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Summary
As an organisation, we understand the impact that language has in

shaping narratives and our understanding of ourselves, each other, We Are Purposeful

and the world. Grounding In Sierra Leone

We begin this publication by recognising that when talking about Programming for Adolescent Girls with Disabilities:
disabilities, there is a rich and wide diversity mirroring the diversity Mentorship, girl-centred media, and girl-only spaces

in disabilities themselves. Reflections and Considerations

We do not believe in a one size-fits-all approach, but rather commit
to being in conversation to continuously understand how we can
co-create narratives that honour and respect individual and
collective experience, and through this process of co-creation, re-
shape our understanding of our world.

We invite you to read Resourcing Disability Justice: Our Feminist
Journey Toward Centring Disability Justice to dive deeper into the
set of guiding principles that we have created, in conversation with
Disability Rights activists, artists, organisations, and funders, to
guide our efforts to honour the stories, experiences, and
intersecting identities of people with disabilities.

We are in a continuous process of learning and unlearning and are
deeply grateful to the Disability Rights movements and individuals
powering this, and all those who have led the way throughout
history to break the bounds of what has been drawn as permissible
by an oppressive system to create a world that is not only more
accessible, but where we all belong.
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https://wearepurposeful.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Disability-Justice_English.pdf
https://wearepurposeful.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Disability-Justice_English.pdf
https://wearepurposeful.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Disability-Justice_English.pdf
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Summary

With the legacy of colonialism and its connection to ableism, the
pervasiveness and nuances of the discrimination and marginalisation
faced by people with disabilities in Sierra Leone is set against the
complexities of a decade long civil war, an Ebola epidemic, and natural and
man-made disasters.

We know that humanitarian crises of these natures exacerbate the systems and
narratives of inequality that already exist. We also know that they themselves give
rise to many disabilities — from acts of extreme violence during the civil war and
displacement, to what it means to survive Ebola. These injustices, inequities, and
stigma worsen when intersected with other marginalised identities, such as, being an
adolescent girl. With entrenched negative attitudes towards out-of-school girls, those
with disabilities experience an increased risk of violence and abuse, limited socio-
economic opportunities, including access to health, education, and social isolation.

Purposeful and partners are on a disability accessibility and inclusion journey to
intentionally work with and for girls with disabilities to integrate a Disability
Justice framework, specifically within our flagship Girls’ Circle Collectives
programme in Sierra Leone with 15,000 out-of-school adolescent girls. Highlighted
is the very real transformation that takes place when this approach is combined
with advocacy efforts that change systems.

We learn that, even if you are disable you are able to do what other girls
can do to be stronger and not neglected in the communities and the
society as a whole.

— Mentor, 19 years old, Bombali

On this journey of learning and practical implementation, we offer up
considerations for what we would do differently in the future and how we’re
adapting our approaches. These may not be new, but by naming them, we not
only hold ourselves accountable to do better but may also help others to reflect
on their own practices.

» Listen to girls with disabilities as the experts of their lived experience — a
mantra across our work that we’re trying to be more intentional about,
including ensuring that their wisdom is part of our learning work.

» Give girls with disabilities the platform to share their own stories. The
protectionist approach to programming is often more extreme when looking at

the intersectionality of disability and gender but we must resist this — we know
that girls and young women with disabilities are powerful storytellers and
advocates, given the space and opportunity.

Invest time and resources to find girls with disabilities. For communities, like
the rural ones we work in in Sierra Leone, we cannot assume that girls with
disabilities will be able to access interventions and programmes designed for
them. Including the Washington Group Short Set is essential for accurate data —
6% of the 15,000 out-of-school adolescent girls in Girls’ Circle Collectives have
some type of disability. Had we simply included a direct question on disability,
due to a combination of stigma and limited access to health services, we would
not have identified so many girls.

Consider how girls with disabilities can be more than programme participants.
Mentors with disabilities are important role models in their communities,
reinforcing the messages delivered via the radio drama and talkshow, and
challenging negative narratives. We know that disabilities are diverse and
intersect with multiple identities and we are actively looking to represent girls
and young feminists with different disabilities in our radio broadcasts.

Meeting the need for assistive devices: From wheelchairs and crutches, to
glasses and hearing aids, this populations’ need for basic assistive devices is
massively underserved. We are looking at how we can leverage flexible
resources to meet some of these needs and/or make linkages to other
organisations.

Tailor training to be inclusive of people with disabilities, especially
safeguarding training, to enable our teams, partners and mentors to think
about how they are being inclusive of people with disabilities in their work.
Rather than standalone, incorporating additional information or sections into
existing training makes it more integrated.

Programming must go hand in hand with advocacy. If we don’t invest in
advocacy and coalition building, we will never dismantle the power structures
that continue to oppress and exclude.

We are evolving how we work and who we are to be stronger allies to girls, young
feminists and activists with disabilities, and with a commitment to continuing to
find structural ways to deepen inclusion across our work. For us, this means
centering the voices and expertise of the girls, mentors and young activists with
disabilities who are working every day to build a world that is more inclusive and
accessible, safe and free and full of all of the boundless possibilities they deserve.

In working towards Disability Justice, we know that the principle of
intersectionality is essential to this work and that working to dismantle ableism
as individuals and as an organisation, is central to our collective liberation.
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We are Purposeful
S

Purposeful is a feminist movement building hub for girls,

young feminists and their allies, rooted in Africa and

working around the world. Centering the political power of girls and young
feminists, we support their organising at the intersections of multiple movements
for justice, through a range of collaborative funds, advocacy, coalition-building
and programmatic work on the African Continent and beyond. This work is
organised across four mutually reinforcing power-building strategies:

Purposeful

>A< Redistributing Power Assets: Funding girls’ resistance
Grounded in feminist principles of solidarity and reciprocity, we are reimagining
what it means to hold movement resources in deep relationship and with deep
accountability to girls. Working across multiple levels — through global funding
windows to deeply rooted community re-granting mechanisms — we re-frame
grant-making practice so that girls and young feminists can define and determine
resource distribution in the service of their own visions, goals and dreams of
freedom.

>A< Building Collective Power: Building a base, raising

consciousness and nurturing solidarity

Grounded in movement theory — and deeply inspired by Black liberation and anti-
imperialist movements on the continent and beyond — we hold space for girls to
come together, learn together, to ask why, to push back and to transcend. We
mobilise girls, young feminists and their allies at scale, modelling new beliefs and
shifting cultural conversations in community at large.

>A< Organising Power Holders: Influencing and coalition building
We advocate for more and better resources, policies and programmatic practices
with and for girls across local, national and global decision-making spaces. We
leverage learnings from our own practice to support others to move from
protectionist to power building approaches to supporting girls. Working in
partnership with civil society, development and philanthropic communities, we
hold learning spaces, convene practitioners, build national coalitions and co-
create a collective advocacy voice.

>A< Transforming Power Structures: Political advocacy and
agenda setting

We work in deep partnership with girls, young feminists and their older feminist
allies to hold power-keepers to account. Our advocacy takes different forms in
different places, for example working with girls to lobby for change in

their communities, co-creating new policy provisions with local

authorities in West Africa, or holding governments to account through

formal legal systems.

Read more about our Theory of
Change and Strategy.

As we celebrate our fifth birthday, this report offers

insight into how we’re bringing a Disability Justice

framework into our work to build collective power in Sierra

Leone. We also offer some reflections and practical considerations

from this work over the last five years, as we continue on our journey

of learning and unlearning with the Disability Rights movements and the
communities powering it; girls, young women mentors, young feminists, partners
and the allies we work with.

Why Disability Justice?

Disability Justice is a framework that is part of the second wave of the Disability
Rights movement and co-created by “disabled activists of color, originally queer
women of color in progressive and radical movements that did not systematically
address ableism.™ It's often used in tandem or interchangeably with Disability
Rights, and at times, conflated with inclusion and accessibility.

Disability inclusion is a broad term to describe approaches to advance
access and inclusion for disabled people. A disability justice approach
centers the priorities and approaches of those most historically excluded
groups, such as women, people of color, immigrants, and people who
identify as LGBTQIA+.

LEARN MORE:
What does “Disability Justice” mean? — Disability and Philanthropy Forum



https://wearepurposeful.org/who-we-are/our-theory-of-change/
https://wearepurposeful.org/who-we-are/our-theory-of-change/
https://wearepurposeful.org/who-we-are/our-theory-of-change/
https://wearepurposeful.org/who-we-are/our-strategic-planning/
https://disabilityphilanthropy.org/resource/what-is-disability-justice/

Recognising with humility that this is the beginning of our learning journey, we
seek to work intentionally with a Disability Justice framing precisely because it
moves beyond a rights-based approach and is intentionally political and
intersectional.

Disability justice recognizes the intersecting legacies of white supremacy,
colonial capitalism, gendered oppression and ableism in understanding
how people’s bodies and minds are labelled ‘deviant’, ‘unproductive’,
‘disposable’ and/or ‘invalid’.

LEARN MORE:
Exploring Disability Justice, The White Noise Collective

We know that girls and young feminists who
RESOURCING sit at the cross-roads of intersections are
DISABILITY JUSTICE already resisting, and we believe that by being
OUR FEMINIST JOURNEY TOWARD CENTRING DISABILITY JUSTICE their allies and su pporting them with th rough
strategies, be it resourcing or building
collective power, they can, and will, deepen
their individual and collective resistance —
creating a world where all girls and young
feminists are living in safety and freedom.

For more resources, tools and practices
around Disability Justice, we invite you to visit
the Disability Justice resource directory, the
Disability News Library, as well as the
resources listed at the end of Resourcing
Disability Justice: Our Feminist Journey Toward

Centring Disability Justice.
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Grounding In SierraLeone
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Purposeful is founded and headquartered in Sierra
Leone and as such, this context often informs our
thinking.

In Sierra Leone, we are all too familiar

with the realities which girls with

disabilities face in their communities.

As they become adolescents and young

women, the harsh reality expands to include

the real risk of sexual violence, abuse and
harrassment. As an organisation, we know that we
need to be intentional about reaching this group of
girls, and over the last five years, we've been
learning, reflecting and adapting — from supporting
girls and young women with disabilities to strategise and
resist, challenging the wider negative narratives that exist
about all people with disabilities, fighting for radical inclusion
in education policy, and seeking to make the spaces we create
accessible and inclusive, in Sierra Leone and beyond.

— Chernor Bah, Co-Founder and Co-CEO, Purposeful
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With the legacy of colonialism? and its connection to ableism?, the pervasiveness
and nuances of the discrimination and marginalisation faced by people with
disabilities in Sierra Leone is set against the complexities of a decade long civil
war, an Ebola epidemic, and natural and man-made disasters. We know that
humanitarian crises of these natures exacerbate the systems and narratives of
inequality that already exist. We also know that they themselves give rise to many
disabilities — from experiencing extreme violence during the civil war and
displacement, to what it means to survive Ebola.

... one year following acute disease, survivors of the recent EVD outbreak
have higher odds of persisting disability in mobility, vision, and cognition.
Mental health issues such as anxiety and depression persist in EVD
survivors.*

The Sierra Leone 2015 Population and Census data finds that 1.3% of the
population has a disability®, in sharp contrast to perceptions locally and to global
estimates. The methodology used to collect data on disability in this survey has
been criticised® and an alternative survey in 2018, indicates that 4.3% of the
population has a disability.”
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While the data may not provide a clear picture, as it so rarely does alone, what is
not debatable is the profound inequities and stigma that persons with disabilities
face in Sierra Leone. With limited access to education, health care, and
employment, people with disabilities are pushed to the margins of their
communities. These injustices, inequities, and stigma are exacerbated when
intersected with other marginalised identities — such as, being an adolescent girl.

When | attended school, my schoolmates provoked me and laughed at me
a lot. They said that | was not fit to be among them because | am disabled.
They would say that | can’t do the things that they can. | found it difficult
to cope and had no friends... | dropped out of school in JSS3 and | went
into street begging. There were many challenges out there in the streets as
well. Men take advantage of girls with disabilities and take us as night
wives. In our communities we are totally ignored when it comes to taking
decisions due to our disabilities. | thought that | was not a worthy human
being in the community.

— Aminata, 19 years old, Sierra Leone

While underfunded systems and poverty contribute, traditional beliefs also play a
role in the discrimination persons with disabilities face in Sierra Leone. Some
people believe that people with disabilities are a manifestation of the devil or the
subject of witchcraft.®

On paper there are signs of progress and there is also a growing disability
movement, albeit fragmented, nationally.® In 2010, Sierra Leone ratified the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and the following
year, the Persons with Disability Act 2011 was enacted. Following advocacy and
lobbying efforts, the Free Health Care Initiative was expanded to include people
with disabilities. In March 2021, the National Policy on Radical Inclusion in Schools
was launched, targeting four groups, including children with disabilities, “enabling
those from marginalised and excluded groups to enter and remain in school until
completion”.

In reality, there is still a significant way to go to dismantle the barriers to basic
rights and services, and the negative narratives people with disabilities face in
Sierra Leone.
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/% Programming for

Adolescent Girls with
Disabilities

When disability in Sierra Leone intersects with entrenched negative attitudes
towards out-of-school girls, it puts those with disabilities at increased risk of
violence and abuse, limited socio-economic opportunities, including access to
health, education, and social isolation. We see and feel this in the communities
we work in.

Against this backdrop, Purposeful and partners have been on a disability inclusion
and accessibility journey to intentionally work with and for girls with disabilities
across the efforts we do together. This section outlines what this means within
Girls’ Circle Collectives, our flagship base building work with 15,000 girls — from
data collection to mass media — and shares an insight into the very real
transformation that can take place when we integrate a Disability Justice
framework in our programming.

About Girls' Circle Collectives

Girls’ Circle Collectives are autonomous spaces that bring together girls in ways
that enable them to analyse the roots of their oppression, strategise for individual
and social change, and access resources and assets to bring their strategies to life.
Reaching over 15,000 out-of-school adolescent girls across six districts of Sierra
Leone, it is made up of a set of interrelated and reinforcing components:

1. Girl-only spaces underpinned by a feminist life-skills curriculum
2. A network of over 600 young women mentors

3. Girl-centred media, which includes a radio drama and talkshow called Karo
Kura Konection and Kompin

4. Unrestricted resources for girls’ organising
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https://www.sinsinvalid.org/blog/disability-justice-a-working-draft-by-patty-berne
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC-TpRkoydSfF16Y_B72MMdg/featured
https://www.facebook.com/wearepurposeful/photos/a.146722212611823/568041790479861
mailto:info@wearepurposeful.org
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