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For several decades, Papua New Guinea (PNG) has been viewed as a 
country where gender inequality is a major social problem. Fewer girls 
than boys go to school, fewer attend university, and even fewer enter the 
political domain (Misra 2017; Barry and others 2018). The extremely 
high incidence of violence against women and girls is often represented 
as a crisis in which women’s rights as citizens are denied and gender vio-
lence is normalized or generally accepted as justifiable (Chandler 2014; 
Macintyre 2012; see also Law Reform Commission of Papua New Guinea 
1992; Banks 1993, 2000; Amnesty International 2006). There have been 
numerous campaigns by nongovernment and foreign aid agencies aimed 
at reducing gender violence and improving the status of women socially, 
economically, and politically. Many of these are directed at women with 
the intention of empowering them, such as through projects that inform 
them of their rights or enable them to earn money and gain economic 
independence. More recently, there has been a shift to providing services 
such as safe houses and counseling to victims of violence. But progress 
has been slow, and the need to find new forms of intervention that deal 
with prevention and generate changes in social values has led to initiatives 
directed at men and children.

Analyses of the social causes of gender violence have consistently found 
that there are fundamental ideologies of gender status that underpin 
discrimination and violence (Eves 2001). Often these are attributed to 
“culture” or “custom”—deeply held beliefs in gender differences, male 
authority over women, and the right of a husband or father to inflict 
physical punishment on women and children. The external interventions 
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are based, often explicitly, on the assumption of universal human rights, 
including gender equality and the rights of children, and on the rights 
of citizenship outlined in the PNG Constitution, which apply equally to 
men and women. They are also framed in ways that acknowledge that 
within Papua New Guinea there are many who either do not accept or are 
unaware of the concept of human rights as it is understood by aid donors 
or nongovernmental organizations.

Critiques of human rights discourses have emphasized the European 
origins of the concept, its basis in Western ideas of individuality and sub-
jectivity, and its assumption of a natural opposition between the state 
and the person (Biersack and Macintyre 2016, 17). However, Sally Engle 
Merry has argued that the tendency to blame culture ignores many of the 
historical and structural forces that are factors in gender violence, stress-
ing the need to “vernacularise” human rights in ways that render them 
intelligible in specific cultural contexts (2006). In this article, we examine 
the work of Equal Playing Field (epf), an organization that introduces 
ideas of gender equity to students in schools in Port Moresby. We sug-
gest that the problem with discourses of human rights is not intelligibility; 
the idea of human rights is both understandable and attractive to many 
young people in Port Moresby. The problem is rather that having human 
rights does not address the constraints of enacting and upholding these in 
families and communities shaped by poverty and other manifestations of 
insecurity.

Equal Playing Field

Since independence in 1975, the PNG government has become a member 
of the United Nations (UN) and ratified conventions on human rights, 
gender equity, and the rights of the child. These commitments reflect the 
desire to break with a colonial past and participate in international affairs 
as a modern state. But the implementation of policies that ensure human 
rights has been a slow process, and educational programs have often 
depended on external funding.

epf also depends on external funding, the majority of which comes 
from the Australian government. The organization was founded by Adam 
Everill and Jacqui Joseph (who currently share the role of ceo). Everill 
and Joseph met at the Global Changemakers Asia Youth Summit in 2011. 
At the time, Everill (an Australian national) had an interest in the relation-
ship between violence and the prevalence of hiv and sexually transmitted 
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infections, with a particular focus on PNG, and Joseph (from Bougain-
ville) was working to support literacy development among young people 
in PNG. The program, established in 2012 as Rugby League Against Vio-
lence, was initially a sport for development program. At that stage, the 
program design included the provision of funds to local sporting clubs and 
training for local football club members on matters relating to violence 
against women and children and gender equity.

By 2014, the organization had shifted away from its original focus on 
rugby and changed its name to Equal Playing Field for Schools (epf4s); 
its new aim was to deliver a program centered on developing respect-
ful relationships. This was an eight-week course designed to teach Year 
7 and 8 students in Port Moresby schools about gender equity, respect, 
and healthy relationships. The design and implementation of this proj-
ect was unabashedly derived from Western liberal ideas of gender dif-
ference and the desirability of an educational environment that removes 
gender discrimination. Today, the epf4s program implicitly endorses ideas 
about the rights of individuals to achieve their full human potential and to 
respect the rights of others in the process. Its aims might well be consid-
ered “social engineering,” as it seeks to change entrenched attitudes and 
behaviors by teaching children ways to conduct themselves that are, in 
many respects, novel and challenging. While the program takes account of 
the structural disadvantages the children encounter in their everyday lives, 
it cannot change their economic situation or relieve any of the opportunity 
constraints that they experience as a result of poverty. In short, the pro-
gram upholds ideals of human rights as universally applicable and capable 
of being taught in ways that effect beneficial changes in gender relations.

In 2016, epf sought an evaluation of their program. As part of this, a 
small team including Ceridwen Spark, Lauren Siegmann (an evaluation 
expert), and Dora Kuir-Ayius (a lecturer in social work at the University 
of Papua New Guinea) conducted two research visits. The first visit took 
place in September 2016 and the second in May 2017. On both occasions, 
we were supported by epf staff, particularly Junior Muke, the organiza-
tion’s monitoring and evaluation officer. We conducted interviews with 
sixty-seven students, twenty teachers, five epf staff, and thirteen volun-
teers, as well as local stakeholders working in the field. This included 
staff from the PNG Gender Desk of the Australian Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade, who funded the program at this time, as well as leaders 
from other nongovernmental organizations. On our second research visit, 
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we held two focus group discussions with epf staff and volunteers and 
three focus group discussions with students in the Student Action Groups. 
This article draws on these interviews.

In order to describe some of the program’s impacts on the lives of those 
involved, we begin by highlighting some of the risks and challenges of 
introducing the ideas of the epf course to students in an environment that 
is not equipped to support their actualization. We reflect particularly on 
what participants said about learning about rights, types of violence, and 
disclosing abuse. In the second half of the article, we explore the posi-
tive repercussions of introducing students to ideas about gender equity 
and respect. Finally, without discounting the challenges of upholding these 
ideas and practices in Port Moresby schools, we argue that the ideas have 
gained traction among students and teachers and that the potential long-
term benefits of this outweigh the risks and challenges entailed.

The School Environment

The following discussions took place within a school considered the most 
challenging of those with which epf works. In the interest of brevity, we 
focus on this school in order to stress two points: first, the openness of 
students to new ideas and, second, the absence of institutions that materi-
ally support them.

The school abuts a settlement in a low-income suburb, and one of the 
male teachers had the following to say about the problems faced in this 
environment: “The administration is not working well . . . and also the 
discipline of the students is not good. Students don’t respect their teach-
ers. When you are in a certain classroom, they can go in and out. . . . They 
don’t sit inside their classroom. And at the same time, there is no vision 
for this school by the parents and also the surrounding community, other 
stakeholders. And also the board of governors or management, they 
don’t have any vision for this school. . . . There’s no control.” Students 
said that conflict between teachers and students was common and that 
sometimes teachers engaged in physical violence and verbal abuse. They 
reported being afraid of the school security guard, who chased them with 
a bush knife, and they were reluctant to spend time on the school oval, 
where they encountered drunks who harassed them and tried to steal 
their phones. Student attendance is irregular, with students turning up 
some weeks and not others (Walton and Swan 2014; see also Walton and 
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Davda 2019). Teachers spoke about students coming and going from the 
classroom during class time and their difficulty managing the challenges 
associated with these disruptions. Unsurprisingly, teacher absence is also 
a problem (Sherry and Schulenkorf 2016). An epf staff member told us 
that disgruntled family members have sometimes attacked teachers in 
violent retaliation for the verbal or physical abuse of their children. In 
short, the school was not a safe or peaceful place for those who spent 
time there.

Despite these challenges, the students we interviewed were polite and 
quietly confident. They were also smart. Having taken part in the epf4s 
program in Year 7, in Year 8 (and thus their last year of primary school), 
these young women and men made up the school’s School Action Group. 
Such groups constitute the second stage of epf’s work in schools, reflect-
ing the organization’s commitment to ensuring the program is sustained 
beyond the eight-week course it runs for Year 7 students.

When asked what the action group did, one soft-spoken girl said, “We 
promote awareness about gender equity.” The group indicated that their 
main activity was organizing debates, but they also participated in sport-
ing activities. The school debates, focused on gender and gender-based 
violence, have covered such topics as whether women are as good as men 
as bosses, whether boys should also be involved in sweeping at school, and 
whether women should work when they have children.

As part of our exploration in this article, we consider how the students’ 
embrace of the epf program and its ideas, as well as their willingness to 
share these with others in and beyond their school, can be understood 
within the broader structural environment that, for some, limits the pro-
gram’s relevance.

The Students

What are some of the impacts of the epf program on students’ lives? Are 
these ideas new for them? On only a short drive around Port Moresby, 
one sees multiple fading posters addressing gender violence and human 
rights issues. While these are clearly part of the cityscape, it is less obvious 
whether they inform students’ perspectives about gender norms. Aware-
ness is not necessarily something that is easy to measure, as different 
observers in any city may or may not have a direct, personal response to 
these posters and billboards.

Our conversations with both male and female students suggested that, 
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by and large, Port Moresby’s young people have limited, if any, exposure 
to ideas about gender equity. Most students indicated that they considered 
the information they learned through epf to be new. Only one (a girl) said, 
“I learned about gender equality from my mum.” Select comments, which 
support the finding that these ideas are new for students, are included 
below:

epf teach us some of the new skills in how to respect one another to be equal 
and loving.

[Relating to the session on setting boundaries:] I learned new things like all of 
us are equal, ask permission before you do things.

I like the shared talks. Every Thursday they take us, we learn something new. 
We learn a new thing, and then we start to put it in our head and we make 
actions. Every week they taught us different things. They are making a big dif-
ference in our attitudes and behaviors in our school.

[In response to the session on empathy:] We learnt new things, we came to 
know each other. We learnt a lot. How to put yourself in other people[’s] 
shoes—this is my favorite topic—and to feel how they feel; when I learned 
that, I was like, “Yeah, that’s true.” So now I try to put myself into other 
people’s shoes. 

Overall, the enthusiasm with which students embraced epf suggests that 
the new ideas promulgated by the team are being “locally appropriated” 
(Jolly 2012, 30). But the extent to which they are vernacularized, or trans-
lated into hybrid concepts that draw on familiar practices or behavior 
exclusive to that culture, is open to debate.

Conversations with boys and girls in eight schools showed that both 
groups had experienced positive changes within themselves and in their 
relationships with one another. Nearly all students discussed learning that 
boys and girls are equal, and boys and girls were just as likely to dis-
cuss learning about gender equality in the interviews. They also discussed 
the concept of equality in general and reported that “everyone should be 
treated the same.”

Information about violence and the threat it represents to human rights 
was also welcome and absorbed. However, sometimes categories of vio-
lence, such as “the five types of violence”—identified in the epf4s pro-
gram as financial, social, physical, sexual, and emotional—was confront-
ing, as illustrated in the following student’s account of a topic covered in 
the fifth week: “I was really shocked when I heard about the five kinds of 
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violence. When I heard about that, I was like, ‘Wow, that’s like new infor-
mation.’ I will take it with me and pass it from generation to generation.”

This student went on to describe her experience of being sold by her 
father to his home village at the age of three. She was there until the age 
of six, when she said her mother took her “back from the village” to 
live with her in Port Moresby. Similarly, Spark has written about Marie, 
a young woman who experienced great powerlessness after being taken 
from her home in Port Moresby to her father’s village (2011, 164–165). 
Like Marie, this student highlights the sense of powerlessness that “being 
sold” to the village engendered. “I felt how hard life . . . I felt it, it was 
really hard. And I couldn’t hold it anymore. I wish that I wasn’t born in 
this world. . . . Because it is really hard, because when these problems hap-
pen, you are finding yourself in these situations you don’t expect.”

This student connected learning about the five types of violence with 
her own experience, suggesting that the new ideas presented within the 
epf program allowed her to reframe what had happened to her as a form 
of violence and a violation of her rights. This appears to have been taken 
as a liberating acknowledgment that what her father had done was wrong, 
as indicated by her desire to pass the information “from generation to 
generation.”

Another young woman had also gained the confidence to trust the epf 
staff well enough to disclose her experience of abuse:

Equal Playing Field help us. A lot of students shared their problems with them. 
Problems like child abuse, problems they had in relationships. I did share one 
of my problems . . . with one of the epf girls. . . . Some of the boys told me to 
share the problem with the girl. It was just with my uncle; he wasn’t treating 
me well. So I told epf. They got his name and got some information . . . and 
they advise[d] me to call them if it happens again. I tell my uncle, . . . “If you 
continue this, I will ring these people.” He has not continued since. I feel happy 
about that. I am thankful to epf for their help. At first when they came, I didn’t 
feel like telling them, but as the program went on, what they were teaching, 
and they were really open. . . . They helped me to be open. 

In this instance, the student’s courageous self-assertion paid off. But while 
she reported a positive outcome in that her uncle had ceased his abu-
sive behavior, things might not have turned out so well. Presumably he 
had changed his behavior because of the threat that she would “call these 
people,” but had he known that epf staff and volunteers are not equipped 
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to provide ongoing case support to the students who disclose to them, her 
confrontation with him would have had less weight, potentially making 
her situation worse.

This story highlights the challenges associated with introducing students 
to new ideas about their rights and the failure to provide adequate support 
to attain these rights. Conversations with teachers also raised questions 
about the value of encouraging students to disclose abuse in a context in 
which adequate support is by no means guaranteed.

The Teachers

Overall, the teachers were positive about the epf4s program. All of them 
said that since taking part, the students had been more respectful to one 
another and to them and that boys and girls were much more likely to be 
friends and to have positive relationships with one another.

But two teachers (one male and one female) expressed doubts about 
the viability of using epf4s methods to control their large classes, with 
the male teacher suggesting that while these ideas might work in a “devel-
oped nation,” they were unlikely to work in PNG because of a “different 
culture and attitude.” Indeed, he said it was sometimes necessary to chase 
students, yell at them, and threaten them with violence. Such actions are 
not uncommon. Although corporal punishment has been banned in PNG 
since the 1980s, during our research, we saw many teachers carrying sticks 
to threaten and discipline children. Discussing the challenges of control-
ling her class of forty-six students without the threat of violence, a female 
teacher said it was hard “now that we know the rights of a child and all 
that.” These responses reflect the normalization of disciplinary violence 
and raise important questions about what it means to problematize teach-
ers’ attempts to manage their classes without simultaneously acknowl-
edging and changing the conditions that produce and sustain their sense 
of powerlessness to control the children. The teachers’ responses to the 
epf4s program reveal some of the sessions’ ripple effects on the five types 
of violence and identifying support networks.

Another teacher, Sylvie, works at a school that she described as “friendly 
and helpful” and one in which teachers collaborate to support the chil-
dren. This particular school had embraced epf’s work, and teachers were 
overwhelmingly positive about the program’s impact on children. Sylvie 
even spoke about the program’s effects in her own life, saying that as a 
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result of her participation in the teacher training, she had realized that her 
husband was engaged in financial abuse. She said that she had discussed 
this with him and that since then he had acknowledged her right to have a 
greater say about how they used the money she earned. In such cases, there 
is always the possibility that confronting those who are carrying out abuse 
will place those who challenge it at greater risk of violence. For instance, 
Martha Macintyre wrote about a woman she knew who went home and 
informed her husband about her newly discovered rights only to receive a 
beating for her “arrogance” (2012, 246). Fortunately, in Sylvie’s case, as 
in the situation with the student and her uncle, the outcome was positive.

Discussing the program’s impact on the children, Sylvie said, “We see 
a lot of integration now between the genders,” including on the oval, 
where girls play rugby alongside the boys at lunchtime. Noting that “in 
our culture, Papua New Guineans, we don’t have boys and girls sitting 
together, boys and girls playing together, touching each other,” she was 
“very proud” and pleased that the program had introduced students to 
this new way of relating.

Sylvie also emphasized that students were coming to teachers to talk 
about difficulties at home, including reporting abuse: 

We see a lot of changes nowadays to do with [the] house as well, like they have 
issues in the house or abuses and all this stuff. They come and tell us, “Oh, 
teacher, I’ve been abused in the house. I’ve been touched inappropriately in the 
house.” Before, they were not like that, they were not open, and sometimes 
it’s very hard for us to get it out from them why they are so sad . . . why they 
are not cooperating. It was very hard, but when epf came in to introduce the 
activities and . . . to know their rights, it made it easier for them to come out 
and let all their problems out, especially to their teachers. 

This outcome is consistent with findings that programs that raise 
awareness about abuse increase the rate of disclosure. While Sylvie saw 
the students’ willingness to discuss their difficulties as a positive outcome 
of the epf program, she was assuming that the epf team members have 
the capacity to connect students with external support networks in Port 
Moresby that will help them as necessary. But when Sylvie was asked to 
expand on how and where this support would be accessed, she was vague, 
as evident in the following exchange: 

Sylvie: If the children come and let us know about their problems . . . we tell 
them, “OK, if epf came in and told you all about this, then this is that contact. 
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You go straight to these people, and they will help you.” So I believe the chil-
dren have been . . .

ceridwen: Go straight to who?

sylvie: Huh?

ceridwen: Who do you tell them to go to?

sylvie: There are certain people they have assigned for abuses, abuse, what 
do they call them, something on abuse, abused, I just forgot. Those are the very 
people that we try to, they try to assist our children when they abuse them. 

Demonstrating the various absences at the heart of the situation—of 
services, knowledge, and concrete options for support—this exchange is 
revealing and sad. While there are gaping holes in terms of local capacity 
to respond to and support students experiencing abuse, there may still be 
some value in learning that there is a wider world in which these things 
are seen as wrong. Moreover, having people who acknowledge the injus-
tice of these experiences—namely, teachers and epf staff and volunteers—
appears to offer hope and support to students. Despite her vagueness, 
Sylvie reiterated her gratitude that epf “truly helped the children to know 
their rights and abuses.”

Cathy, a teacher at another school, was also appreciative that epf had 
taught her and the children about their rights and support networks. She 
said that she had previously known about a student who was being physi-
cally abused at home by being made to work all the time and prevented 
from attending school. When epf came to her school, she encouraged the 
student to talk with the volunteers about it, and the student did so. Like 
Sylvie, Cathy had a high degree of confidence in the epf team’s capacity 
to support the student: “So when they [epf] came to the school, we talked 
to her privately, and then they told me that these people are here to help 
her. They’re here for this and that, and remember what you told us? These 
people will help you.” The teachers’ responses indicate a high degree of 
confidence in epf’s ability to respond to student disclosures by either sup-
porting students directly or connecting them to support services. However, 
the efficacy of these established external agencies in Port Moresby is still 
highly limited.

Confirming this view, some of the epf volunteers reported that they 
do not believe support services have the capacity to assist students who 
are experiencing abuse. Although there have been developments in the 
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provision of family violence and sexual abuse services (such as the Family 
Support Centre at the Port Moresby General Hospital and the Family and 
Sexual Violence Units in the Police Department), these services are under-
resourced and not yet able to serve everyone in the population (Human 
Rights Watch 2015). Moreover, there is a significant gap between the rec-
ommended response to violence and abuse as outlined in materials devel-
oped in the Global North and responses on the ground in Port Moresby. 
For instance, while protecting victims from further contact with perpetra-
tors is prioritized in more economically developed contexts, in PNG, it 
is common for frontline response staff to recommend that victims try to 
reconcile with those who have perpetrated the abuse (see Human Rights 
Watch 2015; Hukula 2012; Zimmer-Tamakoshi 2012). This occurs for 
myriad reasons, including, for example, a lack of alternative accommoda-
tion and support and a more communal approach to addressing wrongs 
within a broadly restorative framework. Reading this approach simply 
as a “failure” to comply with the imported models for addressing and 
responding to violence is reductionist given the preexisting systems that 
are based in different values systems and that have specific challenges (see 
George 2016 on “capabilities” in Fiji; Hukula 2012).

In the next section, we explore an epf team member’s perspective on 
trying to support a student who had reported abuse. This shows that 
despite the best efforts of those working with students, team members 
cannot yet rely on accessing the structural support necessary to provide a 
young person with a pathway to healing and recovery.

The epf Team: Staff and Volunteers

Aino is a twenty-five-year-old woman who first worked with epf as a 
 volunteer. Kind, empathetic, and smart, she quickly demonstrated her 
skills and capabilities and has since been appointed to a paid position in 
the organization. Aino is familiar with the UN laws and policies about 
children’s rights and is passionate about her role, not least because she 
experienced family violence as a young person.

When a young woman told her about the abuse she was experiencing, 
Aino encouraged her to go to the Family and Sexual Violence Unit (fsv) 
to report it and seek help. When Aino followed up with the student a 
week later, the young woman said that she had visited the unit and tried 
to speak with someone but no one was there. Together, Aino and Joseph, 
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who, as noted earlier, is one of epf’s ceos, then called the unit every day 
for two weeks, but still there was no answer. Thinking it might be a prob-
lem with the phone, Aino and Joseph decided to go there and try to speak 
with someone. They did so two days in a row and found that the door of 
the unit was locked. Aino said there were women lying outside who were 
visibly injured and waiting for someone to come and open the door so 
they could get help.

Unsurprisingly, this experience was very distressing for Aino. She has 
since concluded that the fsv units are not effective and that “the gap 
between the policies and legislation about rights and day-to-day life is 
huge.” Indeed, she says the only place she “really trusts” is the Family 
Support Centre located at the hospital. There, she says, “I feel like there 
is a good chance someone will listen to your story, provide medical aid, 
and connect you to other services in the support network.” The Family 
Support Centre is run by a locally well-known social worker who has 
established a reputation for her work with hiv/aids patients and those 
orphaned as a result of the disease.

But what of the other services in the support network? Aino said that 
while the safe house run by City Mission (Haus Ruth) is “OK,” they can 
only provide accommodation for two weeks, after which people must 
go elsewhere. Also, because everyone in Port Moresby knows the loca-
tion of the safe house, those seeking to escape violence often continue to 
be threatened by perpetrators who wait outside. In summary, there are 
few places in the city where students, teachers, and epf staff can access 
appropriate institutional and formal support. This places an immense 
burden on epf staff and volunteers, who are not funded or equipped 
for case management but who, in their role as program facilitators, are 
on the front line in forging relationships with young people that lead to 
disclosures of abuse.

Interviews with other volunteers involved in the project confirmed these 
broader structural and sociocultural challenges. Gus, for example, men-
tioned that when a male student told him that he was being financially and 
physically abused, he intervened in the situation himself because the boy 
was a member of his community. He explained that he raised these mat-
ters with the boy’s brother because he was not comfortable speaking with 
the boy’s parents, and he mentioned that it can be difficult to engage in 
these discussions because in PNG people still tend to see family matters as 
their own business, something for them to manage rather than something 
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in which others will intervene. While Gus stated that the police were “not 
good,” he said he would refer “big matters” to them because it was “too 
hard” for him to respond. This suggests that even though he believes the 
police are unlikely to provide appropriate support, he is following the epf 
model of connecting students with other “support networks” in part so 
he does not have to take on the responsibility himself. This was echoed by 
another male volunteer, who said that he directs students to police. Given 
that the epf volunteers are not equipped or supported to offer case man-
agement, this is a reasonable response. But given the lack of resources—
human and otherwise—within the police department, as well as the high 
rates of police violence against community members, it is difficult to see 
how suggesting that students go to police is helpful.

The inadequacy of existing services and the absence of established sup-
port networks suggests that it would be best for epf to redesign its discus-
sion about support networks to be more realistic for students living in Port 
Moresby. So, for example, Aino’s approach, which is to teach students to 
trust their own judgment about people and to only open up to people they 
are sure will support them, can be interpreted as a vernacular response. It 
recognizes the limitations of current service provision. The main problem, 
then, is not the alien nature of the ideas about rights but the capacity of 
local organizations to uphold and support people whose rights have been 
abused or denied.

So far, we have focused on the risks associated with teaching students 
about their rights when those rights are unlikely to be upheld. But epf’s 
work with young people offers much promise and should not be aban-
doned because of the challenges of working in this environment. Rather, 
it seems possible that if the aspects of the program that are working are 
accentuated and expanded, this might contribute to the kind of long-term 
change that would eventually lead to the city becoming a safer and more 
respectful place for all of its inhabitants. We explore this further in the 
next section.

“We Are So Happy epf Came”: Transformations  
of Gender in Port Moresby Schools

Surprisingly, despite the challenges, the accounts of both students and 
teachers show glimpses of hope. The student who rethought the meaning 
of her father’s selling her, the student who confronted her uncle about his 
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abuse, the teacher who spoke with her husband about financial abuse—
these represent positive changes in the lives of Port Moresby’s inhabitants, 
most of whom indicated that the ways of seeing the world described by 
epf were new and positively transformative.

Our analysis also indicates that these positive changes to individual 
experiences of relationships in the schoolyard and beyond were wide-
spread. For instance, the 2017 survey we conducted with 123 students 
who had recently completed the program showed that because of epf, the 
majority of students had “learnt that they are equal with others,” were 
more likely to be kind to each other, and had learned how to stand up for 
themselves at least some of the time (Spark and Siegmann 2017).

The skills, attitudes, and behaviors learned by students are consistent 
with the outcomes that could be expected from respectful relationships 
programming (see Cahill and others 2014; Durlak and others 2011; Meyer 
and Stein 2004; Stanley and others 2015; unesco 2018). The quantitative 
findings from the surveys with students are impressive. We augment these 
below with quotations from two students interviewed in 2016 to show 
the transformations of gender that are occurring in the schoolyard of Port 
Moresby as a result of epf.

According to one male student: 

When epf came, I was playing and doing all sorts of things, like going with 
boys and doing not good things, but when epf came—they changed me. They 
made a big change in me. They were giving topics and telling us about violence 
and the community around us and help[ing] us to do the right thing. Not to 
do bad thing. So I tried to put that into practice, and I saw the fruit of it. It 
was very good to see them telling us about that. I learnt about gender, mixing 
up with boys and girls—that’s the very good thing that I learnt from it, I can 
remember all my life. Before I was not getting close to girls; like boys will say if 
you are going to be with girls, then you are a girl, so I never go across to girls, 
I used to stay far away from them. But when epf came, they talked to me to be 
close to girls, I didn’t worry about the boys talking to me—I now say “they are 
my sisters.” I have many friends who are girls. 

The boy’s reflection that he had learned “about gender, mixing up with 
boys and girls” and that he would “remember this all my life” was 
repeated by most students, many of whom also described this as the most 
significant change they had experienced. For example, a female student 
explained:
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epf is teaching us how to be a builder in our community and in the school. Not 
break people down but build them up to stop violence. I got to learn a lot of 
new things. . . . The kids from epf are helping the ones who did not do the pro-
gram. We talk to them about violence, so every time we see something wrong, 
we go and help. That is what we are doing now. We just walk around, get stu-
dents, and talk to them about violence. Most of the time we talk to boys about 
violence and women. Girls talk to boys and boys talk to girls, so boys can see 
how girls feel about violence. . . . epf is a very good program—it teaches kids 
who grew up from a violent background, like me myself; I watched my mother 
get beaten up by my dad. So it has really helped me and taught me a lot. I have 
brothers, and I talked to them about what epf said to me. They said, “Where 
do you get this from; you are only fifteen?” Otherwise, they agree; they turned 
out to be really good men.

This young woman described the effects of the program as giving her 
greater confidence and willingness to engage with and support others. 
Her observations indicate that she has developed a sense that gender roles 
should be equal and that girls have the right to be included in school-
yard spaces and games often designated for boys (see Spark, Porter, and 
DeKleyn 2019). Her participation in the program has motivated her to 
engage in peer education at school and at home and has contributed to 
her belief that women and men can relate in positive and nonviolent ways. 
This is an important first step in protecting her against the life of violence 
to which her mother has been subjected.

Another change reflected in the development of more equitable ideas 
about gender roles occurred in relation to the division of labor. In Port 
Moresby schools, while boys and girls are required to assist with cleaning 
to help maintain their environment, a number of the students said that 
girls used to do this alone. However, since the introduction of epf, girls 
and boys have been working together to sweep the yard. This was con-
firmed by the teachers, one of whom noted that “when I give them any 
work, both boys and girls, they’re participating in doing the work. They’re 
not leaving the work for only the girls to do. But in the past, they normally 
do that.”

Students and teachers commented that boys and girls were interacting 
more positively both in and out of class. That this reflects the development 
of new ideas about gender relationships as well as about masculinity is 
indicated in the following comments made by one young woman: “Boys 
are getting along with girls, and boys help the girls sweep. It has changed 
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a lot. Boys and girls sit together and buy food and buddy talk. They share 
stories. We help each other. It has changed a lot of fighting; boys are not 
fighting as much.”

Similarly, the students’ ideas about respecting girls, their assump-
tions about girls’ capacities, and their sense of girls as “others” had also 
changed. This was evident in girls’ willingness to be on the rugby pitch as 
well as in boys’ attitudes to girls, including in relation to violence. As one 
male student said, “[epf staff and volunteers] teach us about good things, 
about attitudes. They encourage us to don’t do bad things. I used to hit 
girls, but then they said, ‘Don’t do that.’ Change my attitude to a good 
attitude. I do good things to other girls. I like them.” Many boys described 
this change as moving from thinking about girls as “girlfriends” to think-
ing about and caring for them as “sisters.”

One final story, shared by a teacher, illustrates some of the new ways in 
which students are thinking differently about gender and relating to one 
another as a result of epf: 

I had one experience last week. One of the girls had a menstruation, and she 
did spoil her trousers. So the boy was sitting with her, had to stand up and 
come forward and let me know, “Teacher, my friend there had a menstruation, 
and she’s not comfortable. I think she spoiled her trousers as well.” So I told 
him, “Were you comfortable when you came to tell me this?” And he said, 
“Well, epf came and told us something different, so I regard this girl as a sis-
ter, so I take responsibility for . . .” I was a bit surprised about that. OK, with 
PNG culture, it is not all, mm, when girls are having their menstruation, boys 
are—they [girls] will be away from the boys. This time it really changed, so the 
boy came forward, and then I asked, “Ok, she’s in this situation, she has to 
go home,” and the boy said, “Teacher, it’s okay, I’ll take her home. It’s much 
safer if I take her home. There’s nobody on the roadside much. She might be 
attacked on the roadside.” 

In an ideal world, young women would not need to be accompanied 
home by boys in order to be or feel safe. But Port Moresby, like most 
cities, is not an ideal world. Moreover, while the epf team, teachers, 
and students have a degree of control over the spaces at school and 
can work to change gender and gendered relationships on the rugby 
pitch and in their classrooms, they have limited capacity to influence the 
spaces beyond the school—whether they be public spaces such as roads, 
“private” spaces such as their homes, or institutional spaces such as the 
family violence centers where they might wish to seek support. But as 
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the above story shows, students’ engagement with new ways of thinking 
about gendered identity and roles means that in a small but significant 
way, epf reaches beyond the school spaces—into the streets between 
school and home.

On one hand, a boy walking a girl home is hardly a radical shift and 
indeed can be problematized on the grounds that it reflects enduring 
notions of girls and women as “in need of male protection.” On the 
other hand, in this context, such stories indicate a rethinking of mascu-
linity in relation to female “others” as necessary for change in PNG. As 
Macintyre has argued, “For women to gain equality in PNG, men are 
going to have to relinquish privileges that are currently maintained by 
the threat of violence”; further, “programs have to challenge some of 
the social values and cultural norms that are currently central to power 
relations in PNG” (Macintyre 2012, 250). The project demonstrated 
that changing some  values is relatively simple because people (in this 
case the students) reject the values that discriminate or cause harm in 
favor of the positive values associated with personal safety and mutual 
respect. Thus, despite the myriad difficulties in Port Moresby, the epf4s 
program has significant potential to encourage respectful relationships, 
which have been shown to underpin a reduction in the incidence and rate 
of gender-based violence (Flood,  Fergus, and Heenan 2009; see also det 
2018a, 2018b).

Conclusion

Programs such as those run by epf are no longer instances of external 
donors imposing foreign agendas for social change on uninformed or 
unwilling recipients. Taking this as a starting point, we have placed under 
scrutiny notions that the appeal to universal human rights is inappropri-
ate, irrelevant, or necessarily alien in the context of urban life in PNG.

The arguments between those who hold human rights as universal and 
those who call for radical cultural relativism in determining equitable rela-
tions within a population recede as individuals and groups recognize the 
injustices in their communities. In PNG, the rapid pace of social change 
and urbanization and the emergence of class differences mean that chil-
dren in school are already exposed to social inequities within their envi-
ronments. As the testimonies of children illustrate, while the values and 
ideologies of gender equity and individual rights were novel to many, the 
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students were immediately able to identify personal experiences in which 
rights were abused, or inequalities were manifest. Educational programs 
that generate awareness are most successful when the lessons are them-
selves translatable into experiences that are recognizable and the values 
are beneficial.

The issue, then, is not the extent to which gender equity is “foreign” 
or “culturally unacceptable.” It already has currency in PNG. epf’s ceo, 
Joseph, is one of many young professionals who embrace the concept as 
necessary and attainable, as do the male and female staff and volunteers 
who work with epf. The students who participated in the project indi-
cated that it was not only an idea they could embrace but also one that 
improved their lives. The problem for such educational projects, as with 
others that promote human rights awareness in PNG, is that they assume 
support services and practical solutions that simply do not exist. In a coun-
try where schools are overcrowded and teachers underpaid and where 
social welfare services are minimal and the justice system inadequate, the 
material conditions for children to seek help, justice, or redress are absent. 
While Aino’s pragmatic response is the most realistic and practicable in 
the circumstances, it highlights the problems of social engineering through 
changing values and attitudes when the material circumstances do not 
enable people to act on these ideas.

* * *

We are grateful to the teachers and students who spoke with us for the 
research. We acknowledge the support provided to Ceridwen Spark by rmit Uni-
versity for travel and other costs associated with this research.
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Abstract

In this article, we examine the work of Equal Playing Field (epf), an organization 
that introduces ideas of gender equity to students in schools in Port Moresby, 
Papua New Guinea (PNG). Drawing on interviews with students, teachers, and 
epf staff and volunteers, we demonstrate that the design and implementation of 
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the epf program is derived from Western liberal ideas of gender difference and 
the desirability of an educational environment that removes gender discrimina-
tion. Without discounting the challenges of upholding these ideas and practices 
in Port Moresby schools, we argue that they have gained traction among students 
and teachers and that the potential long-term benefits of this arguably outweigh 
the risks and challenges entailed. Demonstrating that programs such as those 
run by epf are no longer instances of external donors imposing foreign agendas 
for social change on uninformed or unwilling recipients, we place under scrutiny 
notions that the appeal to human rights is inappropriate, irrelevant, or necessarily 
alien in the context of urban life in PNG. Instead, we suggest that, as with other 
programs that promote human rights awareness in PNG, the problem for such 
educational projects is that they assume support services and practical solutions 
that simply do not exist.

keywords: Papua New Guinea, respectful relationships education, gender 
equity, social change




