

Wearing, S. (2001). Volunteer tourism: Experiences that make a difference. CABI Publishing: 

New York. 



149 
 

Wearing, S. (2002). Re-centering the self in volunteer tourism. In G. Dann (Ed.), The tourist as a 

metaphor of the social world (pp.237-262). CABI Publishing: New York. 

Weber, M. (1985). Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism. London: Unwin. 

Webster, L., & P, Mertova. (2007). Using narrative inquiry as a research method. An 

introduction to using critical event narrative analysis in research on learning and 

teaching. New York, NY, US: Routledge/Taylor and Francis Group, xi, 135. 

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity. Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press. 

West, A. (1999). Children’s own research: street children and care in Britain and Bangladesh. 

Childhood. Sage Publications. London: Thousand Oaks and New Delhi, 6(1), 145−155. 

White, SC. (1996). Depoliticising development: The uses and abuses of participation, 

Development in Practice, 6(1), pp 6–15. 

Williams, G. (2004). Evaluating participatory development: tyranny, power and 

(re)politicization. Third World Quarterly, 25(3), 557−578. 

World Bank. (2000). World Development Report 2000/2001: Attacking Poverty. New York: 

Oxford University Press. 

Wright, R. (2005). A short history of progress. New York: Group West. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



150 
 

APPENDIX A 
Letter of Permission – General Research Ethics Board 

 

 
 



151 
 

 
APPENDIX B 

Letter of Informed Consent 
 

Le 18 juillet, 2008 
 

 
Je vous donne la permission de faire vos recherches au « Centre » durant le mois de juillet 2008, 

comprenant que vous devrez inviter tous les enfants à participer.  
 
Je site: 
 

1. les enfants vont utiliser des cameras jetables 
2. ceux qui sont choisi pour faire parti de l’étude devront faire une entrevue enregistrée durant environ 15 a 30 

minutes 
3. il vous faudra leurs demander de vous raconter leurs vies et expliquer leurs photos qu’ils ont pris. 
4. après la fin de vos recherches les cassettes devront être détruites. 
5. vous devrez tenir compte de leurs vies privées, des informations obtenues durant les entrevues, et de leurs 

photos afin de les utiliser dans votre travail universitaire. 
 
Ayant lu la lettre d’information et comme étant le responsable des jeunes au centre, je comprends les conditions 
suivantes: 
 

1. les enfants seront permis à quitter les activités quand ils veulent. 
2. Les enfants seront permis de garder leurs photos et de vous donner les copies qui vont être utilisé pour vos 

recherches. 
3. Avant les entrevues, le professeur de classe devras être présent afin de clarifier vos intentions et de traduire 

ce qui est dit 
4. les enfants ont le droit de refuser de faire un commentaire s’il les rend mal à l’aise 
5. les enfants devront donner leurs accords oralement, sous enregistrement, concernant les entrevues. 
6. ils auront le droit de choisir quelles photos pourront être utilisé. 
7. les entrevues seront faites dans la classe ou dans la salle de réunion. 
8. Le vrai nommes des enfants vont être utilisé en vos recherches. 
9. Je serais en droit de demander des copies de vos recherches. 

 
Ayant lu la lettre et compris votre participation volontaire a ces recherches, en cas de complications, je me réserve le 
droit de contacter vos supérieurs mentionnes sur cette lettre. 
 
Nom de responsable: ________________ 
Date: ________________ 
 
Tammy Chen: _____________________ 
Date: ________________ 
 
Tammy Chen (Master’s Student)                 Dr. Sheryl Bond (Thesis Supervisor) 
124 Centre St.      Faculty of Education 
Kingston, Ont. Canada     Queen’s University 
K7L 4E6      Kingston, Ont. Canada 
Tel. (613) 484-7958     K7L 3N6 
Email. 6tjmc@queensu.ca     Tel. (613) 533-3031 
       Email. Slb2@post.queensu.ca 
 
Dr. Steve Leighton (Chair of GREB)                                         The Chair of Education Research Ethics   
Tel. (613) 533-6000 Ext. 77034    Board (EREB) 
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APPENDIX C 
   Letter of Information 

 
May, 2008  

 
Enhancing our Understanding of the Human Condition through Photo-elicitation: Giving a Voice to Young  

 
My name is Tammy Chen, I am a graduate student from Queen’s University in Kingston, Canada. As a part 

of my graduate work I am conducting a study in an attempt to understand the stories, lives and possibilities young 
Burkinabé men envision for their lives as represented in photographs taken by the young men. I would like to invite 
all students at the centre between 18 and 22 years of age to participate in this study. Participation in this would 
involve 1) being given a disposable camera to take photographs, 2) being part of an interview. I hope to carry out 
this study during the month of August 2008.   
 As the director of the centre, I am seeking your permission to 1) invite young men at the centre to 
participate, 2) use some space in the centre to be able to meet with these students. During this time, I will record my 
observations and our discussions in interviews with the 10 young men. Those students who volunteer to participate 
can withdraw from the study at any time, for any reason, without any negative consequences. Once they decide they 
no longer want to participate in my study, I will tape record and ask them if I can still use their pictures or any other 
data I have at the time. If they decline, I will dispose of all data and not include them in my study. Your presence 
will be required to ensure participants understand what they are consenting to. I will also request verbal consent 
from all participants that will be interviewed. Your presence will be required when I explain the study to the young 
men and you will have to sign a paper indicating that you were present and that the young men were given proper 
information. There are no foreseeable risks involved for the participants or for myself, however, if at any time you 
have some safety concerns, your advice will be taken seriously. This activity may cause some participants to seek 
out additional support from you or your co-workers. The benefits for the young men are two-fold, they are given an 
opportunity to express themselves and they are given the chance to express themselves in a new artistic manner.   
  
 I need your permission to tape record each interview with the participants and I assure you that the all 
recordings will be erased once my thesis has been completed. During the interview period at the centre all tapes will 
kept under lock in my private room. Throughout the study the names of the young men and the organization will not 
be made public or otherwise shared. Instead I will be using appropriate pseudonyms. Access to the tape recordings 
will be limited to myself and to my thesis supervisor Dr. Sheryl Bond. The contributions the young men from your 
centre will make are important to my education and understanding of different cultures. Upon completion of my 
research and Master’s degree, I would like to offer you a copy of my thesis. 
If you have any questions, concerns, or complaints you may contact the following: 
 
Tammy Chen (Master’s Student)               Dr. Sheryl Bond (Thesis Supervisor) 
124 Centre St.       Faculty of Education 
Kingston, Ont. Canada     Queen’s University 
K7L 4E6       Kingston, Ont. Canada 
Tel. (613) 484-7958      K7L 3N6 
Email. 6tjmc@queensu.ca     Tel. (613) 533-3031 
        Email. Slb2@post.queensu.ca 
 
Dr. Steve Leighton (Chair of GREB) The Chair of Education Research Ethics   
Tel. (613) 533-6000 Ext. 77034     Board (EREB) 
Email. greb.chair@queensu.ca     Email. ereb@queensu.ca 
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