https://www.eejournals.org Open Access

Eurasian Experiment Journal of Arts and Management

Page | 34

Engaging Youth in Health Education through Arts

Initiatives
Kato Nabirye H.

Faculty of Business, Kampala International University, Uganda

ABSTRACT

This paper examines the integration of arts initiatives in youth health education, offering a novel
perspective on enhancing health literacy and promoting positive health behaviors among young people.
Traditional health education methods often fail to engage youth in meaningful ways. However, arts-based
approaches, such as music, theater, visual arts, and digital storytelling, provide an innovative medium to
address health-related topics. This paper examines the synergies between the arts and health sectors,
identifying effective strategies and potential challenges in utilizing artistic expression to engage youth in
health education. Using case studies and theoretical frameworks, it highlights best practices for
implementing arts-based health education programs, including collaborative planning, culturally
responsive content, and sustained community engagement. Ultimately, this paper seeks to provide a
comprehensive understanding of how arts initiatives can serve as a transformative tool for fostering
health awareness and advocacy among youth.
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INTRODUCTION

When it comes to educating about youth health, any new approach is often welcomed; in fact, the demand
for fresh approaches almost begs for innovative solutions. Audience segmentation and democratizing
musical theatre can be situated at the very edge of innovative practice in this field. This paper therefore
aims to articulate and fully develop the benefits and potential drawbacks of utilizing arts initiatives for
health promotion among young people. In particular, it aims to explore the synergies and divergences
between the arts industry and the health sector in an attempt to crystallize the basic principles that guide
these two paradigms. The paper is structured around the various sections of a typical arts and health
intervention. Engaging youth in health education may involve the implementation of a variety of
strategies, including forums for discussion, conferences, workshops, and information delivery systems. It
may also involve the use of traditional and social media. However, in some instances, associations are
made with arts initiatives, and among these, digital storytelling is becoming increasingly popular. In
essence, then, the primary objectives of this paper are twofold. First, it seeks to develop a clear conceptual
understanding of the intersection between the arts and health education and then set out a theoretical
framework consolidated by research evidence that captures the peculiar and critical features (potential and
otherwise) of specific initiatives that bring these two sectors of society together in an attempt to inform
young people about matters relating to their health. Secondly, it offers an academic account of the
usefulness of arts initiatives as a medium for promoting youth health. This account is based on the
potentially emotional and captivating nature of many forms of artistic performance, complemented by
brief summaries of work that has utilized elements of this medium for health education [1, 27].
The Importance of Health Education for Youth

Health education is a vital part of growing up that has many benefits for youth as they transition into
adulthood. Health literacy measures an individual’s ability to understand the consequences of one's
health-related decisions, which has significant impacts in areas across the health continuum for the
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remainder of their life. Youth who understand the potential dangers of drug use, poor eating habits, lack
of physical activity, and other health-diminishing behaviors are more likely to avoid them. A lack of
health education in the past is partially responsible for unhealthy choices made by some individuals
because they were never told of the potential harm their actions could take on their bodies. Health
education improves with the early talking points being directed toward positive coping mechanisms,
rather than discussions only focusing on the negative side effects of one’s health choices. These
discussions should be incorporated into the everyday lives of youth by teaching about proper hygiene,
nutrition, physical education, and mental health practices daily to instill them within an individual's
lifestyle 3, 47. Nutrition and physical activity have been health issues discussed in some schools.
However, no schools offer an in-depth curriculum to learn about mental health, healthy relationships,
nutrition, substance use, and physical activity and how they are all related. By equipping young people
with more knowledge, they can learn to navigate and make more informed decisions about the health
choices that they must make as they grow older. As youth gain a better understanding of the topics, they
can help spread the information to their family and other community members. The ideal time to start an
intervention in order to improve their life is in the early stages of development. At this point in life,
children are sponges for information and are still developing their belief systems. At this early stage, they
are also less likely to choose to ignore information that could be beneficial to them because they have not
yet established negative patterns and can teach others. Traditionally, art class has not been the first
direction healthcare professionals have gone to evaluate a person’s health. However, youth who are
enrolled in visual arts classes are also learning biobehavioral health information while learning to draw
and paint 5, 67].
The Role of Arts Initiatives in Health Education

Arts initiatives use music, dance, drawing, drama, or digital storytelling to spread health messages more
engagingly or memorably. They have also been used to conduct public health research and youth
expression, such as creating a school mural and using its message to develop health interventions. These
initiatives can be part of the health or art curriculum or serve as extracurricular activities, and they can
also be used across countries and cultures. When integrated into a framework and combined with
reflection, they can valorize people and community assets, which may lead to powerful health outcomes
[7, 8. Health messages can be presented and explained in different ways to make them more diverse and
in tune with how young people live their lives. Arts-based approaches have proven effective in spreading
complex messages using dance, music, and interactive drama to help children avoid diarrheal diseases.
Art, including drawings and music, has been used to express and understand children's views on health
issues, many of which we explored informally during our visits to schools and communities. Art has been
used to engage children in discussions about children's rights and to use visual arts to explore and combat
racial discrimination. Performing arts, including drama and music, can also be used to engage
communities in social justice, such as promoting respect and challenging young people to focus on the
human rights of street children [9, 107.

Best Practices in Designing and Implementing Arts-Based Health Education Programs
Collaborative planning, including the development of curriculum, is necessary. Youth perspectives are
included in the curriculum planning process. Planning supports continued access to arts content that
reflects participant interests while introducing new content that keeps programming fresh.
Administrators and teaching artists share their own perspectives when selecting artists and art forms for
use in programming. A variety of art forms can be used for participant engagement, but content must be
relevant to health topics. Representatives from partner communities are involved in planning,
implementing, and evaluating the program. At the planning stage, input is obtained in order to ensure
that health content and activities are culturally responsive [11, 127. Partners share resources and
programming costs so that the program is sustainable with minimal staff. Efficient resource use is
achieved through the use of materials. The program’s outcomes and the artistic, social, and health
outcomes desired by the youth participating in the program are assessed. Youth from different
communities have different artistic skills and interests and come with varying levels of health knowledge
about a given subject. Whenever possible, the program approach, art forms, and teaching techniques are
designed to appeal to specific demographics. Programs work best when the artists and administrative
staff share a positive, respectful, and trusting relationship. The values of accountability, collaboration,
innovation, non-linear learning, positive youth development, safety, and sustainability guide program
planning and operations. Community and public school-based arts initiatives are organized around
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several different curricular frameworks or models: program evaluation components and illustrations from
a partnership-based arts initiative are described [13, 147].
Case Studies and Success Stories

Teens to Trails uses youth programming and theater to promote outdoor education and clothing layers.
Teens to Trails aims to increase opportunities for Maine high school students to access the outdoors by
strengthening and expanding high school outing clubs. They engage youth through the Maine Teen
Adventure Experience events, which offer teens from different high schools the opportunity to enjoy
skiing, snowboarding, ice skating, snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, hiking, ice climbing, and team-
building activities. Staff assume that Maine teens do not regularly participate in the outdoors during the
winter, and so they also use data collected from student evaluations at past years' Maine Teen Adventure
events and from a random sample of active Maine high school outing club advisors. Staft use theater
performances by students with substantial acting backgrounds. Performances at schools were just gaining
popularity at the time of this case study. However, performances are done around the state as public
performances for after-school students, parents, extended network neighbors of the kids, school faculty,
and local community members. This case study shows a growing social marketing effort that empowers
and engages some of the healthier, active, and outdoors-participating youth to reach out and remind their
at-risk, less-active classmates of the importance of dressing in multiple layers when they go outdoors this
winter [15, 167]. ArtsView Children's Theatre involves youth in healthy eating and exercise campaigns.
In 2004, ArtSplash, the youth group affiliated with ArtsView Children's Theatre in Longview, Texas,
created a 80-minute play about healthy food choices, moderate portions, and physical activity titled Trixie
and Trollo Make Wellness Choices in the City. The play is set in the field of greens in an urban garden
and uses humor, music, and dance to encourage kids to adopt a healthy lifestyle. Trixie and Trollo
educate other children in their neighborhood, as well as Uncle Leonardo and Aunt Angelica, about the
benefits of eating fresh fruits, vegetables, whole grains, low-fat dairy, and limited sweets. ArtsView
marketing director explained, “It was our first time to produce a production with such an important
health issue in mind, and we are thrilled with the way it turned out. Because children often learn from
other children, we thought it was imperative that kids be involved in the screenplay process. We had kids
come to writing sessions; our hope was that they would talk about food issues that were important to
them. They went much further than that, and as a result, we have a very special production” [17, 187.

Challenges and Solutions in Engaging Youth Through Arts Initiatives
Despite the promising role of arts initiatives in engaging stakeholders, employing arts within health
education initiatives can also present a series of challenges. At the inter-sectoral level, the design and
delivery of arts activities within a health education initiative often require collaboration and commitment
with a key education stakeholder, such as a state education department. This stakeholder may have a
range of pressures impacting their ability to manage the additional resources and logistics involved in
coordinating arts for health initiatives. More locally, access to arts programs may be a barrier for some
young people, as opportunities for participating in activities, such as visual arts-based programs, might be
geographically or financially unavailable to many young people in need of sexual health education
initiatives. In particular, access for indigenous and ethnically diverse young people who have specific
cultural and gender-appropriate preferences for arts may be threatened due to the Eurocentric nature of
mainstream arts and health programming [19, 207. Despite the promise of arts in engagement, not all
youth are interested in arts or are motivated to use arts to talk about their health, particularly if their
artwork has to be directly 'about health." Additionally, it is often easier to fill a group with young men if
the engagement strategies are not simply 'art for art's sake.! Within this context, developing and
delivering multi-disciplinary programs with a range of health-focused activities for youth can be resource-
intensive in terms of implementation and require a significant investment of time and effort in teacher
professional development and ongoing support. The length of time needed for integration with the
curriculum and the investment of resources in the design and production of high-quality deliverables that
are a genuine addition to health education curricula, rather than simply an illustrative or promotional
adjunct to programs, makes this approach a more resource-intensive option for using arts in health
education. A valuable guiding principle in the design of effective multi-faceted programs is that they need
to be fun while also providing quality opportunities for access to new learning and new skills. A good
program will develop a life of its own and will be picked up to be run again by teachers and communities
21,227

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited

Page | 36



https://www.eejournals.org Open Access
CONCLUSION

Incorporating arts initiatives into youth health education offers an effective and engaging approach to
addressing critical health issues. By blending creativity with health messaging, programs using music,
theater, visual arts, and storytelling make complex topics more accessible and memorable, encouraging
active participation among youth. Arts-based health education promotes not only knowledge retention
but also emotional engagement, which has been shown to positively influence health behaviors. Despite
logistical and resource challenges, collaborative efforts between arts and health sectors, alongside cultural
responsiveness and sustained community involvement, can optimize these initiatives. Overall, arts
initiatives provide a promising pathway to empower youth with the skills and awareness needed to make
informed health choices, enhancing community health outcomes and building a foundation for lifelong
wellness.
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