Educating students about gender relationships to
fight gender-based violence: reflections from a
school project in the province of Trefito
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Summary. Addressing the problem of gender-based violenca fsindamental
imperative to building a democratic society withi fguality between women and
men. Schools play a crucial role in achieving thligective by taking ownership of
the gender dimension of education. Schools canrbedbe catalysts for changing
the patterns of gender relationships and a powedal in reducing gender-based
violence. Within this framework, the article crélty discusses the first results of
the project ‘Educare alla relazione di genere’ [Edion about gender
relationships] promoted in the province of Trentgth a methodological emphasis
of participants’ direct experience and their retaiships.

Key words: gender-based violence, school project, gender petsge.

Addressing the problem of gender-based violenca indamental
imperative to building a democratic society withl faquality between
women and men. Male violence against women hasdts in history and
society, and it draws on those cultural and retaianodels that shaped
power relationships between genders, at a costotmem (Romito, 2000;
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Trasforini, 1999). However, violence is not onlyratter of men’s power
over women, but it also frames men’s life exper@&ncidentity and
relational models. For some men, turning to viokenme a tool to show
themselves and people around them that they'rel “me@n”, because
different models of masculinity based on respect @tiprocity between
genders are lacking (Ciccone, 2009; Connell, 1996).

Within this framework, schools plays a crucial rake promoting a
different culture of gender relationships based eguality, respect and
empowerment of differences (Gamberi, Maio, and §ed10; Tamanini
2007). By working within schools, it's possible tteconstruct gender
stereotypes on which inequalities between womennaewl are built and to
develop best practices to counteract the violemfederation of gender
relationships. Educational workshop on gender ioglahips encourage
boys and girls to create their own life path outtef normative constraints
of models of masculinity and femininity that impose boys’ violent
tendencies to manage gender relationships and véemirls of their
freedom and the possibility of full citizenship.

Starting from these bases, the aim of this arigl® critically discuss,
both methodologically and in terms of content, thesults of the
experimental project entitled Educare alla relagidhgenere implemented
in the Autonomous Province of Trento and promoted by Assessorato alla
Solidarieta internazionale e alla convivenza and Bgsessorato
all'lstruzione e allo sport of theutonomous Province of Trento, IPRASE
and the Centre of Interdisciplinary Gender Studiéghe University of
Trento .

The article develops as follow: the first sectisrdevoted to reviewing
key epistemological concepts which can insert adgerperspective in
educational practice in order to change the dontiggmder order. The
second section is devoted to reviewing the factsfayures of the project,
while in the third section the methodology usedi¢velop the workshops
with boys and girls will be critically discussed @amder to highlight best
practices for transforming gender relationships prainoting equality and
empowerment.
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Changing gender models and educational practices:nainterpretative
framework

Gender is a crucial dimension of humanity, arourdctv experiences,
different opportunities, resources and constraiate organized. The
awareness of one’s own gender identity and itsasagiplications arises
largely through socialization, or the transmissiprocess between the
generations — through practices and institutiortee-cultural, social and
interactional heritage of a particular society @pie2008). This deeply
stereotyped "gender legacy" results in that onipesspecific inclinations
of both masculinity and femininity find space andcial legitimacy.
Drawing on Connell's definition (1996), we shallfide the dominant
models of masculinity and femininity.

In the first case, it's a form of masculinity «tfeatcupies an hegemonic
position in a given pattern of gender relationssr(@ll, 1996, p. 68) and
which finds its own expression in the subordinatidrwomen to men, in
the supremacy of particular forms of masculinitgioethers, in the use of
force and violence as a distinctive identifying ttea and in the
institutionalization of heterosexuality as a sharethtional and sexual
model. Conversely, a specific variation of femitynéxists: an identity
performance that conforms to subordination and rdakires, defined by a
set of traits specific to the desirability of thalangaze (Crawley, Foley, &
Shehan, 2008). Although the available gender reperto become women
and men is extremely normative, the process ofafimation has not to be
understood as a linear process of transmissionornuternalization of
rigid sex roles, but as a process that occurs éencdmmunication of the
relationship. In this process, the individual magy dble to build on their
own meanings and to accept, reject or modify thmidant cultural models
offered by society. Therefore, gender socializatstrould be seen as a
continuous work of construction-negotiation of diffnces, identities and
roles that occurs in individuals' interaction andnder identity can be
interpreted as a fluid and relational process, opentransformation
(Piccone Stella, & Saraceno, 1996).

In the growing path, this process of self-seekmgarticularly relevant
and it's connected to a variety of agencies ofaietion: family patterns,
relational experiences with peers, communicatiah@mnsumption patterns
as well as the educational environment. In thesegsses, differences and
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inequalities can have critical consequences forh btite future of

individuals, men and women, and for society in gahén other words, it's

by the proposed modalities of gender socializatibat the available space
to experience one's own desires and life projectside the normative
boundaries of gender are found. Thus the diffemrtural models of

femininity and masculinity available to girls anadyls depends on the
development of egalitarian and respectful gendatioaships.

The critical stage of this experimentation is ofthe school, that is
simultaneously a fundamental point in the productod reproduction of
gender identity and the first social structdarbeyond the family- in which
girls and boys are confronted with the universesotial norms and
relationships that maintains the unequal gendegrotd this sense, schools
play a particularly important role in laying the sim for future social
relationships based on respect and valorizatiomdif/idual subjectivity.
Indeed, schools not only have the task of providiognitive tools, but they
are rather relational spaces for the developmeirdifiduals subjectivity.
«Educating» in fact «means supporting children addlescents in the
complex process of constructing their personalsowial identity» (Sartori,
20009, p. 44).

Itis a privileged position which is perpetuallyiged between the risk of
reinforcing dominant stereotypes and the abilitgtabvert them (Gamberi,
Maio, & Selmi, 2010), by providing boys and girlswn ways to define
themselves and to set up relationships built oifferdnt gender imaginary.

Educating students about gender relationships: thedevelopment
project

After outlining the epistemological assumptions tthguided this
experimentation, this section shall illustrate asidcuss some of the
significant pedagogical and gender elements of ghaect in order to
outline all the key information required for thdtical discussion on the
workshop working methods explained in the followsegtion.

In particular, this section will focus on the follimg elements: a) the
genealogy of the project and the educational neétlse territory in terms
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of gender education, b) the description of the remand types of classes

involved and the reasons for their selection, e)ghrticipated approach to

planning and evaluation carried out with the teashe
a. First, Educare alla relazione di genegathers the information of
the researclksenere e processi formatigonducted by IPRASE in 2007
with the participation of the Provincial Commissifun Gender Equality
and the Equal Opportunities Commission of the @ityTrento. This
project was aimed at exploring for the first tinre the province the
perceptions of teachers on gender issues in schoadlgo identify any
activities on these issues carried out by educatiamstitutions. The
main outcomes of the research was the increasedeagss of the
teaching staff of the role of gender differenceseducation and the
potential problems that a lack of attention in thisa can produce, both
in the development of students subjectivities antheir ability to build
positive relationships between genders in adué. lifowever, this
research showed that this awareness didn't comdspm an actual
action or initiative of this issue both in termsteaching and planning in
the educational institutions surveyed (TamaniniQ7Z0Educare alla
relazione di geneteis therefore aimed at bridging this gap by firstl
developing a teaching and design methodology capabf
deconstructing the dominant gender roles, secobglproviding girls
and boys with the necessary critical tools for -f@ifnation, by
strengthening at the same time an educational reutitigender in the
province;
b. in quantitative terms, the project involved fouglhischools and
three middle schools of various classifications (egards to high
schools: two secondary schools, a technical schodl a vocational
training institute) in different geographic locat® (some in the city,
others in the valleys of the province) to ensudivarsity of participants
and to test the project in different contexts.dtal, the project involved
18 classes during the school year 2011/2012 angddhers as project
coordinators and class co-coordinators. The projectsisted of 15
hours per class workshop conducted by an expenetran gender
education. The project involved exclusively predadoents and
adolescents for several reasons: firstly, it isaatipularly important
moment in terms of identity, where girls and boye antering into
adulthood and where the relationship with the otgender (to the
disadvantage of peer groups matched for gendes)s pdakey role.
Moreover, it is an age when boys and girls are yedengage in
reflective practice that the teaching methods afodstruction of the
project required. We are clearly aware that it geiadly important to
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develop educational tools specifically for presdhead elementary

school, but given the resources of the projectatipe range of 11 to 18
was chosen with the hope of being able to devekp and different

tools especially for younger people in the neaurfert

c. another significant element of the project wasdbeelopment of a

detailed design methodology of the workshops irseloollaboration

with the teachers involved in each school as coatdrs. This

collaboration was facilitated through training, Wsinops and

opportunities for assessment and documentationh@fproject. The

purpose of this choice is twofold: on the one handgddresses the need
to ensure a training program customized as mugossible to the class
in which it is implemented in, drawing on its resmes and possible
negatives. Custodians of this knowledge are cle@dchers who, by
being involved in this early stage, helped in mgkithe workshops

accessible and tailored to the needs and expatdatibgirls and boys.

Secondly, the planning, monitoring and an evaluat@arried out

between teachers and gender expert trainers beaamal and actual

training session for the teaching staff, aimed esaminating and

promoting gender issues within the educationalucelof the schools

specific skills, capable of becoming a part of dlaleicational culture of

each schools well beyond the end of the project.

Discussion: relationships and subjective experiensethat transform
gender relationships

After providing some background information to fraithe philosophy

and the development of the project, this sectioml ¥gcus on the

methodology used in the workshops and on best ipescteveloped to
promote a change of gender relations toward egqualid respect. The
keywords that guided the methodological choiceshef workshops were
relationship and subjective experience, in ordestimulate not only the
level of knowledge (or provide information on gend#ferences), but also
to enhance the level of "know-how", i.e. to devetmpmmunication and
interpersonal skills, and the level of "how to bie&, to develop a greater
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understanding of one’s own identity, value, culkumadel, experiences and
expectations.

All workshops were conducted in mixed classes coeotly working
with girls and boys. Although some teaching methiadse field of gender
and equal opportunities have stressed the impatafavorking in split
mode between boys and girls to promote a more ghiifarward
comparison between homogeneous groups and the ctubje
empowerment of students (usually women), this jptojiecided to go the
opposite way by educating boys and girls aboutcthrestraining aspect of
gender patterns for both the men and the womens Thaking gender
relationships within the classroom a vital edugsioresource and by
aiming at not flattening the gender dimension onmanhood (or on
something that affects or that paradoxically onlisghave").

QUESTI
SONO | NOSTRI
| moDELLI. -

Figure 1. An example of students’ reflections on dominanttereotypes
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In this sense, “practicing” the relationship anstdning became the
stylistic feature of all activities (from the natikee, to visualization,
brainstorming, and so on). Boys and girls in mixgdups first faced the
task of learning to read the stereotypes that theplives of men and
women in our society and afterwards were invitedetimagine their own
and others' identities outside of these pattems Fégure 1).

The second key element was the enhancement ofcsivbjexperience:
using an expression dear to 70s feminism, we caalg that it is a
methodology "starting from oneself’, where persaggleriences become
the starting point for explore both gender differen and gender
inequalities. Every activity, therefore, aimed tonbine the experiential
and subjective reflection on gender identity (ferample one’s own loving
relationships, family patterns, relationships ie tassroom, in future life
projects) with a wider and more general reflectiorthe social and cultural
construction of gender roles, relationships, indiguand resources.

This choice draws on the belief that it is crudialcontextualize the
reflections and actions on gender identity not dabatract' and theoretical
level, but constantly relating them to the daifg lexperience of girls and
boys. Thus these reflections can be effective avtdbe perceived as an
additional "topic" to learn. The continuous refexento individual
experience (through a narrative or creative stigilin fact, achieves a
twofold aim: on the one hand, it avoids the risittthe issues raised are
perceived as “other than myself” and, paradoxi¢adiyds up reinforcing
the idea of neutrality and of the insignificancegefhder stereotypes in their
life plans. On the other hand, it allows them toafestruct from within the
culture of neutrality and formal equality upon whigirls and boys often
build their vision of the world (helped in this lye school, family, media)
by exploring how differences are a fundamental partveryday life and
how inequalities are hidden even when it seems it do not exist.
Moreover by changing our daily habits one can ckahg social models of
gender.
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