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Abstract 

 

Street children are some of the most vulnerable actors in society, who generally have far 

less options and opportunities to utilise their agency to improve their wellbeing than non-

street children. Street children in Uganda are driven to the streets for a number of reasons, 

such as violence or abuse in the home, poverty, or changes in the family structure due to 

the impact of HIV/AIDS. Once on Kampala’s streets, street children encounter a range of 

dangers and challenges, from finding enough food to eat, to being at risk of violence from 

the community or police, who can arrest them, sometimes arbitrarily, and detain them in 

the Kampiringisa children’s remand home. 

This thesis utilises the Strategic Relational Approach along with youth agency approaches to 

explore how a Ugandan NGO, M-Lisada, uses non-formal brass band music education 

programmes directed towards former street children and current child inmates, to stimulate 

youth agency in the social and economic context of urban Kampala. Through the utilisation 

of a multitude of qualitative research methods such as semi-structured interviews, focus 

groups and participatory observations with band and staff members during the fieldwork, 

this research explores how and why children are driven to the streets and the Kampiringisa 

children’s remand home and what the conditions are like once there. It also explores the 

perceptions on positive skills, characteristics and behaviours, such as improvements in 

confidence, teamwork ability, appearance and punctuality that are generated or developed 

through music practices and performances, as experienced by both staff and youth 

participants. In turn, these characteristics can subsequently be transferred to other 

dimensions of the band members’ lives to expand their social and economic opportunities. 

Music playing also has psychosocially therapeutic qualities that can help children and young 

people emotionally recover from the traumatic events that many have experienced on the 

streets, in the home, or in the Kampiringisa remand centre. This research contributes to a 

growing body of literature that employs the Strategic Relational Approach in the context of 

education (Lopes Cardozo 2009; Robertson and Dale, forthcoming; Shah and Lopes Cardozo 

2014). It also contributes to the existing literature that explores the usefulness of non-

formal creative educative tools in the field of international development. 
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1. Introduction and Background 

 

 

Image 2 - The M-Lisada band going through some last-minute rehearsals before a performance in Entebbe (M-Lisada 
2014). 

 

As I entered the M-Lisada children's home one morning during the second week of my 

research, I was greeted by the band members, who were all wearing their distinctive blue 

and yellow outfits. They were gathered around a mini-van which would be taking them to a 

church in Western Kampala, where they would be performing later that day in front of a 

crowd of around 300 guests. The band members’ enthusiastic chatter was frequently 

punctured by their playful impromptu woodwind solos and informal rehearsals. This was 

their second excursion of the week and the first that I would be joining them for. I turned to 

Aggrey, whom is M-Lisada’s ‘child protection officer’ and responsible for the wellbeing of 

the children at the home, and asked him if the music had had much influence on the 

children since their arrival. He replied: 
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“[Music] can be a tool to change their attitude. It’s a transformational activity. Music 

helps because you can play it with people from different backgrounds. You can share life 

experiences. If you were addicted to drugs then we pair you up with people who used to 

be like you. It gives them hope that if they learn this instrument then in the future they 

can be someone.”                                                                                               (Interview with Aggrey) 

It is remarkable to think that almost the entire band had lived on Kampala’s streets at one 

point, some as recently as eighteen months earlier. Some had suffered from drug addition, 

had witnessed the death of a parent or parents, whereas others had missed years of formal 

education and had experienced traumatic events both in the home and on the streets. 

Aggrey’s comments are indicative of M-Lisada’s ethos; an ethos that advocates for the 

transformative powers of music. Indeed, the organisation adopts a dualistic rationale, 

suggesting that music practices and performances can simultaneously help the band 

members cope with their prior traumatic experiences, whilst also engendering skills that can 

be employed to improve their current and future wellbeing. A simultaneous consideration 

of both the present and futures of the M-Lisada band members is regarded as essential if 

they are to provide the conditions for them to utilise their agency as youth. Hence, non-

formal brass band music education, according to M-Lisada, can provide a platform from 

which this is achievable. 

This thesis utilises the Strategic Relational Approach and youth agency approaches to 

explore how a Ugandan NGO, M-Lisada, uses non-formal brass band music education 

directed towards former street children, orphans and current child inmates, to stimulate 

their agency in the social and economic context of urban Kampala. Discussing more 

innovative and inclusive approaches to education is a pertinent issue in contemporary 

Ugandan education discourse, due to the perceived inadequacies of the formal education 

system (IYF 2011), the difficulty in implementing Education for All (EFA) (Coughlan 2014) 

and increase in the number of street children on Uganda’s streets who are completely 

excluded from formal education institutions (Young 2004; UNESCO 2006a).  

Street children are some of the most vulnerable actors in society, who generally have far 

less options and opportunities to utilise their agency to improve their future wellbeing when 

compared with non-street children. In response to this, non-formal educative options and 
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interventions are being explored that attempt to reach some of the most socially excluded 

youth in Uganda (Hoppers 2008). It is worth noting from the outset that whilst ‘youth’ is 

defined in Ugandan policy as ‘all young persons…aged between 12 and 30 years’ (Uganda 

National Youth Policy 2001: 9), this study mainly focuses on adolescents, as the M-Lisada 

band are comprised predominantly of teenagers, though some are slightly older. Therefore, 

‘youth’ in this thesis generally infers a slightly younger age range, with the occasional 

exception, which will be explicitly referred to2. 

This thesis is situated among a growing body of literature that utilises the theories 

stipulated in the Strategic Relational Approach for studies in the field of education in 

Development contexts (Lopes Cardozo 2009; Robertson and Dale, forthcoming; Shah and 

Lopes Cardozo 2014). In doing so, this study attempts to contribute to the knowledge gaps 

in the academic literature regarding the provision of non-formal education and its 

effectiveness in stimulating agency among marginalised youth, in the hope that they can be 

potential agents of change. The Strategic Relational Approach, which will be further 

elaborated upon later, is formulated around the ideology that actors and societal structures 

are ‘dialectically related’ (Hay 2002: 127) and that the interaction between them is under 

constant flux, based on the consequences of the strategies and actions of actors. Whilst 

actors can obtain new or better knowledge of their surroundings, the environments in 

which they inhabit, which are also known as the strategically selective contexts, are also 

‘strategically selective’, and favour some actors and their strategies over others (Hay 2004).  

The research for this thesis was collected during ten weeks of fieldwork in Uganda between 

June and August 2014, where the author both volunteered and conducted research with M-

Lisada. M-Lisada, which is an acronym for ‘Music, Life Skills and Destitution Alleviation’, 

operates in and around the Kampala region. The organisation’s main site, which includes 

their central office and a children’s home for former-street children and orphans, is located 

in the Nsambya slum, around three kilometres south of Kampala city centre. The 

predominant rationale behind M-Lisada’s work, and one that makes them unique compared 

                                                           
2
 In addition, the term ‘street children’ in this study should be considered separate from references to ‘youth’. 

Street children are ‘any girl or boy … for whom the street (in the widest sense of the word, including unoccupied 
dwellings, wasteland, etc.) has become his or her habitual abode and/or source of livelihood; and who is 
inadequately protected, supervised, or directed by responsible adults’  (UNCHS 2000: 73) 
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to other children’s homes and orphanages in the region - is that music, notably brass-band 

music, can be used to empower the youth.  

Established in 1996 by street-child Bosco Segawa and eight other street children, the group 

initially formed as a street-children’s brass band. However, as the original members grew 

older and the number of children, most of whom were street children seeking to be 

involved in the band increased, the organisation expanded into a full-time children’s home. 

Today, around one third of the income that the M-Lisada receives comes from the band’s 

regular performances around Kampala. M-Lisada also coordinates numerous outreach 

programmes around the region, such as at the Kampiringisa Rehabilitation Centre, Uganda’s 

only youth remand home. M-Lisada has provided numerous instruments to the inmates at 

Kampiringisa and they maintain contact with them through their outreach visits to the 

remand home, which take place two or three times per week. During these visits, the 

inmates are given music lessons and workshops, training them how to properly maintain 

their instruments. 

In summary, by utilising youth agency theories, notably Klein’s (2014) conceptualisation of 

‘purposeful agency’ and Honwana’s (2006) notions of ‘tactical’ and ‘strategic’ agency, along 

with the theories laid out in the Strategic Relational Approach, this thesis assesses whether 

musical ability has provided the band members with the agency to take advantage of 

opportunities and to make strategic decisions that will increase their current and future 

wellbeing. These findings are qualitatively measured based on the perceptions and 

experiences of the M-Lisada and Kampiringisa staff and band members. With this in mind, 

the central research question that is answered in this thesis is: 

 How does the non-formal brass band music education programme implemented 

by M-Lisada increase the agency of former street children and incarcerated 

children in the context of urban Kampala, for economic and social 

empowerment? 

 

The results of this study argue that being a member of the M-Lisada or Kampiringisa brass 

bands and taking part in their music practices and public performances can have numerous 

individual and social benefits for the children. Music also provides a platform for the band 
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members to explore their emotions, which can be a cathartic activity that contributes to the 

healing process. In addition, numerous positive behavioural traits and characteristics were 

developed through the band; such as confidence, self-efficacy, teamwork skills and 

punctuality. These are behaviours that can be indirectly transferred to benefit the band 

members in other areas of their lives, from the formal education system to the labour 

market. Moreover, many of the band members expressed desire to become professional 

musicians or music teachers in the future, which demonstrates how musical ability can also 

directly offer an alternative route of employment within an extremely difficult labour 

market.  

 

1.1. Research Context 

 

Situated in the Great Lakes region of Central Africa, the Republic of Uganda is landlocked by 

Rwanda and Tanzania in the south, DR Congo to the west, South Sudan to the north and 

Kenya to the East. Recent estimates state that the current population is around 36.3 million, 

of which over 20 million are under 18-years-old (UNICEF 2012). With a Gross Domestic 

Product per capita of $549 and 38% of its population living below the poverty line of $1.25 

per day (UN 2011; World Bank 2009), Uganda remains one of the poorest countries in the 

world and is ranked 161st on the Human Development Index (UNDP 2013). Children are the 

largest and arguably most visible group living below the poverty line (Government of 

Uganda 2012), which makes them a pertinent demographic cohort to focus attention on. 

 

In recent years however, Uganda’s economy has grown rapidly and the nation has 

witnessed significant economic development. In 2014 the country’s GDP is expected to 

increase by 6% (CIA 2014), yet despite this, Uganda continues to navigate numerous social 

and economic challenges, particularly regarding its rapidly changing demography. Uganda is 

the ‘youngest’ country on the planet, with a median age of only 15.5 years old (CIA 2012) 

and compounding this issue, the country also has one of the world’s fastest growing 

populations, enlarging at an average of 3.2% per year (IYF 2011). The result of this is what 

Gary Fuller (1995) has described as the ‘youth bulge’, which is a sociological phenomenon 
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witnessed in many developing countries due to persistently high fertility rates, coupled with 

better health outcomes, particularly regarding recent improvements in infant mortality 

rates. The youth bulge theory stipulates that having a large proportion of the population 

aged 15-30 can be problematic because it puts greater tension on a country’s existing 

infrastructure and resources that may already be struggling to cope. This theory largely 

adopts a Malthusian stance and has been linked by some scholars to socio-political 

instability, social unrest and even conflict, particularly if those in the youth cohort do not 

have sufficient access to employment (Heinsohn 2003; Ortiz and Cummins 2012).  

 

The Ugandan youth face a myriad of challenges that if not addressed, will hinder their 

development as a demographic cohort and subsequently, the development of the nation as 

a whole. The most pressing issues are the lack of access to good quality education and high 

unemployment. Other challenges are related to the consequences of decades of civil war, 

widespread poverty and also the implications of poor health outcomes, such as the high rate 

of HIV/AIDS (IYF 2011). As a consequence of these multidimensional factors, many of which 

interrelate, a situation emerges in which a large proportion of the Ugandan youth feel 

marginalised and excluded socially, economically and politically, and in turn perceive that 

they lack the individual and collective agency to improve their wellbeing (Restless 

Development 2011).  

 

Education is widely regarded as a tool that can be utilised to escape poverty (Wedge 2008); 

however, the education sector in Uganda faces a multiplicity of challenges. The formal 

education system in Uganda consists of seven years of primary schooling, followed by four 

years of ordinary secondary schooling, two years of advanced secondary and then tertiary 

education. However, concerns have been raised about the quality and relevance of the 

Ugandan education system. For instance, the student to classroom ratio for secondary 

schools regularly exceeds 60 students (MoES 2011). Moreover, regardless of the quality, 

only 47% of children complete primary school (MoES 2008). Ugandan scholars have recently 

suggested that there is an urgent need for curricula reform, particularly in secondary 

schools, in order to develop students’ entrepreneurial capabilities and synthesize 

employment opportunities in what is a challenging labour market (Lugemwa 2014). 
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The focus of this thesis on social and economic empowerment is a consequence of the high 

joblessness rate among the youth in Uganda. Youth unemployment for those aged between 

18 and 30 in Uganda stands at 16% and is one of the highest in sub-Saharan Africa (Uganda 

Bureau of Statistics 2010); at 36%, this percentage is more than double for Ugandan 

university graduates (Businge 2013). It appears that despite impressive economic growth, 

the labour market cannot keep up with the pace of population growth. The Ugandan youth 

are disillusioned about their job prospects and frustrated about the numerous barriers to 

employment with nepotism, corruption, lack of skills, lack of self-worth and poverty being 

cited as prominent underlying reasons (IYF 2011: 12-14). Also, employers often have 

negative perceptions of the Ugandan youth, suggesting they are undisciplined and lack soft 

skills such as problem solving and critical thinking (IYF 2011: 34). For these reasons, tackling 

high youth unemployment is of vital importance because it can lead to feelings of social 

alienation and disenfranchisement, which in turn makes the youth more vulnerable to 

violence and poverty (De Boeck and Honwana 2005).  This is because for youth in Uganda 

who feel socially excluded, societal norms tend to be less significant and they seek 

alternative, often more deviant routes to provide them with feelings of self-worth, status 

and belonging. Indeed, in Uganda ‘poverty and social exclusion tend to be reinforcing among 

the youth’ (Action Aid 2012: 39).  

 

Alongside this, there is also increasing recognition that more needs to be done to address 

the plight of the street children that are prevalent in many of the world’s cities (de Benitez 

2007). Reports have estimated that there may be up to 10,000 street children dwelling on 

Kampala’s streets alone (UNICEF 2011; ANPPCAN 2013). Once there, these children are 

subject to violence, extortion and discrimination from the police and community members 

(Human Rights Watch 2014). Their fear of being beaten or arrested by the Kampala Capital 

City Authority’s (KCCA), whose recent efforts to ‘assist’ and ‘resettle’ the children (KCCA 

2014), has led to accusations by the children of unfair and arbitrary arrest and detainment in 

Kampiringisa. As a consequence, street children are being driven further underground 

(Mitchell et al. 2007), making them even more difficult to reach by formal services such as 

healthcare and education. In addition, many street children have missed years of formal 

education due to their time on the streets and would find it difficult, or even embarrassing 

to return to primary school as older students (Thorsen 2007). Therefore, in any 
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rehabilitation process targeted at street children, it is essential to explore options that are 

tailored to their fundamental requirements. Stepping into this gap are non-formal educative 

and creative learning tools, which are being increasingly recognised as useful alternatives to 

the largely inadequate formal education system, especially in regards to providing education 

to the most marginalised members of society. Whilst the majority of non-formal education 

provided in sub-Saharan Africa involves schemes that aim to improve literacy rates (UNESCO 

2009), recently elsewhere, more innovative approaches have been investigated (Oenning da 

Silva 2006) and are thus also the focus of this thesis, whose structure will be outlined below.  

 

1.2. Thesis Structure 

 

The following section delineates the theoretical framework which provides the structure for 

this thesis. Firstly, the Strategic Relational Approach, which is utilised as the meta-

framework encompassing this study, is elaborated upon. Secondly, the multi-scalar and 

multi-dimensional manner in which ‘youth’ are conceptualised, along with the youth agency 

approaches that are employed in this study are outlined. Finally, a discussion of how non-

formal education is defined, along with some previous examples of how non-formal music 

education has been used in other contexts around the world thus far. Section three outlines 

the methodology of this thesis, by beginning with the main research and sub-research 

questions, before moving on to a description of the research methods employed to do so.  

Section four is the first of two analysis sections. Entitled ‘Street Children, the KCCA and 

Kampiringisa’, it explores the multi-dimensional and often interacting motives that drive 

children to migrate to the streets, and describes the conditions they face once there. It also 

uncovers some of the dangers that street children face from other street users, notably 

from the Kampala Capital City Authority (KCCA), who are accused of conducting arbitrary 

arrests of street children before taking them to the Kampiringisa Rehabilitation Centre. In 

section five, I situate M-Lisada within the broader social and political context by describing 

their history and contemporary situation, before exploring their rationale for implementing 

music education programmes. Following this, I move on to discuss the psychosocially 

therapeutic benefits that music performances and practices induce, along with the positive 

characteristics, skills and behaviours that can empower the band members socially and 
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economically. Section six will unravel the linkages between the findings outlined in sections 

four and five, with the theories stipulated in the theoretical framework in section two. In 

doing so, a discussion takes place in which the enriched behaviours and characteristics of 

the band members are related to their youth agency and subsequently, their ability to 

strategize to improve their wellbeing in the strategically selective context of ‘urban 

Kampala’ in Uganda.  

2. Theoretical Framework 

 

In line with the conceptual scheme described at the end of this chapter, this theoretical 

framework acts as the structure for this agency-focussed thesis. It begins with an outline of 

the Strategic Relational Approach – which highlights the dialectical relationship between 

structures and agency. Following this, there is a review of the different approaches 

regarding the concept of youth agency in a development context, along with the myriad and 

multi-scalar methods of conceptualising ‘youth’. Finally, non-formal education is defined in 

relation to formal and informal education, and some previous examples of non-formal music 

education are described. 

 

2.1. Strategic Relational Approach 

 

In order to comprehend how social phenomena are situated amidst an actor’s broader 

social, economic, historical and political milieu and also how these are in turn, (re)produced 

by the contemporary relations and wider structures of society, this thesis will apply 

Robertson’s (2000) ‘critical theory approach’ as a device to engage with the multiplicity of 

concurrent influences that Ugandan street children encounter. The Strategic Relational 

Approach (SRA), first developed by Jessop (1990), engraves itself on the ontological practice 

of critical realism and is an effective method in which to locate these social phenomena 

(Jessop 2005; Hay 2002; Robertson 2012, in Shah and Lopes Cardozo 2014: 6).  It was 

initially conceptualised as a political economic theory - to discuss the modus operandi of the 

state and the manner in which it functions in relation to society. However, since its initial 



10 
 

incarnation, its use has broadened and the framework that has since been developed can 

provide a lens through which one can examine the connection between social structures 

and actors and consequently, how they interact (Hay 2002).  

 

This study will be situated amidst a growing body of scholars that apply the strategic 

relational approach to the field of education; notably regarding pedagogies, teaching 

practices and students (Lopes Cardozo 2009; Robertson and Dale, forthcoming; Shah and 

Lopes Cardozo 2014). With that being said, the SRA approach has thus far not been used in 

any academic studies as a framework to directly engage with the agency of street children. 

This thesis therefore, attempts to employ the theories presented in the SRA, in order to gain 

an insight into how the differently positioned actors, notably street children, former street 

children and incarcerated children, utilise their strategic knowledge (in the case of the latter 

two, their increased strategic knowledge gained through non-formal music education). It 

also explores how these actors use this knowledge to engage with the strategically selective 

context of ‘urban Kampala’ and how in doing so, they are demonstrating their agentic 

abilities.  

 

A key facet of the theory stipulates that despite the notion that they are often analytically 

treated as detached entities; the SRA emanates from the stance that both ‘structures’ and 

‘agents’ are in fact reciprocally constitutive and therefore cannot be regarded in isolation 

from one another (Hay 2002). Indeed, rather than operating as an ‘ontological dualism’, 

these entities are actually inherently related and operate in a dialectical manner (ibid. 127). 

Ultimately, the key concept behind the Strategic Relational Approach is to transcend the 

dichotomy between structure and agency and instead observe ‘structure in relation to 

action and action in relation to structure’ (Jessop 2001: 1223), thus providing us with the 

ability to recognise strategic actors inside a strategically selective context (Hay 2002). With 

these initial points in mind, the SRA is employed here to frame this thesis at the meta-level, 

and will therefore act as the foundation on which the other theoretical concepts presented 

in this section operate. 

 

According to Hay (2002: 94), ‘structure’ infers ‘context and refers to the setting in which 

social, political and economic events occur and acquire meaning’. McAnulla builds on this 
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conceptualization and stipulates that structure relates to the environment or material 

circumstances which delineate the ‘range of actions available to actors’ (2002: 271). 

Contexts and structures demonstrate vast heterogeneity and it is this distinctiveness that 

underpins their inherent ‘strategic selectivity’, which is demarcated as the ‘unevenly 

contoured terrain which favours certain strategies over others and hence select for certain 

outcomes while militating against others’ (Hay 2002: 129). In other words, in every context 

there are certain strategies and actions that are preferential to others.  For instance, in the 

strategically selective context of urban Kampala, certain actors such as wealthy children, 

children who grow up in a supportive environment and children who are still receiving good-

quality formal education are more likely to thrive. On the other hand, marginalized children 

such as those who live on the streets or those who have been orphaned, tend to find their 

actions and strategies limited due to their inferior social, political or economic capabilities, 

which renders them with less strategic options that they can utilise (Zhuawu 2012). This 

inequality is indicative of the uneven ‘playing-field’, which inhibits the actions of some 

whilst subsequently benefiting others, which in turn contributes to the reification of the 

already uneven strategic landscape (Hay 1995: 199). 

 

Figure 1 - Structure, strategy and agency in the strategic relational approach (Hay 2002: 131) 

 

The predominant idea underlying how the dualism between structure and agency is 

transcended is the concept of ‘strategy’, which is described as an agent’s deliberate actions 

and motivations in relation to their context, that are performed in order to achieve 

particular results (Hay 2002). To do this, the concept of agency infers the ability to make 
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legitimate choices that will transform their surroundings (Hay 2004). In a similar fashion to 

how environments are ‘strategically selective’ we learn that actors also ‘strategize’, or make 

‘strategic calculations’ based on the opportunities that they have available to them (Figure 

1, above).   

 

Using their own skills, subjectivities and knowledge, actors both consciously and 

unconsciously devise strategies regarding how they are going to act and utilize their agency 

within a given environment (Lopes Cardozo and Shah 2014). However, actors rarely have 

comprehensive knowledge of a context, or indeed, complete knowledge of the operations 

or tactics of other actors and therefore, their objectives are consistently constrained and 

refined based on this. In response to this and through a continuous process of both 

deliberate and reflexive decisions, actors may therefore choose to pursue alternative 

strategies to achieve their goals (Shah and Lopes Cardozo 2014: 5-6). This is due to the 

‘spatio-temporal specificity’ of an environment (Hay and Jessop 1995: 305), in which actors 

reflexively develop their strategies over time, reworking them by learning from their 

previous successes or failures (Jessop 2001: 1226). Therefore, the results of an actor’s 

actions are constantly reflexively (re)evaluated, whether intuitively or intentionally, allowing 

them to better overcome the structural constraints of each specific context and achieve 

more desirable outcomes, whether they are economic, social or political. Strategies 

therefore can be described as heuristic, in that the strategizing process is experiential and 

continuously developing when confronted with new opportunities or through the greater 

knowledge gained though their recurrent practices. This is the case for street children and 

will be discussed in greater detail in the Analysis and Discussion sections. In these sections, I 

use the SRA to explore how M-Lisada utilises music education programmes to stimulate 

attitudes, skills and behaviours that develop the agency of its members, through providing 

them with a platform on which their strategies are more informed.  

 

2.2. Youth Agency and Conceptualisations 

 

In order to effectively employ the Strategic Relational Approach in this youth-focussed 

study, it is useful to explore the plurality of approaches of youth agency that have emerged 

in the academic literature, and also how the youth have been conceptualised in both 
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International Development and sociological discourses. Conceptualising youth is a rather 

problematic task however, as conceptualisations operate at different scales, sometimes 

dialectically and often simultaneously. Youth agency too is a complex notion both regarding 

how it is theorised and identified and subsequently, there are numerous approaches 

concerning what constitutes and constrains youth agency3. In addition, as summarised in 

the Conceptual Scheme below (Section 2.4), this ‘Youth Agency and Conceptualisations’ 

section acts as the contextual foundation that will contribute to the analysis of the ‘strategic 

actors’, as described in the SRA. 

 

- Youth Agency  

 

Human agency is intrinsically related to how agents interact with power and structures 

(Honwana 2006). However, sociological theorists have begun to move away from traditional 

dualisms that simply contrasted structure with agency (Giddens 1984). To explore this 

notion in connection with youth, Robson, Bell, and Klocker have defined youth agency as  

 

‘an individual’s own capacities, competencies and activities through which they 

navigate the contexts and positions of their lifeworlds, fulfilling many economic, 

social and cultural expectations, while simultaneously charting individual/collective 

choices and possibilities for their daily and future lives.’                                 (2007, 135)  

 

Alcinda Honwana (2006) has added further nuance to the idea of children’s agency by 

propositioning a conceptual dichotomy between ‘strategic’ and ‘tactical’ agency in her 

research with child soldiers. For instance, she perceives ‘strategic’ agency to be linked with 

broader power relations and the ability to comprehend strategies to acquire a greater 

degree of control over one’s own actions and decisions. On the other hand, ‘tactical’ agency, 

is exercised in order to manage with the immediate situation presented in a person’s 

current environment and to maximise any opportunities that it presents. There is also a 

                                                           
3
 I acknowledge that there are some well-covered youth agency theories that would tie into this research, such 

as Klocker’s notion of ‘thick’ and ‘thin’ agency (2007), however, I have found these to be less applicable than 
the theories that have been selected. 
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contrast present between the time period in which strategic and tactical agency take place, 

whereby strategic agency occurs over a longer period, and tactical agency is geared towards 

the one’s imminent reality (ibid.). 

 

Another form of agency was advanced by Elise Klein; in her recent study of youth from the 

urban fringes of Bamako, Mali, she explored the most salient attributes and characteristics 

that constitute what she describes as ‘purposeful agency’ (Klein 2014). Purposeful agency, 

Klein argues, is established predominantly through the presence of two crucial individual 

factors, written in the local Bambara dialect as ‘Dusu’, meaning internal motivation and ‘Ka 

da I yèrè la’, which roughly translates to self-efficacy. Whilst she acknowledges that 

structural constraints do indeed have significance regarding to what degree people can 

express their agency, the results from her study stipulate that individual characteristics 

supersede structural constraints in determining the ability of a young person to realise their 

agentic abilities and improve their wellbeing. For instance, whilst improving a person’s 

structural environment, such as by providing them with better education, may have benefits 

(Sen 1999), she argues that it is a wrongful assumption that this will inevitably translate into 

greater agency for everybody. Instead, for young people to truly be able to utilise their 

agency for self-improvement, there needs to be favourable conditions present that 

encourage Dusu and Ka da I yèrè la. One example is through circumstances in which 

‘positive envy’, can be generated by watching other similar agents succeed, thus stimulating 

self-efficacy and self-belief. Another way is through receiving encouragement from peers 

and mentors, which allows young people to acquire knowledge, ‘map out’ ideas and 

establish their confidence (Klein 2014: 17). In summary, Klein takes the stance that agency is 

more (but not entirely) related to individual personas, rather than the structures in which 

they inhabit. 

It is human nature ‘to live on the basis of some understanding of what is a better, more 

desirable or worthier way of being in the world’ (Christopher 1999: 141).  Agency therefore, 

is situated amidst an innate desire for improvements in wellbeing and examples are found in 

even the most abject conditions of human existence. Aspiration is an imperative attribute of 

agency, and provides the foundation on which agents synthesise their actions (Bøås 2013). 

In his multi-country study (Sierra Leone, Liberia and Northern Mali), Bøås explores how 
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youth agency is demonstrated in the youths’ ‘violent life-worlds’ and that it is important not 

just to survive, but to dream, to desire for a superior livelihood in order to give significance 

to the harsh realities of life (ibid.). Chatty’s research exploring the agency of Palestinian 

youths who have been affected by conflict concurs with this notion, pointing out that 

ambition is a key characteristic of maintaining one’s sense of agency, especially when 

confronted with a demanding situation (Chatty 2013).  

The agency of street children specifically has also begun to receive some much needed 

attention of late (Abbasi 2013; de Benitez 2007). Key thinkers have been keen to point out 

that the predominant discursive construction of street children is that they are excluded 

from mainstream society and are even regarded as ‘psychologically (and irretrievably) 

damaged’ (Ennew 1994a: 409–10). In reality however, street children demonstrate the 

ability to plan, strategize and regulate their actions and choices, which is a clear example of 

them displaying a form of agency (de Benitez 2007). Whilst the physical and mental 

immaturity of (street) children in relation to adults is not in question  (Prout and James 

1997: 7), there are demands being made to recognise street children as ‘empowered social 

beings able to construct meaning and effect change in their world’ (Kovats-Bernat 2006: 4, 

original emphasis). With this in mind, there has been a profound ideological shift in how to 

portray street children, from considering them as vulnerable and dependent to an analysis 

of the mechanisms and actions that they use to manage, cope and navigate the urban 

environment (Panter-Brick 2002).  

In sum, this thesis will predominantly adopt Klein’s (2014) concept of ‘purposeful agency’, 

along with Honwana’s (2006) notions of ‘strategic’ and ‘tactical’ agency as its theoretical 

stance for analysing and discussing youth agency. These tie into the SRA by helping me to 

scrutinise why it is that actor(s) opt for certain strategies and decisions over others, based 

on their interaction(s) with their strategically selective contexts. To do this however, it is 

essential to discuss the ways in which children and youth are conceptualised and indeed, 

how street children are conceptualised, in order to embed theories of youth agency within 

the wider sociological and structural context. 
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- Conceptualisations of youth 

The agency of children around the world has frequently been neglected by adults, who 

often perceive them to be underdeveloped and incomplete versions of grownups that 

therefore have an insufficient ability to comprehend morality and adult reason (Rosen 

2007). However, this perception is beginning to change, especially within the academic 

literature and generally in societal and development discourse, as children have begun to be 

repositioned conceptually. Rather than simple tangible classifications demarcated by age, 

‘youth’ and indeed ‘childhood(s)’ are now being recognized as malleable, socially 

constructed conceptualizations that fluctuate depending on the context (Bucholtz 2002). It 

is essential then, to acknowledge the heterogeneity of youth experiences and thus the 

variations in the social, temporal and spatial landscapes that constitute each child’s own 

existence (Matthews and Limb 1999). Therefore, in any study or work involving children, 

they should not be considered as passive recipients of the agency of others, nor should they 

be regarded as merely unfinished versions of the adults that they are waiting to become. 

Instead, children should be considered dynamic beings that generally demonstrate a 

profound awareness of their situations and through this awareness, can establish intelligent 

decision-making skills that directly impact their lives (James, Jenks and Prout 1998).  

Particularly in the ‘developing world’, attempting to conceptualize youth has proven to be 

inherently problematic because the difficulties in conceptualising youth generally are 

compounded by what is often an Orientalist discourse that subjugates certain 

epistemologies in favour of others (Said 1978). Notions about what constitutes an idyllic 

childhood in the Global South world have been imperialised, displacing local ideals in favour 

of the Eurocentric normative model of childhood (Evans 2008). It has been suggested that 

this normativity partly stems from the dominant understandings of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child, which forwarded the idea that childhoods are 

universal, and therefore all children should have the right to ‘be a free, autonomous, 

choosing and rational individual’ (Wells 2009: 166). A post-structural argument would 

suggest that as these notions have been adopted into mainstream development theory and 

subsequent development activities, it has only served to venerate ‘the superiority of the 

childhood model as it evolved in the West and the need to impose this model on a global 

scale’ (Nieuwenhuys 1998: 270). The response has been a challenge to what is considered 
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an essentialized, Western-imposed normativity, by calling for a greater focus on the agency 

of children in the Global South, and of the epistemologies of the contexts and spaces in 

which they inhabit (Nieuwenhuys 2013). 

 

In African contexts particularly, conceptualisations of youth are convoluted, diverse and 

often contradictory. Much of this stems from the wave of independence movements 

occurring in the 1960s and 1970s, and the following period of post-colonialism, in both of 

which the youth were regarded as key actors. Diouf sums up these dominant perceptions: 

‘youth was conceived not only as the hope of African nations under construction – the chief 

actor in the African social struggle against underdevelopment, poverty, misery and illiteracy, 

but also as the hope of the world’ (2003: 4). Young people were seen as the epitome of the 

bright future of the newly independent Africa, and were physical representations of the 

hopeful, emancipated and renewed national identities that were now free from the shackles 

of colonial rule (Wamucii 2012: 29). Since then however, an alternative conceptualisation of 

African youth has emerged that juxtaposes the more positive, postcolonial youth identity. 

Corresponding with the negative implications of the ‘youth bulge’ theory (Ortiz and 

Cummins 2012), contemporary African youth are recurrently regarded as the most 

dangerous cohort of African society, and are often cited as the most predominant cause of 

conflict, violent criminality and political disorder (UNDP 2006).  

However, a third conceptualization of African youth has arisen over the past decade that 

challenges this prevailing negative discourse. It calls for the youth to be reconceptualised as 

positive actors and agents of change for a politically rejuvenated and optimistic, globalised 

Africa. The World Bank even went as far as to say that the youth of Uganda are the nation’s 

most valuable and ubiquitous resource (World Bank 2007). Numerous theorists have 

outlined this dichotomy, as African youth have been described as ‘Vanguards or Vandals’ 

(Abbink and van Kessel 2005); ‘Makers or Breakers’ (Honwana and De Boeck 2005) and 

‘Troublemakers or Peacemakers’ (McEvoy-Levy 2006). Despite these conceptualisations, it 

must be noted that within numerous African nations, the youth still struggle to be heard in 

the public and political arena, (despite the recent proliferation of youth-focussed policies) 

(Wamucii 2012). This is because in many African contexts, ‘youth’ is merely the contrasting 
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term of ‘elder’, and it therefore signifies immaturity, irrationality and ultimately, social and 

economic inferiority (Durham 2000; Christiansen et al. 2006). 

Street children, particularly in urban African contexts are even more problematic to 

conceptualize because they embody the absolute antithesis of the dominant Western model 

of childhood, whereby children are seen as innocent and free from tribulation (Tatek 2013). 

Street children oppose this globalised view by inhabiting and operating in spaces that 

conventionally have not been associated with their presence, such as the urban street, 

which traditionally has been an adult space in which criminality, destitution and 

misbehaviour occurs (Bibars 1998). This is at odds with dominant perceptions regarding 

which spaces children are permitted to use in the global south, where children have 

traditionally been restricted to either the home or the school and are monitored and 

legitimised in these spaces by parents and guardians (Connoly and Ennew 1996). However, if 

we are to follow the advice of James, Jenks and Prout (1998) and recognise that these 

children are legitimate social actors that function autonomously, outside the family unit, 

then it is essential to acknowledge the agency of street children; that they are cognitive, 

rational beings and not simply naïve recipients on which economic, political and social 

circumstances are forced upon (Young 2004). It is also vital to recognise the heterogeneity 

of the street child experience; street children are not a singular entity, but a socially 

constructed category that transforms and is transformed by each context (Ennew 2000; 

Moura 2002). 

I have summarised these conceptual layers in Figure 2 (below), which can be read from the 

inside out or vice versa. It has been drawn to demonstrate the inherent complexity of 

undertaking any study that involves street children. It is complex because the identities of 

street children in Kampala are synthesized within the context of discourses surrounding 

Ugandan youth as a whole, which in turn need to be acknowledged in relation to the 

conceptualizations of youth in the developing world and indeed within conceptualizations of 

youth generally. As the circles in this diagram are concentric, so too are the discourses, 

which often operate simultaneously and in relation to one another when theorizing about 

the identities and agency of African youth. The boundaries between each circle are intended 

to be fluid because street children often incorporate multiple identities concurrently and 

therefore, any conceptualization of the agency of street children needs to be equally fluid 
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and based on the context. This model was produced for a number of reasons: as a way to 

demonstrate how identities and conceptualisations are dynamic; to respond to calls for a 

greater heterogeneity in knowledge(s) (Sousa Santos interviewed by Robertson and Dale 

2004, in Lopes Cardozo 2009); and also to emphasise the importance of the voices of those 

whose understandings tend to be marginalised by the hegemonic discourse (Spivak 1988). 

Building on this, the next section will delineate how non-formal education is conceptualised 

and how the characteristics that demarcate it from the other forms of education can be 

advantageous for the more marginalised actors in society.  

 

 

Youth 

Youth in 
the Global 

South 

Ugandan 
Youth 

Street 
Children in 

Uganda 

Figure 2 - Conceptual Layers of Youth 
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2.3. Non-formal Education 

 

This section begins by outlining the three different typologies of education before describing 

some of the problems prevalent in Uganda’s formal education system and the implications 

that this creates for the nation’s youth. It then critically engages with some of the 

theoretical understandings of non-formal education and explores the rationale for its 

implementation. There is also a brief review of previous studies involving non-formal music 

education and how it has been utilised to empower marginalised youth. 

Formal education is learning with both an objective and a structure, whereby the 

unambiguous intention of the leaner is to obtain or develop their knowledge and skills. It 

almost always transpires within an accredited, formalised institution, whether an 

educational institution or within the workplace and is both prearranged and organised 

(Cedefop 2003). On the contrary, informal learning is unstructured, not prearranged and has 

no explicit purpose. It is frequently considered an experience, rather than a deliberate 

process of knowledge acquisition. Informal learning therefore, is a rather abstract concept, 

because it can occur in any situation in which the ‘learner’ has an ‘experience’, which in 

practical terms means that it is a continuous consequence of often unintended processes. 

For this reason, Billet (2001) would argue that informal learning is a redundant concept, 

because every activity undertaken involves a process of learning. Whilst there is a high 

degree of consensus among theorists regarding the two definitions above, non-formal 

education is more problematic to define, as it covers the whole spectrum in between formal 

and informal learning (OECD 2010). However, what distinguishes non-formal learning from 

the others is that whilst it does indeed require some degree of preorganization, structure 

and objective-setting, it usually takes place outside of formal education or employment 

institutions and for that reason, it tends to be more flexible. It is a considered a useful 

supplement or even replacement for formal education, especially for those who have been 

excluded or marginalized from more formal institutions (UNESCO 2006b).  

 

Education is regarded as one of the most important tools that can be utilised to escape 

poverty (Wedge 2008); however, the formal education sector in Uganda still faces a 

multitude of challenges. Stakeholders have raised concerns about the quality and relevance 
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of the Ugandan school curriculum, arguing that it is inappropriate and ineffectual for 

catering for the demands of the labour market (IYF 2011). Stepping into this gap is non-

formal education and creative learning tools, which are increasingly being recognised as 

useful alternatives to the largely inadequate formal education system. In sub-Saharan 

Africa, schemes that focus on improving people’s basic education, that is numeracy and 

literacy skills, are the most prevalent forms of non-formal education (UNESCO 2009). 

However, there are indeed other methods of non-formal education that can also be 

effective. From music to sport to vocational training, non-formal education can be a 

instrument that can help develop valuable abilities which can be translated into skills for the 

workplace such as leadership, teamwork and discipline, whilst simultaneously boosting self-

esteem (ActionAid 2012: 40). However, this is not to suggest that there should be a social 

divergence between formal and non-formal education, in fact there is an ‘emerging 

consensus that formal and non-formal education should be seen as mutually dependent 

parts of a whole, and not as separate and often competing entities’ (Thompson 2001: 1).  

 

In terms of prior research in the field of non-formal music education specifically, the 

academic studies that do exist have been directed more toward former child-soldiers, rather 

than street children. One study researching the emotional responses of a drumming group 

comprised of former child-soldiers observed a reduction in Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

(PTSD) and an enhanced ability within the group to share and be open whilst also providing 

a non-violent outlet for anger and relief from traumatic recollections (Bensimon, Amir and 

Wolf 2008). Whilst there has been very little academic attention paid to the impact that 

music can have on street children, there have been a few examples of similar programmes 

implemented by NGOs. One example of such a project is ‘Goldtooth – A Street Children’s 

Musical’ organised by the Stairway Foundation in Manila, who worked with seventeen 

current and former street children in a musical, with the aim being to encourage them to 

realise and nurture their own individual talents, whilst offering them training so that they 

could eventually return to the streets to support others (Stairway Foundation 1998).  

The NGO, Terre Des Hommes have also implemented similar projects in Fortaleza, Brazil, 

that use activities such as music and sport as a form of ‘psychosocial intervention’ to 

reinvigorate the child’s social environment. Often the music challenges the violence 
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prevalent on Fortaleza’s streets by conveying a powerful message to the spectators, whilst 

simultaneously demonstrating their talents, allowing the children to earn the audience’s 

respect (Terre Des Hommes 2010). Performances such as the ones mentioned above, can 

provide an arena in which the youth can experiment with different forms of expression, 

which in turn can encourage them to foster their creative skills and overall individual 

capabilities (Oenning da Silva 2006). Relative to its formal counterpart, non-formal 

education has not received as much attention, and outside of ethno-musicological analyses, 

nor has music. Non-formal music education and its relationship with youth agency 

therefore, will be the focus of this study because music has the ‘unique power in its ability 

to awaken and galvanise, to quell and to subdue’ certain skills, attitudes and behaviours in 

individuals (Van Cooten 2013: 4). 

 

2.4. Conceptual Scheme 

 

The conceptual scheme used to frame this research is presented below (figure 3). The core 

of the scheme is an adaptation of the generic version of the Strategic Relational Approach, 

as seen in Hay (2002: 131). In this version, it has been modified both physically and 

linguistically, so that it can be better applied to the strategically selective context of ‘urban 

Kampala’ in Uganda, which can be found in the bottom left-hand box. Beginning from the 

top-left, the reader should regard the actors investigated in this study, particularly those 

involved in M-Lisada, in relation to how (or if) they implement or respond to non-formal 

music education, which is represented by the blue box. Street children and incarcerated 

children are included in this box predominantly as a means of comparison with the current 

M-Lisada band members, many of which were former street children themselves. 

The processes and transformations that are investigated in this thesis are represented by 

the yellow arrows. Importantly, this conceptual scheme encourages the reader to keep in 

mind that this thesis explores how the strategically selective context either produces or 

inhibits the ‘strategies’ of actors (the yellow box on the left) and subsequently, how this 

affects their ‘actions’ (the yellow box on the right) undertaken to improve their wellbeing. 

Earlier in this section, the myriad and multi-scalar manners in which youth are 
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conceptualised were outlined, as were the particular youth agency theories that this thesis 

employs. These should be kept in mind throughout; a point which is symbolized by the 

encompassing orange ‘youth agency’ box, which should be regarded as the lens through 

which the reader engages with both the ‘strategies’ and ‘actions’ of actor’s boxes. 

 

 

Figure 3 – Conceptual Scheme (adapted by the author from Hay 2002) 

 

3. Methodology 

 

3.1. Research Questions 

 

Following on from the theoretical orientations and my review of the relevant literature, the 

predominant aim of the thesis is to answer this research question: 

 

 How does the non-formal brass band music education programme implemented 

by M-Lisada increase the agency of former street children and incarcerated 
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children in the context of urban Kampala, for economic and social 

empowerment? 

 

In order to answer the main research question, I will need to deconstruct it, and answer 

these sub-research questions regarding its different facets. With this in mind, my sub-

research questions can be found below: 

 

o How and why are children driven to the streets of Kampala and also the 

Kampiringisa Rehabilitation Centre, and what are the conditions like in 

these places? 

o How can we understand the context in which M-Lisada and its 

participants are situated? 

o What is the content and pedagogy of M-Lisada’s non-formal music 

education programmes? 

o What are the perceptions of the various actors, regarding how music can 

empower the band members socially and economically? 

 

This master’s thesis research draws on my recent fieldwork in Uganda. The fieldwork took 

place over ten weeks between June and August 2014 and was primarily situated in Nsambya 

in Kampala (figure 4), where M-Lisada’s main site is located and secondarily, at the 

Kampiringisa Rehabilitation Centre (figure 5), the location of one of M-Lisada’s outreach 

programmes. For an intrinsically empirical study such as this, a melange of individual and 

group qualitative methods were selected because they were found to be highly effective for 

allowing me to ‘tell the story’ of both the children as well as the organisation itself, whilst 

also allowing me to synthesise ‘information rich cases for in-depth studies’ (Patton 2002: 

230).  

Considering that this study focuses on one specific organisation, M-Lisada, this research 

adopts a case-study approach. This approach enabled me to unravel the social milieu and 

complexities that are implicit in the strategically selective context of urban Kampala. If we 

are to regard youth agency as my ‘research object’, its fundamentally subjective and 

dynamic nature required a research method that would allow me to ‘follow it’ through a 
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multitude of temporal and spatial contexts (Hyett et al. 2014; Onatu 2012). In addition, the 

case study approach is highly appropriate because it enabled me, the researcher, to 

holistically engage with structures, actors and actions, along with the spaces in which they 

coalesce and interact (Long 2001). As my focus was directed towards one particular 

organisation, it meant that convenience and snowball sampling approaches were most 

applicable, as they allowed me to interact with the most relevant actors for this study. 

 

Figure 4 – The location of the M-Lisada children's home in Kampala (adapted from Google maps 2014) 

 

Figure 5 - The location of Kampiringisa Rehabilitation Centre, Uganda (adapted from Google maps 2014) 
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Those involved in my research have been separated into three distinct units of analysis: the 

first are the staff members of M-Lisada, whether they were paid staff or volunteers. These 

formed the bulk of my interview respondents and were targeted first in order to enable me 

to gain a valuable insight into the workings of the organisation, its historical and 

contemporary context and also their perceptions. The second unit of analysis were the 

children living with involved in M-Lisada. This was the group that I predominantly engaged 

with for my participant observations, though as time progressed and I became more familiar 

with many of them, they also began to take part in semi-structured interviews and focus 

groups themselves. Those that were interviewed were aged between 14 and 21, though 

some of the un-interviewed band members were younger. My third unit is somewhat more 

abstract and consists of workers and children in Kampiringisa – the youth Rehabilitation 

centre, street-children in Kampala and also external visitors to M-Lisada, who provided me 

with data via participant observations, unstructured interviews and in some cases in 

Kampiringisa, semi-structured interviews also.  

This methodology section begins by describing the range of qualitative and ethnographic 

methods which were employed during the research process and how they were 

subsequently coded and analysed. Finally, it delineates the ethical considerations and the 

positionality of the author, which are essential facets of research to contemplate when 

working with vulnerable children in ‘developing world’ contexts.     

 

3.2. Research Methods 

 

Three different forms of interview methods were utilised whilst conducting this research: 

- Semi-structured Interviews 

Almost every morning I would take a boda boda4 to M-Lisada’s main office in the Nsambya 

slum, just south of Kampala city centre. From here I was usually informed of the daily 

itinerary and would help with any tasks, or if arranged, travel with some of the staff 

                                                           
4
 ‘Boda boda’ is a slang term for the motorbike taxis that are commonly used in many parts of Uganda as a 

means of transport. 



27 
 

members on one of their outreach programme visits. Therefore, as I became embedded 

within the organisation, M-Lisada’s office became a convenient location for the majority of 

my semi-structured interviews with the staff members because it provided me with an ideal 

setting in which to socialise and intermingle with them in their own ‘territory’, aiding a more 

unperturbed dialogue (Valentine 2005: 118).  

Every evening after school, an organised music practice would be arranged where many of 

the children would receive lessons from some of the music teachers working at M-Lisada. 

This meant that much of my contact with the band members was initially restricted to 

evenings, weekends or during times when the band were hired for a performance which I 

would often be invited attend with them. Mid-way through my fieldwork however, the 

schools closed for summer holidays and the children could increasingly be located at the 

children’s home throughout the day, meaning that I had more time to interact with and 

interview them. This was convenient because it meant that many of my earlier interviews 

were with staff members which helped develop my understanding of how the organisation 

operates, whilst simultaneously meaning that I could develop my relationships with the 

band members more gradually. 

In total, I conducted twenty three in-depth semi-structured interviews with my research 

participants; twelve with M-Lisada staff members, nine with M-Lisada band members, one 

with a member of Kampiringisa’s staff and one with a Kampiringisa inmate. I opted to obtain 

consent verbally beforehand because I felt that asking for written consent would have 

created a more ‘formal’ atmosphere, rather than the relaxed discussion that I sought. The 

interviews ranged in length from just under 20 minutes to slightly over one hour and due to 

the usually eventful agendas of the interviewees, they occurred at different times of the 

day, meaning that I had to ensure that I remained flexible in order to accommodate their 

time busy schedules (Chacko 2004). This research method was an effective tool for this 

study because it allowed me to discover the ‘culturally embedded normative relations’ 

(Orbuch 1997: 445) of those involved with M-Lisada, whilst also helping me to uncover and 

comprehend the ‘complex and contradictory social processes and experiences’ (Gregory et 

al. 2010: 393). 
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With the assistance of my interview guide (which can be found in the appendix), I would 

often begin the interview with more open questions in order to put the respondent at ease, 

before gradually manoeuvring towards more theory-driven questions, which provided the 

respondents the space to offer their own subjective notions and theories as answers to my 

questions (Flick 2007). All of the semi-structured interviews were recorded on a digital 

voice-recorder and were conducted in English. Consent was obtained verbally from all 

respondents, who were pre-informed and subsequently reminded about the purpose of my 

research and were happy to participate. 

- Unstructured Interviews  

Any research taking place in the field includes features of ‘throwntogetherness’, which is an 

occurrence in which unexpected and unplanned events can occur (Massey 2005). However, 

these events can still provide the researcher with an extra dimension in which to stumble 

upon and absorb information (Chacko 2004). With this in mind, alongside my semi-

structured interviews, numerous unstructured interviews were also conducted. These were 

mainly opted for in situations in which a more formal semi-structured interview would have 

been inappropriate, such as whilst walking around the slums, or whilst engaging with street-

children in central Kampala or inmates at Kampiringisa. These interviews were more of a 

conversation with an objective (Burawoy 1998), and tended to be short in length and often 

unrecorded, partly because it would have been unsuitable, but also because they were 

often informal and impromptu. However, in order to remember the information generated 

from the unstructured interviews, extensive notes were recorded as soon as possible in my 

field diary (see below).  

 

- Focus Group Interviews 
 
Alongside the semi-structured and unstructured interviews, three focus groups were 

conducted whilst in the field. Between two to four band members took part in each focus 

group and whilst two of the interviews took place at M-Lisada’s office, the other took place 

during one of the band’s excursions when they had been hired to perform at a church. Focus 

groups added a fascinating element to my research because the conversational nature of 

the interaction contributed to unearthing the complexities behind the mentalities of former 
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street children that were often unobtainable via individual interview techniques (Billson 

2006). Focus groups also uncovered understandings that were only elucidated upon during 

the cross-pollination of thoughts in the group setting (Puchta and Potter 2004). In this 

research, I found that the children would often elaborate on what other members of the 

focus group were saying, and because there was evidently a lot of trust and similarity 

between the band members due to their shared experiences in the past, they felt 

increasingly comfortable in doing so as the interview progressed. 

- Participant Observations and Reflexive Field Diary 

To supplement the data collected via interviews, I also spent a large proportion of time 

undertaking participant observations whilst volunteering at M-Lisada’s office. I would join in 

with any activities, help with small errands and generally spend time playing with the 

children and talking to the staff, all of which provided me with a great opportunity to 

engage with a multiplicity of actors and learn about them. Participant observations, 

according to DeMunck and Sobo, are useful because they allow access behind-the-scenes, 

permitting the researcher to witness the ‘behaviours, intentions, situations, and events as 

understood by one's informants’ (1998: 43). My observations were not limited to within M-

Lisada’s main site, however; they contiued on the streets of Kampala and beyond, within the 

compound of Kampiringisa, during the band’s music performances and even in the evenings 

when I would not be with M-Lisada, allowing me to more holistically engage with the 

research setting and participants as a whole. 

My level of participation would be what Spradley (1980: 58-62) would consider as ‘passive 

participation’, meaning that whilst I would be present during many of M-Lisada’s activities 

and events, I remained an observer rather than somebody who would actively take part in 

the music lessons and performances. The level of my participation was pre-agreed before I 

arrived in the field (DeWalt and DeWalt 2002). This is because whilst it is not uncommon for 

‘Western’ volunteers to work with M-Lisada in a teaching capacity, for ethical reasons I 

thought it best to be clear about my role as a researcher from the outset of the research.  

I recorded my observations in a field diary, usually during a break or at the end of the day so 

that whatever activity, or the emotions that were evoked from it, remained fresh in my 

memory. Sustaining a field diary that is well-informed and consistently updated was a very 
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important aspect of conducting research in the field (de Koning 2011), as it allowed me to 

be reflexive and also encouraged me to contemplate upon the impact of my presence on 

those that I was researching (Heller et al. 2011). Whilst in Uganda, I made sure make note of 

any thoughts, observations, events and activities and this has proved to be an extremely 

useful tool upon returning home, not just for remembering what exactly happened, but for 

reminding me of the emotional impact that it had on me at the time (Punch 2012). For 

instance, after one particularly emotionally-challenging week, when I visited Kampiringisa 

twice and also a particularly abysmal area where current street children live in Kampala, I 

made sure to write detailed descriptions of what I saw and the effect that it had on me, 

meaning that I am now able to revisit those emotions at a later date.  

 

3.3. Coding and Analysis 

 

In line with the guidance from Crang and Cook (2007), upon receiving permission from each 

respondent, I logged the in-depth interviews using a digitalised voice recorder which 

permitted me to focus more on the discussion at hand, without being distracted or inhibited 

by note-taking. Afterwards, I would upload each interview onto my laptop computer and I 

used a software programme to listen to them again before transcribing. I managed to 

transcribe all of my interviews whilst in the field, which provided me with an ideal 

opportunity to reflexively engage with the dialogue, meaning that I could acknowledge any 

questions that I may have neglected to ask for any upcoming interviews. My objective 

during the transcription phase was to represent the interviewee as accurately as possible, 

which meant adhering closely as possible to the local lexicon, and including any pauses or 

grammatical errors, if present (Warr 2004). 

Having typed up the interviews, I then moved onto the coding phase. I decided to code the 

interviews manually, rather than through coding software, due to its simplicity, neatness 

and my experience using this method in previous academic research. This entailed printing 

out hard-copies of the interviews and underlining extracts of the text that corresponded to 

a particular code. The codes were selected partly based on my findings in the academic 

literature, and partly due to my empirical observations during the research process in the 
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field; though throughout the coding process, more codes were added if I noticed certain 

themes consistently emerging. Examples of the codes that were used include ‘drivers to the 

streets’ and ‘attributes that make a good music player’, among others. When all of the 

interviews had been coded and then re-coded, I collated all of the extracts that 

corresponded to a particular theme onto one larger word document, which enabled me to 

analyse the data within each coded category and identify the nuances within them for later 

analysis (Hahn 2008).  

 

3.4. Ethical Concerns and Methodological Limitations 

 

- Ethical Concerns  

Conducting research with children and young people presents ethical dilemmas that are 

essential to be considered (Young and Barrett 2001). Additionally, research that works 

predominantly with current and former street-children, orphans and incarcerated children 

can be particularly sensitive and presents a further dimension on which to contemplate, as 

these are some of the most vulnerable children in society. There are a number of important 

conditions to note in regard to this matter; firstly, it is crucial that a relationship of trust is 

established when conducting research with vulnerable children (Van Blerk 2005); secondly, 

it is of vital importance that all of the children are fully informed of the purpose and 

intentions of the researcher beforehand, so that there are no misconceptions (Ennew 

1994b).  

I made sure to address these issues by embedding myself within M-Lisada before any 

interviews took place. The children were fully informed by the staff as to why I would be 

present before I arrived and I also made sure to mention it to them myself. Another 

important point that I had to ensure was that my research did not do the children any harm, 

(Morrow and Alderson 2011). This was sometimes tricky, as often my interview questions 

would bring up sensitive or potentially distressing topics, for instance, how they ended up 

living on the streets and what the conditions were like once they were there. As a way to 

safeguard the rights of those that I was working with (whether children or otherwise), I tried 

to ensure that if the respondent appeared to become stressed or upset, I would be sure to 
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either discuss a different subject or if it got too severe,  stop the interview completely; 

though thankfully, this never happened. For ethical reasons, I also informed all respondents 

that they could stop the interview at any time and also withdraw their input at any point 

and without reason (Byrne 2004). I have also taken the decision to anonymize both the 

children and those from Kampiringisa, by giving them pseudonyms as a way to protect their 

identities.  

 

Lastly, I have agreed to share this thesis with M-Lisada upon its completion, for possible use 

on their website. However, I appreciate that some of the data, especially in sections 4.2 (Life 

on the Streets), and 4.3. (The KCCA and Kampiringisa National Rehabilitation Centre) could 

be considered sensitive and potentially problematic for the organisation. Therefore, I have 

promised to revise the edition that M-Lisada will distribute (and indeed the University of 

Amsterdam), if they feel that the information would have negative implications for their 

organisation or outreach programmes. 

 

- Positionality 

In line with the conceptualisations of feminist geographers, an important aspect of self-

evaluation in the field was to consider how one’s own positionality impacted upon the 

research participants’ identities (Butler 1990; Rose 1997). I was aware that not only did my 

positionality have an impact upon the data that I collected, but also on how I subsequently 

interpreted and presented it. I was conscious that I was entering the research context as an 

outsider, coming from Europe and that I was vastly wealthy relatively to those that I was 

researching. I mitigated this through a process of constant and thorough self-reflection, and 

thinking often about how I acted, what I wore and how I spoke. I even made an effort to use 

some phrases in the local language, Luganda, which despite my clumsiness, went a long way 

towards helping people accept me as more of an insider (Mohammed 2001). I tried to 

ensure that I was not treating the organisation and Uganda in general, solely as a location in 

which I could extract data from and take it back to Europe (Hammett 2012). I also made an 
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effort to guarantee that any interviews were a knowledge exchange5 rather than simply me 

collecting information. 

- Methodological Limitations 

One key challenge that arose during the research process was the widespread lack of 

punctuality or organisation, which was humorously referred to as ‘Uganda time’. Often this 

would mean that outreach visits or interviews would occur much later than scheduled and 

other times, not at all. This was sometimes frustrating for me as I would see the plans that I 

had previously made scuppered at the last minute. However, I soon accepted this as an 

uncontrollable aspect of the research process and tried to account for it during any plans 

that I made. Secondly, this research offers a very male-centric viewpoint, especially from the 

perspective of the youth band members. Whilst the M-Lisada staff were comprised of a 

fairly even mix of men and women, as were the permanent residents of the children’s 

home, the band were almost entirely male. This could have impacted on my research 

because it predominantly showed the lifeworlds of the boys and therefore, somewhat 

neglected the voices of the girls6.  

4. Analysis Section 1: Street Children, the KCCA and Kampiringisa 

 

In order to contextualise how former street children and child inmates demonstrate their 

agentic abilities, it is essential to delve into the factors that drive children onto the streets 

and the Kampiringisa Rehabilitation Centre initially, and also what conditions are like once 

they are there. The first section of the analysis, using the data from the interviews that were 

conducted, along with my participant observations, explores these issues along with the role 

of the Kampala Capital City Authority, in order to understand the context in which M-Lisada 

and its participants are situated. 

 

                                                           
5
 To do this, I would often end the interviews by asking ‘do you have any questions for me?’, which would 

occasionally be followed with a (sometimes lengthy) informal conversation about something completely 
unrelated to the research. 
6
 The possible impacts of this will be discussed later in the ‘further studies’ section. 
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4.1. Drivers to the Streets 

 

In terms of internal migration research, children have largely been neglected in previous 

studies (Young 2004). Child migration from the homes to the streets in Uganda is neither a 

simple unidirectional nor linear process; it transcends spatial and temporal dimensions in its 

inherent complexity and non-uniformity. For example, whilst Kampala is the final 

destination for many street children in Uganda, some of the children interviewed travelled 

to nearby towns first, before ultimately journeying towards the capital upon acquiring 

street-based justifications for their onward migration7. My empirical observations support 

previous research in asserting that the majority of street children are indeed boys, and are 

mostly, though certainly not exclusively, aged between eight and eighteen (Veale and Dona 

2003).  

Over the past two decades in particular, the streets of Kampala have witnessed a rapid 

increase in the amount of street children who dwell there (ANPPCAN 2013). Previous 

studies have attempted to explain the underlying causes of this rise and have argued that 

this is due to a corrosion of the overall socioeconomic environment especially due to HIV/ 

AIDS, rapid urbanisation, poverty and also as a consequence of the twenty years of civil war 

that engulfed the North of the country (Harper and Marcus 2000; Bayat 2000). However, 

Mizin and Ofosu-Kusi (2013) call for an avoidance of simple behaviouristic explanations 

regarding why children are drawn to the Sub-Saharan African streets, arguing that if the 

driving force was simply destitution, then there would be far many more pushed there. 

However, based on my respondents’ views, I would argue that this is only partially true. This 

is because the predominant justifications emerging from my interviews suggest that abuse 

within the household, especially following transformations in the familial structure; a 

general neglect of the rights of children in Uganda; the death of a parent(s) or guardian(s) 

due to HIV/AIDS; poverty and also conflict, both in Rwanda and Northern Uganda are the 

key factors that increase the likelihood of migration to the streets. These will be elaborated 

upon below. 

                                                           
7
 McHugh has explored the spatio-temporal nature of street child migration in Uganda in greater detail. (2000: 

71) 
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One explanation that was consistently cited a number of band and staff members alike as a 

driver behind migration to the streets, was violence or abuse within the household. 

Sometimes, leaving home is a conscious decision made by the child, whereas other times 

they are forced to leave and seek an alternative life on the streets by negligent family 

members or guardians. Both staff and band members alike claimed that this is related to a 

breakdown in the family structure, where a parent of the child dies or absconds, and the 

remaining parent finds a new partner who does not provide the child with the same level of 

care. Many of my younger interviewees spoke about the abuse and neglect they suffered in 

their homes before migrating to the streets, whereas others spoke anecdotally about how 

common it is in Uganda for parents or guardians to beat their children. For those that have 

been orphaned, many are compelled to live with another family member, such as an aunty, 

uncle or grandparent, or family friends. Many of my respondents spoke about their 

experiences of abuse and neglect in the home of a family member: 

“Some children who have been orphaned live with their uncle and aunty and they say 

‘if you need to stay here, you need to wake up in the morning, wash my clothes and 

my wife’s clothes, sweep the floor and take the young children to school.’ What’s 

next? They are treated like a housekeeper or something. They are not respected as 

children….They think they would rather survive on their own and they run away.” 

                                                                                                                 (Interview with Bosco) 

“Sometimes when the mother dies and the father has to look for a new wife and the 

man has got a kid, the new wife may want another kid and then she won’t love the 

father’s old kid as much. It happens a lot in Uganda.”                  (Interview with Frank) 

The high incidence of HIV/AIDS has had a major influence on the breakdown of the family 

structure in Uganda. Whilst Uganda is one of the only countries in the world that has 

managed to reverse the prevalence of HIV amongst its citizens, it is still home to an 

extremely high number of AIDS orphans (James Jacob et al. 2004). HIV/AIDS prevalence 

rates are highest in the ‘Central Region’, which surrounds Kampala (UAIS 2011), and which 

also happens to be the region where the greatest proportions of street children originate 
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from8 (Young 2004). Indeed, some of the band members and staff members at M-Lisada had 

lost a parent to the disease. HIV/AIDS also puts greater strain on extended families which 

may already be struggling to cope with poverty or illness themselves (Maier 2002: 14). This 

highlights the multidimensional and multi-scalar politics underlying the factors that drive 

children to the streets and demonstrates how they often overlap and operate in chorus with 

one another 

I would argue that the prevalence of violence and abuse within the household stems from a 

general disregard of children’s rights in Uganda and there are many examples of this being 

enacted in the home. Rodgers, a staff member at M-Lisada provided an example of how 

family members can exploit the inexperience and vulnerability of a child following the death 

of a parent: 

“Here in Uganda, children are not entitled to rights or property. Those who are in 

charge take advantage of the youngness of the child and mistreat the child so that 

they go away. In the process, if they go away, the property will be theirs. They are 

being cheated and that’s why many go to the street.”                 (Interview with Frank) 

Cappa and Khan (2011) suggest that in societies in Sub-Saharan Africa in which violence is 

normalized, there emerges a perception among both the perpetrators and victims alike that 

violence is required, even essential to ensure the good behaviour of children. This was 

verified by many of the staff members in M-Lisada, who have instead opted to shun the 

violent forms of punishment prevalent in many households of Uganda in favour of a more 

diplomatic, nonviolent approach when it comes to disciplining the children9.  

Whilst poverty and HIV/AIDS are reciprocally linked with one another in Uganda (Denis 

2007), poverty by itself was found to be a catalyst for causing children to migrate from their 

home. Staff at M-Lisada reported that sometimes they would encounter desperate family 

members dropping their children at their children’s home because they are unable to 

provide for them. Other times, Kampala’s police or social workers would also ask M-Lisada if 

they have room for a child that has been abandoned by a destitute parent. This is an 

                                                           
8
 Young (2004) argues here that proximity to Kampala is a ‘pull factor’, partly because the children are more 

aware of the income earning opportunities available and also may already have social networks established 
there. 
9
 One example of this is M-Lisada’s ‘youth court’ – which will be discussed in greater detail in section 5.2.  
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example endorsed by the previous studies of Harper and Marcus (2000: 4), who argue that 

in Uganda, the psychosocial and economic repercussions of poverty within the household 

are inordinately absorbed by the youth and in turn, poverty has been recognised as one of 

the strongest driving forces pushing children from the home (UNESCO 1995: 13-14). 

However, it is important to not rely too heavily on this discourse, as it essentializes and 

stigmatises those who are associated with poverty (Moura 2002). Kevin, one of the older 

band members, explained what his situation was like in his former home: 

“My father died when I was nine-years-old. Life was hard at home. We had to get 

scraps and sell them to get money for a living. After some time, I was influenced by 

my brother to go to the street for longer and longer.”                  (Interview with Kevin) 

It is evident from Kevin’s statement, that his transition from the home to the streets was a 

gradual process, rather than a consequence of singular event. The death of his father meant 

that the household income was drastically reduced, leaving himself, his brother and mother 

in a difficult financial situation. It was due to the poverty in his home that he steadily 

migrated to the streets to take advantage of any informal income-earning opportunities that 

arose, and progressively he would spend more time there as his friendship network 

expanded and even more income-earning opportunities became available. Other children 

echoed the sentiments of this statement, and spoke about their own protracted process of 

street-bound migration. For instance, when the band members were asked about the year 

that they first migrated onto the streets, many found that it was impossible to provide a 

definitive answer because the process was so prolonged and staggered. 

A final, less generalizable factor for child migration to the streets is due to armed conflict. 

Two of the band members that I interviewed were born in Rwanda, and fled the country at a 

very young age due to the repercussions of the civil war, before further factors such as 

those mentioned above, led them to the streets of Kampala. The conflict that engulfed the 

north of Uganda for two decades also triggered substantial youth migration to the streets. 

Many lost or were separated from family members, or were directly involved in the conflict 

themselves and subsequently found it difficult to reintegrate into society (Wessels 2005). 

Julian, one of the band members, spoke about why he joined M-Lisada: 
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“I came here to come to school but I had no hope of going back to school when my 

parents died when I was 9-years-old. I came to M-Lisada as an orphan. My family is 

still in Rwanda but I don’t know where. My father came from Rwanda due to the 

wars and he reached Kampala before he died.”                             (Interview with Julian)                                                                                                

It is clear from Julian’s comments that the underlying reasons that children have for moving 

to the streets are as complex and divergent as the process itself. In summary, the push 

factors operate concurrently and interact on a multitude of scales; from abuse in the 

household or HIV/AIDS at the micro-level, poverty at the meso-level, and also macro-level 

conflicts. There is also no definitive or even common route taken and no specific timeframe 

in which it takes place, meaning that it is difficult to generalise the reasons that drive 

children to the streets. With this in mind, the next section will outline the conditions that 

children face whilst living on the streets. It will describe the dangers and tribulations that 

the respondents cited, such as violence from community members or the police, drug abuse 

and the myriad difficulties in finding food and shelter. 

 

4.2. Life on the Streets 

 

Street children are defined as ‘any girl or boy … for whom the street (in the widest sense of 

the word, including unoccupied dwellings, wasteland, etc.) has become his or her habitual 

abode and/or source of livelihood; and who is inadequately protected, supervised, or 

directed by responsible adults’  (UNCHS 2000: 73). Whilst the inherently transient and 

peripatetic nature of street children makes definite numbers difficult to quantify, estimates 

have speculated that there are around 10,000 children currently living on Uganda’s streets, 

the majority of which are in Kampala (UNICEF 2011; ANPPCAN 2013). Once on the streets, 

the children find themselves navigating an extremely challenging and brutal setting, with 

most children undertaking a daily struggle to obtain food and shelter, whilst also avoiding 

the ubiquitous dangers from other street-dwellers and the police. I asked the band 

members, many of whom were former street children themselves, what the main dangers 

are on the street and most of them spoke about exploitation from the community and 

police, including the fear of arbitrary arrest. A second issue was the prevalence of violence 
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at the hands of other inhabitants of the street. When I invited the respondents to elaborate, 

almost all of them spoke about the violence that they had witnessed or were victims of. 

Jonathan, who is now nineteen, recounted an experience where he dealt with violence as a 

street child: 

 
“There are groups on the street and if they meet in the night they fight to rob you 

using knives and stones. They don’t care. I got this [points to scar] from fighting. The 

guy wanted to take my things and he used the knife in the struggle. There was no 

treatment and it got infected. When you get sick you just stay on the verandas10 

watching people until you get better… I thought I was going to die; I was only 10 or 

something.”                                                                                     (Interview with Jonathan)                                                                                   

Previous quantitative analyses have determined that street children are at risk of being both 

victimised by or perpetrators of violence (Swahn et al. 2012). To compound this, studies 

have shown that there are links between the experience of traumatic events in childhood 

with mental health problems such as depression and anxiety occurring in later life (Koenig et 

al. 2004), though this is difficult for this study to comment on without undertaking more 

longitudinal research. 

The outcomes of the harsh conditions of street living are also exacerbated by drug and 

alcohol abuse. A number of staff members at M-Lisada who have frequent direct contact 

with street children cited marijuana, opium, alcohol and ‘fuel’ as the most common drugs 

that street children abuse. ‘Fuel’ or ‘aviation fuel’ is a solvent-based narcotic that is usually 

purchased from sellers disguised as fruit vendors or water sellers on the streets. It is mostly 

inhaled by homeless adults and children to stave off hunger and to make them ‘feel strong’. 

It is also incredibly harmful and addictive and therefore the less experienced or younger 

street children are often coerced by more established peers to begin inhaling it initially (Van 

Blerk 2005). My empirical observations are recounted in an extract from my field diary, in 

which I recall how a former street child who now works with M-Lisada and I, went to a bus 

station in central Kampala, behind which live a large group of street children: 

                                                           
10

 The term ‘veranda’ is commonly used to describe the spaces in front of the shops that line the main roads. 
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 “Frances and I boarded boda bodas to the bus park and walked out of its Western 

exit. There, in plain sight of the commuters was a squalid sheet of orange tarpaulin, 

under which four street children were sleeping. The youngest was approximately four 

years old, the oldest about fifteen. Frances woke them up and began talking to them. 

After a very short time, my presence had attracted a large group of other street 

children, many of whom Frances was familiar with. They surrounded us and began 

shouting and laughing in Luganda. However, all of them looked scared and it was 

evident that they were in a terribly desperate state - there were between 25 and 30 

in total and every single one of them, with no exception, were carrying a plastic 

bottle with a small amount of liquid inside. Frances told me that it was ‘aviation fuel’ 

and that the children inhale it to get high because it ‘keeps them warm at night’ and 

also ‘stops the hunger’.”                                        (Extract from field diary, 9th July 2014) 

The prevalence of drug abuse and petty theft perpetrated by street children in Uganda 

means that they are largely perceived as a homogenous entity that is implicitly associated 

with deviance, criminality and disorderly behaviour by society. For this reason, their 

treatment at the hands of the Kampala Capital City Authority (KCCA) and also by police 

officers, business owners and the wider community was found to be generally negative and 

frequently violent. Whilst street children in Kampala are highly innovative and inventive 

with how they interact with the urban landscape, they remain marginalised by the other 

users of the street space, rendering them simultaneously ‘invisible yet visible’ (Young 2003: 

617). Furthermore, due to their lack of resources whilst on the streets, many of my 

interviewees described illegal activities, predominantly stealing, that they were compelled 

to undertake merely to survive. The risks are high however, as there is a large sense of mob 

and vigilante-justice in Uganda and they can be beaten severely by the community if caught. 

For instance, I was informed about one such attack that happened to a child who spent a 

brief period living at the M-Lisada children’s home. Whilst living on the streets, he was 

caught stealing some food by a local shop owner, whom began to publically beat him, 

vociferously calling him a ‘thief’. A mob formed and other members of the community 

began to join in with the attack, while others filmed it on their mobile phones. The incident 

culminated in brutal finale as the community used pliers to sever one of the child’s fingers. 

The video however, received national media coverage and some of the attackers were 
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charged for the attack; a rare outcome that was probably only the case due to the unusual 

amount of attention it had received. 

In addition to the numerous challenges and dangers delineated above, such as violence, 

mob justice, the widespread usage of drugs, along with the daily challenges that the 

children have to face in finding food and shelter, another major concern they share is the 

treatment that they receive from the Kampala Capital City Authority (KCCA). The next 

section, based on the data obtained during my research, will discuss this issue in further 

detail. 

4.3. The KCCA and Kampiringisa National Rehabilitation Centre 

 

One of the principal concerns for street children and as alluded to by numerous band 

members was their relationship with the KCCA, also known as the yellow shirt police, who 

are the legal entity of Kampala’s council and are largely responsible for tackling the city’s 

multiplicity of urban problems. Their heavy-handed approach, especially in regard to their 

interactions with street children has garnered much criticism (Human Rights Watch 2014). 

For instance, I was informed that at night the KCCA would regularly raid areas that were 

widely known to be locations where street children commonly slept or congregated. Once 

caught, the children were at risk from being beaten, extorted for money and arbitrarily 

arrested. M-Lisada band member, Nick elaborates:  

“The government do not support them [street children] to be on the streets. When the 

KCCA get them, they handle them badly. Sometimes they [the KCCA] find them when 

they are sleeping and then they beat them and take them to other places like 

Kampiringisa or other places outside of Kampala, like Gulu11.”      (Interview with Nick)                                                                                                           

 

This tactic has come under criticism by commenters, who argue that the heavy-handed 

approach of the KCCA is forcing street children underground, making them more difficult to 

contact by NGOs or the government and simultaneously making conditions riskier overall 

(Mitchell et al. 2007). The conditions in Kampiringisa have also faced a growing degree of 

scrutiny of late, predominantly by children’s rights advocacy groups, due to the decrepit  

                                                           
11

 Gulu is a city in the north of Uganda, 337km north of Kampala. 
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environment, tough conditions and allegations of rights abuses (Sustain for Life 2013; 

Moore 2010). 

Kampiringisa National Rehabilitation Centre is situated 50km west of Kampala, along the 

Kampala-Masaka road. Throughout my research I was frequently informed by cynical M-

Lisada staff members that they are required to refer to Kampiringisa as a ‘rehabilitation 

centre’, rather than a ‘prison’ by the government, even though they acknowledge that it 

effectively is. There are three types of inmate in Kampiringisa, who all share the same space. 

The first group are children who have committed crimes, from theft to murder, and have 

received a sentence through the courts. The second are street children who have been 

rounded up by the KCCA or police from other towns and are detained in Kampiringisa, 

supposedly temporarily, before being relocated back to their homes (often without consent) 

or to a more permanent care home. Earlier academic postulations had suggested that these 

‘round-ups’ had been successful because ‘street children and orphans have practically 

disappeared from the streets of Kampala’ (James Jacob et al. 2004: 9)12, though it seems 

that in contemporary Kampala, this is no longer the case. Alarmingly, the third group are 

children who have had disagreements with their parents or guardians and are subsequently 

taken to Kampiringisa for capricious and subjective offenses such as ‘being stubborn’ or 

‘insolent’, and are obliged to serve sentences ranging upwards of three months.  

Once inside, the conditions I observed were dilapidated, distressing and often inhumane. 

Whilst most of the inmates were teenagers, there were also numerous younger children and 

even toddlers present. For instance, during one of my visits, I observed an 18-month-old 

baby who was sat naked on the wet floor of the dining room during a thunderstorm. When I 

enquired about the reason for his presence there, the staff members were unable to 

answer. Moreover, though the majority of the inmates are boys, there are also a number of 

girl inmates, and there is rarely any separation between the gender groups. In addition, for 

the first month of their sentence, the boys are prohibited from wearing a t-shirt. The 

Kampiringisa staff members argue that this is a tactic invoked to identify new prisoners, 

both to the staff and to the residents in the areas surrounding Kampiringisa, as the centre is 

                                                           
12

 Whilst this research was conducted over ten years ago, I can empirically refute this claim; based on my 
observations, after only a short walk in parts of central Kampala, it is possible to encounter numerous street 
children. 
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not surrounded by walls and inmates often attempt to escape. However, the children often 

complain that this treatment is humiliating and unpleasant, as temperatures can become 

relatively cold, especially during the night or bad weather.  

In terms of violence in the remand home, one M-Lisada staff member also reported that the 

children are beaten by staff members, particularly during the night whilst away from the 

prying eyes of the child rights groups that frequent Kampiringisa during the day. Children in 

Kampiringisa also informed me that they are regularly placed in solitary confinement if they 

have behaved badly, and are awoken in the morning by buckets of cold water being thrown 

over them by the staff. It was also difficult to obtain a definitive answer regarding the 

number of children that currently inhabit Kampiringisa; instead I was repeatedly told that 

the amount fluctuates. For instance, a staff member at Kampiringisa told me that the 

number at that time was ‘around 250’, but that the KCCA could at ‘any time they could bring 

100 children without informing us’13. 

- Hope in Kampiringisa 

In response to the notorious conditions of the remand home, M-Lisada, in coalition with 

their father organisation ‘Brass for Africa’, have turned their attention to Kampiringisa.  This 

is partly to try to intervene in the cycle that takes homeless children from the streets to 

Kampiringisa and back again, and partly as a way to remain in contact with the children 

inside to encourage advocacy for their rights and wellbeing. At the time of research, M-

Lisada had been coordinating an innovative outreach programme in Kampiringisa for four 

months (see image 2, below), in which time they have donated around fifty brass band 

instruments to the centre. Part of the programme involves conducting outreach visits two or 

three times a week during which music teachers give the inmates music lessons, and some 

of M-Lisada’s band members teach the inmates how to maintain and clean their 

instruments. The programme thus far has been regarded as very successful by both M-

Lisada’s and Kampiringisa’s staff. Their biggest achievement to date was their performance 

in Lira, Northern Uganda, as part of UNICEF’s ‘Day of the African Child’ after only two 

                                                           
13

 Coincidentally, a recent Human Rights Watch report regarding Ugandan street children, entitled ‘Where do 
you want us to go?‘, also stated that ‘police around the country have detained large groups of up to 100 
children without charge in police stations with adults’ (2014: 7). This again suggests that the Ugandan law-
enforcement frequently undertake large-scale, unannounced operations rounding up and arresting street 
children.  
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months of practice. The 700km round trip involved the Kampiringisa brass band leading a 

performance in the parade, in front of around 1,000 people, to rapturous applause. 

To summarise this section, the heavy-handed approach of the KCCA represents a major 

problem for the street children, who are largely afforded very little rights and subsequently 

have very little power to prevent themselves from being beaten or arbitrarily arrested. Once 

arrested, they are often taken to the Kampiringisa remand home, where they live in 

decrepit and distressing conditions, often for an indeterminate amount of time. M-Lisada’s 

outreach programme there, which will be further discussed in the next section, is 

attempting to empower the inmates through brass band music and is already demonstrating 

some positive outcomes. 

 

Image 3 - The Kampiringisa band's first photograph together, following the launch of the M-Lisada programme in April 
2014 (Brass for Africa 2014). 
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5. Analysis Section 2: M-Lisada, Music and Empowerment 

 

The second section of the analysis explores how M-Lisada uses non-formal brass-band music 

education to stimulate the band members’ youth agency in relation to the broader social 

and economic context of urban Kampala. To do this, I investigate the content and pedagogy 

of M-Lisada’s non-formal music education programmes, to analyse how they are used as a 

tool for intervention. This intervention predominantly takes two routes. The first is to use 

music as a form of psychosocial therapy to enable children, both former street children and 

those currently in Kampiringisa, to cope with previous traumas and to explore their 

emotions. Secondly, it is used as a device that both directly and indirectly provides the 

youth with skills that enable them to use their agency to better strategize and take 

advantage of any current and future opportunities in the strategically selective context of 

urban Kampala. 

 

5.1. Music to the Rescue: Background and Rationale of M-Lisada  

 

M-Lisada, which stands for ‘Music, Life Skills and Destitution Alleviation’, was founded by 

street child Bosco Segawa and eight other former street children in 1996. Bosco and his 

friends had been living on the streets of the Nsambya slum, around 3km south of Kampala 

City centre and survived day-to day through undertaking a series of informal tasks, such as 

by collecting plastic bottles for recycling and carrying water for nearby residents. Like many 

of the children who end up on the streets of African cities, Bosco’s parents died when he 

was young and he was left to fend for himself. Navigating the streets, finding places to sleep 

and food to eat, and avoiding danger whilst negotiating the negative perceptions that the 

community have of street children, was a complex process: 

“Life was complicated. The challenge I had was that in the streets was that people 

think you are a thief. They believe you have bad behaviour and are on drugs. You are 

not respected or valued as a child. It’s a conflict between the public and street 

children because they fear street children. There’s a stigma.”    (Interview with Bosco) 
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Surviving on the streets was tough for the children. However, life began to improve for 

Bosco and the others when they witnessed a free music performance at a concert in nearby 

school called St. Peters, where they were mesmerised by both the talent of the performers 

and the ensuing applause from the audience. It was the respect that the musicians received 

onstage that inspired Bosco to become a musician himself. After the concert Bosco 

approached the music teacher and asked him if he would teach himself and some of the 

other local street children how to play the instruments, to which the teacher agreed. It was 

through this teacher that Bosco met a European man named Christopher14, who found out 

about Bosco’s ambition to create a brass band for former street children. Christopher 

provided them with ten musical instruments and also paid for the children to live in a one-

room shack in the slum for a year, which ended up housing around thirty street-children. 

From here, and in collaboration with ‘Brass for Africa’, an NGO founded by British Airways 

pilot, Jim Trott15, M-Lisada has continued to expand and now provides a permanent 

residence for a growing number of orphans and former street children. Alongside the 

children’s home, M-Lisada also coordinates numerous outreach programmes such as the 

‘Mummy Foundation’, which aims to give young mothers in the area an education and the 

Good Shepherd School, which houses disabled residents and similar to the work at M-

Lisada’s main site, aims to empower the children by teaching them how to play musical 

instruments. Currently there are nineteen paid staff members employed by M-Lisada who 

work in a range of roles from financial administrators, to social workers and child protection 

officers.  

 

As well as providing the children with a safe and loving environment and paying for their 

school fees, if possible they also attempt to resettle the children with their families or 

carers, often in other parts of Uganda. Crucially though, and what sets M-Lisada apart from 

other organisations, is that they teach the children how to play brass band instruments 

through their daily music lessons. Alongside these lessons, they also coordinate Uganda’s 

only brass instrument maintenance and repair workshop, where they teach the children 

how to maintain and restore their instruments (see image 3, below).  

                                                           
14

 To this day, very little is known about Christopher, except that he may be of German nationality.  
15

 Jim Trott is the founder and a trustee for NGO, ‘Brass for Africa’, who are M-Lisada’s father organisation. He 
has been working closely with M-Lisada since 2009. 
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To supplement the income from donors, the band is regularly hired out to perform at 

various social functions around Kampala and sometimes further afield, such as at weddings, 

church events and birthday parties. From these performances, M-Lisada receives a fee that 

contributes towards the food and education costs for the children and also staff wages. The 

band can usually earn between 200,000-500,000 Ugandan Shillings (UGX)16 for a typical 

performance, depending on the duration and distance from Nsambya. For larger or more 

prestigious events however, such as for the government or at football matches, they can 

earn up to one million Ugandan Shillings.  

 

Image 4 – During an outreach visit, M-Lisada band members teach some of the Kampiringisa inmates how to maintain 
and repair their instruments (M-Lisada 2014). 

 

Predominantly, there are three ways that children find themselves living with M-Lisada. The 

first is that they are abandoned by family members who can no longer afford to take care of 

the child, usually following the death of one or both parents. These children are dropped off 

                                                           
16

 On the 13
th

 November 2014, 500,000 Ush (UGX) was worth just over €145 (EUR), or $181 (USD). 
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directly at M-Lisada or with the police and social workers, who have good connections to M-

Lisada’s in-house social workers. The second way is because the child leaves their home, 

either due to the death of a parent or carer, abuse in the home or because of poverty, and 

they journey to Kampala where they find themselves in a desperate situation having to 

survive on the streets. Occasionally, a street child will hear about M-Lisada and come of 

their own accord. Once there, they are not obliged to stay, but they can obtain food, bathe 

and talk to a social worker about being resettled.  

 

However, the third and most predominant way that M-Lisada reaches the children on the 

streets is through their outreach performances. Often the social workers will visit areas 

known for having populations of street children to offer assistance and to invite them to the 

home. Other times though, the band will join the social workers and perform, which acts as 

a device to attract the attention of the street children and encourages them to overcome 

their general distrust of adults. At the time of the research, M-Lisada was a semi-permanent 

or permanent home for 74 children, thirteen of which came to M-Lisada as orphans and the 

remainder as abandoned or former-street children. Once the child becomes a resident at M-

Lisada, they are attached to an older member, who has had similar experiences and uses 

this commonality to act as a mentor for the newer child. 

 

Non-formal brass band music education is a central facet of M-Lisada’s outreach and 

intervention programmes. Whilst the musical aspect is rather unique, other projects 

focussing on non-formal education have developed in the region. One such example is the 

Mathare Youth Sports Association in Nairobi, which utilises sport to encourage marginalised 

youth to engage with public space and community actors and catalyse social change. Sport 

here is employed to foster the young people’s community spirit and their capacity to 

participate in public issues (Wamucii 2012). In comparison to music, sport has proved to be 

a far more prevalent non-formal educative tool in Sub-Saharan Africa. I asked some of the 

staff members about why they chose to focus on music instead of sport; Rochelle offered 

this explanation: 

“The music teaches the children discipline and teamwork like nothing else does. If 

you tell me that sports like soccer teaches you teamwork, I will say ‘to a degree’, 
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but it also teaches that you can be one up if you are stronger and bigger. Music 

doesn’t do that. You are not one up if you a bigger and stronger in music. You 

don’t have to compete with anyone else. You are paying in a team but you are all 

working together, so the teambuilding comes from the music. Soccer isn’t the be 

all and end all to creating decent human beings. We have kids who are disciplined 

because of the music and they care for other children because of the music. They 

have good hearts and want to help. So everything comes from the music.”  

                                                                                                      (Interview with Rochelle) 

Music is perceived as less physical, more democratic and more inclusive than sport. Whilst 

band members are required to have a certain level of musical skill, M-Lisada emphasize that 

musical ability is not a necessity for participating in the music practices, but rather, they 

require a willingness and commitment to take part. 

However, in order to delve deeper into why M-Lisada centre their non-formal music 

education programme interventions on street children, it is useful to analyse their 

ideological rationale. In doing so, it is crucial to not simply question whether the programme 

is successful, but how it is successful and for whom. Firstly, M-Lisada aims to redress the 

lack of confidence, skills and ultimately, the lack of agency of former street children and 

current child inmates. Secondly, M-Lisada’s intention is to reduce the amount of children 

living on Uganda’s streets whilst simultaneously endeavouring to alter the community’s 

perceptions of these marginalised youth (M-Lisada 2014). They achieve this by assessing the 

needs of the children, in this instance the need for an education, the need for a form of 

psychosocial therapy to deal with traumatic events. Alongside this, they also recognise the 

necessity to negate the vulnerability of the marginalised youth by empowering them socially 

and economically for their future wellbeing.  

 

In this sense, music is regarded as a tool that can provide a platform for exploring one’s 

emotions and responding to prior trauma. In addition, the skills it provides, along with the 

positive personality and behavioural transformations it catalyses, are regarded as traits that 

enhance the agency of the youth involved, which in turn allows them to create better 

strategies for improving their wellbeing. This section has described the history of M-Lisada 

before moving on to outlining its ideological rationale for implementing its music 
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programme. The following two sections delve into this in greater detail and will outline 

exactly how M-Lisada staff and band members perceive that non-formal music education 

can be a used as a therapeutic tool. They will also delineate what individual and social skills 

music practices and performances can engender and consequently, how these agentic traits 

are employed by the youth to empower them both socially and economically for their 

futures. 

 

5.2. Music as a Form of Psychosocial Therapy 

 

Music is utilised as a creative educative tool by M-Lisada as a method of psychosocial 

support and therapy for the children because many of them have suffered traumatic 

experiences prior to joining the organisation, either whilst on the streets or in their former-

homes. When a child has suffered from a distressing experience (or experiences), the desire 

to communicate usually runs parallel with an inability to do so, making verbalisation difficult 

and the consequences unresolved (Hanebrink and Smith 2012). Music therefore, is 

employed by M-Lisada as a device that transcends this problematic situation by providing a 

way for the children to communicate in a non-verbal manner. Creative art therapies such as 

music can also act as effective vehicles for transcending language barriers (Lachal 2003). 

This is particularly salient in this strategically selective context because Uganda is the most 

ethnically diverse country in the world (Alesina et al. 2002), and many of the children that 

venture to Kampala’s streets do so from regions that do not speak the capital’s lingua 

franca, Luganda. Nor do they necessarily share the same culture or behaviours, but music, 

as staff member Mary points out, can be used to overcome these differences: 

“These kids come from different backgrounds and cultures, music brings them 

together. You see yourself as a team member and part of a family… When you are 

friends and playing music together, you don’t want to harm the others because they 

are part of your family. It is a therapy and a tool that joins them.” 

                                                                                                                 (Interview with Mary) 

Other staff and band members at M-Lisada echoed this sentiment, and frequently referred 

to other members as their ‘family’, ‘brothers and sisters’ or their ‘team’. The band members 



51 
 

live and study together, but crucially they perform together, meaning that they are aware 

that it is essential to peacefully coexist and assist each other with their problems if they are 

to succeed as a group.  

Band practices and performances also encouraged a form of escapism, providing the band 

members with a platform from which they could explore their emotions. When I questioned 

them about how they feel when they play music, many of the band members informed me 

that they feel ‘happy’, or that they are ‘in another world’; with others alluding to how it 

allows them to ‘express [their] sorrow and express [their] anger’ and even ‘forget the past’. 

This emphasizes the wide pallet of emotions, feelings and sensations that can be explored 

through musical performance. These tie in with previous studies, which emphasise that the 

goal of creative art therapies is to stimulate the expression of emotions, build capacity, 

intragroup respect and relationships (Heidenreich 2005). Like M-Lisada, Heidenreich is also 

keen to emphasize that a high degree of musical skill is not a prerequisite, but rather that 

the idea is to encourage members to ‘try out behaviours, actions and reactions within a safe 

a protected environment’ (2005: 131). Band practices, like the one seen in image 4, below, 

along with M-Lisada’s children’s home in general acts as a ‘safe space’ in which behaviours 

and actions can be tested in a hospitable and nonviolent setting.  

 

Image 5 - M-Lisada band members take part in a practice session at the children's home in Nsambya (M-Lisada 2014). 
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The organisation’s rejection of all forms of violent corporal punishment, and their innovative 

disciplinary techniques, such as their ‘youth court’ – a youth-led court complete with a 

judge and jury used to democratically punish any misdemeanours - is demonstrative of their 

endeavour towards ensuring that the organisation acts as a safe space for the children. 

Typical punishments, rather than physical beatings, include being ‘sentenced’ to assist the 

matron with the cooking for a week, or having to spend a day or two reading in the library. 

Part of this ‘safe space’ ideology is encouraged by the teachers and older band members, 

both of whom act as mentors for the younger members by offering guidance and advice 

based on their shared experiences. This is vital to reinvigorate the self-esteem of the 

children, which is stimulated both through the praise and the constructive criticism that 

they receive, as confirmed by Gisa: 

“At M-Lisada, they don’t tell me I’m good just to make me happy. They could also say 

‘there’s something missing’ and it helps me improve. Whenever I do something 

wrong, I love people to tell me.”                                                          (Interview with Gisa)           

Through the help of the music teachers and their older mentors, the band members quickly 

improve and comprehend that with enough practice they can make accomplishments in 

their musical ability.  Music-playing acts a metaphor for self-belief among band members: if 

they can improve their capabilities with a musical instrument, what is to stop them from 

achieving and improving in other areas too? This is a question that is indicative of self-

efficacy and self-belief. In sum, music acts a useful tool that allows children to communicate 

non-verbally in a safe environment, providing them with the opportunity to delve into a 

range of emotions which consequently acts as an effective form of psychosocial therapy in a 

way that verbal methods, or more formal educative and therapeutic tools are unable to do 

(Kramer 2006: 34).  

 

5.3. Music as a Source of Social and Economic Empowerment 

 

Alongside its psychosocially therapeutic benefits, music is also utilised by M-Lisada to 

empower the band members socially, by using music and performance as a device to foster 
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social skills. M-Lisada argue that it does this by stimulating a multitude of positive 

behaviours and characteristics that can be transferred to other areas of their lives. This 

section outlines these characteristics and describes how they are stimulated and developed. 

This was achieved predominantly by asking the participants about the attributes and 

qualities that are essential to be a good band member and also, about their perceptions 

regarding how they think music has improved their wellbeing and changed their 

personalities. The most frequently cited characteristics attitudes and behaviours, which will 

be elaborated upon below, were enhancements in self-confidence, teamwork skills, 

creativity and also how it has encouraged them to uphold their appearance and time-

management skills.   

Band members and staff alike pointed to the band’s music performances as events that 

develop confidence among the children. The M-Lisada band is regularly hired by weddings, 

churches and corporate functions to perform and these concerts usually take place in front 

of a large crowd, sometimes at extremely high profile events. Some band members 

informed me that they have previously performed in front of the Queen Elizabeth II of the 

United Kingdom, Ugandan President, Yoweri Museveni, and at football matches for the 

Ugandan national team. The concerts help the children develop their confidence by allowing 

them to express themselves in front of an audience, who are normally impressed and 

subsequently offer applause and praise, which in turn boosts their self-esteem. James, one 

of the band members, expands on this:  

“Before I started playing music I could not talk or stand in front of a crowd of people to 

address them. But when we play music, we normally play in front of a big audience and 

then sometimes we have to solo. That’s how it has made me more confident. If you are 

not confident, you cannot solo.”                                                             (Interview with James) 

 

Another band member also spoke about the reaction from the crowd following their 

performances, and the effect that this has on him: 

“When you have finished performing and people clap, you feel so touched. It makes you 

feel like you should add more effort next time; it inspires you.”           (Interview with Gisa) 
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Other band members were described by the M-Lisada staff as being extremely shy or 

withdrawn when they first joined the band, but through having exposure to a range of 

different contexts, audiences and experiences, they began to open up, enjoy themselves 

and have ultimately become better communicators. This confidence can lead to self-

assurance and self-efficacy, which are vital attributes for succeeding in other areas of life. 

Kampiringisa inmates too are more confident than beforehand as a consequence of their 

newly developed musical skills because they are aware that when they finally leave the 

rehabilitation centre, they will have a skill that they can potentially rely on during their 

reformation. On a number of occasions, when M-Lisada and Kampiringisa band members 

were asked why confidence was important outside of a musical context, they frequently 

referred to the workplace and job interviews as areas where it is an imperative attribute. 

Indeed, building confidence is one of M-Lisada’s key priorities, as emphasized by the 

organisation’s ‘mission’ stated on their website (2014): 

“M-Lisada strives to restore dignity and self-confidence through the teaching of life 

skills, music, and the arts, thereby improving the lives of vulnerable children, and 

their chances for the future.”  

For the Kampiringisa band, their context is slightly different, because unlike the M-Lisada 

band, whose members have already escaped the troublesome conditions of the streets or 

remand home, the current inmates are still undergoing a difficult situation. In this instance, 

the rationale of M-Lisada’s programme has had to be modified slightly, with a shift in 

emphasis to the band members’ futures once they leave the remand home. They highlight 

to the inmates, that despite their current situation, they have the capacity and agency to 

achieve a more positive future once they are released. In this regard, music acts as the 

starting point from which other skills and abilities are synthesized. M-Lisada staff member 

Rochelle elaborated on this notion: 

“If you have a child that has no skills, has been sick most of their life, hasn’t been to 

school, has had no decent meals and you hand him a trumpet … and he has seen 

what these other children can do, music changes them because it gives them a skill, 

and the skill gives them confidence and the confidence gives them a yearning to learn 

more. Once we get them to learn to play an instrument we teach them how to read 
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music and then from there, read other things too. From there they can teach other 

children how to play music. It’s all coming from that one time when they saw the 

band and said ‘wow, this is really cool’…Maybe you get to play a tuba or the big 

drum in front of 4,000 people who applaud you.”                    (Interview with Rochelle) 

The underlying theory behind the Kampiringisa band therefore, is that it should have a 

catalytic effect on the development of other skills that can in turn, empower the inmates, 

especially upon their release. It is worth noting the importance of the interaction between 

the M-Lisada music teachers and the Kampiringisa band members. Many of the inmates in 

the Kampiringisa band had never been to school at all, and may have faced a particularly 

traumatic time on the streets or the home and therefore, the effect of having a teacher or 

peers praise their achievements, possibly for the first time ever, can have a remarkable 

effect on their self-esteem. 

As it has already been alluded to, teamwork also emerged as an essential attribute 

regarding what constitutes a good band member. The importance of ‘working as a team’ 

and ‘being a team player’ was repeatedly emphasised, especially by the band members 

themselves. When I asked about what exactly they meant by working as a team, they spoke 

about the importance of being able to listen and communicate with each other. Alongside 

this, they also iterated the importance of offering encouragement when another band 

member is struggling and praise after they have accomplished something, such as when 

they have learned a particularly tricky piece of music. Their improved ability to interact with 

one another is indicative of how the children have enhanced their social and communicative 

skills; indeed, one of my interviewees told me that “with music you speak one language”. 

Previous studies concur, and argue that groups engaging in creative processes develop 

tolerance and mutual respect, which leads to a sense of togetherness and group-belonging 

that overcomes linguistic and societal dissimilarities (Nöcker-Ribaupierre and Wölfl 2010). 

This notion of teamwork is also relevant to the relations that the children share with the 

wider community: alongside the performances, M-Lisada band members engage in 

community projects such as maintaining the local environment, with the band playing music 

while other community members assist with the cleaning of the local area. 
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The role of band practices and band performances in encouraging the band members to 

look after their appearance and ensure that they are punctual was also recurrently referred 

to. When the band performs, they do so wearing one of a number of brightly coloured 

uniforms. The uniforms are aesthetically eye-catching and contribute to the vibrant 

atmosphere of the performance. Two of the band members even informed me that the 

reason that they initially joined M-Lisada was because they saw the band perform whilst 

they were living on the streets and they were impressed by their outfits and instruments 

and aspired to be a part of it themselves. However, the importance of appearing 

presentable does not originate solely from the music, it is also encouraged by the M-Lisada 

staff and carers, who act as the authority figures to the children, many of whom have 

missed this guidance due to orphan-hood or neglect by family members, or because they 

lived on the streets. Two M-Lisada staff members highlighted the importance of discipline, 

time management and hygiene during the interviews: 

“First of all, we try to help with interpersonal skills: from bathing, to personal 

hygiene. These are children have missed these skills from their families like brushing 

their teeth in the morning, or knowing what food to eat and when.”   

                                                                                                           (Interview with Goddfrey) 

“They learn to take care of themselves because nobody will train you if you a dirty. 

You have to be on time and sober. You need to be very disciplined as well.”  

                                                                                                              (Interview with Aggrey) 

Discipline and punctuality is instilled into the children at M-Lisada, especially in regard to 

their behaviour at school and also at the children’s home. Being on time is very important, 

not just at M-Lisada but in Kampiringisa also. Yusuf, a social worked at the rehabilitation 

centre informed me that he has witnessed significant behavioural improvements from the 

inmates who have been selected to take part in M-Lisada’s outreach programme because 

participation is conditional on the basis of good conduct. 

These newly developed skills equip the children with characteristics that enable them to 

better function in society. This partly arises from the shift in perceptions that the 

community have of street children. Whereas initially, as street children they were 
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marginalised and associated with poverty and deviance, the success of the M-Lisada brass 

band and the prestige it brings with it has reversed these perceptions and enabled the 

children to forge a new identity for themselves17. One of my interviewees told me that he 

felt that he did not really ‘fit’ in society when he was living on the streets, but his musical 

skills have made the community proud of him and they now regard the band-members as 

role models for the other children. Bosco, the founder of M-Lisada elaborates upon his 

transformed relationship with the community since his time on the streets: 

“Since the time we started, the people [in the community] can’t believe our past. 

They trust us and have started to change how they think of the people in the band. 

We have become superstars to our community. In the slums everyone now respects 

me”                                                                                                         (Interview with Bosco) 

Bosco also points out how M-Lisada’s outreach programme in Kampiringisa has given the 

children there a newfound sense of self-belief; he draws on the example of when the 

inmates were invited to perform at the ‘Day of the African Child’ UNICEF event in Lira, for 

how this experience had a transformative effect for the children because it showed that by 

learning a skills, they can be valued and respected members of society: 

“The children were given trust, because they knew they could escape that day if they 

wanted. They worked as a family and as a team and at the end of the function they 

were very happy and proud. They were talking to each other and would say ‘did you 

see when I was playing before?’ It gives them so much confidence and allows them to 

work together. Such things could change children.”                      (Interview with Bosco) 

This increased confidence, spawned from the belief of others and also through 

enhancements in their own self-belief, has had an empowering effect on the band-

members, who now have stronger faith in their own self-efficacy. The community no longer 

regard them merely as deviant street children, or even just as former street children. They 

are now primarily perceived as accomplished music players, who have managed to turn 

their lives around and are now heading towards a bright future. 

                                                           
17

 For a similar example of this in Recife, Brazil, see Oenning da Silva (2006). 



58 
 

Alongside its socially empowering properties, musical proficiency can also provide a source 

of economic empowerment. In a country with relatively high rates of youth unemployment 

and social exclusion, particularly for unskilled or uneducated youth (Tukundane et al. 2014), 

music both directly and indirectly offers an alternative source of employment. To research 

this, I asked many of the band members about their future career ambitions and also the 

staff members about the career paths of the M-Lisada alumni. Around half of the band 

members interviewed informed me that they have ambitions to become professional 

musicians or music teachers when they are older and all bar one of the rest wanted music to 

remain an important part of their lives even if they chose a different career path. Staff 

member Mary referred to the difficulties that Ugandan youth face in the labour market, and 

how music offers a potential source of future employment: 

“For people that get involved in music, it is income generating but it also contributes 

to education. People can use the money for education …. But there is high 

unemployment in Uganda. You want your child to go for education and it’s very 

important; a priority. But one day, your child may lack a job anyway, but when they 

do they have a music skill. They can go anywhere in the world, it is a passport.”  

                                                                                                                  (Interview with Mary) 

In addition, the money earned through music can be used for further income generation. 

Band-members informed me that they receive an income through musical performances, 

both with M-Lisada and also through individual performances, such as at hotel restaurants 

in central Kampala. This money can be put to good use, such as for paying for further 

education or even for investment in a small business. For instance, one band member had 

used the money earned through performances to construct a small ‘Rolex’18 business at the 

side of the road near the children’s home. 

However, as argued above, M-Lisada’s music programme empowers the children by 

engendering numerous other skills, characteristics and attitudes that foster the agency of 

the band members and benefits them in the labour market for jobs not directly related to 

music. A longitudinal study in German schools highlighted that there was a positive 
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 A ‘Rolex’ is a type of Ugandan street food consisting of an omelette wrapped in a chapatti. ‘Rolex’ is slang for 
‘roll eggs’. 
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relationship between children receiving music tuition and their levels of concentration and 

intellect. This in turn leads to greater creativity and levels of perseverance, especially in 

academic areas, which highlights how music lessons can be an effective supplement to 

academic success (Bastian 2002). The band members are empowered therefore, because 

their music skills have both directly and indirectly provided them with a more favourable 

opportunity structure. It has also, through qualities like teamwork and confidence, 

enhanced their ability to make beneficial decisions (Kabeer 2003) and ultimately, makes 

them more employable in the labour market. The performances and also the large number 

of both Ugandan and international visitors to the children’s home give the children the 

opportunities to create networks of friends, potential employers and potential sources of 

sponsorship for education. 

In conclusion, this section has outlined the traits that are engendered through music 

practices and performances for both the M-Lisada and Kampiringisa band members. The 

social characteristics stimulated by music are confidence, which arises through the self-

efficacy generated through the development of a talent, and teamwork, which is an 

essential facet for all band members. It is also very important that band members are 

punctual and take care of their appearance. Being a talented musician also provides the 

band members with income-generating opportunities in the future, which is useful in a 

difficult labour market. All of these characteristics stimulate the agency of the youth so that 

they can better take advantage of the social and economic opportunities of urban Kampala. 

In the next section, these traits will be discussed in relation to the youth agency approaches 

outlined in the theoretical framework, and in turn, how these relate to the Strategic 

Relational Approach. 

6. Discussion 

 

This section attempts to unravel the linkages between the findings discussed in the analysis 

section and the concepts outlined in the theoretical framework, which is structured around 

three dimensions: non-formal education, the agency and conceptualisations of youth and 

the Strategic Relational Approach. However, this discussion section predominantly focuses 

on the latter two, as the employment of non-formal educative approaches by M-Lisada has 
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been charted extensively in the second section of the analysis. This section therefore has a 

specific focus on how the positive social traits and characteristics stimulated by music, such 

as confidence, creativity, teamwork and maintaining a good appearance, along with the 

labour market skills it generates, are demonstrations of youth agency. Notably, Honwana’s 

(2006) notions of ‘tactical’ and ‘strategic’ agency, Klein’s (2014) ‘purposeful agency’ and the 

Strategic Relational Approach will play a key role in this discussion of youth agency. It is 

worth noting from the outset of this discussion, that my attempt to draw these distinctive 

theories together is not perfect. Additionally, the SRA was never originally intended to be 

used as a framework to analyse the lifeworlds of street children. However, these methods 

have been collated in this thesis because the author believes that they can offer an 

important contribution to how youth agency theories, when applied to a study on 

marginalised actors, can add some colour and depth to the SRA.  

First, it is useful to revisit Robson, Bell, and Klocker’s (2007) definition of agency once again. 

The authors specify that agency is intrinsically related to how individual capacities are 

employed to navigate one’s own unique social, economic and cultural context. They also 

argue that the range of choices and opportunities available to the individual are an essential 

facet of their agentic capability. This definition fits comfortably within the postulations of 

the SRA, whereby capacities and choices fall into the dimension of actors and their ability to 

strategize. Also, it reiterates how an actor’s social, economic and cultural surroundings 

contribute in establishing the strategically selective contexts in which they inhabit. With this 

in mind, this study predominantly focuses on the strategically selective context of urban 

Kampala and notably on the lifeworlds of the youth who populate it, with a specific focus on 

the transition to adulthood which the differently positioned agents within it experience. 

I will begin by discussing the strategies of most marginalised and inhibited actors in the 

context of urban Kampala – street children. As Hay (2002) argues, contexts are themselves 

strategically selective, favouring the behaviours and attributes of some agents, whilst 

concurrently constraining others. Street children operate in peripheral spaces in Kampala 

and have to continuously contend with the challenges and dangers that it presents. 

Structurally, the range of actions available to street children is severely restricted, as they 

are confined to particular spaces and actions. Their daily struggle to obtain enough food to 

eat, a place to sleep and to ensure their own safety means that their exhibition of agency is 
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largely confined to ‘tactical agency’ (Honwana 2006). That is, to select some of the limited 

opportunities available to them to ensure their immediate survival.  

For instance, the street children have to ensure that they exhibit behaviour that does not 

provoke the other agents who use the street space. Street children are perceptually 

homogenised as a social underclass that is synonymous with deviance by wider society (de 

Benitez 2007). Therefore, they are compelled to demonstrate their agency in a way that 

operates ‘under the radar’, which again, limits the range of options available to them. In line 

with the conceptualisation of Matthews et al. (2000), these street children are the flaneur; 

whilst they are present on the streets, they are in conflict with its social purpose and 

consequently either go largely unnoticed, or their presence is deemed inappropriate by the 

streets’ more ‘legitimate’ users. However, if the street children are caught demonstrating 

behaviour that is regarded as deviant, such as stealing, or if they encroach into areas where 

they are regarded as ‘out of place’ (Cresswell 1999), they are at risk of reprimand from the 

other users of the street space (Van Blerk 2005). In pragmatic terms, this can mean anything 

from harassment, a beating or arrest from the KCCA, where it is probable they will be either 

extorted for money or sent to Kampiringisa (Human Rights Watch 2014). Furthermore, their 

lack of rights and socioeconomic resources means that arrest is often arbitrary, which 

suggests that the strategically selective context of urban Kampala is so unfavourable to 

street children that even ensuring this limited freedom is beyond their control. 

This signifies a lack of power and a lack of agency. Certain spaces, such as the shopping 

centre, and certain actions, such as acquiring a legitimate means of employment are 

essentially off limits to them. A Foucauldian analysis within the SRA framework would argue 

that their lack of power is a consequence of their deficiency of (in this case, strategic) 

knowledge (Foucault 1975). Generally, their lack of education, lack of financial resources 

and a lack of social support networks leave them with very few routes to improve their 

immediate realities. Longer term planning, or what Honwana would delineate as ‘strategic 

agency’ (2006) is even more difficult, or even impossible, as the majority of their focus is 

towards surviving within their immediate surroundings. In a similar vein, the child inmates in 

Kampiringisa also have few options, but their strategic agency is shown in their involvement 

in the Kampiringisa brass band. Their actions imply a degree of strategy; they are acquiring 

skills that can be used upon their release or relocation into a more permanent home. Their 
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good behaviour is a condition for partaking in the music lessons and performances, which in 

turn, due to the skills that it generates, represents an investment in their futures.  

In sum, the limited range of options and opportunities is demonstrative of the uneven social 

landscape (Hay 1995), whereby street children arguably have the least amount of potential 

strategies to improve their current situation available to them. With that being said, there 

are still many methods employed by street children to utilise their agentic ability and 

improve their future wellbeing. The most effective way to do this is to leave the streets and 

enter into a context whereby the opportunities and strategies open to them are more 

favourable. Hecht (1998) argues that street children require their individual willpower to 

permanently leave the streets, and that being forced into a children’s home, or being 

relocated back to their original home will not be an enduring solution if it is at odds with the 

child’s intention.  

The willpower mentioned here is a demonstration of agentic ability. For instance, some staff 

members at M-Lisada informed me that some of the street children who come to bathe or 

eat at the children’s home are not ready to be taken in permanently, solely for the reason 

that they do not want to. This may seem like a strange concept, but some children ‘enjoy 

the freedom’; they have nobody telling them when to eat, or sleep, or go to school, and 

many have networks of friends on the streets. The allure of drug use and criminal behaviour 

is also a factor that influences children to remain on the streets. Therefore, if the 

opportunity arises, deciding to leave the streets is sometimes a tough decision and one that 

requires a great degree reflection and long-term strategy. This is where the role of the 

current M-Lisada band is important, because the prestige of being a band member and the 

colourful uniforms can be influential in attracting street children to employ their agency and 

permanently leave the streets and join the band. 

Revisiting the conceptualisations of youth agency one again, Klein (2014) outlines the 

components of what she describes as ‘purposeful agency’: internal motivation and self-

efficacy. She also argues that for youth to realise their purposeful agency, there needs to be 

conditions present that allows them to do so. The conditions she delineates in her study are 

that the youth are able to see their peers, with whom they have shared similar life 

experiences, succeed. Another condition is that the youth receive encouragement from 
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somebody older or with more experience. Both of these conditions are present in the 

band’s structure. While the band consists predominantly of teenagers, many of the older 

band members and M-Lisada alumni are currently or are about to go to university, or are 

about to embark upon their career. The M-Lisada alumni also stay in close contact with the 

organisation and frequently visit the children’s home to act as mentors for the current band 

members. However, returning to one of the critiques highlighted in the methodology 

section, there is a gender disparity present in the brass band as currently it includes only 

one girl. Despite the research suggesting that more street children are boys (Veale and Dona 

2003), there are indeed a number of girls in M-Lisada who could benefit from the 

programme, and more could be done to embrace them in the brass band. 

In comparison to the inmates of Kampiringisa and especially the children on the streets, the 

band members of M-Lisada have a far greater ability to take advantage of the opportunities 

available because their position within the strategically selective context or urban Kampala 

is more favourable. The agency of the M-Lisada band members is stimulated by positive 

psychological characteristics, such as confidence and teamwork ability, essential to which is 

the ability to be able to watch others succeed. The familial aspect of the band means that 

the band members maintain a very close relationship with one another, and are aware of 

each other’s successes. During the interviews, the M-Lisada band members also frequently 

referred to the significance of reciprocal encouragement, which corresponds with Klein’s 

(2014) assertions suggesting that for the youth to realise their agency, there needs to be 

favourable conditions present, one of which being encouragement from peers. Band 

members frequently cited the encouragement received from other band members, M-

Lisada staff members and music teachers as a major source of motivation. Encouragement is 

important as it allows the band members to test their ideas, and receive feedback and 

advice that can further help them utilise their agency to develop strategies (Klein 2014). 

The M-Lisada band members’ frequent assertion that music performances and practices 

have enabled them to be more confident is also indicative of how their agency has been 

stimulated by this educative tool. Confidence is an imperative factor that determines how 

aspirational an agent is, and in turn, aspiration is a vital component of self-efficacy (Klein 

2014). Aspiration is one of the building blocks that constitutes future strategies (Bøås 2013), 

and in this sense, the M-Lisada band members can certainly be regarded as ambitious. Many 
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were excited to talk about their futures, not just during the interviews, but during our 

numerous informal conversations in which they mentioned that they planned to be doctors, 

lawyers, musicians and music teachers, among many other professions. Some even 

discussed the possibility, or were in the process of finding a sponsor who would fund their 

higher education abroad. Such a strategy would be largely unthinkable for a street child, 

which is due to the vastly contrasting conditions that the strategically selective context 

presents. The confidence generated through music therefore, is an intrinsic dimension of 

these plans and is demonstrative of the transformative effect that self-efficacy and self-

belief has on their strategies and ambitions. Confidence also shares a symbiotic relationship 

with what Klein would call ‘internal motivation’ (2014), and this study would vouch for the 

continual reinforcing feedback that the two characteristics have on one another among the 

band members.  

One important stipulation of the SRA is that actors within a strategically selective context 

have incomplete knowledge of the entirety of opportunities available, with more 

marginalised actors having less, and more powerful actors generally having a greater 

amount of potential strategic avenues open to them. In the strategically selective context of 

‘urban Kampala’, street children have incomplete knowledge because they do not have the 

resources, or are not involved with institutions such as formal education institutions, that 

can provide them with information or opportunities to progress. Instead, the agency of 

street children in relation to their transition into adulthood and their future wellbeing is 

restricted and they are forced to deliberate how to cope with their immediate surroundings, 

meaning that any improvements in their lives tend to be short-term, rather than what 

Honwana would describe as longer-term ‘strategic agency’ (2006).  

The children in the Kampiringisa band arguably have more opportunities and strategic 

knowledge because they are in a programme where, despite the poor conditions in 

Kampiringisa, it is still safer and more favourable than being on the streets. Whilst their 

incarceration is often unjust, it may have some positive outcomes if it means that upon their 

release, they have newly developed skills and behaviours that they can take with them to a 

children’s home or back to their family home. Similarly to the M-Lisada brass band, the skills 

and characteristics that music engenders encourages confidence and teamwork for the 

inmates, which ultimately inspires them to realise that they are legitimate actors who have 
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agency. Returning once again to the M-Lisada band members, their incomplete knowledge 

is somewhat mitigated by the guidance from the older band members, music teachers and 

other M-Lisada staff, who have the life experience, contacts and resources to broaden the 

range of actions and options available to the band members. 

Finally, the skills, attitudes and behaviours that music develops has transformed the 

perceptions that the community have of these children. Whereas formerly they were 

ostracised, regarded as a singular trouble-causing group, dehumanized as a collective 

nuisance and stigmatised in general for being street children, they are now considered as 

role-models for other children in the community; as children who have overcome the odds 

that were stacked against them. The more positive way that they are identified by society 

also feeds into their confidence; they receive praise and adoration by the other residents in 

Nsambya and in turn, this boosts their self-efficacy. The vastly improved perceptions of the 

community also means that the increased opportunities available to the M-Lisada band 

members even extend to their leisure time. They are no longer perceived as ‘out of place’ 

(Cresswell 1998), or moved on by the police or others users of the street space in downtown 

Kampala. They can move around freely in areas that previously would have been unavailable 

to them.  

To conclude this section, the conditions present in the strategically selective context of 

urban Kampala means that range of options available to street children is severely limited; 

their prioritisation of avoiding dangers and ensuring their survival means that they 

predominantly have to focus on their tactical agency to cope with their immediate 

surroundings, rather than longer-term strategies that would improve their future situation. 

The children in the M-Lisada band and to a lesser extent, Kampiringisa however, have more 

opportunities and actions available to them in their strategically selective context. In line 

with Klein’s thinking, the encouragement that they receive from both each other and from 

the staff members, along with their increased confidence and teamwork ability, means that 

they are more motivated, more empowered, and ultimately have greater agency and self-

efficacy to develop strategies. 

Before concluding this thesis, I would like to briefly share a critical perspective regarding the 

employment of the SRA as the meta-theory of this thesis. Whilst there are a multiplicity of 
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positive aspects of the SRA, notably its effectiveness outlining the dialectical relationship 

between structures and agency, there are also limitations, particularly regarding its 

inadequate conceptualisation of agency. I feel that the framework is somewhat mechanical, 

in that it neglects to capture the complete picture regarding the importance of the 

individual emotions and personalities of agents. For this reason, I have attempted to colour 

the SRA with some more holistic youth agency theories, such as Honwana’s (2006) and 

Klein’s (2014) conceptualisations. With this in mind, the contribution that this thesis can 

make to the Strategic Relational Approach could potentially be the importance of 

confidence and self-efficacy in an agent’s ability to strategize and make strategic decisions. 

- Limitations 

There are indeed some limitations regarding the adoption of a case study approach for the 

crux of this research. Whilst case study approaches provide a platform for the researcher 

with a narrative to synthesise a holistic version of a story, one major drawback is that 

focussing on one case makes it difficult to validate, especially in relation to alternative 

contexts (George and Bennett 2004). This is because the data that I collected is specific 

singularly to the context of street children in Kampala and therefore it decreases its 

transferability. However, whilst this may be the case, valuable lessons can be taken from 

this research regarding how non-formal educative tool scan be used to stimulate youth 

agency. Furthermore, the inherently qualitative methodology means that my conclusions 

are formulated around a degree of subjectivity. However, whilst these limitations restrict 

my research in some areas, it also makes it thrive in others; for instance, social researchers 

believe that in a study of human realities, tangible and context-specific understandings are 

more useful than meta-theories that attempt to generalise multiple contexts (Flyvbierg 

2006). Based on this notion, I will outline some specific policy recommendations and 

starting points for further research below. 

- Policy Recommendations and Further Research 

Based on the outcomes of this thesis, two key policy recommendations are advocated: 

The first is a call for greater attention to paid to the rights of street children in Uganda, 

especially in regard to the KCCA. Uganda ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(CRC) in 1990, in which article 19 calls for children to be protected from abuse, exploitation 
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and mistreatment (UN 1989). However, the evidence that I have provided regarding the 

behaviour of the KCCA in particular, defies these principles and is both illegal and immoral. 

With this in mind, I would like to echo the sentiment of the recent Human Rights Watch 

(2014) report in Uganda and call for the KCCA to abolish their exercise of round ups, 

arbitrary arrests and detainment of street children in Kampiringisa. Also, greater advocacy 

and accountability regarding the welfare of street children needs to be a priority for 

Ugandan policy makers. 

Secondly, this thesis has highlighted how effective non-formal educative tools and creative 

learning programmes, in this case brass band music, can be at reaching and empowering 

some of the most marginalised actors in society. This study does not advocate that non-

formal education should replace its formal counterpart, but that non-formal education can 

be an effective supplement to schooling. Therefore, it is recommended that both 

governmental and non-governmental policy makers pay more attention to the power of 

creative learning tools and their potentially empowering and transformative impacts on 

actors.  

However, there is a need for further research in this area, and with this in mind the first of 

my recommendations for further research would be to explore similar projects in different 

contexts in order to gauge whether the results outlined above are generalizable elsewhere. 

Admittedly, the case study approach adopted by this thesis makes it difficult to directly 

transfer this study to other contexts, but it would be fascinating to see other studies that 

explore the relationship between non-formal education and youth agency, particularly in 

regards to the social and/or economic empowerment of young people. In addition, it would 

also be interesting to undertake a more longitudinal study regarding youth agency, 

following the introduction of creative learning tools over a longer time period. This would 

allow the researcher to make empirical observations about the participating actors from the 

beginning of their involvement, and this data would better equip them to be able to draw 

more reliable conclusions. 

A final recommendation for further research is to look at projects that are more female-

focussed. As I have critiqued above, it is a real shame that M-Lisada misses the opportunity 

to better engage with girls in their programme. With this in mind, further research could 



68 
 

explore how similar non-formal education programmes implemented by NGOs can target 

and empower vulnerable girls, encouraging participation, particularly in societies where girls 

tend to be socioeconomically subjugated. Studies such as this would allow researchers to 

better explore the burgeoning academic field of gender and youth agency in development 

(Klugman et al. 2014), but with an added dimension regarding the inter-relations between 

this field and non-formal education. 

7. Conclusion 

 

This thesis uses a mixture of qualitative methods to analyse the effect that music practice 

and performance can have on the agency of former street children and current child 

inmates in Kampala, Uganda. To achieve this, a case study approach was centred on the 

Kampala-based NGO and children’s home, M-Lisada. In doing so, the Strategic Relational 

Approach was employed to explore the dialectical interaction between structures and 

agents (Jessop 2001; Hay 2002). In addition, a number of conceptualisations of ‘youth’ and 

their ‘agency’ were utilised, notably Klein’s (2014) notion of ‘purposeful agency’, which she 

describes as being constituted by both the internal motivation and self-efficacy of 

individuals, and Honwana’s (2006) ‘strategic’ and ‘tactical’ agency, which addresses the 

divergent temporalities of agency. This research fills a gap in the academic literature by 

outlining how creative learning tools and non-formal education can be effective in areas 

that are missed by the formal education system and can therefore be an effective method 

for interacting with marginalised and vulnerable children. 

To answer the research question, this research explored the dynamics underlying the 

processes that children undertake whilst migrating from their homes to the streets (and also 

to the Kampiringisa Rehabilitation Centre), which was found to be a protracted and multi-

scalar process and one that was difficult to demarcate with a precise timeframe or specific 

route. For instance, abuse or neglect, as well as a breakdown in the family structure, were 

found to be a key driving factors at the household level, and this was often compounded by 

poverty at the community level. Recent conflicts, both in Northern Uganda and also in 

Rwanda also stimulated street-bound migration, especially because Kampala is perceived to 

present more income-generating opportunities. Once on the streets, the street children are 
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perpetually vulnerable to a myriad of dangers and challenges, such as difficulties finding 

food and shelter and also due to the prevalence of violence at the hands of other street 

children, community members and the Kampala Capital City Authority (KCCA). In addition, 

there is a widespread pervasiveness of drug use among street children, particularly 

marijuana, alcohol and in particular, ‘aviation fuel’. Also, street children are at risk from 

severe beatings and extortion, along with arbitrary arrest and subsequent incarceration in 

the Kampiringisa Rehabilitation Centre by the KCCA. This is a consequence of a general lack 

of rights afforded to children, particularly street children in Uganda. The conditions in 

Kampiringisa are unsanitary and disturbing, but M-Lisada’s music outreach programme is 

beginning to offer some of the inmates some hope.  

The second section of the analysis delineated the impacts of M-Lisada’s non-formal music 

education programme in the strategically selective context of ‘urban Kampala’. Through 

undertaking an analysis of M-Lisada’s programme rationale, I argue that music is used as a 

tool for programmatic intervention because of its unique ability to offer learners a form of 

psychosocial therapy, whilst simultaneously engendering positive skills, characteristics and 

behaviours that can be used to empower the band members both socially and economically. 

Music is a useful therapeutic tool because it allows the band members to explore their 

emotions in a nonverbal manner, whilst simultaneously transcending language barriers, 

which is beneficial because many of the M-Lisada band members originate from diverse 

cultural or linguistic groups. Additionally, music performances and practices at M-Lisada, 

along with the organisation’s philosophy that the band acts as a ‘family’, creates an 

encouraging environment in which teamwork is stimulated.  

Alongside teamwork, confidence is also developed through musical performances because it 

exposes the band members to a multitude of new experiences. Through these, they learn 

that they can demonstrate their talent in a range of contexts and in front of a variety of 

audiences, and normally receive a positive reception in return. Increased confidence also 

has a positive effect on the aspirations of the children and directly engenders the band-

members’ self-efficacy and self-belief in relation to their future ambitions. In addition, the 

performances encourage the band members to maintain their appearance, personal 

hygiene and punctuality, as these behaviours are all considered essential traits of being a 

good band member. Ultimately, these improved social skills also empower the children 
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economically because they can be transferred to the labour market, which has a valuable 

impact on their future income-earning opportunities. In what is a difficult labour market for 

young people, music also offers an alternative route of employment in Uganda; indeed, 

many of the band’s alumni are professional musicians or music teachers and many of the 

current band members desire to be themselves when they are adults. 

Finally, the discussion section of this thesis drew together the findings presented in the 

analysis, with the theories stipulated in the theoretical framework. By employing youth 

agency theories, along with the Strategic Relational Approach to the findings outlined, this 

thesis argues that ultimately, the skills and behaviours that music stimulates provides the 

band members with a greater amount of favourable social opportunities and available 

actions and therefore, better opportunities to strategize in comparison to street children or 

child inmates. This is a reflection of the uneven social terrain which favours the band 

members as agents when paralleled to street children (Hay 1995). Whereas the subjugated 

position in the strategically selective context occupied by street children forces them to 

focus on their short-term tactical agency (Honwana 2006), M-Lisada band members have 

the structural capacity to make longer-term plans that can improve their future wellbeing.  

 

Additionally, the M-Lisada band provides a useful platform from which the band members 

can realise their ‘purposeful agency’ within the strategically selective context of ‘urban 

Kampala’ (Klein 2014). The divergent ages of the band-members allows the younger 

members to watch the older ones begin to succeed in other areas of their life, whether it is 

in the beginnings of their careers or in further education, and this boosts the younger 

members’ self-efficacy and self-belief that they can replicate the older members’ successes 

themselves. The band also creates an environment in which teamwork and reciprocal 

encouragement are developed and regarded as essential characteristics, which in turn can 

benefit the band members’ internal motivation. Both of these characteristics (internal 

motivation and self-efficacy) are important attributes of youth agency and means that they 

are emotionally and characteristically better equipped to strategize, aspire and utilise their 

agency to produce more favourable outcomes in the strategically selective context of urban 

Kampala. 
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9. Appendix – Interview Guide 

 

Below is the interview guide that was used to operationalize my research question and sub-

research questions during the semi-structure interviews and focus groups that took place in 

the field. It is also worth noting that alongside these methods, unstructured interviews were 

also conducted, which also borrowed heavily from this interview guide. Some of these 

questions were only relevant to one or two of the units of analysis. For instance, questions 

directly asking about M-Lisada would not have been applicable to the Kampiringisa staff, 

and visa-versa. Finally, this is not an exhaustive list, nor was every question asked during 

every interview, as some were answered before I could ask the question, and some did not 

seem appropriate at the time. Moreover, impromptu questions were also asked that do not 

appear.  

1) Opening Questions/ Icebreakers (to everyone) 

 

 Hello. What is your name? 

 How long have you been at M-Lisada/ Kampiringisa? 

 Tell me about your role here/ why you are here? 

 

2) Introductory questions. (dependent) 

a)  Introductory questions to M-Lisada staff members (to staff members only) 

 Tell me about M-Lisada 

o Its history 

o How it was when you first arrived. 

 How do children come to M-Lisada initially? 

 What are the children like when they first arrive? 

 How do you help them when they first arrive? 

 What are the longer-term objectives with these children? 

 To what extent do you think these are achieved? 

 What constraints do you face in achieving these objectives? 

 What is your relationship with the wider community? 

 What is your relationship with the KCCA? 

 b) Introductory questions to M-Lisada band members (to band members only) 

 Where were you born? 

 How old are you? 
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 When did you come to M-Lisada? 

 Why did you come to M-Lisada? 

 How did you feel when you first arrived? 

 What grade are you in in school? 

 What instrument do you play? 

 What do you want to do when you are older? 

 

c) Introductory questions to Kampiringisa staff and band members (to Kampiringisa only) 

 Tell me about Kampiringisa. 

o Its history 

o How it was when you first arrived. 

 How do children come to Kampiringisa initially? 

 How many children are here? 

 How long do they stay here for? 

 How do you help them when they first arrive? 

 What’s the rationale behind the boys not being allowed to wear a t-shirt? 

 What are the longer-term objectives with these children? 

 Do the children try to escape? 

 What is your relationship with the KCCA? 

 How many children are involved in the music? 

 How are they selected? 

 Who provides the instruments for them? 

 What musical projects have they done so far? 

 What is your overall aim for providing the children with music lessons? 

 

3) Questions regarding the dangers on the streets (to everyone) 

 

 How do children end up on the streets? 

 Do street children tend to come from poorer households/ regions? 

 What can you tell me about violence/ abuse in the home? 

 What are the conditions like on the streets? 

 How do street children earn money 

 What are the dangers of being on the streets? 

 Are drugs and alcohol a problem for street children? 

 How does the community perceive street children? 

 How do children get off the streets? 

 How do the KCCA treat street children? 
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4) Questions regarding music (to everyone) 

 

 How do you think that music helps you/ the children? 

 What are some of the good qualities of music? 

 Who are the teachers? 

 Are there any musicians that you admire in particular? 

 How important is music in Ugandan society? 

 What skills can music develop? 

 Tell me about how music can help develop teamwork skills 

 Tell me about how music can help develop confidence skills 

 How does music allow you/ the children to express yourself/ them? 

 Do you think that music is something that you/ they will be involved in in the future? 

 

5) Questions regarding music, agency and wider society (to everyone) 

 

 Has music helped the children much so far? 

o Can you give me some examples? 

 Is unemployment an issue in Uganda? 

o Why is this a problem? 

o Do you think music is a good career option? 

o Is there a social stigma surrounding unemployment? 

 What education do the children have here? 

 How do the children/ you earn money? 

 How has the perception of the community changed towards you/ these children? 

 How do you think that music empowers you/ the children socially? 

 

 

 

 


