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Abstract

Background: Empowerment leads to personal freedom, encouraging individuals’ participation in collective actions,
transforming them, as citizens in their own environment.

Objectives: To identify women’s perceptions of their empowerment and autonomy after participation in the Thou-
sand Women Program (Programa Mulberes Mil).

Methodology: Qualitative study based on Paulo Freire’s research itinerary. The sample was composed of 9 women
participating in the Thousand Women Program.

Results: The problematization methodology used by nursing is a way of increasing women’s empowerment. The
participants acknowledged their reality and identified topics related to violence against women and the teach-
ing-learning process, reflecting on their perceptions of empowerment, autonomy, and overcoming their situation
of vulnerability.

Conclusions: Projects and programs with the purpose of promoting the educational, social, and economic inclusion
of women in situations of vulnerability are important for improving these women’s professional qualifications and,

consequently, their economic autonomy, quality of life, and empowerment.
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Resumo

Enquadramento: O empoderamento conduz  liberda-
de do individuo, fazendo-o participar nas agoes coleti-
vas, transformando-as e exercendo o papel de cidadio
no seu ambiente.

Objetivo: Identificar como as mulheres percebem o seu
empoderamento e a sua autonomia apds a participacio
no Programa Mulheres Mil.

Metodologia: Pesquisa qualitativa, baseada no itinerd-
rio de pesquisa de Paulo Freire. Participaram 9 mulheres
inscritas no Programa Mulheres Mil.

Resultados: A metodologia problematizadora utilizada
pela enfermagem ¢ um caminho para o desenvolvimen-
to do empoderamento das mulheres. As participantes
reconheceram a sua realidade, identificando as temdti-
cas relacionadas com a violéncia contra a mulher e ao
processo ensino-aprendizagem, permitindo a reflexdo
sobre a sua perspetiva de empoderamento, autonomia e
transcendéncia da sua condigao de vulnerabilidade.
Conclusao: Projetos e programas, criados com o pro-
pésito de promover a inclusao educativa, social e econd-
mica, como no caso analisado neste estudo, envolvendo
mulheres em vulnerabilidade, tornam-se importantes
meios para uma melhor qualificacdo profissional e con-
sequente autonomia econdmica destas mulheres. Desta-
ca-se também a melhoria na qualidade de vida e a possi-
bilidade de empoderamento das participantes.

Palavras-chave: educacio; aprendizagem; autonomia
pessoal; educagio em satde
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Resumen

Marco contextual: El empoderamiento conduce a la
libertad del individuo, le hace participar en las acciones
colectivas, transformarlas y ejercer el papel de ciudada-
no en su ambiente.

Objetivo: Identificar cémo las mujeres perciben su em-
poderamiento y su autonomifa tras la participacion en el
Programa Mujeres Mil.

Metodologia: Investigacion cualitativa, basada en el iti-
nerario de investigacién de Paulo Freire. Participaron 9
mujeres inscritas en el Programa Mujeres Mil.
Resultados: La metodologia problematizadora utilizada
por la enfermeria supone un camino para el desarrollo
del empoderamiento de las mujeres. Las participantes
reconocieron su realidad, identificaron las temdticas re-
lacionadas con la violencia contra la mujer, el proceso de
ensenanza-aprendizaje, lo que les permitié reflexionar
sobre su perspectiva de empoderamiento, su autonomia
y la trascendencia de su condicién de vulnerabilidad.
Conclusién: Proyectos y programas creados con el pro-
posito de promover la inclusion educativa, social y eco-
ndémica, como en el caso analizado en este estudio, que
involucra a las mujeres en el tema de la vulnerabilidad,
se convierten en importantes medios para una mejor
cualificacién profesional y la consecuente autonomia
econémica de estas mujeres. Destaca también la mejora
en la calidad de vida y la posibilidad de empoderamien-
to de las participantes.

Palabras clave: educacidn; aprendizaje; autonomia per-
sonal; educacién en salud
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Introduction

The Thousand Women Program (Progra-
ma Mulheres Mil, PMM) was implemented
in Brazil, in cooperation with the Canadian
Government, from 2007 to 2011. According
to the Brazilian Methodological Guide for
the Access, Retention, and Success System
(Ministério da Educagio, 2015, p. 5), the
main objective of PMM was to “enable the
admission and successful stay of Brazilian so-
cially vulnerable women in vocational schools
aimed at their educational inclusion and social
and economic promotion”. Through training
and higher levels of education, the program
aimed to provide the conditions necessary for
increasing these women’s potential for employ-
ability and improving their quality of life, as
well as the quality of life of their family and
community (Portaria n.° 1.015, de 21 de julho
de 2011).

In the transitions theory, Meleis (2012) ar-
gues that situational experiences in extremely
vulnerable people lead to a psychosocial im-
balance which makes it difficult to engage in
self-care. Vulnerability has a non-probabilistic
nature and contributes to the onset of diseases
among individuals who experience a given set
of conditions. To achieve a healthy transition
process, Meleis (2012) also stresses that nurs-
es need to be familiar with health-promoting
strategies, which strengthen the individual and
their families and help them to recover their
empowerment and autonomy (Meleis, 2012).
Therefore, the pedagogical and dialogical ac-
tivities of the Brazilian program, which was
based on the Canadian program, were based
on Paulo Freire’s ideas. However, the major
methodological challenge of PMM was to
establish the dialog between the students, cre-
ate the pedagogical bond between them, and
adapt its philosophical approach, taking into
account the specificities of the place where
the course was taught. Thus, the result was a
clear reduction of the social differences among
the women involved in the program (Kanaan,
2015).

In 2003, the Federal Government, with for-
mer president Luiz Indcio Lula da Silva, creat-
ed, through Law no. 10.683, of 28 May 2003,
the Special Secretariat of Policies for Women
(Secretaria Especial de Politicas para Mulheres,
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SPM), which aims to promote gender equality
and fight against prejudice and discrimination
inherited from a patriarchal and excluding so-
ciety (CAmara dos Deputados, 2003).

The creation of this secretariat and of public
policies for women represented a breakthrough
in the recognition of women as citizens and
strengthened egalitarian achievements and
struggles (Kanaan, 2015).

The PMM was designed using a problemati-
zation methodology, in which individuals are
part of the teaching-learning process. This pro-
posal should be based on learning and reflec-
tion and encourage critical thinking, so that
individuals can become active subjects capable
of changing their reality and becoming more
autonomous and, consequently, more empow-
ered (Silveira, Ribeiro, Oliveira, Silva, & Lima,
2017). In view of the above, this qualitative
study, based on Paulo Freire’s methodological
framework, aims to increase the knowledge
about women’s empowerment and their trans-
formation within society. The objective of this
study was to identify, through problematizing
methodologies, women’s perceptions of their
empowerment and autonomy after participat-

ing in the PMM.

Background

Empowerment can set people free by encour-
aging participation in community activities
and promoting the exercise of citizenship (Tel-
lo, 2017).

The term empoderamento is usually the trans-
lation for the English word empowerment,
which is difficult to interpret when translated
into Portuguese and Spanish. It can express
dominion, power, conquest, and possession,
but also power over someone, which means
control, authority. It also means emancipation,
that is, becoming free and independent (Souza
etal., 2014).

From a critical point of view, empowerment is
associated with the transformation and aware-
ness of a society, which leads to liberation. It is
the result of a reflective praxis (Freire, 2011).
The methodological approach of PMM, based
on concepts of critical pedagogy such as au-
tonomy and problematization of reality en-
couraged by nursing, promotes the individu-
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als’ empowerment to overcome situations of
oppression and their health and well-being,.
“The individual is the agent at the center of
the transformation process” (Tello, 2017, p.
101). In this way, the transformation process
breaks with the paradigms and “freedom im-
proves the individuals’ potential to care for
themselves and influence the world, which are
key issues in the development process” (Sen,
2010, p. 33).

Empowerment occurs when the individual
participates in the development of the other,
when he/she is allowed to follow the path of
learning, autonomy, and individual and social
transformation (Tello, 2017).

Therefore, we decided to use the word empod-
eramento (empowerment) instead of the de-
scriptor poder (power), which is indexed in the
Descriptors in Health Sciences (DeCS).

Research Question

What are women’s perceptions of their em-
P

powerment and autonomy after participating

in the PMM?

Methodology

This is a qualitative study based on Paulo
Freire’s theoretical and methodological frame-
work which comprises the following steps: the-
matic research, encoding and decoding, and
critical unveiling. The study was conducted at
the Federal Institute of Santa Catarina (IFSC)
with the students enrolled in the PMM.

The PMM was established in the IFSC, Cam-
pus Joinville, in 2013, with the purpose of
helping socially vulnerable women in the
North and Northeast regions of the State who
met the program requirements (having a low
income or being unemployed and having little
or no schooling).

Strategies were used to get women to regis-
ter in the PMM, which was a requirement of
the Secretariat of Vocational and Technolog-
ical Education (SETEC) and the Ministry of
Education and Culture (MEC). For program
dissemination, the researchers kept in contact
with entities representing the community and
used social facilities to recruit women inter-
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ested in participating in the program.

The sample was composed of nine female stu-
dents aged 20 to 60 years who were invited
to participate in the culture circles through
social networks, in the second half of 2016.
The invitation was then sent by email. After
being explained the purpose of the study, the
participants signed the Informed Consent
Form. The qualitative research does not de-
termine the number of participants, using
small, non-random samples established based
on the information needs (Minayo, 2017). In
this way, the small number of participants is
justified.

The topics were analyzed in Freire’s culture
circles, which are meetings to discuss social
situations. These meetings took place at the
IFSC auditorium between September and Oc-
tober 2016, in a total of two circles. They last-
ed approximately 3 hours. The culture circles
promoted the dialog between researchers and
participants and encouraged reflection during
each intervention.

In the first moment of thematic research, there
was a brainstorming; all participants wanted
to talk about their experiences in a dynamic
session.

This discussion produced nine topics, which
were then reduced to five main topics. These
topics were encoded, decoded, and unveiled,
which allowed participants to perceive a new
role of women in society.

The topics were discussed with all women par-
ticipating in the study, as proposed by Paulo
Freire, whose theoretical framework was used
to critically address the topics emerging from
the culture circles (Durand & Heidemann,
2013). At this stage, reflection focused on
empowerment, women’s recognition as citi-
zens, the problematization education, and the
teaching-learning methodologies.

At these meetings, the participants’ interven-
tions were audio-recorded and transcribed in
full after the culture circles, as previously au-
thorized by the participants, who were iden-
tified by the letter W followed by an Arabic
number.

The research was conducted after approval of
the Ethics Committee for Research with Hu-
man Beings of the Federal University of Santa
Catarina (UFSC) by means of opinion CAA no.
56800516.2.0000.0121, in compliance with the
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requirements of Resolution 466/12 of the Na-
tional Committee for Ethics in Research.

Results

Establishment of the program

Two courses were established at the Joinville
campus of IFSC in the afternoon period:
Home Management and Maintenance and
Basic Informatics and Social Media. Students
could enroll in one of both programs.

Women enrolled in the program had low or no
schooling; aged 20 to 60 years; had low-wage
jobs or were unemployed (usually house work-
ers); their family structure was in a situation of
vulnerability; their educational experiences were
negative; and lived in the periphery with difh-
cult access to transport, health, and education.
Thus, the “Program promotes these women’s
human growth by improving their (socio-cul-
tural and economic) living conditions, to the
extent that it transforms them into socially and
economically empowered citizens” (Ministério
da Educagao, 2015, p. 4).

Thematic research

The first culture circle was a relaxed meeting be-
tween students and teachers, in which they could
talk about themselves. This moment was very
productive and affectionate. It was also impor-
tant because it allowed explaining the objectives
of both the study and the meeting and investigate
the topics.

In the first circle, all participants talked about their
experience with the program and its importance.
For women to feel comfortable, after the dialog
and conversations, they were given the opportu-
nity to express their feelings through drawings,
words or sentences. At this moment, 25 topics
were raised. During reflection at this stage, some
issues were highlighted related to women’s needs
which reflect their reality. The following topics
were then encoded and decoded: (1) violence
against women; (2) women's position in society;
(3) teaching-learning process; (4) student-teacher
relationship; (5) respect; (6) love; (7) transforma-
tion; (8) dialog; (9) family relationships.

Encoding and decoding

Two of the nine topics were intensely analyzed
by the participants in the culture circles: vio-
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lence against women and teaching-learning
process.
The culture circles occurred horizontally and
dialogically, respecting the participants. As
both topics were being encoded and decoded,
the participants reported their experiences of
situations involving these topics. The dialog
with the participants allowed them to sub-
jectively express immediate problems in their
everyday lives.
In this way, the participants began telling their
story, until the first topic to emerge was vio-
lence against women. At this moment, the re-
flection focused on the importance of the lec-
ture with the chief of the Women Protection
Police Precinct, who explained these types of
violence and how to act in case of abuse.
I live with my children, one of them is
a drug addict. He offended me, insulted
me, swore at me and [ was sad and cried.
Then I remembered the lecture with the
chief, who said that a verbal attack was
also a crime, and not only a physical at-
tack. One day, he started to curse me
and I had the courage to speak out: If
you continue insulting me, I'll have to
go to the women’s police precinct and
file a report because what you're doing
is a crime, you're not respecting me as a
woman, a mother, a human being, 'm
going to call the police. (W1; Septem-
ber 2016)
The dialog on this topic strengthened the
connection between the women, who reflect-
ed on violence, women’s value in society, and
empowerment, overcoming their weaknesses.
Participants talked about their concerns. Many
of them also reported that they were able to
impose themselves, as shown in the following
extract: “I've been married for 43 years and he
was my first boyfriend. We've been together for
46 years and I cook when I want to. I'm not
submissive to my husband. He’s my partner,
my gift from God” (W3; September 2016).
With regard to empowerment, some wom-
en talked about overcoming their limitations
through the skills acquired in basic informatics
courses, notions of ethics, values, and citizen-
ship: “The program taught me how to use a
computer, I have a Facebook account, Zap-
Zap. I've participated in other courses; I'm not
stopping anymore” (W2; September 2016).
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“I had a German class. I thought: “What am
I going to learn?’. But the teacher taught me
things about culture, clothing, history . . .
things I had never imagined. This is different.
I never thought I would learn this” (W1; Sep-
tember 2016).

The issues raised in the culture circles enriched
the debate and reflection, which reinforced
empowerment.

Another topic discussed in these circles was the
teachers’ teaching method. Many women had
litcle or no schooling, but all of them said that
they had learned a lot during the course due to
the way it was taught and the methodologies
used, which raised women’s interest: “In these
lessons, I've learned that I have the courage to
fly and follow my dreams” (W4; September
2016).

The classes were group dynamics: “We had to
talk about what we had built. I've participated
in several courses, but I've learned a lot in this
one, it was different” (W6; October 2016).

In this discussion, women also demonstrat-
ed that dialog, love, and the teacher-student
relationship were essential for a successful
teaching-learning process: “The teachers were
always cheerful, hugged us, asked if we need-
ed anything. The coordinators were willing to
help in an affectionate and supportive way”
(W5; October 2016).

This reflection increased women’s self-esteem
and reinforced their empowerment. Despite
the low level of education, women felt safe to
study and learn more, and they were encour-
aged to enroll in other courses to enhance their
knowledge, as shown in the following extracts:
“It was through the PMM that I completed
the course on Warchouse Management, and
that motivated me” (W8; October 2016).
“That makeup lesson was much more than
teaching us how to do our makeup; it taught
us what it means to be a woman. I really felt a
Woman. It was very important” (W2; Septem-
ber 2016).

It is clear that during the culture cultures
women understood how important they are
and how important is their empowerment and
their role in society. They also realized that the
barrier to teaching and education can only
be overcome through dialog and innovative
methodologies: “It was after the lecture that I
had the courage to file a complaint against my
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husband. He didnt beat me, but he spied on
me all the time.” (W9; October 2016).

Critical unveiling

The critical approach occurred during the ac-
tion-reflection-action process recommended
by Freire. During the culture circles, after the
encoding and decoding of the topics of vio-
lence against women and teaching-learning
process, the women reflected on empower-
ment, which was strongly unveiled. By dis-
cussing the emerging topics, we realized the
importance of highlighting and unveiling the
topic of empowerment, which was still timidly
addressed in the participants’ interventions.
At this stage, we performed a retrospective
and dialogical reflection on the importance of
women’s participation in the different areas of
daily life. This approach, together with the real
social and political empowerment, allowed the
participants to become aware and take on a
critical position towards the unveiled aspects,
which can be clearly seen in the following ex-
tract: “It was very difficult for me to learn. I
didn’t want to take the course. I understood
everything because the classes were not taught
in the same way as in school. It was different.
The teacher taught in a way that I could learn
and that made me want to learn more” (W2;

September 2016).

Discussion

In Brazil, the concept of vulnerability has been
widely discussed and extended to three differ-
ent and complementary situations: individual,
programmatic, and social. Thus, vulnerability
is associated with social inequalities, health
inequities, and barriers in the access to health
services and practices, leading to family and in-
dividual weaknesses due to a violation of rights
and insuflicient or inexistent support (Chaves
& Ratto, 2018).

In this study, the women participating in the
PMM were vulnerable in their everyday spac-
es, thereby justifying the implementation of
the PMM. The proposal to seek new female
empowerment strategies goes beyond the pro-
gram objectives. The change of paradigms and
the possibility of new routines, even when the
participants have to go to the campus to attend
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classes, were proposed as ways of coping and
breaking with the daily routines, leading to
greater autonomy and social engagement.
The movement that goes beyond the individu-
al dimension to sharing is a process that starts
with the meeting and mutual recognition
among individuals, promoting a feeling of be-
longing to the network and, at the same time,
availability to share weaknesses and strength-
en womens potential (Albuquerque, Moura,
Queiroz, Leite, & Silva, 2017).
During these meetings, participants shared
their experiences, from which emerged the
topic of violence against women, experienced
mainly in their own homes. This topic should
be primarily addressed by nursing through
strategies for promoting the involvement of
the community, empowerment, social cohe-
sion, and solidarity, as well as reducing social
inequalities (Popay et al., 2015).
In the past two decades, it became increasingly
more visible that violence against women can
contribute to an increased risk of physical and
mental health problems. The United Nations
(UN) and some governments have considered
domestic violence as a legitimate human rights
issue (Bozzo, Matos, Beraldi, & Souza, 2017).
In Brazil, according to the Special Secretariat
of Policies for Women of the Presidency of the
Republic:
Of the total number of cases in the
women’s contact center in the first half
0f 2016, 12.23% (67.962) correspond-
ed to reports of violence. Among these
reports, 51.06% corresponded to phys-
ical violence; 31.10%, psychological vi-
olence; 6.51%, moral violence; 1.93%,
patrimonial violence; 4.30%, sexual
violence; 4.86%, false imprisonment;
and 0.24%, human trafficking. (Cama-
ra dos Deputados, 2003, 2015, p. 5).
Violence has many causes and no association
with race, creed, or sociocultural and economic
aspects. It refers to power and has the intention
of offending, dominating, devaluing women
and make them inferior in society. This set of
actions make women more vulnerable (Costa,
Lopes, & Soares, 2015).
Therefore, in their relationship with their part-
ners, women who are victims of violence are
in a critical situation of insecurity, often of so-
cial isolation, unemployed, subjugated by their
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partners. Women have the right to work, eat,
rest, establish relationships, and enjoy their
freedom (Albuquerque et al., 2017).

Thus, gender relations are intimately related to
power relations. The appropriation of empow-
erment and, therefore, of power, is different for
women and men, which also suggests that the
meanings of empowerment and power are also
different (Campos, Silva, Miranda, & Cap-
pelle, 2017).

In this study, we realize that the participants
used innovative methodologies as empower-
ment and reflection tools. Problematization
education aims to develop knowledge based
on meaningful experiences.

Meaningful learning is established based on the
learners’ experiences. Students build their own
critical-reflective thinking while immersed in
different scenarios. This process is essential for
students to be able to solve problems (Winters,
Prado, Waterkemper, & Kempfer, 2017).

In the innovative methodology, the mediator
facilitates learning and there is a predomi-
nance of dialog. The mediator is the agent of
transformation who has a liberating role and
the learner is the protagonist in the learning
process, seeking knowledge. In this way, in this
teaching-learning process, human beings are
the subject of their own learning, seeking em-
powerment and autonomy.

Innovative and problematizing methodolo-
gies aim to contribute to training citizens in
sustainable behavior, health, women’s rights,
digital inclusion, cooperativism, environmen-
tal protection, relationship, and culture. In
the PMM, through these methodologies, the
“human growth of these women occurs by
improving their (socio-cultural and economic)
living conditions, to the extent that it trans-
forms them into socially and economically
empowered citizens” (Ministério da Educagao,
2015, p. 4).

Empowerment does not occur naturally like
the biological development processes; it is a
construction, a conquest because, as wom-
en become more autonomous, they reinforce
their power and transform their reality through
learning (Kanaan, 2015).

Empowerment can also result from autono-
my and intervention in the decision-making
process, the transformation of reality, and the
improvement of social well-being (Marinho &
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Gongalves, 2016).

A limitation of this study was the limited con-
tact with the women because Paulo Freire’s
research itinerary requires a close relationship
between those involved, a bond to enter into a
more detailed discussion.

Conclusion

The use of culture circles based on Paulo Freire’s
theoretical-philosophical-political thinking gave
these women’s an opportunity for social inclu-
sion and education; provided a space of hospi-
tality and horizontal dialog without a hierarchy
of knowledge and power, which provided them
with a feeling of trust, warmth, and self-esteem;
promoted a critical reflection about life and
raised their awareness about their existence, re-
shaping their knowledge of their reality.
Through this inclusive approach and reflec-
tive learning, the women participating in the
culture circles became more capable of leading
their own lives and overcoming the limitations
and adversities in their family and social life.
By becoming more empowered, women were
given power and knowledge to cope with the
issues oppressing them, such as the different
forms of violence (domestic, gender, exclusion
by economic condition, and low schooling),
and create new opportunities through critical
awareness in a permanent reflective process.
This unveiling of reality added value to these
women’s participation, to the extent that they
became more aware of their strength and ener-
gy through reflection, sensitive listening, hori-
zontal dialog, and affectionate relationship be-
tween facilitator and participants, and the use
of innovative technologies of caring for and
respecting the other, and by giving them a po-
sition of power and hope. The use of innova-
tive care methods and technologies can be con-
sidered as a pedagogy of hope, empowerment,
and transformation of all forms of oppression
and power, a path to the liberation and devel-
opment of human beings (or female citizens).
As a contribution, we stress the importance of
participatory research as a tool for promoting
reflection and interventions on women’s reality.
In this regard, nursing stands out as a potential
mediation strategy between vulnerable com-
munities and health care. Nursing, through

JOANARA ROZANE DA FONTOURA WINTERS et al.

89

the dialog in the culture circles and socio-cul-
tural interaction, enabled and strengthened
the participants’ empowerment.

More opportunities should be created for wel-
coming vulnerable groups into formal spac-
es of education and teaching. These spaces
should promote the exchange of knowledge
and information about women’s empower-
ment, thus promoting their social engagement
and liberation from all forms of oppression
and exclusion and restoring a sense of hope for
these women, their families, and communities.
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