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ABSTRACT
Objective: To understand the potentialities and the situations of vulnerabilities that wrap the adolescents 
as for the questions of health and citizenship. Methods: Inquiry-action is treated as a study of qualitative 
approach of the type developed in a public school of the state net of teaching. They announced 21 school 
adolescents of the first year of the secondary education, being the sample not probabilística of the intentional 
type. The data were collected by means of the realization of circles of culture and analysed through the content 
analysis. Results: The knowledge was seen as a potentiality for execution of attitudes and practices adapted 
by the adolescents, and referenciado like positive factor for the enfrentamento of situations of vulnerabilities. 
Conclusion: The adolescents have potentialities that can be strengthened with the education in health, and 
the situations of existent vulnerabilities in his daily life can be faced with the stimulation of the protagonismo 
of this population group.
DESCRIPTORS: Social Vulnerability; Participación de la Comunidad; Health; Health Educacion; Adolescent.

RESUMO

Objetivo: Compreender as potencialidades e as situações de vulnerabilidades que envolvem os adolescentes quanto às questões de saúde e 
cidadania. Métodos: Trata-se de um estudo de abordagem qualitativa do tipo pesquisa-ação desenvolvido em uma escola pública da rede 
estadual de ensino. Participaram 21 adolescentes escolares do primeiro ano do ensino médio, sendo a amostra não probabilística do tipo 
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intencional. Os dados foram coletados mediante a realização de círculos 
de cultura e analisados por meio da análise de conteúdo. Resultados: 
O conhecimento foi visto como uma potencialidade para execução de 
atitudes e práticas adequadas pelos adolescentes, e referenciado como 
fator positivo para o enfrentamento de situações de vulnerabilidades. 
Conclusão: Os adolescentes possuem potencialidades que podem ser 
fortalecidas com a educação em saúde, e as situações de vulnerabilidades 
existentes em seu cotidiano podem ser enfrentadas com a estimulação do 
protagonismo desse grupo populacional. 
DESCRITORES: Vulnerabilidade social; Participação da Comunidade; 
Saúde; Educação em Saúde; Adolescente.

RESUMEN

Objetivo: Entender las potencialidades y las situaciones de vulnerabilidades 
que envuelven a los adolescentes en cuanto a las preguntas de salud y 
ciudadanía. Método: La acción de la pregunta es tratada como un estudio 
del enfoque cualitativo del tipo desarrollado en una escuela pública de la 
red estatal de la enseñanza. Anunciaron a 21 adolescentes escolares del 
primer año de la educación secundaria, siendo la muestra no probabilística 
del tipo intencional. Los datos fueron coleccionados por medio de la 
realización de círculos de la cultura y analizados a través de la análisis de 
contenido. Resultados: El conocimiento fue visto como una potencialidad 
para ejecución de actitudes y prácticas adaptadas por los adolescentes y 
referenciado como el factor positivo para el enfrentamento de situaciones 
de vulnerabilidades. Conclusión: Los adolescentes tienen potencialidades 
que pueden ser reforzadas con la educación en la salud, y las situaciones de 
vulnerabilidades existentes en su vida cotidiana pueden ser enfrentantes 
con el estímulo del protagonismo de este grupo demográfico.
DESCRIPTORES: Vulnerabilidad Social; Participación de la Comunidad; 
Salud; Educación en Salud; Adolescente.

INTRODUCTION
Adolescence is a period of change for reaching maturity, 

with intense physical, psychological, social and cultural 
development, being the link between childhood and 
adulthood.1 This period of life is marked by exposure to 
situations of vulnerability, which presents distinct situations 
taking into account three interconnected components: 
individual vulnerability, social or collective vulnerability, 
institutional or programmatic vulnerability.2

Individual vulnerability depends on the degree and quality 
of information that the subjects have about the problem, as 
well as their ability to order this information and group it into 
their daily repertoire and also on the effective possibilities to 
transform their practices. Social or collective vulnerability can 
be perceived as a reflection of social conditions, presenting 
a more serious situation the more restricted the possibility 
to intervene in decision-making.2

Institutional or programmatic vulnerability is closely 
linked to health services and the way they work to reduce 
contexts of vulnerability, with an emphasis on accumulated 
knowledge in policies and institutions that interact in 
different sectors/ actors, such as: education, justice, culture, 
social welfare.2

Based on the understanding of vulnerability, developing 
activities for adolescents requires a broader focus, 
encompassing not only technical and biological aspects, 

but also psychosocial, historical, social, cultural and political 
aspects3.

By adopting a view of adolescence considering the context 
in which it is inserted and the relationships of established 
links, it is possible to verify specific connections between 
individual and collective aspects, in addition to identifying 
challenges, potentialities and possibilities for developing the 
real competences of this age group.4

In this context, it is essential that health education with 
adolescents involves a participatory approach leading to 
critical reflection of reality, recognizing the factors that 
demand exposure to situations of vulnerability, as well as 
the decision-making factors for a healthy life.5

The health education model that favors youth protagonism 
requires the participation of adolescents in activities that go 
beyond their interests, individual or family, covering socio-
community actions. Educational activities can be carried 
out at school and in the community, through movements, 
campaigns, and other means of mobilization.6

The participation of adolescents in activities aimed at 
youth leadership encourages self-knowledge and, therefore, 
the recognition of their potential and exposure to situations 
of vulnerability, capable of mobilizing their peers and 
intervening in reality to improve their health and of the 
collectivity. This article aims to understand the potentialities 
and situations of vulnerabilities that involve adolescents in 
terms of health and citizenship issues.

METHODS
Qualitative research-action study with an educational 

intervention in health, using the Culture Circle proposed by 
Monteiro and Vieira.7 The choice to develop a Culture Circle, 
envisioned the insertion of adolescents in their social context, 
by stimulating participatory experience based on dialogue, 
considering it is a proposal for reflection in the face of the 
situations experienced in the daily lives of these individuals.7

The research was carried out in the months of May and 
June 2015, in a public school in the state school system in the 
city of Recife, Pernambuco, Brazil. The study sample consisted 
of 21 school adolescents from the first year of high school, 
aged between 15 and 18 years old, 13 of whom were female 
and 8 were male.

The researcher made previous visits, inserting herself in 
the context of the adolescents who composed the sample,  
in order to establish a close relationship preceding the stage 
of execution of the Culture Circles. To select the sample,  
the research was presented in the classrooms of the first year 
of high school, advising on the need for the consent of the 
interested teenagers and their parents or guardians.

The choice of participants obeyed the following criteria: 
being enrolled and attending pedagogical activities regularly 
in the first year of high school, being in the age group of 15 
to 18 years old, having an interest in participating in the 
study. How exclusion criteria established the absence of  
the adolescent in more than one culture circle.
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Table 1 - Planning of culture circles. Recife, Pernambuco, Brazil, 2015

CIRCLE THEMATIC GENERATING ISSUES

CULTURAL MANIFESTATIONS 
POTENTIALIZING THE 

PROBLEMATIZING APPROACH  
TO TEACHING

1º
Being a teenager in the 
Brazilian reality

What is it like to be a teenager for you? Music

2º
Vulnerability and coping 
situations

What are the factors that expose 
adolescents to situations of vulnerability?

Cordel and Body Movement

3º
The adolescent’s view of 
diversities and health issues

How do you see the health situation 
in your neighborhood? How can 
you contribute to the good of the 
community?

Photos and theater

The predilection for working with a non-probabilistic 
sample of the intentional type was based on the proposal 
of free and spontaneous participation of adolescents. 
In the Circle of Culture, this conscious and spontaneous 
participation becomes essential to promote dialog in obtaining 
the perception of these adolescents regarding the theme.7

The following techniques were used during data collection: 
observations with notes in the field diary, photographic 
recording by recording and photographic images of the 
productions made by participants in the culture circles.

The Culture Circle as an instrument of collection and 
method of investigation, followed the following steps: 
investigation of the universe of the theme in the context 
of adolescents, dynamics to raise awareness, construction 
of problem situations, critical reflection, apprehension of 
collective data, synthesis of what was evidenced7. Each 
culture circle lasted an average of one and a half hours, 
in total three Culture Circles were carried out, organized 
according to table 1.

The data were categorized according to the objective of 
the content analysis framework, from the text clipping in 
record units, followed by the classification and aggregation 
of data in thematic categories.8

This study was carried out in accordance with 
Resolution 466/12 of the National Health Council, with 
approval by the Research Ethics Committee of the Federal 
University of Pernambuco (opinion No. 1,684,142), CAAE: 
26766914.9.0000.5208, with approval date of 18 August 2016.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
For a better disposition in the analysis of the results, the 

categorization that emerged from the content analysis is 
presented, presenting the vulnerabilities and potentialities, 
in the adolescents’ perception.

From the statements learned by the adolescents during 
the construction of critical and reflective knowledge in 
cultural circles, it was possible to elaborate two thematic 
categories: Vulnerabilities in adolescence and the potential 
of adolescents.

Adolescent vulnerabilities
This theme addresses the intrinsic aspects of vulnerabilities 

that adolescents are exposed to. When seeking to know 
situations of vulnerabilities commonly experienced by 
adolescents, alcohol and other drugs were mentioned as 
present in their daily lives:

The good thing is to drive drunk. (AM8)

If they can, they even drink bleach and don’t know what 
it is. (AM2)

Marijuana is natural, it’s not bad. (AM4)

I have a family member (drug user relative), they tried to 
kill him in my house. (AF8)

The use of alcohol and other drugs, described by the 
adolescents, involves the entire context in which this young 
man is inserted, constituting an environment of accessibility 
and encouragement. In Brazil, despite the prohibited sale of 
alcoholic beverages to people under 18 years of age, alcohol 
consumption by young people is a common practice that 
begins earlier and earlier.9

In a study conducted with adolescents aged 15 to 19 years, 
the prevalence of alcohol consumption was 50.3% and the 
use of this substance in an abusive way 36%, which suggests 
that alcohol consumption is frequent in this age group.9 

The consumption of this type of drug can stimulate 
the consumption of other substances considered illegal, in 
addition to causing serious damage to the organism when 
ingested for a long time, as direct consequences there are 
changes in learning, reduced job prospects, inadequate 
attitudes in traffic and still exposure to acts of violence.10

In the adolescents’ reports, it was evidenced that the 
family scenario did not assume a protective role, exposing 
them to living with alcoholics and even drug users. Family 
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relationships must establish protective bonds for early 
identification of risk behaviors of these young people.11

Early sexual initiation, lacking the necessary health care, 
constitutes a vulnerability factor for teenage pregnancy 
and for contracting sexually transmitted infections.  
The adolescents in the study aged 15 years and over declared 
that they were informed about the necessary knowledge for 
safe sex, presenting the following string:

Only the truth to the world, Common thing to see. Sex at a 
young age, can safely be, condoms and pills. Other things in 
general. Health first. Pregnancy? It is optional. (AF5, AF7)

Cordel literature is a facet of Brazilian literary genre, 
very widespread and originating in popular Northeastern 
doors.12 The identification of teenagers who have talent and 
interest in this type of instrument, reveals the magnitude of 
these young people in facing the vulnerabilities that exist in 
their daily lives.

However, access to information is not always sufficient 
to ensure safe sex behaviors and attitudes, as can be seen in 
the following statement:

A teenager doesn’t want to date (...) he just wants to kiss, 
have sex, when she gets pregnant he vanishes. (AF6)

In the present study, adolescents demonstrated knowledge 
about ways to prevent the consequences of sexual intercourse, 
however, attitudes differ from the understanding expressed 
during the discussions. A study carried out throughout the 
Brazilian territory, showed that adolescents know condoms as 
a form of prevention, but little is known about the correct and 
continuous use of this method among adolescents, in addition 
it was also observed that condoms and other contraceptive 
methods are excluded when this audience is in longer-lasting 
relationships, and it is noticeable that knowledge differs from 
practice because they are inexperienced young people.13

The example of the adolescent AF6 is noticeable,  
the understanding that sexual practice is devoid of a 
relationship of mutual respect and commitment, being referred 
to as a trigger for the dissonance between scientific knowledge 
and the practical application of safe sex. The influence of male 
cultural protagonism emerges, by disseminating self-centered 
conceptions, that pregnancy in the female body, attracts only 
the greatest burden of responsibility, demanding adaptations 
and changes in her life project.14 It falls to a second level, the 
concern of adolescents with sexually transmitted infections, 
when they present a naive thought, for associating this risk 
with older population groups and the presence of physical 
characteristics of illness.

It is highlighted that the support of the partner and the 
family, in the experience of pregnancy in adolescence, allows 
motherhood to be exercised with responsibility and safety, 
with the perspective of a better future for the mother-child 
binomial.15

Faced with the new socially assumed roles, the adolescent 
finds a possibility of overcoming barriers with the internet 
to spread information. However, when using the internet, 
critical reflection is required regarding the knowledge 
accessed and the communication objectives, because when 
used improperly, they can contribute to denigrate and weaken 
relationships.

Facebook destroys everything, friendship, relationships, 
spreads gossip. WhatsApp is also sad. (AF10)

It is possible to verify that the adolescents showed a 
concern with the inadvertent use of social networks and 
the internet in their social environment. In recent years 
researchers have been studying the changes that the internet 
introduces in the daily lives of individuals, as well as the 
psychological and social consequences of these changes,  
the data found are divergent, especially with regard to the 
issues of promoting sociability or social alienation.16

Among so many media, the social network Facebook 
and the multiplatform instant messaging and voice calls 
app for WhatsApp smartphones are highlighted, as they are 
considered an easily accessible means of communication, 
enabling the exchange of information, news, images, videos 
and instant messages. However, the excessive use of these 
social networks has implications for the lives of adolescents, 
such as virtual violence or cyberbullying, a consequence of 
the vulnerability of these young people who are in search 
of their identity.17-18 

Violence is intrinsic in the reality of these adolescents, 
they witness aggressive situations in the community, reflecting 
on feelings of insecurity and fear. As observed in statements 
taken from a stretch of cord produced by the group:

It’s sad, but it’s real. Our reality,

What we are experiencing in our community. It is inhuman 
and disloyal, the disrespect to the citizen who works all 
day for their support. (AM8)

The police do not care to distinguish, who is a criminal and 
who is not [...]. (AM7)

I see only the bullet running [...]. (AF1)

The two of us have already been followed (...) I told my 
mother and she said: walk with the stylus in your hand. 
(AF2)

The understanding of violence by adolescents, portrays 
the proximity of this phenomenon, without realizing the 
complexity of its damage. The violence experienced by 
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adolescents concerns the historical passivity and acceptance 
in the face of situations of violence built from relationships 
in which power is in the other.19 This appears quite striking, 
when adolescents report, naturally, the situations of violence 
experienced, idealizing that violence is unjustifiable, and in 
practice each one should assume a posture of continuous 
alert to identify in violent attitudes, as an option to safeguard 
their protection.

Violence with a silent character can be found in the daily 
life of social inequalities, the absence or ineffectiveness of 
public policies, and the adolescent is seen as a being with 
characteristics that favor the occurrence or experience of 
this public health problem.20

It is notorious, the lack of knowledge to implement 
appropriate attitudes and practices in the face of these 
unexpected situations, access to information, the possibilities 
of disseminating them and the power to aggregate them in 
the daily lives of these adolescents, will favor protection and 
coping with situations that cause vulnerability.21

When discussing the situations of vulnerability to which 
adolescents are exposed, the importance of identifying coping 
strategies was questioned. In the collective production of 
the poster, the adolescents presented words or phrases to 
represent strategies (Figure 1).

Figure 1 - Poster produced by adolescents to identify 
situations of coping with violence. Recife, Pernambuco, 
Brazil, 2015

The words or phrases present on the poster to deal with 
situations of vulnerability were portrayed by collage of 
figures such as, pregnant adolescent; adolescent consuming 
alcohol and illicit drugs; condition of housing devoid of 
sewage and garbage collection; adolescent involvement in 
illegal acts, the adolescents proposed to assume attitudes 
of protagonism, with the proposal of protection and 
empowerment measures.

Among the coping measures, access to education and 
projects that stimulated the formation and insertion of 
adolescents in the world of work were highlighted, making 
it possible to reconcile the extreme financial need of the family 
with the continuity of school activities. As in the outburst 
expressed in the following stretch of cordel:

I want to change the world, and there is only water in the 
refrigerator. (AM5 and AF6)

In order to promote adolescents’ self-knowledge, 
reorienting their roles as citizens in building their future, 
with the identification of their skills and potential, a poster 
was produced highlighting relevant factors (Figure 2).

Figure 2 - Skills identified by the group of adolescents. 
Recife, Pernambuco, Brazil, 2015

The adolescents also mentioned the need for changes 
in responsible behavior, as evidenced in the following 
statements:

Be different. Be the difference. (AF6)

Overcome obstacles. (AM4)

Have love for yourself and your family. (AF4)

Contribute to a better world. (AM3)

It is always necessary to believe. (AF2)

Believe in your potential. (AM3)

The demands of adolescents are significant in contexts of 
psychosocial precariousness, in which material deprivations, 
due to the restricted purchasing power of their family, 
associated with a state of lack of respect for social norms, 
result in interpersonal relationships marked by violence, 
which the adolescent becomes a victim and a breeder.20

Given the depth with which the adolescents expressed 
their difficulty in maintaining their dreams within the reality 
experienced, it shows how much social inequality can be a 
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barrier to the development of this population that is in the 
process of construction.

Potentials of adolescents
The adolescents identified as their potential: sports 

activities, artistic and cultural activities, domestic skills, 
forms of expressions and essential gestures in interpersonal 
relationships of affection. The paradigm of youth protagonism 
recognizes in adolescents potentialities and essential values   
to act in the integral development of young people and in 
improvements for the community.3

Throughout all circles, efforts were made to discover and 
stimulate the potential of each young person. The belief in 
each individual’s own knowledge and in the potentialities 
inherent to them in their self-discovery, contribute to 
instrumentalize an educational intervention committed to 
autonomy and awareness of issues that involve their reality.22

The actions of prevention and health promotion with the 
principle of youth protagonism had contributed positively 
in the construction of the autonomy of these young people, 
providing a creative, constructive and solidary participation, 
in the solution of real problems in their daily lives.23

On the one hand, there is the victimization of the 
adolescent who is not contemporary, with the social problems 
caused by the crisis, unemployment and urban violence; 
on the other, the enthusiasm of these young people who 
have the joy of life, their creativity and autonomy. This 
enthusiastic side of adolescents may be the foundation for 
the construction of youth protagonism through prevention 
and health promotion actions, inhibiting social differences 
and stimulating the development of life projects for these 
adolescents.24

The adolescents recognized their potential to overcome 
vulnerabilities and exposed them through the poster, 
highlighting: following dreams; Take care of yourself; not 
using drugs; bad influences do not influence good minds; 
be aware of what you do; it is necessary to always believe 
that the dream is possible, the sky is the limit and you are 
unbeatable; be happy; overcome obstacles; be different; always 
look for your improvement; have love for yourself and your 
family; contribute to a better world; be the difference; believe 
in your potential; giving up is for the weak, persisting is for 
the few who truly believe in their dream and goals.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS
The use of the culture circle as a research methodology, 

made it possible to apprehend data from a protagonist 
construction of the participants. It emerged from the 
adolescents to discuss the duality of feelings experienced, 
in view of the desire to complete high school and the need 
to enter the world of work, to ensure some financial gain in 
helping low and inconstant family income.

Risk exposure behaviors by adolescents were evidenced 
in correlation to situations of social vulnerability, with drug 
and alcohol consumption being reported; involvement in 

situations of violence and contagion with sexually transmitted 
infections has emerged.

With a view to promoting protagonism, school adolescents 
highlighted their interest in contributing to a better world, 
nurturing dreams and life projects. However, they stressed 
that the achievement of dreams involved institutional 
support capable of ensuring the exercise of citizenship and 
a proactive stance, in facing situations of vulnerability and 
their repercussions on physical and mental health.

The study, when presenting the perception of a specific 
reality, limits the generalization of the results and reinforces 
the need to know the situation experienced by different 
regions. The results found can contribute to the construction 
of educational actions that will positively imply the decision 
potential of adolescents, by instigating the implementation of 
participatory methodologies, which favor the self-knowledge 
and the protagonism of this target audience, to deal with 
everyday situations, aware of the right to safeguard healthy 
development and aim for a promising future.
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