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Top Left Project, The Students Commission of Canada

Case Study

Background

The Top Left Project was a two-year project funded by Status of Women Canada that focussed on
engaging young people who identify as men and boys in partnership with those who identify as young
women and girls and those who identify as neither on the issue of violence in women’s lives. The project
was administered by the Students Commission of Canada and was implemented in four communities
across Canada: Miramichi, N.B., Saskatoon, SK, Toronto, ON and Victoria, B.C.

In the first year of the Top Left project, community needs assessments were conducted locally using a
gender-based analysis framework through regional events in the four communities and a national event.
Each of the sites recruited youth and worked out the specific focus the process was to take in their
community, based on the results of the community needs assessment. The results of the community
needs assessments were used to inform weekly youth group meetings in the four communities. Through
the weekly meetings, regional and national events, youth in each of the communities were trained in
gender-based analysis and the young decision makers’ model, a safe space was created to discuss the
issues, and youth were engaged to increase awareness and gain skills. In the second year of the project,
the sites continued to work with youth building skills and capacity to address issues related to gender-
based violence and moved into a more action-oriented agenda through the implementation of local
community action projects aimed at broadening the scope beyond the core youth groups involved in the
first year.

Executive Summary

I'm a male role model and I'm stepping up in my community and I actually might
make a difference. - Youth participant

The first year of Top Left engaged young people in four sites (Saskatoon, Miramichi, Toronto and Victoria)
with a focus on self-identified boys and young men. Together they learned about gender-based analysis
and developed ideas to address and prevent violence in girls and women’s lives. In the second year of Top
Left, the project reached a broader population through young people’s community action projects. The
youth involved in Top Left reached a total of 6367 people in their communities.
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Community Action Projects Number of Participants

Saskatoon 1092
Miramichi 2479
Toronto 1227
Victoria 1569
Total 6367

Starting from a common and crucial base defined by the Students Commission’s Four Pillars: Respect,
Listen, Understand and Communicate, each site’s community action projects were tailored to their
unique communities.

Community action projects

Top Left Saskatoon at the Core Neighbourhood Youth Co-op engaged mainly Aboriginal young people.
Their community action projects focused on raising awareness of missing and murdered Indigenous
women, for example, their walk from Saskatoon to Regina. They also focused on deconstructing how
colonialism has shaped gender expectations and limited the options that boys and young men have to
express their anger or sadness, particularly in relationships with girls and women. As a result, their action
projects involved cultural practices as well as activities, such as wood turning, kickboxing and yoga to
channel their emotions in healthy ways and gain practical skills to build their pride and confidence.

In the evaluation of their 2013 regional event, participants felt supported to share their voices in a safe
space and experienced positive outcomes:

1 liked being able to talk, without being judged. - Youth participant

Top Left Miramichi was located within New Brunswick Youth Centre, a closed custody centre. The youth
in the centre focused on raising awareness of violence in women’s lives in their community through a
range of creative media, such as photography, video and a Take Back the Night march. Due to the unique
barriers of the custody centre, a team of young volunteers took direction from the youth in custody to
implement their ideas in the community.

Despite these barriers, youth in the custody centre took on leadership and facilitation roles within their
own group meetings, building their confidence and investment in Top Left. Through their regular Top Left
group meetings, youth reported that they learned about various social issues related to violence, about
facilitation processes and activities, and about themselves:

I've learned that I have a prominent tendency to be sexist and prejudiced - Youth
participant

Top Left Toronto was located at the Students Commission. Youth from primarily racialized communities in
priority neighbourhoods took the lead in engaging their peers in workshops to deconstruct gender
expectations and develop a deeper understanding of oppression. Overall, participants rated the
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workshops positively and found them interesting and useful. Participants learned about gender
stereotypes and discrimination, inequity and to take different perspectives on these issues. They found
that they could apply what they learned to everyday life and to better understand others.

Top Left Toronto also hosted national events that brought together Top Left youth and youth from across
the country to explore opportunities to address gender-based violence. Top Left participants rated the
experience very highly and mentioned many highlights:

Using theatre to both have fun + explore issues. Getting to "go deep"” with a fixed
working group. - Highlight from a youth participant

Top Left Victoria was located at Project Respect, a program that has had fifteen years of experience
engaging youth in social action to prevent gender-based violence. Youth (ages 12-21) engaged
intergenerational audiences in practicing consent, bystander intervention and developing an
intersectional gender-based analysis. They also embedded gender inclusion in all of their community
actions, and as a result, they engaged a high number of queer and trans youth who found the spaces
inclusive and welcoming. The team produced video, music, workshops, skits and hosted a social action
camp to engage their communities in gender-based violence prevention.

In informal evaluations and verbal feedback, youth facilitators heard a lot of positive comments about
their community action projects; participants learned a lot about consent and the practical focus of
bystander intervention:

I always thought that the person doing harm was the focus of the intervention, now |
realize that the impact that interventions have on the 'victims'is also important. -
Youth participant

To learn more about the Top Left Initiative, contact The Students Commission of Canada,
info@studentscommission.ca, 416-597-8297
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