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Who We Are
Empower is a youth-led project that uses the arts to train diversely situated youth to become HIV peer educators 
in their local communities. The goals of this project are to:

•	 Increase opportunities for youth engagement, peer education and HIV prevention through the arts.

•	 Increase the capacity of young people (16-29) to play an active role in locally situated HIV prevention 
and awareness efforts. This includes equipping youth with the necessary skills and resources to become 
leaders in their own communities.

•	 Strengthen the voluntary HIV and sexual health sector by bringing youth leaders and front-line 
organizations together to network, learn and share.

Empower is a youth-led collaborative project between Central Toronto Community Health Centres, Gendering 
Adolescent AIDS Prevention and CATIE. Our team consists of an amazing group of peer educators, Empower 
Mentors (other youth with great experience and training to share), volunteers, coop placements, a project 
coordinator, and allies from our partner organizations. 

Empower works with a variety of youth communities 
including street-involved youth, LGTBQ youth, youth 
of colour, youth who use substances, Aboriginal youth, 
and youth labeled with intellectual disabilities. By 
working with youth from different communities, we 
seek to create a space whereby youth can learn and 
share from each others’ realities, while simultaneously 
strengthening youth participation within the voluntary 
HIV sector. Empower seeks to build youth capacity 
at multiple levels by bringing together youth newly 
interested in peer education with those who are 
already engaged.

Our Model

Objectives:
•	 To share our model of practice with the larger youth-focused HIV and sexual health sector.

•	 To provide a context for the other bulletins in this series.
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What We Do
Empower: An HIV Capacity Building Project for Youth by Youth is a one-year project made possible by the 
Ontario Trillium Foundation, an agency of the Government of Ontario. The key project activities are divided into 
three phases. Descriptions of each phase are listed below.

Recruitment and Community Consultation with local organizations 
•	 Community agencies offering youth-

focused HIV and sexual health 
programming were invited to a network 
meeting where they could meet other 
service providers in the field, and 
provide feedback on capacity building 
curriculum. This meeting also brought in 
a local researcher to share best practices 
on using the arts for HIV prevention.

•	 Recruited 6 Youth Peer Mentors to 
help build curriculum for capacity 
building program, and to assist in 
recruitment of 11 youth participants 
for an 8 week capacity building 
training. Youth Mentors were recruited 
through our networks, and with the 
help of many of the community 
agencies involved in the consultation.

Capacity-Building & Mentorship Program 
•	 Arts Training with Community Artists (photography, 

silk-screening, spoken word).

•	 Skill-based Workshops (anti-oppression, HIV/
AIDS, sexual health, social determinants of health, 
pleasure-based sexual health, harm reduction, 
workshop development, workshop facilitation).

•	 Digital storytelling on youth engagement and 
HIV prevention.

•	 Field trips to local HIV-focused organizations on an interactive “art-bus” to familiarize youth with the 
wide variety of youth positive HIV services across Toronto.

•	 Intergenerational lunch with HIV activists.

•	 Hands-on peer education experience: Youth participants worked with experienced Youth Mentors to 
develop arts-based HIV workshops for their own communities. Newly trained peer educators piloted 
their workshops in two different community-based settings, spoke at events, and strutted their sexy stuff 
behind outreach tables at events. 

“ My participation in 
Empower has helped me by 
“allowing me to realize my 
voice is worth hearing.’”

—Empower Youth Participant
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•	 Youth Mentors and Participants planned an interactive community showcase for 130 youth and service 
providers. The event included erotic poetry, condom art and silk screening stations, a digital storytelling 
screening, outreach tables from local organizations, drag performances, music, dance and more!

Peer Education in Local Communities
•	 Empower youth peer educators 

facilitated 10 workshops across 
Toronto over several months with 
support from Youth Mentors. 

•	 The project coordinator and mentor 
supported peer educators by attending 
the workshop and providing feedback.

•	 Empower continued to screen digital 
stories at community events and 
conferences for service providers 
and researchers.

•	 Empower participants and mentors 
worked together to present at 
conferences, and to secure funding for 
future workshops in 2012.

 For more information please contact Sarah Switzer,
Empower Project Coordinator at SSwitzer@ctchc.com or check us out online at www.empoweryouth.info.

This project was generously funded by the Ontario Trillium Foundation. 
The Ontario Trillium Foundation is an agency of the Government of Ontario.


