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Abstract  This chapter presents findings from a design-based research project 
between the University of California, Berkeley and a Honduran non-governmental 
organization, Bayan Association called Holistic Education for Youth (HEY!). We 
explain why critical thinking is a crucial life skill to prevent child marriage in rural 
areas of Honduras and illustrate how critical thinking (specifically around gender 
inequality and marriage) was incorporated into a secondary school curriculum. We 
describe the pedagogies used to develop this curriculum and offer insights about its 
implementation. Finally, using classrooms observation and interview data, we dis-
cuss how students developed critical thinking and decision-making skills related to 
the gender inequality in society that has perpetuated the practice of child marriage.
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�Introduction

More than one-third of girls in developing countries are married before the age of 
18 and one in nine are married before their fifteenth birthday. If current trends con-
tinue, 150 million girls will marry before the age of 18 over the next decade (ICRW, 
2015). Preventing early, child, and forced marriage is a major goal of the interna-
tional community, evidenced by target 5.3 of the Sustainable Development Goals.1 
Child marriage is a global problem, as it is found in every region of the world, but it 
has different characteristics that are contextually-specific (Girls Not Brides, 2020). 
Education has been identified as an important strategy to delay marriage; trends 
from Demographic Health Surveys (DHS) indicate that as girls’ participation in 
secondary education increases, rates of child marriage decrease (Bongaarts 
et al., 2017).

Latin America, however, has not experienced a significant reduction in child 
marriage as education levels have increased, making it a global outlier in this regard. 
An analysis of trends in education and reproductive outcomes in DHS data from 43 
countries (since 1986) found that in all world regions other than Latin America, 
with increases in educational attainment, age of first sexual intercourse, first mar-
riage, and first birth increased correspondingly (Bongaarts et al., 2017). But in Latin 
America, the age of first sexual intercourse decreased by almost a year, age at mar-
riage increased by less than a year, and the age at first birth remained constant 
despite increased levels of education. As a result, although Latin America does not 
have the highest rate of child marriage globally, it is the only region in the world 
where it is not decreasing. If these trends continue and no tangible efforts and 
investments take place for prevention, the region is projected to have the second 
highest child marriage rate in the world by 2030 (UN Women et al., 2018). This 
troubling scenario raises urgent questions about the connections between the quality 
of education and the prevention of child marriage in Latin America. Often what 
students study in secondary school is disconnected from their context and does not 
cultivate the life skills that they need to “do life well” (Murphy-Graham and Cohen, 
Chap. 2, this volume). Particularly, schooling may not foster critical thinking – a 
key life skills domain valued across different life skills frameworks and discourse 
communities (Murphy-Graham and Cohen, Chap. 2, this volume).

In this chapter we turn to the question of how a curriculum can foster critical 
thinking among youth, particularly in the context of their thinking and decision-
making regarding gender inequality and marriage. We present findings from a 
design-based research project that builds upon a 20-year research-practice partner-
ship between the University of California, Berkeley and a Honduran non-
governmental organization, Bayan Association. Our collaboration began with a 
shared goal of examining the underlying causes of child marriage in Honduras, and 

1 Child Marriage is defined as “a marriage of a girl or boy before the age of 18 and refers to both 
formal marriages and informal unions in which children under the age of 18 live with a partner as 
if married” (UNICEF, 2017, p.1).
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resulted in the design of an educational intervention, a program called Holistic 
Education for Youth (HEY!). The aim of HEY! is to prevent child marriage through 
an interactive curriculum that supplements the existing curriculum for grades 7–11 
and that focuses on fostering the life skills of critical thinking and decision-making 
so that youth can make informed choices about their futures. Here, we share find-
ings from our study that explain why critical thinking is a key life skill to prevent 
child marriage in rural areas of Honduras. We illustrate how additional materials 
emphasizing critical thinking (specifically around gender inequality and child mar-
riage) were incorporated into a secondary school curriculum and highlight the peda-
gogies that can support critical thinking and decision-making. We then examine 
how critical thinking can foster cognitive processes that inform adolescents’ 
decision-making.

�Research Context and Background

Almost half (48.3%) of the population of Honduras lives in poverty, and high levels 
of crime and violence have stymied economic growth (World Bank, 2020). Honduras 
has one of the highest rates of child marriage in the Western Hemisphere, with the 
fourth highest prevalence of child marriage (34%) in Latin America after Brazil 
(36%), Dominican Republic (41%), and Nicaragua (41%) (UNICEF, 2016). Poor, 
rural Honduran girls are the most vulnerable to child marriage, and approximately 
8% of girls are married by the age of 15 (Honduran Secretary of Health et al., 2013). 
While child marriage is technically illegal, the vast majority of unions are informal: 
in Honduras, only 10% of unions formed by adolescents are legal (Remez et al., 
2009). Therefore, legislation alone is insufficient to reduce child marriage. Despite 
the lack of ritualization and legalization, consensual unions are socially perceived 
as formal marriages. That is, once a couple lives together, they are considered hus-
band and wife (Murphy-Graham & Leal, 2015).

Murphy-Graham and Leal (2015) found that, in rural areas of Honduras, girls 
exercised agency in their decisions to marry. Girls’ agency, or their “socioculturally 
mediated capacity to act” (Ahearn, 2001, p. 112) was characterized as simultane-
ously “thin, opportunistic, accommodating, and oppositional” (p. 25). Their agency 
was “thin” because they were driven to marriage by the limitations of their context, 
and “opportunistic” because young girls saw marriage as an opportunity to gain 
freedom and/or improve their financial well-being. Girls in the study reported expe-
riencing limitations on their mobility and ability to socialize with their peers given 
the control their parents or grandparents exerted over them due to fear that girls 
would engage in romantic relationships or run away with their partners. The agency 
exercised by these girls was also described as “accommodating” since girls adapted 
to the traditional gender roles that were prevalent in their communities. Given the 
few alternative options for girls besides being wives and mothers, girls adjusted to 
these roles and saw them as worthwhile. Finally, their agency was “oppositional” 
because girls married against their parents’ or other adults’ advice. Murphy-Graham 
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and Leal’s (2015) results suggest that girls are not forced or coerced into to marry 
by their parents, community members, or their partners. Rather, in most cases, girls 
chose to begin cohabitating with their partners (often running away from home after 
a hasty decision). Their research and other studies suggest that girls’ decision to 
marry is influenced by poverty, the lack of alternative life options available other 
than becoming a mother and housewife, and social norms around early marriage 
(Murphy-Graham & Leal, 2015; Taylor et  al., 2015, 2019; UNICEF, 2017). The 
implications of this research informed the design of HEY!, as we identified a need 
to work with girls (and boys) to improve their critical thinking and decision-making 
skills and to challenge the social norms that contributed to child marriage. Secondary 
schools are an ideal site to work with youth on critical thinking and decision-
making, as the Honduran government is currently attempting to universalize school-
ing through grade 9.

�Secondary Education in Honduras

For the past two decades the Honduran government, with multilateral and bilateral 
partners, has attempted to expand secondary education coverage. There is still a 
great deal of progress to be made: UNICEF data indicates just under half of adoles-
cents are enrolled in lower secondary school and approximately 30% of adolescents 
are enrolled in upper secondary school (UNICEF, 2019) – signalling the serious 
challenge Honduras faces to achieve universal participation in lower and upper sec-
ondary school. Recently the government has attempted to promote alternative 
modalities for secondary school completion, particularly in rural areas. One such 
model, Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial (Tutorial Learning System, or SAT), is 
implemented as a partnership between the Honduran government and Bayan 
Association. SAT is an alternative secondary education program for rural areas of 
Honduras whose populations are not served by the traditional public-school system. 
Although SAT is administered by Bayan, SAT is fully funded by the Honduran 
government and SAT students receive the same academic credentials as those from 
traditional schools (i.e. they receive the same high school diploma). SAT has its own 
curriculum but complies with the core subjects as established by the national cur-
riculum. SAT encompasses lower (7th–9th grades) and upper (10th–12th grades) 
secondary education levels.

SAT is a rare example of a cost-effective system of teaching and learning, par-
ticularly for rural areas. Results from a quasi-experimental impact evaluation found 
that students in SAT had 45% higher rates of learning than their counterparts in 
traditional rural secondary schools in Honduras (McEwan et al., 2015). SAT has 
operated in rural areas of Colombia, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Ecuador for over 
three decades, serving youth in remote rural areas, in a public-private partnership 
between the government and local NGOs. Despite these positive characteristics, our 
previous research and interviews in SAT communities revealed high rates of child 
marriage (see Murphy-Graham et al., 2020; Murphy-Graham & Leal, 2015). Our 
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research team, together with staff from Bayan, were in agreement that SAT could do 
more to confront this social problem. We worked together to launch HEY! in 
January 2016.

While we recognized the opportunity to create a school-based intervention with 
Bayan that addressed the causes of child marriage, we also were aware that there are 
structural causes of child marriage, such as poverty, state fragility, and lack of eco-
nomic and educational opportunities, that are beyond the scope of what schools can 
be expected to change. What was feasible for our research-practice partnership was 
to enhance the SAT curriculum with materials that more explicitly examine social 
norms, family relationships, knowledge about child marriage, and decision-making 
processes. With these ideas in mind, we created HEY! with the goal of helping stu-
dents think critically and make informed decisions about marriage in a setting where 
they have a constrained choice set, given the sociopolitical and economic context.

�Methodology

Design-based research (DBR) is a fairly new methodology “designed with and for 
educators that seeks to increase the impact, transfer, and translation of education 
research into improved practice” (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012, p.16). DBR attempts 
to close the gap between the problems and issues of everyday practice and research 
by designing and developing interventions that aim to create solutions to complex 
educational problems, thereby generating usable knowledge (Design Based 
Research Collective, 2003). As such, its purpose is not limited to creating programs 
or interventions; DBR advances knowledge about the characteristics of design strat-
egies and processes, with the intention of developing interventions and generating 
and/or validating theory (Plomp, 2010). There are six stages in a DBR intervention 
(Mintrop, 2016). Table 10.1 describes each stage, how it was addressed in HEY!, 
and the dates of each stage:

From March to June 2016, we conducted the first three stages of this DBR study.2 
In order to understand the problem and generate ideas for changing child marriage 
practices, we conducted a needs assessment of the SAT schools and communities 
were HEY! would be tested. This assessment included focus groups with teachers 
(N = 1), SAT coordinators (N = 1), and students, parents, and community leaders 
(N = 3). We also interviewed stakeholders (activists and government representa-
tives) (N = 5) and former SAT students (N = 2). We hosted and developed a design 
workshop, where key stakeholders  – including staff at Bayan, teachers, parents, 
Secretary of Education representatives, and students – came together for a three-day 
interactive session where we jointly agreed on the conditions that cause child mar-
riage and the potential ways that we could address those problems in SAT. This 

2 This study was approved by the ethics review board of the University of California, Berkeley, and 
it followed ethical guidelines for research with young people in Honduras.
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work stemmed from previous in-depth qualitative research in rural Honduras that 
investigated the circumstances and processes that led to child marriage (see Murphy-
Graham & Leal, 2015).

From June 2016 to March 2018, we developed several versions of the curricular 
products, which consisted of three workbooks (two for students and one for par-
ents). After piloting these workbooks (which involved a continuous collaboration 
with Bayan staff, teachers, students, and parents), we began our prototypical imple-
mentation, which refers to the stage of testing and adjusting the intervention while 
in practice (Mintrop, 2016). The first prototypical implementation took place in 21 

Table 10.1  Stages of a DBR study, how they were addressed in HEY!

Stage Description Date

1. Defining and 
framing problem of 
practice

Researchers and educational leaders defined and framed 
child marriage as a problem of practice because educational 
expansion did not lead to child marriage reduction.

March–
June 2016

2. Making intuitive 
theories of action 
explicit

Practitioners and researchers engaged in developing possible 
avenues to address the problem based on their personal 
experiences, observations and intuition.

3. Understanding the 
problem and change 
process

Researchers conducted a needs assessment. Before and after 
conducting the needs assessment, researchers lead the 
consultation of the knowledge base to give theoretical 
explanations about the patterns identified in the framing of 
the problem and the needs assessment. The purpose was to 
develop an understanding of the problem that is both 
practice-oriented and theory-based, in order to provide 
high-inference explanations of the problem of practice that 
was being addressed. The next step in this third stage was to 
understand the change process to comprehend the 
environment in which the ACMHE would take place and the 
activities and resources needed to promote change. With this 
information in place, researchers and practitioners developed 
a “theory of action” (Mintrop, 2016) – a plan that seeks to 
address a specific problem of practice and promote changes 
to improve educational practices.

4. Designing a 
research based 
intervention

Once researchers and practitioners had developed a theory of 
action, they designed and developed the curriculum. Before 
implementing the fully designed intervention we conducted 
quick trials or mini experiments in order to test the curricular 
products and improve them before the first full 
implementation.

June 
2016–
March 
2018

5. Implementing the 
intervention and 
collecting data

Once the design was ready, and several iterations of the 
curriculum had taken place, we implemented the 
intervention. We collected process data during this stage.

July–
November 
2018

6. Evaluating the 
intervention and 
deriving design 
principles

Finally, we conducted an evaluation of the implementation 
and from the lessons learned and outcomes documented, we 
(Pacheco and Murphy-Graham) developed design principles 
to guide similar interventions in other contexts.

November 
2018
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schools in the Department of Atlántida on the North Coast of Honduras from June 
to November 2018, and reached a total of 1200 students from 7th to 11th grade. 
During this prototypical implementation of the curriculum, from June to August 
2018, we collected the process data that included 21 h of class observations in five 
schools.

In November 2018 (at the end of the school year, when students finished study-
ing the curriculum), the UC Berkeley team conducted an evaluation to examine if 
the curriculum elicited the desired learning outcomes. During this assessment 
phase, data were collected via post-intervention interviews with 58 students from 
7th, 9th, and 11th grades (36 female students and 22 male students), 20 teachers 
from 7th, 9th, and 11th grades (13 male teachers and 7 female teachers), and 18 
parents (3 fathers and 15 mothers) in all 21 participating schools. Table  10.2 
describes the gender and number of students per grade that participated in the 
interviews.

The instrument developed for the student interviews consisted of scenarios that 
were relevant to child marriage and intended to examine key concepts studied 
through the curriculum. These concepts were guided by, and aimed to address, the 
problems identified during the first three phases of this study. Each scenario was 
followed by a set of questions that was designed to examine if and how students 
used the knowledge and skills that they ideally acquired by studying the workbooks. 
The scenarios were crafted to reflect situations that students experience or witness 
in their lives and communities. The questions were developed in a way that students 
had opportunities to provide a rationale for their answers. The full results are 
described in Pacheco Montoya (2019). In this chapter, we focus on the analysis of 
the process data (observations) and the interviews related to learning outcomes 
(with students and teachers) described above.

�Data Analysis

All observations were audio-recorded and field notes were also taken during these 
observations by researchers. The focus of these observations was to capture interac-
tions between students that could provide evidence of the desired dialogues/discus-
sions (e.g., discussions around social norms, evidence of cognitive dissonance, etc.) 
intended to be fostered by the curriculum. During the data analysis “codes” (Miles 
et al., 2014, p. 72) were used to categorize, organize, and find patterns in the data. 

Table 10.2  Gender and grade of students interviewed

Grade Number of female participants Number of male participants Total

7th 12 9 21
9th 11 5 16
11th 13 8 21
Total 36 22 58
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To create the codes, both deductive and inductive coding were used (Miles et al., 
2014). The codes captured emotion (students’ experiences, reactions, and senti-
ments) and values (participants’ tenets, attitudes, and beliefs). Additionally, analytic 
memos were written about key class observations.

All interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed. Categorical codes 
related to key ideas, such as gender equality, were created for each scenario. For 
instance, one scenario depicts two siblings who are treated in different ways. In this 
scenario, depending on the answers provided by participants, the answers were 
coded as “able to identify gender inequality” or “unable to identify gender inequal-
ity”. A code that emerged (i.e., an inductive code) was “justifies as protection” and 
was added to the coding system. These responses were then tallied to generate 
numerical results for each question of each scenario.

�Understanding Child Marriage in Rural Areas of Honduras 
Through the Identification of Problems That Cause 
Child Marriage

As a result of the needs assessment conducted during the third stage of this DBR 
study, we identified eight main issues that needed to be addressed in order to develop 
a curriculum aimed at preventing child marriage in rural areas of Honduras3:

	1.	 The prevalence of gender inequality in families and society at large.
	2.	 Lack of awareness about the biological, psychosocial, and cognitive changes 

that occur during adolescence.
	3.	 Adolescents are not aware of the consequences of child marriage and hold false 

beliefs about child marriage.
	4.	 Adolescents engage in impulsive decision-making processes regarding romantic 

relationships.
	5.	 The prevalence of unhealthy romantic relationships among teenagers.
	6.	 Community members, parents, and students are not aware of the legislation that 

protects bodily integrity, particularly of minors.
	7.	 There is limited knowledge and access to sexual reproductive health (SRH) 

resources.
	8.	 Conflict at home and/or poor communication between parents and children 

are common.

In this chapter we focus on how the curriculum addressed problems 1 and 4, or 
issues related to gender inequality and adolescents’ impulsive decision-making 

3 Again, we focused on the problems that can be addressed in a school-based setting. We acknowl-
edge that there are structural causes such as poverty that cannot be adequately addressed in an 
educational context.
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processes regarding romantic relationships.4 Table 10.3 describes problems 1 and 4 
and the related goals of HEY!, which, broadly speaking, intended to improve the 
key life skills of critical thinking and decision-making.

�Brief Description of HEY!’s Curriculum Implementation Design

HEY!’s curriculum consists of three workbooks: Living my youth with purpose (for 
students), Youth with equality (for students), and How to guide our young children 
(for parents), which were designed and developed collaboratively through several 
iterations (the workbooks are also discussed extensively in Pacheco-Montoya, 
2019). These workbooks were written to respond to the eight problems identified in 

4 For a discussion of how the rest of these problems were addressed in HEY! see Pacheco 
Montoya (2019).

Table 10.3  Causes of child marriage in rural areas of Honduras and HEY’s related goals for 
prevention

Problem Brief description Goal of HEY!

The prevalence of 
gender inequality in 
families and society at 
large.

Girls are not treated equally to their 
male counterparts in their families 
and communities, especially in terms 
of mobility and socialization 
opportunities.
Girls have limited economic and 
academic opportunities.
Girls see marriage and motherhood as 
their most worthwhile role.

Change attitudes, beliefs, and 
behaviors about unequal 
gender norms.
Change attitudes beliefs, and 
behaviors about what girls 
and boys can do and be.
Inform students’ decision-
making processes regarding 
child marriage.

Impulsive decision-
making processes 
regarding romantic 
relationships.

Girls exercise agency in their decision 
to marry. That is, they are not being 
forced to do so.
Girls elope with their partners 
without being able to explain their 
reasoning behind their decision.
These impulsive decision-making 
processes are influenced by the 
cognitive changes that individuals 
experience during adolescence.
Girls are not happy about their 
decision to elope with their partners 
years later.
Girls elope with their partners 
without knowing them well (short 
courtship).
Girls see marriage as the only way to 
engage in a romantic relationship 
freely.

Improving students’ capacity 
to think critically about 
gender (in) equality.
Improving students’ capacity 
to think critically about their 
future/ romantic relationships.
Expanding students’ values, 
beliefs, and experiences to 
make informed decisions 
about child marriage.
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the third phase of this intervention, as well as a theoretical framework developed to 
understand how these could be addressed. We followed a cascade approach for 
training SAT staff and students. The researcher/author5 coached SAT’s district 
supervisors, who in turn trained tutors (the equivalent of teachers), who then trained 
11th graders. Eleventh graders implemented the curricular materials with 7th and 
9th graders. The purpose of implementing in three different grades was to reach 
students during two stages of adolescent development: early (10–13) and middle 
(14–17) adolescence (Steinberg, 2011). The goal was to address students before 
they reach critical ages (12–14 for 7th graders) as well as during those critical ages 
where adolescents are at greater risks of entering unions in rural areas of Honduras 
(15–18 for 9th and 11th graders; see Murphy-Graham et al., 2020).6 Students stud-
ied this curriculum in homogenous groups (classmates with similar ages and back-
grounds, with the classmates that correspond to their grade) through a peer education 
system, using a pedagogical approach based on critical and feminist pedagogies 
(English and Irving, 2015; Freire, 2000; Shrewsbury, 1993). As a result of their 
study and interactive learning, adolescents will ideally be able to enhance their criti-
cal thinking and decision-making processes to make informed decisions about child 
marriage and will be empowered to overcome the constraints imposed by their 
socio-economic reality and limited choice set.

Previous studies have identified that peer education programs have difficulty sus-
taining positive outcomes over time (Agha & Van Rossem, 2004). Other criticisms 
about peer-led programs include unequal power dynamics between peer educators 
and participants (e.g. gender dynamics) (Campbell & MacPhail, 2002), lack of 
experience and knowledge compared to professional educators (Sriranganthan 
et  al., 2012), and inadequate training (Walker & Avis, 1999). This intervention 
addressed the lack of long-term behavioral change, inadequate training, and lack of 
experience and/or knowledge by using a longitudinal implementation approach. 
That is, students are exposed to the curriculum during a five-year period, and not 
during a single session/training. Students study the materials for the first time in 7th 
grade and then again in 9th grade. When these same students are in 11th grade, they 
will be trained as peer educators in the use of the materials they already studied in 
7th and 9th grades. This means that over time, students are exposed to the 
curriculum three times. There are distinct advantages afforded by this implementa-
tion/training design, including: (a) students are exposed to content relevant to the 
stage of adolescence they are in; (b) students will be exposed to this curriculum 

5 The workbooks Living my youth with purpose and How to guide our young children were written 
by Juanita Hernández, an author with decades of experience designing interactive texts for youth. 
The book Youth with equality was written by the co-author of this chapter, Diana Pacheco-Montoya. 
All books were written in collaboration with Bayan staff members, teachers, students, and parents. 
Each author conducted the training of the workbook(s) she wrote.
6 Murphy-Graham et  al. (2020) conducted a longitudinal study of adolescents in rural areas of 
Honduras and followed their life trajectories during adolescence. These authors found that by age 
20, 46% had entered a union at some point. Most of the growth in entrance into first union occurred 
from age 15 through age 18.
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before and during the time they reach critical ages, when they are most vulnerable 
to child marriage and unhealthy relationships, and (c) it ensures that once students 
become peer educators, they will already be familiar with the content they facilitate. 
In this sense, through time, students become both recipients and implementers of 
the curriculum. Additionally, students are accompanied and supervised by teachers, 
who also undergo a training process. If students lack knowledge or need support, 
they can rely on the teacher to provide it.

�Understanding the Change Process: The Roles of Critical 
Thinking and Cognitive Dissonance

In addition to understanding these causes of child marriage, we also needed to 
hypothesize how to create a learning environment and scaffold activities and 
resources to promote change. We developed a theoretical framework for fostering 
critical thinking related to gender inequalities and norms, drawing upon existing 
theory and research that helped clarify the key concepts and goals of the project. For 
example, we incorporated Brookfield’s (1997, 2012, 2017) work on critical thinking 
to develop HEY’s curriculum. Assumptions play a central role in Brookfield’s con-
ceptualization of critical thinking. Assumptions are taken-for-granted beliefs which 
might seem commonsense until we think critically about them. Brookfield (2012) 
proposed three kinds of assumptions: causal, prescriptive, and paradigmatic.

Causal assumptions are explanatory and predictive. They explain cause and 
effect linkages. For example, someone might think that if they marry, they might 
have more freedom than what they have at home. Prescriptive assumptions refer to 
desirable ways of thinking and acting. For instance, individuals might hold assump-
tions that girls should be modest and submissive. Paradigmatic assumptions frame 
the way we understand and look at the world that surrounds us. These assumptions 
are grounded in dominant ideologies, or sets of practices and beliefs that organize 
the world and influence how we think and act, which are accepted by the majority 
as commonsense. Patriarchy, the system of society in which men hold the power and 
are thought of as superior to women, is an example of a dominant ideology. An 
example of a paradigmatic assumption linked with patriarchy is that boys are inher-
ently better leaders than girls.

We reflect upon and make hundreds of decisions daily. However, most of these 
reflections and decisions are not critical; they are merely technical. We start think-
ing critically about our assumptions and our actions when we consider the social or 
political context, or when we reflect about power and hegemony (Brookfield, 2017). 
According to Gramsci (1971), hegemony refers to the process in which a dominant 
class establishes ideas, beliefs, and structures that benefits them. These set of values 
and beliefs are then viewed as natural and preordained by the majority of people and 
are thought to be good for everyone (as cited in Brookfield, 2017). For instance, one 
such belief is that men are more capable or smarter than women, and that is the 
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reason why there are more men in positions of power. People come to internalize 
this oppression and becomes normalized: it comes to be “deeply embedded, part of 
the cultural air we breathe” (Brookfield, 2017, p. 16). As such, critical thinking has 
two main purposes: (a) understanding power relationships in our lives and redirect-
ing the flow of these relationships, and (b) uncovering hegemonic assumptions, 
which are “typically paradigmatic” (Brookfield, 2017, p. 40). That is, assumptions 
one might consider to be in her best interest but actually harm her (Brookfield, 1997, 
2017). According to Brookfield (2012), critical thinking encompasses: (a) identify-
ing assumptions; (b) checking the accuracy and reliability of these assumptions; (c) 
listening to others’ perspectives and opinions; and (d) and taking informed action. 
Because our intervention took place in a school-based setting, it is important to 
consider the social nature of critical thinking. Critical thinking is a social process 
where peers and teachers become “critical mirrors” through dialogue (Brookfield, 
1997, p.  19). Being critical mirrors means that through dialogue, students have 
opportunities to reflect together upon assumptions that were taken for granted 
before. Having critical mirrors facilitates being exposed to new perspectives. Ideally, 
these new perspectives or ideas, removes them from their comfort zone and help 
them examine parts of their thinking that would otherwise remain vague, unclear, or 
obscure. Critical thinking is continuously emphasized as a goal of the SAT 
curriculum.

In HEY!, we wanted to support critical thinking specifically with regards to gen-
der inequality and child marriage. The lessons created followed a similar pedagogi-
cal approach to the SAT curriculum, often starting and ending with questions and 
activities that encouraged discussion (for a more detailed description of the SAT 
curriculum, see Murphy-Graham, 2012). In addition to questions and discussions 
aimed at hunting for and checking assumptions, the curriculum includes the intro-
duction of new concepts and ideas to aid in the critical thinking process, including 
“multiplicity of perceptions” and exposing students to alternative ideas and ways of 
thinking (Brookfield, 1997, p.19).

However, critical thinking in itself is not enough to change child marriage prac-
tices. Students can participate in a discussion that promotes critical thinking, study 
lessons that provide a multiplicity of perceptions, and still not experience a change 
of attitude or behavior. In an ideal scenario, critical thinking should also lead to 
cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1962).

By cognition, Festinger refers to “any knowledge, opinion, or belief about the 
environment, about oneself, or about one’s behavior” (1962, p. 3). Dissonance, on 
the other hand, refers to the unpleasant state that occurs when an individual is 
exposed to “two or more elements of knowledge that are relevant to each other but 
inconsistent with one another” (Harmon-Jones & Harmon-Jones, 2012, p.  72). 
Festinger theorized that when an individual is confronted with this unpleasant state, 
this will motivate the person to engage in psychological work to reduce inconsisten-
cies between cognitions. Cognitive dissonance is “an antecedent condition which 
leads to activity oriented toward dissonance reduction just as hunger leads to activ-
ity oriented toward hunger reduction” (Festinger, 1962, p. 3). Cognitive dissonance 
is measured through attitude change. As such, one of the main objectives of HEY! 
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is to change attitudes and beliefs of students about child marriage and its causes, 
which can ultimately inform their decision-making processes. For critical thinking 
and ultimately cognitive dissonance around gender equality and child marriage to 
happen in the classroom, students need an environment where they are allowed to 
examine, question, and reconsider their assumptions about these issues. Students 
need a space where critical thinking is championed. To create this learning environ-
ment, we drew insights from critical and feminist pedagogies.

�Pedagogies to Support the Incorporation of Critical Thinking 
and Cognitive Dissonance in the Classroom

We followed Giroux’s (2004) definition of pedagogy, which emphasizes the need to 
address power relations and representations of the self and the social environment 
in the learning process. To develop curricular materials that addressed issues of 
power, inequality, and social change, this intervention drew upon critical (English & 
Irving, 2015; Freire, 2000) and feminist (Shrewsbury, 1993) pedagogies to design, 
develop, implement, and evaluate HEY!. Critical pedagogy establishes that educa-
tion should be used to promote emancipation from oppression through the emer-
gence of a critical consciousness. To achieve critical consciousness, or 
conscientização, a deep awareness of one’s reality, the learning process should be 
guided by dialogue and critical thinking. In order to achieve radical changes in soci-
ety through education, it is necessary to “develop forms of critical pedagogy capa-
ble of appropriating from a variety of radical theories” like feminism (Giroux, 2004, 
p. 32). Because the focus of HEY! is to address the causal factors of child marriage 
by challenging the social norms that perpetuate gender inequality, critical pedagogy 
is paired with feminist pedagogy. According to Shrewsbury (1993), “at its simplest 
level, feminist pedagogy is concerned with gender justice and overcoming oppres-
sions. It recognizes the genderedness of all social relations and consequently of all 
societal institutions and structures” (p. 9). Feminist pedagogy, consistent with the 
conceptual framework of SAT, views the classroom as a mutualistic environment 
where students become a community of learners who engage in a reflective process 
to promote social change. These key ideas, shared between the team at UC Berkeley 
and Bayan, informed the design, implementation, and evaluation of HEY!. 
Following these two pedagogies, the workbooks include the discussion of important 
concepts and case studies that promote an awareness around issues of power and 
inequality associated with gender relations. They also include questions at the 
beginning, middle, and end of each lesson aimed at promoting group discussions 
and reflections that invite students to analyze their personal and social realities and 
their role in promoting social change.
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�Examining Critical Thinking and Cognitive Dissonance 
During and After the Implementation of HEY!

After students studied the HEY! materials, we examined if and how critical thinking 
and cognitive dissonance occurred during and as a result of the implementation of 
HEY!’s curriculum through classroom observation and in-depth interviews (see 
Stage 6 in Table 10.1). We also explored if and how critical and feminist pedagogies 
supported critical thinking during the implementation of the curriculum. The fol-
lowing tenets informed our assessment of critical thinking for these purposes: (a) it 
should be locally crafted and context specific; (b) peers can participate in assess-
ment as they act as critical mirrors; and (c) assessment should allow learners to 
demonstrate and justify their engagement in critical thinking (Brookfield, 1997).

�Dialogue, Critical Mirrors, and Re-examining Assumptions

During the interviews, we asked teachers (who accompanied 11th graders during 
implementation) if they thought the workbooks were successful in eliciting discus-
sions that promoted critical thinking and social analysis. Most of the teachers 
thought this was the case, particularly around discussions of gender equality. They 
provided concrete examples, including:

Interviewer:	 What themes generated rich conversations among students?
Teacher (Male):	� It was the lesson about gender equality. As I mentioned to you 

before, some say that girls can’t play soccer, because we see that 
only boys get to play soccer, no girls at all. We saw that boys had 
a machista attitude and it is clear that it comes from dynamics at 
home that promote it. For example, men work in agriculture and 
do not help to clean, wash dishes, or mop the floor, and they have 
more freedom and girls have no freedom. So, the girls in some 
way stood up for themselves, they said that they also worked and 
deserved the same rights.

When another teacher was asked whether he believed these texts were useful to 
students, he shared that students not only changed their attitudes and beliefs but 
their behaviors as well:

Interviewer:	� Can you give me an example of something you have observed/
listened from students or parents that makes you think this inter-
vention is helping prevent child marriage or change behaviors?

Tutor (Male):	� Mostly with things related to equality. I have a student that always 
said that “girls have to do this, and boys have to do that.” He had 
this marked division girl/boy, boy/girl. But now he has under-
stood. For instance, before he would not help with cleaning the 
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classrooms. He would take the trash out, but he wouldn’t touch a 
broom or a mop. He thought that was something for women. He 
would rather do chores that required strength. But now it’s differ-
ent. We are all astounded. Now he is the first one grabbing the 
mop… I feel that he understood what the norms to live in 
society are.

As noted by these teachers, the workbooks provided an opportunity for students to 
recognize their positionality and how they were affected by gender inequality and/
or how restrictive notions about gender norms affected their behaviors. Students had 
the opportunity to engage in a series of discussions that allowed them to uncover 
power dynamics and hegemonic assumptions around gender norms. This process of 
uncovering assumptions about the role of gender norms required a social context (in 
this case the SAT classroom) where individuals could be exposed to different view-
points, a context where individuals’ assumptions were mirrored through others. For 
instance, lesson 6 of the workbook Youth with Equality, “Our lives during and after 
puberty,” describes how the biological changes that adolescents experience during 
puberty intersect with youth’s emotions and the expectations society has for them. 
The lesson contains a table where students are expected to describe two biological 
changes that take place during puberty, two emotions or feelings they experience 
during puberty, and two ways in which societal expectations during puberty are dif-
ferent for boys and girls. During this exercise, two female 11th graders, Melissa and 
Victoria,7 discussed how the beliefs around condoms reflected unfair expectations 
for girls and boys. During this discussion, a male 9th grader, Juan, intervened and 
his comments reflected commonly-held beliefs that girls had no business carrying 
condoms:

Melissa (11th):	� Nowadays, if a person sees that a boy is carrying a condom, they 
tell him “buy more,” “you’re the man!” But if they see a girl car-
rying a condom…

Victoria (11th):	 They start judging her.
Melissa (11th):	� They start saying “who knows how many more she has bought 

before, how many more she has used before.” But they do not say 
that about a boy.

Then Juan, implying that girls should not carry condoms, asked:
Juan (9th):	� Then, why is she carrying them? [The condoms]

Melissa then tried to challenge his comments by asking why would he carry a con-
dom (pointing out that condoms are for sex, whether you are a boy or a girl). He 
evades this question with a joke:

Melissa (11th):	 Let’s see, if you carry a condom, what do you carry it for?
Juan (9th):	 Just to carry it around.

(students laugh)

7 All names used are pseudonyms.
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Melissa (11th):	� Well, a woman can carry a condom just for the sake of carrying it 
as well.

(silence followed by laughter)

Teacher (F):	 This is where the machismo becomes apparent.
Melissa (11th):	� Yeah, that is gender inequality! Because they treat the boy as if he 

were a champion if they date many girls. And sometimes if a girl 
has several admirers, they call her a …

Victoria (11th):	� Boys can have many female friends but girls can’t have male 
friends.

Juan (9th):	 No

In this exchange, Juan’s interjections reflect the belief that girls have no business 
carrying condoms, and he does not seem to indicate that his belief is subject to 
change. However, what is important in this exchange is how dialogue around the 
differential treatment of girls and boys took place in the classroom. Juan’s peers and 
teacher responded and reflected on the views that he accepts as normal or acceptable 
(i.e., the hegemonic assumption, grounded in patriarchy, that only men should carry 
condoms). This kind of exchange is crucial in uncovering how one’s assumptions 
about a subject might be questionable: a further examination about the assumption 
can help lead to a broader understanding of the subject. In this exchange, dialogue 
played a central role as it allowed peers to become critical mirrors of Juan’s assump-
tions (and everyone participating in this discussion). This exercise is an example of 
how the workbooks, guided by elements from critical and feminist pedagogies, gen-
erate activities and discussions. These provided students like Juan with the opportu-
nity to engage in a collective reflective process that enabled them to become aware 
of their own assumptions and develop a greater awareness of the society in which 
they live.

Another example of dialogue that allowed assumptions to be uncovered occurred 
during a training of 11th graders. A male student, Mario, expressed the common 
notion in these communities that labels girls “locas,” meaning that they are acting 
“crazy,” “easy,” and/or too “flirty.” The HEY! workbook generated a discussion 
about the role that puberty plays in behavioral changes of adolescents and why 
terms like these should not be used to describe girls’ behaviors. This exchange 
shows how the text “Puberty, teen pregnancy, and child marriage”, from Youth with 
Equality, provided a new framework to understand these behaviors:

Mario (11th):	� Teacher, there is an interesting relationship between puberty, 
pregnancy, and marriage. Well, thanks to puberty, that girl is 
around acting like a “loca.”

Teacher 1 (F):	� Do you think it is appropriate to say that a girl is acting like 
a “loca.”

Julio (11th):	 2: No. She’s acting crazy.
Teacher 1 (F):	� Why do you think she behaves like that? Because she is in that 

phase, because we like to judge others and say that girls are acting 
like locas but it is not that they want to act inappropriately.
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Mario (11th):	 It’s thanks to puberty.
Teacher 1 (F):	� She is simply going through changes that you have already stud-

ied. You need to know how to approach this with the younger 
students. You can’t make them uncomfortable saying “these girls 
are acting like locas.”. We know what is behind all of this, girls go 
through changes…and maybe because of lack of knowledge peo-
ple interpret it in a wrong way like your classmate here. That is 
not the right way, girls and boys have behavioral changes because 
they are going through biological changes…we should not say 
inappropriate things like she’s acting like a loca…We should help 
them, help them understand what is happening with their bodies.

At the end of the discussion of this lesson, the two teachers who were training the 
11th grade students explained that they should not use these pejorative terms and 
that they should instead help younger students understand why these behavioral 
changes happen. The conversation continued:

Teacher 2 (M):	� So, what are you going to say if your see a girl that is starting to 
like boys and she is only 14 years?

Mariana (11th):	That she is going through puberty.
Pedro (11th):	 That it is a normal thing in adolescents like her.
Teacher 2:	 Correct. It is a result of a process she is going through.
Carla (11th):	 That her hormones are going crazy.
Teacher 1 (F):	 Exactly. It is a process.
Teacher 2 (M):	� In that moment she feels attraction towards boys, and hormones 

are the cause of that attraction. Do you think sexual appetite is 
greater or less?

11th grade students (collective response):	 Greater.

Mario inadvertently repeated a common notion that stigmatizes girls’ behaviors. 
It was a prescriptive and hegemonic assumption (i.e. that girls should behave in a 
certain way and any deviation is unacceptable) that reflects not only gender inequal-
ity, but also a deep misunderstanding of the changes that youth experience during 
adolescence. Mario was able to reassess his assumption after his teachers and other 
peers elaborated an alternative way of understanding those behaviors.

In addition to recognizing and challenging assumptions around gender inequal-
ity, the workbook also invites students to imagine alternatives to the reality that they 
experience. The following exchange was captured during a peer implementation 
between 11th graders and 9th graders of lesson 3 of the workbook Youth with 
Equality, “Gender (in)equality.” The following exchanges are excerpts that took 
place throughout the one-hour class discussion of this lesson:

David (11th):	 Can somebody tell me what gender inequality is?
Jessica (9th):	 When men and women do not enjoy the same rights.
David (11th):	 Can someone give me an example of gender inequality?
Francisco (9th): 	�An example can be when either a boy/girl has a preference to go 

to school over a girl/boy.
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The conversation continued:

David (11th):	� Some examples of gender norms are “men can’t cry because they 
are men…or can’t sweep because he is a man, can’t do laundry 
because he is a man.” Those are gender norms. Where are these 
gender norms applied?

Rosa (9th):	 In the family, at home, in society.

The peer tutor then invited 9th graders to reflect about where gender inequality can 
be practiced:

David (11th):	 Where should we practice gender equality?
9th grade students (collective response):	 In our families, our homes, in society.
David (11th):	 Where else?
Rosa (9th):	 Everywhere!
David (11th):	� Wherever we go, it is important that we practice gender equality. 

At work, in our families.
Martha (9th):	 At school.
David (11th):	� Do you think this [gender inequality] happens amongst friends?
9th grade students (collective response):	 Yes.

The peer tutor continues to read the reflection questions included in the lesson:

David (11th):	 (Reading from the workbook) How can boys contribute to gender 
equality?
Dennis (9th):	 Sweeping, helping out at home.
Tania (9th):	 Practicing gender equality.
David (11th):	 What else?
Pablo (9th):	 Not being machistas!
David (11th):	 Men can contribute by setting a good example.

The discussion ended with a reflection about the impact that gender equality could 
have on society:

David (11th):	 If gender equality changes are achieved, who will they affect?
Paola (9th):	 Our kids, future generations.
Bessy: (9th):	 Society.

The classroom dialogue captured here illustrates how, through the use of strate-
gic questioning, the curriculum pushes students to recognize and challenge inequal-
ity. It also provides students with an opportunity to reimagine and propose alternative 
ways in which they can promote and achieve gender equality. Importantly, follow-
ing a feminist pedagogy, the workbook pushes this analysis beyond the walls of a 
classroom and invites students to analyze how gender equality might not only 
improve their lives, but society overall, and how they can become agents of change.
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�Assessing Critical Thinking Through Scenarios

We developed a scenario-based interview instrument to assess students’ ability to 
use key concepts and knowledge learned through the curriculum, as well as their 
ability to think critically (in this section we discuss the scenarios related to gender 
inequality only, and there were other scenarios in the instrument discussed in 
Pacheco Montoya, 2019). These scenarios were based on stories or experiences that 
we have documented over a decade of research in these communities. As such, they 
reflected the context that students experience in their daily lives. The first scenario 
described two siblings, María and Juan:

María and Juan are siblings. María is 16 years old and Juan is 15 years old. Their parents 
treat them very differently. Juan is allowed to go out freely to play and spend time with his 
friends. María can rarely leave the house and have fun. Juan has a girlfriend and the whole 
town knows about it and approves. Last year, María had a boyfriend without her parents 
knowing. Her neighbors found out, and started calling her “slutty.” The neighbors are 
always criticizing María for the way she dresses, or if she hangs out with boys. She feels 
surveilled. Juan doesn’t worry if others approve of his behavior or not.

	(a)	Why do you think that these differences exist in how men and women are treated?
	(b)	Do you agree that they should be treated differently? Why/why not?

In the interviews, 73% of the 58 participating students identified gender inequality 
as the reason why María and Juan were treated differently, 20% were not able to 
explain conceptually why these differences existed, and only 7% explained that they 
justified this scenario given that girls needed to be more protected (a well-established 
belief in these communities). Eighty-nine percent of the students disagreed with this 
differential treatment while 11% did not find a problem with it. Below are some 
sample responses:

Fernanda (7th):	� Well, maybe because the father thinks that only women do incor-
rect things, so they treat her with gender inequality. The father 
thinks that the boy only goes out to play with classmates and 
friends, men have vices as well, they can learn and do wrong 
things... The father doesn’t let the girl go out because he thinks 
that she will be with a man or something like that when in fact, 
some girls actually get married because they don’t let them go out.

José (9th):	� There’s no gender equality, it should be equal. If the boy goes out, 
the girl should go out too, and both have to have fun, not just the 
boy while the girl is at home like a slave. I think there shouldn’t 
be inequality, both of them should have fun.

Fernanda’s response suggests that she was able to uncover the assumption of the 
father in the scenario (note she says “father” although the scenario mentions “par-
ents”). Fernanda’s response reflects a common causal assumption in these communi-
ties: if you are a girl, you need to be protected and your mobility limited, because if 
not, you will wind up pregnant or harmed. She is able to dismantle the assumption that 
girls are the only ones that need to be protected, and points out that boys can also 
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encounter danger outside the home – an argument that is not discussed in the work-
books, and therefore we can assume is a result of her own analysis or a result of some-
thing she learned during class discussions. She then continues to make a connection 
between the lack of freedom and girls’ decisions to elope. That is, she is making a 
direct association between gender inequality and child marriage. It is important to 
note that she is not necessarily legitimizing this decision, but rather explaining how 
treating girls unfairly can inform girls’ decision or contribute to their desire to leave 
their home, pointing out negative consequences of gender inequality.

José, a ninth grader, also revealed an important behavior in his response: he 
rejected gender inequality even when his position as a male allowed him to benefit 
from this differential treatment. He energetically condemned girls’ lack of opportu-
nity to have fun, and he connected this situation to the burden of housework that 
falls upon girls (describing it as slavery). He advocated for equal treatment. 
Importantly, both responses used the concept of gender inequality to explain their 
reasoning and demonstrated a deep understanding of this concept. However, they 
did not simply regurgitate “gender equality” in their response. Instead, they offered 
critical insights regarding why this happens and why it is wrong, demonstrating 
their capacity to use a concept and apply it in a practical and meaningful way. Over 
four lessons, the curriculum provided students with facts and information about 
gender inequality that influenced their reasoning. As shown in these responses, this 
information was coupled with their ability to critically analyze these scenarios.

The second scenario described tensions in a family due to the fact that family 
members do not think that men should do housework that is thought to be a wom-
an’s job:

Lourdes has a husband named Alexis. Alexis has a small cornfield in which he works in the 
mornings. Lourdes is a SAT teacher and works in the afternoon. When Lourdes goes to 
work in the afternoon, Alexis takes care of their children, helps cleaning the house and 
makes dinner. Alexis’ mom and brothers don’t like that he does “women’s stuff” and they 
are bothered that Lourdes is not taking care of the things that Alexis has to do, because they 
think that taking care of the home and children is not a man’s job.

Ninety-eight percent of the 58 students that were interviewed said they disagreed 
with this scenario. Fifty percent of students were able to explain this scenario 
through the concept of gender norms. Thirty-four percent of students explained this 
scenario using the concept of gender inequality, which is also a fine response but not 
as specific as gender norms. Fifteen percent of students were unable to provide an 
explanation for why they disagreed with it. Many students explained how socializa-
tion played a role in these beliefs. For example, Carlos, a 7th grade male student 
explained that these beliefs form due to gender inequality during socialization:

Carlos (7th):	� That happens because they don’t teach them when they are young 
what gender equality is. That’s why they think men can do certain 
things and women can’t, and it’s not like that. Both have the 
capacity to do the same things.

Finally, almost 90% of students reported they would challenge Alexis’ family 
members’ resistance to his behavior. Gabriela, a 7th grade female student stated that 
she would tell Alexis’ family that “if women can take care of the home, men can too.”
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As shown by the responses above, students were able to use key concepts to 
explain and justify their responses. They were able to (a) identify their assumptions; 
(b) check their assumptions through dialogue with their peers and teachers; (c) be 
exposed to different perspectives using their peers as critical mirrors; and (d) imag-
ine alternatives to the reality that sustains hegemonic views. One noteworthy accom-
plishment is that HEY!’s curriculum has provided a context in which boys were able 
to develop a greater awareness of the importance of gender equality and develop 
attitudes that are conducive to more equitable relationships (see also Sahni, Chap. 9, 
this volume). This is a salient result given that many interventions do not include 
boys or examine boys’ attitudes towards issues such as gender inequality or child 
marriage (CEFM and Sexuality Programs Working Group, 2019).

�Experiencing Discomfort and Hope: How Critical Thinking Can 
Lead to Cognitive Dissonance

During interviews, several students stated that gender inequality was one of the 
most relevant topics for their lives and reported changing the ways they viewed 
themselves and what they were capable of doing. For instance, Javier, a male stu-
dent, described how HEY! made him confront his previous beliefs about gender 
inequality:

Javier (11th):	� Of course, gender equality as well because women are valuable 
too. I was taught to have a machista attitude.

Interviewer:	 Who taught you to be machista?
Javier (11th):	 My dad
Interviewer:	 What would he say?
Javier (11th):	� Well, my dad used to say that women are here to serve and that a 

man’s obligation is to be the head of the home and only men’s 
ideas are valid. Women should not have a voice or dictate what 
should happen. As I was learning, I understood that I should not 
have those attitudes.

Interviewer:	 So, the content in the text collided with what you believed?
Javier (11th):	 Yes, it collided a lot. It became a controversy.
Interviewer:	 During the class or for yourself?
Javier (11th):	 For me.
Interviewer:	 What was the controversy?
Javier (11th):	 Why should I serve a woman?
Interviewer:	 That was your dad’s voice.
Javier (11th):	� Yes, my dad’s voice was there but that started to fade away and I 

was able to see that it was good to be equitable.

The unpleasant state that Javier experienced when he was exposed to new informa-
tion that challenged previous knowledge is an example of “dissonance” (Harmon 
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Jones & Harmon Jones, 2012). As Javier explained, he engaged in a psychological 
work (an internal “controversy”) to reduce the inconsistencies of these two views. 
In the end, he was able to clarify his new standpoint on gender equality. Javier was 
able to identify the unfairness in the power dynamics between men and women into 
which he was socialized.

Other students reported changing their views about themselves and who they 
could become. For example, a 7th grade student, Mercedes, reported that learning 
about gender equality helped her believe that she could do anything because she has 
the same capabilities as boys:

Mercedes (7th):	 I used to think that we women had fewer rights than men.
Interviewer:	 Why did you think that?
Mercedes (7th):	 I thought we were weaker…
Interviewer:	 Can you give me an example?
Mercedes (7th):	� When I used to see my cousins play soccer, I would see them and 

think I could not do what they were doing, I felt underestimated 
because they could play, and I couldn’t.

Interviewer:	� Why? Because they were given permission to play or because 
they were stronger?

Mercedes (7th):	 Because they were stronger…
Interviewer:	 And now that you read these things, what do you think?
Mercedes (7th):	� That when I see someone doing something, I feel that I can also 

do it because we are equal, and we have the same capabilities.

Mercedes was able to challenge her own hegemonic assumptions – of her inferiority 
because she was a girl, and she was naturally weaker than boys – and reimagine 
what she was capable of. Her response shows that Mercedes now has a framework 
to understand, explain, and reject gender inequality, and to recognize her inherent 
worth, a key component of empowerment (Murphy-Graham, 2012). Mercedes’ 
account suggests that she experienced cognitive dissonance as a result of the les-
sons, and that she was exposed to a new set of beliefs that were different to those she 
held before participating in HEY!.

Vignettes, based on real-life, contextually relevant scenarios, that were included 
in the curriculum were instrumental in helping students expand their knowledge 
about gender. In one of our interviews, an 11th grade student, Michelle, made refer-
ence to vignettes included in lesson 2 in the text Youth with Equality. One vignette 
tells the story of “Freddy,” a young man who is a chef, which challenges the cultural 
norm of men staying out of the kitchen. The second vignette is about “Dunia,” a girl 
who always wanted to become a soldier. Despite her family and friends telling her 
that only men can be soldiers, she was able to make her dream come true. From 
Michelle’s response, we see evidence that the vignettes helped to informed her anal-
ysis and interpretation of what men and women can do:

Michelle (11th):	� I really liked the lesson about gender. It explains that women and 
men should have the same rights…It also teaches us that just 
because someone is a woman, it does not mean that she can’t do 
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things that men do and vice versa… For example, a man can 
cook, not just women. There are men who are cooks that are (pro-
fessional) chefs. A woman can be a soldier, a president, things 
that are supposed to be restricted to men. Women can also do 
those things.

Interviewer:	� So before reading these lessons, you thought that those things 
were restricted to men or did you know that you could be a sol-
dier, for example?

Michelle (11th):	 No.
Interviewer:	� You did not imagine this could happen? What did you think of 

these stories?
Michelle (11th):	� I like them because they taught me that one can achieve things if 

one desires.

Michelle’s response suggests that she had accepted as normal and commonsense 
that there were certain professions and leadership roles that were exclusive to men. 
The vignettes helped her challenge these views and reconsider what women are 
capable of doing. Vignettes that attempted to provide positive and negative social 
images about gender inequality and child marriage were always accompanied with 
a discussion that promoted dialogue and critical thinking, as well as activities to 
further the analysis of important concepts such as gender norms. For example, the 
vignettes described above are followed by the questions:

	(a)	 What lessons do Freddy and Dunia teach us?
	(b)	 What role did family members play in helping Dunia and Freddy challenge 

traditional gender norms so that they could reach their dreams?
	(c)	 After studying this lesson, what would your reaction be if someone tells you 

that you cannot do something because you are a boy or a girl?

The curriculum helped Mercedes and Michelle realize that they are capable of 
doing things regardless of their gender such as playing soccer or becoming a 
president.

The responses of students in these three examples suggest that a curriculum can 
provide students with opportunities to recognize hegemonic assumptions, under-
stand the context and dynamic of power relationships, create opportunities to recon-
sider their beliefs, and provide hope that things can be different and that they have 
capability to become who they desire. These three examples also offer an opportu-
nity to examine the different ways in which girls and boys experience cognitive 
dissonance. Javier, the student who reported experiencing cognitive dissonance, 
struggled in letting go of the comfort that male privilege provided him. The discom-
fort stemmed from accepting that he needed to let go of being waited on by women 
and being the only one who made decisions. Ultimately, he concluded that giving up 
the comfort that inequality provided him was the fair thing to do. On the other hand, 
girls’ experiences (like Mercedes and Michelle) were less uncomfortable and more 
enlightening. For girls, studying HEY! provided them with reassurance and a new-
found sense of possibilities. As Brookfield (2017) mentions, it is common for 
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individuals to experience initial resistance to examining hegemonic assumptions 
critically, “but when they are challenged and changed, the consequences for our 
lives are explosive” (p.18).

�From Class to Life: How Can Studying HEY!’s Curriculum 
Influence Students’ Decisions and Actions?

Our interviews did not examine behaviors or change of behaviors. We did not 
directly ask about the decisions that students have made since being exposed to the 
curriculum. However, during our interviews, some students reported instances 
where their experience with the curriculum informed their decisions and behaviors. 
The following examples do not intend to show or claim an impact of this interven-
tion. Instead, what follows provides evidence that the curriculum can inform ado-
lescents’ decision-making processes and actions regarding gender inequality and 
child marriage, and we give examples of students’ desired outcomes.

The first case is that of Martha, an 11th grade female student. She shared that 
after being exposed to HEY!, she was able to realize her worth and her right to be 
treated equally to men. As a result, she confronted her parents and encouraged them 
to treat her and brothers with equality:

Martha (11th):	� We are six sisters and two brothers. My parents always used to 
say that I better study because they would only leave me the house 
as my inheritance. They used to say that the land was for my 
brothers because they were able to work, because they were capa-
ble of working the land, and we girls could not do that. So, I read 
to them the content of the workbook where it said that girls and 
boys have the same rights because we are capable of doing any 
kind of work. As a result, they changed their attitude towards me. 
I believe they love all of us equally now. I have also told some of 
my friends that they should respect their girlfriends. If their girl-
friends turn around, they are already flirting with other girls. I tell 
them that that is not respect, it is not love. I have learned all these 
things through the workbooks.

Another example is that of Xiomara, an 11th grade female student. During her inter-
view she shared that she changed her mind about eloping with her boyfriend after 
studying the workbooks. She explained that the social images she was exposed to 
during this intervention informed her decision:

Interviewer:	� Can you tell me about something specific that you might say 
changed after studying these workbooks?

Xiomara (11th):	�I changed my decision to marry. I was thinking about getting mar-
ried and after studying these workbooks I retracted [from getting 
married].
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Interviewer:	� Tell me about this process, what things made you change 
your mind?

Xiomara (11th):	�So many things, the workbooks included some dramas, some case 
studies including one of a girl who decided to marry and she did 
not like it and that is not worth it.

Interviewer:	 So, you got scared?
Xiomara (11th):	�Yes, I do not want anyone telling me I cannot go out. I like my 

freedom.
Interviewer:	 Do you think you did the right thing?
Xiomara (11th):	Yes. I did the right thing. In my house I have everything I need.
Interviewer:	� Do you think you would have eloped if you had not studied these 

workbooks?
Xiomara (11th):	I would probably have; I am not sure.

Finally, a teacher reported that one of his students, Rosa, was thinking about getting 
married, but after being exposed to HEY!’s curriculum, she changed her mind:

Teacher (M):	� One of my students told me that she had plans to drop out. When 
I asked her why, she said “I have too many problems at home. 
They are not helping me economically to pay for my education 
expenses so I think I will marry or I will leave to San Pedro Sula 
to work.” So I told her “you should think about it because I do not 
think that what you are planning to do will make your situation 
better. In fact, it might make it worse.” After the workbooks came 
[to our school], she was one of the students that was involved the 
most in this project. Afterwards, she told me, “I will not drop out, 
I will see how I can get a part time job in the area so I can buy the 
books for school, I will keep studying.” The day we finished 
implementing the workbooks she posted on Facebook things she 
had learned and how what she learned had changed her.

The stories shared by Martha, Xiomara, and Rosa’s teacher suggest that adoles-
cents are using this knowledge to think critically about issues of power in gender 
relations and to consider other alternatives to child marriage. Xiomara, for example, 
reported not wanting to experience the consequences of child marriage as depicted 
in the vignettes. Martha decided to act against the inequality she was experiencing, 
based on the knowledge and information she learned through the workbooks. 
Furthermore, Rosa’s case suggests that HEY!‘s curriculum might be helping to 
address false beliefs about child marriage as an option when things at home are 
tense or when the economic circumstances are difficult. In short, our results suggest 
that participants’ decision-making processes are being influenced and informed 
both by the knowledge they have gained through HEY!’s curriculum and their 
newly cultivated capacity to think critically.

10  Fostering Critical Thinking as a Life Skill to Prevent Child Marriage in Honduras…



240

�Conclusion

Adolescents around the world are often forced to make difficult life choices. It is 
crucial that educational systems equip them with the necessary life skills to make 
well-reasoned decisions, especially in contexts with limited choice sets, such as 
rural Honduras. A crucial life skill and component of decision-making is the ability 
to think critically. Being able to make decisions and take actions that are based on 
the ability to understand and analyze critically the world that surrounds us is of 
utmost importance. The point of critical thinking is to “take informed action…We 
think critically not just to survive, but also to live and love well” (Brookfield, 2012 
p.13). Thinking critically can help adolescents live more satisfactory lives, lives in 
which decisions and actions are not arbitrary, but well-reasoned.

Promoting social norms that reflect gender equality and disrupt child marriage in 
an educational context is a challenging endeavor. In this chapter, we provided an 
empirical example of how a school-based intervention addressed these issues. This 
study provides important insights into how critical thinking, as a life skill, can be 
incorporated into curriculum and pedagogy to address gender inequality and pre-
vent child marriage.

Addressing gender inequality and child marriage requires a careful incorporation 
of pedagogies that foster social analysis, assess and change power relations, pro-
mote critical thinking, and challenge oppression. As described in this chapter, criti-
cal and feminist pedagogies provide a pedagogical framework to incorporate these 
components in the classroom. The implementation of a curriculum should also fol-
low principles of critical thinking, which include the examination of hegemonic 
assumptions and the opportunity to imagine alternatives ways of thinking and act-
ing. To achieve this, the classroom should create a community of learners who act 
as critical mirrors, guided through and by dialogue. It is crucial that boys and girls 
participate in this process. Ideally, an educational context that allows and teaches 
students to think critically will lead students to experience cognitive dissonance and 
also support them in making sense of these inconsistencies (Harmon-Jones & 
Harmon-Jones, 2012). In the case of HEY!, students experienced cognitive disso-
nance about beliefs they were socialized into, like gender inequality, and made 
sense of their feelings by learning through the curriculum.

The results of this study suggest that gaining critical thinking skills is an achiev-
able and powerful process that encourages boys to recognize and challenge gender 
inequality. At the same time, the learning process provides girls with opportunities 
to reimagine their roles and worth. While our initial results are quite positive, we do 
not yet have the ability to conduct a rigorous study on the impact of HEY! on rates 
of child marriage and teen pregnancy. We hope to be able to eventually document 
the processes and impact of HEY! on a variety of outcomes, including behavioral 
outcomes. In the meantime, the case of HEY! can inform the design and implemen-
tation of like-minded programs to foster critical thinking as a life skill for youth in 
other contexts.
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