Engaging young people in meaningful
discussions and service projects

The SPARKS programme is an initiative of Gemmes, a non-profit organization whose mission is to
help young people aged 12 to 24 to explore their potential and to contribute actively
and positively to society.
More information on www.gemmes.org/en

Version 3.4

SPARKS
in a few words
The SPARKS workshops create the space for meaningful discussions among young people and encourage
them to engage in service projects. The discussions invite the youth to reflect both on themselves and on
their interactions with society.
These workshops are designed to be organized independently by schools or other organisations that
work with young people aged 12-18.
For this purpose, SPARKS has created educational kits for educators. Each kit consists of:

🅴 1 short documentary to launch the workshop (4-5 minutes),
🅴 1 handbook for educators to guide its implementation,
🅴 A training and follow-up support for the facilitation of the workshops.
🅴

THE OBJECTIVES OF SPARKS
Inspire participants through stories of young people across the world, in order to widen
their understanding of key social issues and of the potential of youth to address them.
Create a safe space for open and constructive conversations amongst youth, where
they can practice active listening and further develop a sense of belonging to the group.
Open the minds of participants to diverse social and cultural realities.
Help youth become more aware of their capabilities as individuals and as a group and
the various ways in which they can have a positive impact on society.
Assist participants to take concrete steps for the betterment of their communities.
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Short documentaries
1 SERIES
SPARKS is a series of short documentaries (four to five minutes) about lives of inspiring young
people around the world. Each episode highlights the personal transformation experienced by a
young person during a time of crisis and how they became agents of change for their community.

5 CONTINENTS
The SPARKS episodes are being filmed in five countries by five female directors.

10 STORIES
The series tells the stories of ten young people, from different social settings, backgrounds and
cultures, who have all decided to contribute, in their own way, to a better world. Each episode
deals with a different theme.
FRANCE

UNITED STATES
INDIA

IMPACT

SOUTH AFRICA

AUSTRALIA

Each SPARKS workshop begins with watching an episode that will allow discussion to flourish.
The positive emotions created by the video become a source of inspiration, and encourage
youth to act, withing their own circumstances, for the common good.
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Handbooks for educators
Each SPARKS episode is accompanied by a handbook for educators.

USERS
The handbooks are intended for teachers or youth workers who want to use innovative tools. The
content of the kits is adapted to young people between 12 and 18 years old.

CONTENT
Each booklet is developed around two main concepts or values in relation to the video in the kit. The
content is designed to generate personal and collective reflections, both on societal themes and
on the positive impact that each individual is capable of. Several tools are used to stimulate these
reflections: questions, role plays, games, group projects, etc.
The themes of the first four kits are as follows :
Episode 1 : Empathy and Responsibility
Episode 2 : Social Justice and Solidarity
Episode 3 : Identity and Inclusion
Episode 4 : Resilience and Collaboration

FORMAT
One handbook allows allows a minimum of
four hours of workshop time. It is designed to
be easily adaptable to the time available to
the workshop facilitator and can be split into
several sessions.
Throughout the kit, specific guidance is
provided to help set up the workshops and
suggest some key ideas to bring out. As
a bonus, proposals have been added to
transform certain experiences into long-term
service projects.

LICENSE & TRAINING
Educators can purchase the SPARKS educational kits through a license agreement with Gemmes. The
price of the license depends on the number of students.
The purchase of a SPARKS license also includes a training by the Gemmes team. The training covers
the use of the educational kit as well as the creation of the most conducive environment for a SPARKS
workshop.
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Filming of the SPARKS episodes
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S PA R K S
ACTING FOR A BRIGHTER FUTURE

ALIENOR (23)

The SPARKS stories highlight how youth around the
world rose up during this time of crisis to galvanize
change in their communities. Each protagonist was
personally affected by a crisis - be it COVID-19,
racism, gender inequality - and underwent a
personal transformation, which in turn ignited a
spark to create change. Each youth is acting for a
brighter future in a unique way. The nine stories
below will be featured on SPARKS.

A

lienor was born in France
but she grew up all over
the world: Maldives, Morocco,
England, Peru, Canada,
Malaysia. While waiting to
move to Madrid, she lives
between Lille in France and

FRANCE

The Hague in the Netherlands.
On March 14, 2020, when
a rumor announced a
forthcoming lockdown all over
France, she was with her five
cousins in Lille, along with her
four brothers and sisters. Their
uncle, who works in a nursing
home, told them that isolation
was likely to be more deadly
for the elderly than the virus
itself. For Alienor, “It was a real
wake-up call”. The 10 cousins
decided to take action. They
imagined a website to allow
anyone who wished to do
so to write to isolated elderly
people in nursing homes.

The site, called “One letter,
one smile”, was created and
launched on social media
within two days and three
nights. On the day of the
launch, 1,000 people wrote.
Afterwards, they received
1,000 letters per day for the
duration of the lockdown.
After 5 months, the 10 cousins
had sent 600,000 letters to
1,300 nursing homes, in seven
different countries. And they
don’t intend to stop there!
This family adventure had
several consequences for
Alienor. She became aware
that in 2020 “It is still possible
to do enormous things with
very little means, with just
motivation and a motivated
team”. She also realized
that knowing how to make
a website and manage
computer data had made her

feel useful. Even though she
had previously decided to
stop her studies, she is finally
going to continue: “In IT too,
you can choose to have a
positive impact on our society,
and that’s really what I want
to do with my future degree”.
For Alienor, it is up to her
generation to take things in
their hands:
“Our generation
really has a share
of responsibility.
Politicians aren’t the
only ones who need
to act. It is up to us
to get moving and
find the solutions
for the future.”
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ainoussati lives in Arles in
one of the city’s priority
districts, the Trebon. She was
born in Reunion Island and
is part of a blended family of
nine brothers and sisters. Her
parents are originally from
the Comoros. At the time of
the first lockdown in France
(March 2020), Zainoussati was
undergoing training in digital
communication. This was her
first retraining after studying
law. “I was searching for
myself, I was a bit lost about
what I wanted to do with my
life.”
During that first lockdown,
a mother who could not
read and write very well
asked Zainoussati to help
her children with homework.
She quickly started helping
other young people, from
primary school to university.
Zainoussati also lent
computers to these youth
or helped them prepare for
their exams. Then, in May,
George Floyd was killed in
the United States. On 21 June
2020, high school students

organized a rally against
racism in Arles. She took part
in it and encouraged the youth
around her to attend the rally.
Zainoussati kept in touch
with the high school students
who had organized the rally
and who wanted to continue
the movement. She realized
that she liked being engaged
in social action and helping
people.
“These two events
gave me more
confidence and
allowed me to
speak in public.
I used to be very
introverted, but now
I can assert myself
and express what
I think, especially
about racism. I
can no longer take
comments without
saying anything.”
Zainoussati has decided to
continue along the same
lines. At the moment, she is
working with an association
that helps young people from
disadvantaged neighborhoods

in their education or to
enter the job market. She
also continues to provide
tutoring to young people in
her neighborhood. Many of
them now naturally come to
her to discuss their future.
She is thinking about a more
concrete project, a workshop
or a place where they could
express themselves on
issues such as racism and
discrimination.

STORIES

ZAINOUSSATI (24)

Z

“I felt useful during
this time, I like it
very much. Several
young girls from
my neighborhood
came to see me to
tell me that they
had been inspired
and reassured by
my story as a young
black woman. They
now know that for
them too, anything
is possible.”
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EWURAKUA (22)

E

UNITED STATES

wurakua has always
expressed herself through
writing. Whether through
her poetry or scripts, she is
a believer in stories. As a
student of NYU’s film school,
Ewurakua soon noticed the
lack of Black, Indigenous
and people of color (BIPOC)
filmmakers. She was
frustrated about the lack of
representation of BIPOC in the
media. She also noticed that
BIPOC actors were generally
cast into highly stereotypical
roles.
“I know that I am
entering an industry
that was not created
for my success, and
that is fine. Because
I truly believe that
the way to achieve
constant positive
portrayals of black
women is for black
filmmakers to be
unapologetic in our
storytelling and to
continue to make
these films. We
are reclaiming our
stories and putting
them on the big
screen.”

Her frustration grew when
she saw what felt to her like
a superficial treatment by the
media of the tragic events in
2020, such as the death of
George Floyd and Breonna
Taylor and many other.
“It felt like
disingenuous
activism to post a
black square on
a Tuesday and
then continuing on
with life the next
day. Our media
was picking and
choosing when and
where people of
color were being
seen. I wanted to
change that.”

other. “What keeps me hopeful
is that people can be united
and come together quickly.
People have the ability to be
empathetic.” In November
2020, Ewurakua was able to
shoot her own film. She looks
forward to what the future
holds for Melacast.
“When you’re
sitting in tomorrow
take a moment to
remember the girl
who once lived in
your yesterday’s
dreaming of you”
- Poem by Ewurakua

It was during the George Floyd
riots that a sense of urgency
sparked Ewurakua to create
the Melacast Network along
with two co-founders. Melacast
is a dual casting agency and
production company that
supports BIPOC talent and
creates opportunities and
resources to tell culturally rich
stories in film. It is a community
for BIPOC creatives to
collaborate and support each
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“Financially, COVID-19
hit me and my family
hard. Right when the
pandemic started, my
dad’s hours were cut
dramatically. The virus
was affecting poor
people of color at an
overwhelming amount.
We were seeing it
firsthand. Despite my
dad’s short hours, he still
showed up every day at
work, and I made sure to
have food prepared for
him by the time he came
back - even if it was at
4 am.”

During this time of hardship,
Leo experienced an internal
transformation and became
progressively aware of his own
growth, capacity and confidence.
His form of coping with the crisis
was to expand his concern
beyond his immediate family
and be of selfless service to
others. Even though his family
has been struggling financially
since the coronavirus crisis, Leo is
determined to help others in need
whenever he can.
“I knew it was time to
be that support system
for my friends. That
doesn’t invalidate
everything you may
be going through, but
sometimes you must put
it aside and help in any
way you can. I owe it to
my neighborhood to do
good.”

and content to raise
awareness about
food injustice and
sustainability. Moreover,
he is currently organizing
the Virtual Youth Climate
Change Summit. The
seeds of his actions are
already bearing fruit
with the younger teens
at his school - they feel
inspired by him and
follow his path. Leo is
determined to continue
serving his community.
“I take charge of every
opportunity that comes
my way as long as we
are setting precedent for
change.”

STORIES

LEO (17)

L

eo is from Bushwick, an
underserved neighborhood of
Brooklyn, New York, where he lives
with his dad and sister. He attends
Food and Finance High School,
where his academic classes are
taught alongside cooking and
business courses. His dream is to
be a food critic one day. Growing
up in Bushwick, he noticed
the disparity of wealth in his
neighborhood, resulting in many of
its residents being affected by food
injustice, environmental racism
and childhood poverty. During
COVID-19, these issues became
even more prevalent and began to
increasingly affect Leo.

From then on, Leo made
community work the central point
of all his activities. For example,
during the pandemic, he started
organizing a group to donate
clothes, toiletries, protective masks
and food to people in need. He
also leads seminars, workshops
and creates social media platforms
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LANNI (18)

W

hen Lanni and her family
moved to the East coast
of Australia, she witnessed a
disturbing amount of plastic
pollution first-hand:

AUSTRALIA

“It really hit me hard
when I saw all of the
plastic washed up
on the beaches. My
passion for the
ocean exploded. It
was that passion
and mum’s support
that were the
catalysts to starting
my activism work.
There is so much
you can do as a
young person, even
on your own, to help
with climate change
and environmental
activism.”
From a young age, Lanni
started to take action for the
environment in various ways.
However, 2020 was a very
challenging year. First, the
East coast of Australia was
hit by catastrophic bushfires
that lasted for months. Nearly
three billion animals were
killed or displaced during
the fires. Shortly after, floods

hit Lanni’s community in
Shoalhaven. Her school was
closed, and she volunteered
to clean up the beaches.
She found dead wombats
washed up on the beach
and it really upset her that
climate change was so brutally
impacting the Australian
wildlife. COVID 19 also hit and
everything was shut down. It
was quite disheartening, and
the setbacks deeply troubled
Lanni:
“After the fires, we
had the floods and
then COVID-19.
I started to feel
burnt out trying to
juggle everything.
I allowed myself to
stop for a moment,
breathe and think
about what my
ultimate purpose
was. This time of
reflection really
helped me to deal
with the setbacks
and then start to
think of ways to
overcome them.”

hopes she can see more of
her dreams become realities.
She spends as much time
as she can in the water. She
takes photos whenever she
goes to the beach or on a hike
and sells them as a way to
fundraise for her organization
Visionary Mermaids. She also
runs a radio show, paints vinyl
records and makes jewellery:
“The biggest piece
of advice I can give
to young people is to
take every opportunity
that they can. I would
not be where I am now
without having taken
obscure opportunities
I stumbled across, not
actually knowing what
exactly I was getting
myself into. If you have
even the slightest
passion for something,
follow that passion and
take any opportunity
that comes your way.
Those opportunities may
change your life.”

Lanni is now as driven and
determined as ever and truly
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In 2015, Nathaniel’s brother’s
best friend died. After the
incident, his brother – who
had been his emotional rock –
wasn’t the same and losing his
support was really difficult. At
the same time, Nathaniel was
feeling guilty that people were
so much worse off than him
and he was complaining about
his own small situation. His
condition rapidly deteriorated.
He was diagnosed with clinical
depression and generalised
anxiety disorder. Nathaniel
reached rock bottom. He
graduated high school scared,
uncertain for the future.
However, he managed to
take time to reflect and found
better ways to cope. He sought

out professional support and
began to relax more with music,
hiking and camping. Being out
in nature reminded him that the
beauty of life was embracing
the uncertain:
“I realised that just to
exist and experience
life is a beautiful
thing. You don’t need
to have it all figured
out. It is okay to not
be okay. I poured my
emotional energy
into helping others
instead.”
When COVID-19 hit in 2020,
young people were the first
ones to lose their jobs. In his
teenage years, Nathaniel had
started an organisation called
Future Minds Network, which
inspired young people to
create businesses with positive
impact. In a room of bustling
creativity, students pitched
innovative solutions to the
problems they saw in the world.
But now with thousands of
youth fearful of what the future
held and employers demanding
new entrepreneurial skills,
Nathaniel wanted to reinvent
the education norm. At Future
Minds, he began teaching
youth essential entrepreneurial

skills for the future workplace.
During lockdown, Future
Minds moved their education
programs into the digital space.
Nathaniel began running
events across the world to
support over 11,000 young
people. He ran virtual summits
for teenage entrepreneurs,
hackathons and career
workshops:

STORIES

NATHANIEL (19)

N

athaniel says he was a
socially awkward child.
He was born in Malaysia and
moved to Australia as a young
boy. He saw Australia as the
land of opportunities. There,
kids were encouraged to have
a voice, but he struggled to fit
in. He would hide behind his
big brother if anyone spoke
to him and packed a book
wherever he went so he had
another good place to hide.

“Growing up, I
always wanted to
change the world,
but never believed
that I could. Starting
‘Future Minds’, I
wanted to help youth
realise they could
make a difference,
and along the way
I convinced myself
that I could, too.
As young people it
is so easy to think
that we are not
good enough, smart
enough or innovative
enough to change
the world. But
the truth is young
people have endless
creativity, energy
and the resilience
to turn simple ideas
into companies that
change the world.”
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SIMON (25)

SOUTH AFRICA

S

imon is a dance coach and
events organizer from the
sparsely populated North West
province of South Africa. Prior
to the COVID-19 pandemic, the
dance company he ran with his
partner in the mid-sized city of
Rustenburg was thriving. They
had won provincial dance
awards and were financially
sustained through live
performances and government
grants for the arts. After the
implementation of South
Africa’s lockdown (March
2020), that success quickly
vanished. Simon was forced
to move back home into his
grandparent’s house in the
tiny rural village of Lefatlheng.
Rather than viewing this as a
major setback, Simon drew
from his unwavering faith in
the arts to make a new plan:
“Corona virus did
quite a number on
us. Instead of saying
‘there’s nothing
we can do’, we sat
down and came up
with a show about
our heritage.”

While at home, he rounded
up people from the village to
start new dance classes and
thereafter a theater production
based on the local heritage.
Simon managed to start these
initiatives in the face of little-tono support from the elders or
the government:

site for local South African
overland tourists. “Whatever
happens in the future,
machines will never replace
the arts”, says Simon. This is
surely a lesson he instills in his
6-month-old son, Blessing.

“In our municipality,
art is not seen as
a sustainable job
opportunity. Most of
our parents would
prefer that we get
jobs we don’t like
than work in this
field. I decided
to use what we
have, namely our
talents, to create
jobs. We have lost
our roots; we don't
know who we are
anymore. I believe
that our culture is
rich and can in itself
change our current
predicament of
unemployment.”
Once the new show is ready,
Simon and his dancers will
perform for the municipality’s
biggest lodge, a popular
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urunwa’s social
awareness was sparked
in primary school, when her
male social science teacher
told her women don’t belong
in politics. She knew at the
time that it didn’t feel right, but
wasn’t in a position to question
the authority of a teacher.
By the time she got to high
school, she used the internet
to satisfy her curiosity about
why there aren’t more women
in African politics. In 2019, she
gave her first TEDx talk on the
subject. When the pandemic
and subsequent lockdown
in South Africa happened,
Murunwa took a step back
from her college courses. She
decided to reflect on what truly
makes her happy, and where
her skills might best be used in
a post-pandemic world.
Gender-based violence (GBV)
is a profound and widespread
problem in South Africa,
impacting almost every aspect
of life. The pandemic made

the issue even more acute.
With that background in mind,
Murunwa realized that women
were in a crisis to access basic
needs during the lockdown.
In a country already riddled
with unemployment, the
lockdown made it much worse.
Murunwa decided to abandon
her chemical engineering
degree to pursue her passion
for gender equality full time.
“Life in 2020 has been
unpredictable but it’s been
amazing changing someone’s
life.” From the home she
shares with her mother and
three siblings in Mamelodi, a
township of Pretoria, she runs
her “I am She” project with her
sister. They distribute sanitary
pads to underprivileged
neighborhoods and use the
drives as an opportunity
to discuss women’s
empowerment with young girls
and women:

“During those
drives, we sit down
with girls and talk to
them about politics,
empowering
themselves and
other factors that
will help them grow
not only as young
women but also
as human beings
who are capable
of bringing about
change.”

STORIES

MURUNWA (21)

M

Murunwa will eventually go
back to school, once she
figures out which course of
study will best position her for
continued impact in the lives
of women.
“I want to create a
world where being
a woman is not a
boundary to change
the world.”
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SAIF (25)

S

aif lives in Delhi and his
passion is rugby - an
unconventional choice in a
cricket-crazy country. But he is
equally passionate, if not more,
in using the sport as a medium
of change in society.

INDIA

He grew up being wellaware
of the socio-economic
disparity around him and
facing its repercussions as a
schoolboy – being bullied,
fat-shamed and made to feel
like an outsider. And later, in
retaliation, turning into a bully
himself. Conflicted by his own
personality and surroundings
he found an easy escape in
substance abuse. But all this
was in a past that he has left
far behind. Getting into rugby
was the biggest turning point
of his life – one that gave him
a new direction to transform
personally and triggered his
journey as a change-maker.
“I changed myself.
That was the first
change I ever made.
You can’t bring
about a change in
your world, unless it
first happens within
yourself.”

Saif applies the learning and
insights of the sport into the
rehabilitation of those who,
like him are survivors of social
disorganisation, or are from
underprivileged communities.
In his own words, he uses
the ‘Pause. Restart. Reform.’
approach.
Some of his team members
or co-players are survivors
of child abuse and drug
addiction, rag pickers, and
former members of local
gangs. Many of them are now
state-level rugby players,
community leaders, advocates
of peace and much more. In
2020, when playgrounds were
shut due to the pandemic, his
team was restless. He then
decided to utilise the spirit
of the sport outside the field.
Saif, along with his team, came
up with plans to distribute
free ration and sanitisation
supplies to communities
under economic distress
brought by the pandemic. In
2021, as the second wave of
Covid-19 hit the country, their
work expanded to supplying
oxygen cylinders to patients
and hospitals in need, within

and outside Delhi. They now
continue their work across
villages in north India by
spreading awareness on
Covid-19 and the diseaserelated
protocols to follow.
“We realised that as
a team, we already
had the capacity and
human resource. If
we can’t utilise that
during a national
crisis, we would
render the spirit
of sportsmanship
useless.”
Saif currently works as a
Rugby Development & CSR
Manager at the Indian Rugby
Football Union. He is also a
member of UNESCO Youth
and Sports Taskforce.
Saif drives his endeavours
towards “creating a force of
active peace and change
makers who, through a ripple
effect of transformation, can
build a nurturing support
system for everyone. And
when needed, the commune
comes together to fight issues
and calamities like Covid-19 to
safeguard society.”
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GEMMES IN A NUTSHELL
The SPARKS program is an initiative of Gemmes, a non-profit organization whose mission is to help young
people aged 12 to 24 become the "best of themselves" and contribute actively and positively to society.
Gemmes works in three areas:

Area 1 - Gemmes workshops
Facilitate innovative educational workshops to help youth aged 12 to 24 develop and reveal their full
potential. These workshops are divided by age group and are adaptable to different target audiences.
The programme is structured around four main pillars:

Arts:
Introspection:
to develop self-awareness
and understand one’s
emotional functioning

Inspiration:
to find inspiration in the
world around us and build
resolve to become an
agent of change

to cultivate joy and
communicate in a universal
language

Action:
to undertake concrete
actions at the service
of others, society and
planet earth

Area 2 - SPARKS kits
Produce an inspiring documentary series accompanied by handbooks for educators
to conduct workshops for youth, enabling meaningful group exchanges and service
projects.

Area 3 - Educators' space
Offer a space for discussions and mutual support amongst educators (parents,
teachers, animators, social workers, etc.), in order to learn together how to better
support young people and help them to discover their immense potential.

Website: www.gemmes.org/en
Contact: Caroline Avanzo, Founder – caroline.avanzo@gemmes.org

