This article was downloaded by: [Kenyatta University]

On: 16 February 2015, At: 05:29

Publisher: Routledge

Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number: 1072954 Registered office:
Mortimer House, 37-41 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JH, UK

African Journal of AIDS Research
" : ...-..-_.-_. Publication details, including instructions for authors and subscription

- o information:
' http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/raar20

‘Dear diary | saw an angel, she looked like

heaven on earth’: Sex talk and sex education

Rob Pattman ? & Fatuma Chege °

W % Thomas Coram Research Unit , Institute of Education, University of London , 27
K Woburn Place, London, WC1H OAA, UK

b Department of Educational Foundations , Kenyatta University , PO Box 43844,
Nairobi, Kenya
Published online: 28 Jun 2010.

To cite this article: Rob Pattman & Fatuma Chege (2003) ‘Dear diary | saw an angel, she looked like
heaven on earth’: Sex talk and sex education, African Journal of AIDS Research, 2:2, 103-112, DOI:
10.2989/16085906.2003.9626565

To link to this article: http://dx.doi.org/10.2989/16085906.2003.9626565

PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE

Taylor & Francis makes every effort to ensure the accuracy of all the information (the “Content”)
contained in the publications on our platform. However, Taylor & Francis, our agents, and our licensors
make no representations or warranties whatsoever as to the accuracy, completeness, or suitability

for any purpose of the Content. Any opinions and views expressed in this publication are the opinions
and views of the authors, and are not the views of or endorsed by Taylor & Francis. The accuracy of
the Content should not be relied upon and should be independently verified with primary sources

of information. Taylor and Francis shall not be liable for any losses, actions, claims, proceedings,
demands, costs, expenses, damages, and other liabilities whatsoever or howsoever caused arising
directly or indirectly in connection with, in relation to or arising out of the use of the Content.

This article may be used for research, teaching, and private study purposes. Any substantial

or systematic reproduction, redistribution, reselling, loan, sub-licensing, systematic supply, or
distribution in any form to anyone is expressly forbidden. Terms & Conditions of access and use can be
found at http://www.tandfonline.com/page/terms-and-conditions



http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/raar20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.2989/16085906.2003.9626565
http://dx.doi.org/10.2989/16085906.2003.9626565
http://www.tandfonline.com/page/terms-and-conditions

Downloaded by [Kenyatta University] at 05:29 16 February 2015

African Journal of AIDS Research 2003, 2(2): 103-112
Printed in South Africa — All rights reserved

Copyright © NISC Pty Ltd

AJAR

EISSN 1727-9445

‘Dear diary | saw an angel, she looked like heaven on earth’: Sex talk and
sex education

Rob Pattman'* and Fatuma Chege?

" Thomas Coram Research Unit, Institute of Education, University of London, 27 Woburn Place, London WC1H OAA, UK
2 Department of Educational Foundations, Kenyatta University, PO Box 43844, Nairobi, Kenya, e-mail: fatumasee @wananchi.com
* Corresponding author, e-mail: r.pattman @ioe.ac.uk

In this paper we highlight and address some of the problems involved in teaching HIV/AIDS education in southern and eastern
Africa, and especially in generating open discussion among pupils about sex and sexuality. The paper draws on the findings of a
UNICEF-funded study, in which we were involved, as research consultants (2001). The study focused on ‘young people, gender, sex-
uality and HIV/AIDS education’ and was conducted in Botswana, Kenya, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. In
Botswana, Rwanda and Kenya, teachers and young people were interviewed about their attitudes towards and experiences of
teaching/learning HIV/AIDS education. Young people were also interviewed more generally, in all the countries, about what it was
like being a boy or girl of their age. We argue that HIV/AIDS education, as it is commonly taught, as a series of moral injunctions
(against pre marital sex) effectively silences young people, and means that sex ‘becomes’ naughty when they do talk about it. We
propose HIV/AIDS pedagogies, which emulate the practices our researchers adopted when researching the identities and views of
boys and girls, especially concerning gender and sexuality. By addressing young people as experts about themselves and in a
holistic and non-judgemental way, our interviewees were able to speak about anxieties and pleasures, many of which related to sex-
uality. This, they had not been able to do with other adults, and even with other children. We focus on the regulation and produc-
tion of gender identities through the ways boys and girls talked about sex in our interviews and also in their participation in
HIV/AIDS classes. In particular we look at how boys and girls ‘performed’ gender when discussing sexuality with boys often very
loud and girls quiet, with boys presenting themselves as sexual and girls presenting themselves as asexual. We argue for
approaches to HIV/AIDS education which challenge gender power relations without alienating boys by problematising them, and
without reproducing stereotypes of boys as subjects and girls as objects of sexual desire. We examine the implications of this for
single sex and mixed group work and for addressing ‘sexual harassment’. Importantly, we found that both girls and boys described
people of the opposite sex and heterosexual desire very differently in mixed-sex group interviews and in the diaries they kept.
Rather than addressing girls and boys as unitary gendered subjects, we argue for approaches in HIV/AIDS education, which are
responsive to the different and contradictory ways boys and girls present themselves and talk about sexual desire and the oppo-
site sex in different contexts.
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Introduction

In this paper we highlight and address some of the problems
involved in teaching HIV/AIDS education in southern and
eastern Africa, and especially in generating open discussion
among pupils about sex and sexuality.

The paper draws on the findings of a UNICEF-funded
study,’ in which we were involved, as research consultants
(Pattman & Chege, 2003). The study focused on ‘young peo-
ple, gender, sexuality and HIV/AIDS education’ and was con-
ducted in Botswana, Kenya, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania,
Zambia and Zimbabwe. In Botswana, Rwanda and Kenya,
teachers and young people were interviewed about their atti-
tudes towards and experiences of teaching/learning
HIV/AIDS education. Young people were also interviewed
more generally, in all the countries, about what it was like
being a boy or girl of their age, about their pleasures and anx-
ieties and the sorts of relationships they had with contempo-
raries of their own and opposite sex as well as with adults.
The interviews were loosely structured around these general

themes, and the young people were encouraged to set the
agenda and determine the pace and direction of the inter-
views. Crucially the researchers worked hard at establishing
friendly and informal relations with the young people and
tried to respond to what they said in ways which encouraged
them to elaborate and without being judgemental.

On the basis of our findings from interviews with teach-
ers and pupils about their experiences of HIV/AIDS educa-
tion and from observation of HIV/AIDS lessons, we identify
key problems which seriously mitigate against the possibili-
ty of open discussion about sex and sexuality. These are
associated with the classroom dynamics and the sorts of
relations teachers and pupils, as well as boys and girls,
forge with each other. We argue that appropriate and effec-
tive forms of life skills/HIV/AIDS education need to engage
with the significance young people themselves attach to sex-
uality in their lives. Further, we suggest that in order to do
this, teachers need to establish the same kind of young per-
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son-centred relations with their pupils as our researchers did
with the boys and girls they interviewed.

Striking, in our research, was how ‘open’ many young
people were when talking about gender and sexuality to an
interested, friendly and non-authoritarian adult. In Zambia,
one of the researchers reported that, ‘the girls really had a
lot of issues raised and they said categorically that for the
first time they have had a chance to talk to people who were
willing to listen to their concerns at that level’. Researchers
in Kenya reported that adolescent boys and girls asked them
questions about sex and sexuality for which they claimed
they did not get adequate answers from their teachers and
parents. The experience of being treated by (friendly and
non-judgemental) adults as experts about themselves and
others is uncommon for children and young people in many
African settings (Davies, 1999), and many of the young peo-
ple participating in our research expressed great pleasure at
being addressed in this way. Most reported being secretive
towards adults about their sexual feelings, and their rela-
tionships with contemporaries of the opposite sex. We argue
for teachers to take their pupils and not themselves as
experts, and to take a facilitative role in stimulating and gen-
erating discussion.

Girls were much more likely than boys to be ‘sexualised’
or presented as objects of sexual desire, and this had impor-
tant implications for what they could say about themselves
and sexuality. In some countries differences were found
between what girls expressed about their relations with boys
when they were being interviewed in mixed gender or single
sex groups, or in their diaries and in interviews. Boys also
expressed themselves differently in these different contexts:
for example, speaking about sex ‘openly’ and explicitly in
groups in ways which demeaned girls as expendable
objects, yet romanticising about their girlfriends in their
diaries. In the paper we argue that HIV/AIDS/life skills edu-
cation needs to develop ways of encouraging and enabling
these different and contradictory voices to emerge.

Six-year-old children talking about their sexual experi-
ences

We begin by focusing on how six-year-old children spoke
about sex in a young person-centred interview conducted by
one of our researchers in Zambia. As the children talked
about sex, they showed no embarrassment or shyness,
apart from one boy who tended to cover his face and whom
the researcher did not pester to talk. Indeed the children
were so keen to contribute to the conversation that they
leaned forward, put their hands up, and even stood up to try
to attract the interviewer’s attention. What was striking was
that they were talking about their own experiences of sex.
From our video-tape recording, the interviewer, a woman in
her twenties who sat between the boys and girls, portrayed
herself as warm and friendly, looking from side to side to
maintain eye contact with all the children around her. She
did not at all appear shocked or embarrassed but kept smil-
ing encouragingly, asking questions in a matter-of-fact way
about what they did when they claimed to have had sex, and
where they had it. We want to argue that it is precisely
because of the kind of relaxed, friendly, and non-judgemen-

tal relationship that this interviewer established with these
children that they were so keen to talk about the sexual
aspects of their lives as exemplified below:

Luchele: How do you know whether you are male or

female?

Steve (B): By the small penis [pencil].

Bwalya, Musonda, Beatrice and Eliza: penis- [smile

on their faces].

Stella: [smiled] Vagina.

Luchele: What do you do with the penis and the vagi-

na?

Beve (B): Sex.

Luchele: Whom do you have sex with?

Geli (G): With my husband.

Luchele: Where do you have sex?

Beve: [holds chin and smiles] In the bush or bathroom.

Musoda: (B) [holds his head and smiles] Under the bed.

Geli: [playing with a bottle portraying a shy expression]

In a small house.

Luchele: Where is the small house?

Geli: In the bush.

Even as the children made frank revelations of their sex-
ual experiences to the researcher, they explained that they
knew that their parents would disapprove of them having
sex. Hence, they made sure that their parents did not find
out otherwise they would be beaten as was stated by some
of the children. We argue that, had these girls and boys seen
the interviewer like they saw their parents, they would not
have spoken as they did. Clearly, even though they spoke
about sex, almost in the same breath as play, it was some-
thing which, unlike other forms of play, they hid from their
parents as we observe below.

Luchele: When having sex do you make noise or not?
All in chorus: Awe (No).

Luchele: Why not?

Beve: They can beat us.

Beuty and Eliza: We could get caught.

Luchele: Why do you have sex when you know that you
can be caught?

Beve: [putting his hands on his face] We feel good.
Biggy: It feels very pleasant [put his thumb in the
mouth].

Steve: It feels nice.

Beauty: Sweetness.

Luchele: What do you do when you finish?

Musonda: We dress up and go to play.

Luchele: Whom do you go to tell about it?

All in chorus: Nobody.

The children used the term ‘nobody’ presumably to refer
to adults in general. As we observe in the excerpts above,
apart from the girls and boys being keen to contribute, they
also spoke about sex and their sex experiences in a matter-
of-fact way and in tune with the style and approach of the
interviewer. They not only talked about sex but also shared
their experiences, seemingly as a common knowledge and
culture from which parents and other adults were excluded.
The absence of a research literature on very young chil-
dren’s accounts of sexuality may reflect, we suggest, the fail-
ure of researchers to investigate this and to develop the
sorts of subject-centred relations with children which enable
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them to talk in the way they were doing in the excerpts
above. The fact that these children talked about sex as
explicitly as they did has important implications for develop-
ing appropriate HIV/AIDS and life skills pedagogies that cen-
tre on pupil-teacher relations. If HIV/AIDS and life skills edu-
cation is to be appropriate and effective, we would argue, it
needs to be based around the concerns and desires of
young people as they articulate them, and they are unlikely
to do so unless teachers are able to relate to them in non-
authoritarian and non-judgemental ways.

Young people: What they learnt in HIV/AIDS and sexual-
ity education

In our research we were interested not only in young peo-
ple’s views about or experiences of sex, but also, more gen-
erally, in how they saw and defined themselves as particular
boys and girls with certain interests, desires and relations
with others. Sexuality, however, emerged as an important
theme in many of the interviews, whether they reported
engaging in sex, like the children above, or not, or were pro
or anti boyfriends/girlfriends. The focal point of HIV/AIDS
education, taught within a learner-centred framework,
should not be HIV/AIDS, but, as in our research, the lives,
identities and relationships (sexual and non-sexual) of
young people. Findings from our research indicate that
HIV/AIDS and sexuality education in the school, families,
and community focused specifically on sex. But this was not
because the learners themselves had introduced sex as a
topic of conversation in class. Rather the teachers had
decided to focus on sex, presenting this in an authoritarian
way as something that was bad for young people and which
they should avoid. Focusing exclusively upon sex was
embarrassing for many teachers and it may have been part-
ly because of this that when they did so they presented it as
bad. This is illustrated in the following examples of what
some Kenyan schoolboys and schoolgirls said they learnt as
part of HIV/AIDS education.

Lessons that boys learnt from the school teachers
* Girls can bring diseases to us (14-year-old).
* Not to have sex because of HIV/AIDS (13-year-old).
e Boys start looking for women and can be infected
(anonymous).
* Not to have sex because of HIV/AIDS (13-year-old).

Lessons that boys learnt from parents and grandpar-
ents
e Avoid sex with girls, which are a shame and can bring
diseases (14-year-old).
* Sex is bad manners or habits; you should not have a girl-
friend (15-year-old).
e Do not choose girls who are sexy because they may
have diseases (14-year-old).

Girls said they received the following messages about
boys from HIV/AIDS education in school and home
* Not to walk with the boys (16-year-old).
* Not to have sex because | may end up pregnant (15-
year-old).

e My mother told me about menstruation and she tells me
about boys (16-year-old).

* Behave well and avoid evil things (16-year-old, out-of-
school).

It is clear that the HIV/AIDS education these young peo-
ple received focused on warnings about the bad conse-
quences of relationships between boys and girls that were
related to disease, pregnancy and ‘evil things’ without a hint
of anything good that could emanate from such relationships.
We suggest that this is problematic for a number of reasons.
Firstly, with its emphasis on avoiding sex, HIV/AIDS educa-
tion is not aimed at the many young people in our study who
claimed they were already sexually active. Secondly, whether
or not learners were engaged in sex, sexuality was highly sig-
nificant in their lives as was apparent in the emotionally
engaged ways they spoke about heterosexual relationships
and feelings. Thirdly, by not responding to young people’s
sexual desires, pleasures and anxieties, but instead repre-
senting these in a negative light, HIV/AIDS education not
only contributes to young people’s worries concerning sex,
but also helps to confirm the view expressed by most of them
that sexual desires and concerns were not topics they wished
to discuss with adults. Yet, many young people expressed
the wish to do precisely this.

Our research revealed clearly that HIV/AIDS education
was not being taught in a learner-centred way and within a
life skills framework, but comprised a series of moralistic
injunctions from teachers. Of particular concern, we feel, are
the effects of this kind of HIV/AIDS education upon boys’
and girls’ perceptions of each other. Not only does this
encourage boys to stereotype and stigmatise girls as poten-
tial disease carriers and girls to see boys as dangerous sex
predators, it also presents relations between boys and girls
as bad thus prohibiting possibilities of boys and girls devel-
oping even non-sexual friendships. No wonder, then that
young people kept secret (from adults) their close relations
with people of the opposite sex or even their fantasies about
these.

Many teachers we spoke to felt embarrassed and vul-
nerable in HIV/AIDS lessons, and may have adopted a
moralistic and didactic approach to assert their authority and
protect themselves. Teachers in Botswana, for example,
spoke about the discomfort they felt, as adults, being
addressed as sexual beings by children in HIV/AIDS les-
sons.

Teacher 1 (male): They can ask whether we (teachers)
have tested. They feel teachers are always talking about
these things, while even they could be infected.
Teacher 2 (female): | remember one student wanted to
know if | have ever used a female condom, and how it
feels. | told them that | have never used it and that they
should not become personal when we talk about these
things.

Teacher 3 (male teacher): | remember there was a child
at one point when we were discussing abstinence and
withdrawal. The student was saying from experience he
knows that withdrawal is impossible. And | was sup-
posed to make a comment on that.

Of course the very fact that children felt able to put these
questions suggests that perhaps these teachers were not
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being too didactic and authoritarian. But if teachers show
they are embarrassed by explicit talk about condoms, men-
struation and sexuality, this suggests to pupils that such talk
is embarrassing and may inhibit many pupils from speaking
(as well, perhaps, as encouraging some to disrupt lessons
by deliberately talking in ways which they know will embar-
rass teachers).

Confirming what adults want and expect to hear

One striking finding in our research concerned the discrep-
ancy between how boys mainly (but occasionally girls)
talked about their sexual relations and enjoyment of sex in
sometimes quite giggly ways and the very moralistic posi-
tions they took up when asked for example about what
should be done to curb the spread of AIDS or what advice
they want from parents and teachers about sex. They were,
it seemed, assuming two contradictory identities. Aspects of
what was referred to as ‘modern’ culture such as movies,
magazines and certain types of music came in for particular
criticism. These were constructed by many young people, as
we see in the following extract from an interview with
teenaged Zambian boys as bad influences, as if young peo-
ple (and in the second case young men) were easily manip-
ulated by them and lacked agency.

Longani: R & B songs are bad; they carry sex mes-

sages, which influence the boys and girls to have sex.

Shanzi: Dancing by girls confuse men.

It maybe that they were implicitly identifying with the
adult (male) interviewer and presenting what they expected
he wanted to hear. For they quickly switched from their
moralistic stance when he asked them, in a non-judgemen-
tal way, if they enjoyed the dances and songs, with everyone
in the group of ten boys saying ‘yes’.

These examples of the sorts of contradictory positions
young people took up have important implications for
HIV/AIDS/life skills educators. We would suggest that by
taking a moralistic line HIV/AIDS educators may elicit what
they see as ‘good’ responses from pupils in class, which
conflict with the ways they construct their identities and their
behaviour in other contexts, for example with their friends
and outside school. HIV/AIDS/life skills education must not
contribute to this splitting of identities, but should aim to
address and encourage young people to talk about their
sexual feelings, desires and concerns.

Loud boys and quiet girls

a) The problems for girls participating in life skills classes
One of the key findings in our study concerned the applica-
tion of sexual double standards to girls and boys. In every
country, a distinction was drawn (by both boys and girls)
between good and bad girls, which centred on sexuality. This,
however, applied much less to boys. ‘Bad’ girls were
described as wearing mini skirts (and, because of this, invit-
ing rape) and being too ‘modern’, drinking, staying out late,
and having boyfriends. In addition, girls could be insulted for
appearing to transgress perceived traditional models of being
feminine and expressing desire, being ‘too knowledgeable’,
or even speaking ‘too openly’ in mixed gender interviews.

This regulation of girls not only restricted and limited what

they could do or say, but also made them vulnerable in rela-

tionships with boys. Our researchers reported that in schools

boys tended to be much louder and more assertive than girls

and more likely to assume positions of responsibility in the

HIV/AIDS/life skills classes they observed:

1.AIDS awareness lesson in a school in Zambia
There was a lot of whispering among the learners during
the lesson. Girls sat separately from the boys. Boys par-
ticipated more than the girls and when asked to answer a
question the girls answered in very low tones and when
asked to repeat their responses, they kept quiet most of
the time. Girls were quiet and shy, reserved, looked down
when certain words were being mentioned i.e. sex, sexu-
ally active, sexual intercourse. Boys got most of the atten-
tion from the teachers throughout the lesson. No attempt
was made to engage girls in discussion; girls were often
forgotten. One girl was active but not noticed by the
teacher. The girls looked down when asked to answer a
question and there were incidences of laughter especially
when a boy mentioned the use of condoms and when
another boy narrated the day his father called for a family
meeting to discuss HIV/AIDS.

2. Life skills lesson in a school in Botswana
For group work, there were single-sex groups and mixed-
sex groups. In the mixed-sex groups, girls were seen
doing mostly secretarial work while boys chaired the group
discussions. The boys would discuss among themselves
and then tell the girls what they were discussing. The girls
just sat there and waited for the boys to tell them what to
write. In the single-sex groups, there seemed to be equal
participation.

We suspect that the teachers here were not consciously
intending to promote these kind of gendered identities but
took it for granted that boys were naturally more demonstra-
tive and girls naturally more shy, and were responding
accordingly. But one of the key lessons which was being
learnt as a result of the interaction between boys, girls and
teachers was precisely that girls were quiet, passive and shy
(even those who tried to contribute) and boys active and
loud. Another was that boys were sexual beings and girls
objects of their desires. Teacher training in life skills and
HIV/AIDS education must involve sensitising teachers to
aspects of the ‘hidden curriculum’ (Spender, 1982; Posada,
1999) and the sorts of messages about gender identities
and relations which are commonly communicated through
this. It should also encourage teachers to think creatively of
ways of changing their practices so as not to unintentionally
reinforce the sorts of stereotypical gendered positions which
boys and girls were seen to take up in classroom observa-
tion above. This could, for example, involve experimenting
with single-sex group work as a way of encouraging girls to
develop a stronger voice. However, as we argue later, it is
important that this is used not alone but in conjunction with
mixed group teaching.

b) Boys abusing girls in mixed interviews

Many researchers in the Western countries have observed
how boys try to assert themselves in relation to girls in the
classroom by ‘performing’ their identities in certain ways, for
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example by monopolising talk as well as by being loud,
provocative or ‘funny’, often by being ‘naughty’ or through
various types of threat to girls. (See for example, Connolly,
1998; Francis, 1998; Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998.) We found that
these ‘performances’ characterised some of the interviews
we conducted with boys and girls in mixed-sex groups. We
want to examine one such interview with 16-year-old girls
and boys in Zimbabwe. Here the boys not only asserted
themselves in relation to the girls by dominating the conver-
sation, but also by speaking about them in contemptuous
and provocative ways. Whether they engaged in the sort of
behaviour they described or not, what was clear was that in
the interview they were eliciting much laughter from other
boys by talking in self-consciously outrageous ways about
girls as objects; as things which they ‘opened’ and threw
away.

The following extract is from an interview with 16-year-
old girls and boys from Zimbabwe.

Maideyi (B): These days, kids have big bodies, by the
time she gets to Form One she will be having affairs.
Interviewer: Even those in Grade 4 and 5 (aged 10-11
years)?

Goddard (B): Eh...yes...those in Grade 4, yes; those
are the ones we are jumping for these days (laughter).
Interviewer: Why do you go for such young girls?
Goddard: You know what, yes, us boys have an
oppressive nature, once | sleep with a girl | lose interest
in her so usually | want to go for those who still have
‘intact-closed presents’ (laughter and grumbles).
Interviewer: What presents?

Goddard: Official opening; when you sleep with a vir-
gin!!

Interviewer: So how do you feel about it?

Goddard: | feel good it is nice. After the official opening,
you can just ditch her.

Interviewer: So if a boy dumps you what do you do?
Elizabeth (G): It depends on how much you loved him.
If you really loved him, you will be pained.

Mwaurayeni (G): A...I won’t feel that way. | will actually
look around for a replacement boyfriend and | will show
off to the boy who dumped me.

Chionesu (B): That’s when | will beat you.

Mabel (G): Why should you beat me, isn’t it you would
have dumped me.

Chionesu: Yes | will beat her because what she will be
doing to me is painful, showing off to me.

Mabel: But it is you who would have ditched me.

Group dynamics such as those demonstrated in the
excerpt above pose serious ethical dilemmas for teachers
committed to a learner-centred approach. If teachers are to
encourage young people to speak openly about sex and sex-
uality in class, they must work hard, like our interviewers, at
developing friendly, non-judgemental relations with learners.
Nevertheless, as we see in the example above, one conse-
quence of this may be boys not only dominating talk at the
expense of girls but also abusing girls. The boys, here, were
forging a common identity as powerful, funny, and hedonistic
males by talking outrageously about girls. The presence of
girls in the interview only served to make them appear, in the
eyes of each other, particularly outrageous and funny. It may

be that the girls were silent as the boys spoke because they
were so uncomfortable and did not want to be humiliated and
abused further. However, the interviewer was concerned to
give them the opportunity to respond to the boys.
Significantly he had to put questions specifically to the girls to
draw them into the conversation, and the effect of this was to
generate a gender polarised and heated exchange in which
the girls resisted boys’ potential constructions of them as
‘used goods’ as the boys tried to re-assert themselves. What
was apparent in this exchange was how quickly the boys’
tone changed from humour to hostility when the girls started
challenging them. This and the initial reluctance of the girls to
challenge the boys no doubt reflected, in part, the ubiquity of
double sexual standards, whereby boys derived status, and
girls were condemned for speaking explicitly about their het-
erosexual needs and desires.

Single-sex or mixed-sex group work?

Our research, and in particular the experience of interview-
ing young people in single-sex and mixed groups, suggests
that single-sex group work should form part of life skills and
HIV/AIDS education. This is because in these groups, girls
in particular felt freer to express their desires and concerns
without being labelled in derogatory ways. Life skills and
HIV/AIDS education needs to encourage girls to talk about
sexuality, not just in a negative way but about their sexual
feelings and desires without feeling bad. It needs to address
the question — how girls can assert themselves without
being constructed as bad or ‘too modern’. This may be more
possible in single-sex classes. However, the problem is that
these tend to reinforce assumptions that boys and girls are
essentially different and in opposition to each other. As was
found in the mixed group discussions, boys and girls were
able to learn from each other about their problems, con-
cerns, and views. For this reason, we would also advocate
mixed group discussion as an important teaching strategy in
HIV/AIDS and life skills education (see Pattman, 2002).

Teachers from Botswana reported that both boys and
girls were inhibited by the presence of members of the
opposite sex, especially when teaching about male and
female condoms, menstruation and teenage pregnancy.

Moral education teacher (female): Girls are not com-
fortable when they are taught about teenage pregnancy
in the presence of boys.

Social studies teacher (female): When teaching them
about using condoms, the boys feel offended and also
when teaching about female condoms | as a teacher
and girl feel uncomfortable. Talking about menstruation
for instance is like talking about self.

Guidance and counselling teacher (female): We were
discussing factors of hormonal imbalance whereby dur-
ing menstruation period the females may be moody. The
boys then became embarrassed in a way. | think it is a
problem of culture, whereby we cannot discuss female
issues in the presence of males.

While boys, girls and their male and female teachers
may find it easier to talk about issues such as male or female
condoms or teenage pregnancy in single-sex groups, it is
vital, we contend, that topics such as these do not become
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characterised as exclusively male or female. Condom use
(whether male or female) and pregnancy affect both sexes,
and one of the aims of HIV/AIDS education must be to
encourage boys and girls to talk about these in the presence
of each other. While single-sex groups could be used initial-
ly to enable boys and girls to talk about issues which might
be considered too embarrassing in mixed company, it is
important that this does not become an end in itself.

One research practice adopted by the Zambian team that
generated a great deal of critical reflection, and discussion by
young people was to organise group work in two stages.
First, same-sex groups were asked to identify and discuss
the sorts of problems they thought they, and people of the
opposite sex experienced. They were also requested to iden-
tify and record possible causes of, and solutions to the prob-
lems. In the second stage, the boys and girls then came
together to present and discuss their findings. We suggest
that this could very effectively be incorporated as a learner-
centred and gender-sensitive pedagogy into HIV/AIDS/life
skills education. Not only does it make the young people or
learners’ views the key resources, it encourages critical self-
reflection, empathy and communication with others of the
same and the opposite sex about aspects of gender which
significantly influence their lives but which are rarely articu-
lated. Furthermore, the experience of working in a single-sex
group may encourage girls to be more outspoken in the
mixed group discussions around gender and sexuality that
followed. The Zambian team found that in some of the mixed
plenaries the girls were as outspoken and critical as the boys,
and attributed this to the confidence and support they had
gained in the single-sex group.

Talking about sexual harassment

It was striking how many girls (and a few boys) were keen to
talk about their experiences of sexual harassment to our
interviewees, which they were unable to divulge to teachers
and other adults. This implies, as we argued earlier, that our
interviewers were developing the sorts of friendly, young
person-centred relations with them which enabled them to
talk openly about these concerns. We would argue that
pupils are much more likely to voice these concerns to
teachers who are learner-centred and gender-sensitive,
than those who are authoritarian and judgemental.

Our interviewees commonly reported incidences of sex-
ual harassment in schools by both boys and male teachers
against girls. Presumably this contributed to the difficulties
young people had complaining about sexual harassment, at
least in the presence of male teachers. Indeed some of our
interviewees expressed cynicism about male teachers who
discouraged girls from having sexual relations with boys
while they ‘proposed’ to girls.

Zambian girls in their late teens
Kelita: They [the male teachers] discourage us. When
they do find you with a boy, they tell you to stop but they
are also interested in you. Here at school some teach-
ers propose and when you don’t respond positively, they
stop talking to you so even if they discourage us it is not
with him.

Charity: Some teachers even give exam papers [leak-
age] to finalists; even mock exam papers may be
involved.

Interviewer: What would you do if you were faced with
such a situation?

Catherine: Just receive the paper and run away. What
is important is not to allow him to have access to you
body.

Interviewer: What is not good about receiving leakage
papers?

Namangolwa: The teachers want something and then
they only give girls. It is better to write only what you
know in exams otherwise you become addicted to leak-
ages.

However it is important that male teachers do not feel
debarred from becoming HIV/AIDS/life skills educators
because of the fear of not being taken seriously. For men
teaching HIV/AIDS/life skills education can act as important
role models for boys and demonstrate that it is possible for
males to be responsible, caring, sensitive, approachable,
non-authoritarian, non-aggressive and pupil-centred. It is
important, too, not to assume that sexual desire is mainly
male and that heterosexual relations inevitably entail males
harassing females. Indeed HIV/AIDS/life skills education, we
want to argue must promote equal sexual relations between
males and females, if only to encourage and enable girls to
express more openly their sexual desires. This would, we
believe, make them less vulnerable to forms of sexual
abuse. Precisely because girls are not supposed to express
sexual desire in the same way that boys do, this leaves them
open to the accusation, even if they report sexual harass-
ment that really they ‘encouraged’ or ‘sent a signal’.

Botswana girls aged 16 and above
Phemo: Yesterday something happened. There was
this girl in class whom some boys were touching and
she kept on hitting them with books and telling them to
stop; and then all of a sudden she started crying, as if
something, part of her had been taken away.
Interviewer: Do they report it to anybody?
Rachel: Some teachers don't take it serious, teachers
think we encourage it; we sent a signal.
Joyce: At one time some people in my class were
harassing me though not sexually, | reported it to my
guidance and counselling teacher, and she told me that
| thought too much of myself, and it never stopped.
Phemo: At one time a boy kissed me on the cheek and
| didn’t like it, it felt so wrong and painful, and | thought
of reporting but | felt teachers will think that | was joking
or | wanted it to happen.

Also, itis not just that they might be disbelieved that may
make them reluctant to report it, but that they may be seen
as ‘bad’ girls for speaking openly about sex in this way.
Usually fondling or touching private parts was spoken of as
something, which boys as well as male teachers did to girls
(and not vice versa). While most boys said they enjoyed
being touched by girls, others like the one in the extract
below who did not, felt too embarrassed to report this to
teachers or parents. This, presumably, was not because he
would be seen as ‘bad’ and promiscuous like the girls who
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reported sexual harassment. Rather, we suggest, this was
because of the assumption that, as a supposedly macho
young man with a powerful heterosexual drive, he would be
laughed at and ridiculed for presenting himself as the victim
of sexual harassment.

Tadzina, Botswana boy aged 16
Some girls demand to touch us. For example, at one
time a girl came to me and told me that she wanted to
touch me there (pointing at his private parts). | just left
her, but | felt disturbed the whole day; | didn’t tell any-
one. However, for boys to do this they think about it
before because girls will report it but boys won'’t.

While we would argue that HIV/AIDS/life skills teachers
need to take a strong stand against sexual harassment, we
would also stress that they must do so without taking the
side of girls against boys and presenting boys as the enemy.
Doing this risks alienating the boys from the teacher, as well
as from girls (Redman, 1996), and may result in them
becoming more macho as they try to re-assert themselves in
relation to girls. A much better strategy in our view would be
to focus on the benefits for both boys and girls of developing
more egalatarian relations between boys and girls (sexual
and non-sexual). For example, the benefits to boys of not
always being expected to take the sexual initiative and of
knowing for sure whether particular girls like them. While
sexual harassment must not be tolerated in schools, it is
important that the school’s response to this does not simply
comprise punishing boys, but exploring with boys and girls
in HIV/AIDS/life skills education what sexual harassment is,
why it takes place, whether boys and girls have similar
desires, why girls get blamed and boys do not for being seen
as too sexual and so on. The aim of HIV/AIDS/life skills edu-
cation, here, must be to empower and enable boys and girls
to negotiate sexual relations with each other, whether this
means resisting, delaying or entering into these and whether
these mean kissing, cuddling, being close or having pene-
trative sex. It must not reinforce the stereotype of girls as
weak, fragile and passive, by presenting them as in need of
protection by teachers from active, strong and sexually
predatory boys.

Different and contradictory descriptions of the opposite
sex and heterosexual desire

Boys and girls described people of the opposite sex in quite
different and sometimes contradictory ways when being
interviewed in groups and when writing diaries, in which they
were asked to record details of significant events, feelings
and relations each day for a week. We argue that this is con-
nected with the different ways they are presenting them-
selves in the different contexts, and we contend that
HIV/AIDS/life skills educators need to find ways, as we did
in our research, of exploring and addressing these multiple
identities (on multiple identities, see Hall, 1992).

a) Boys being misogynistic and idealising girls

Boys were much more misogynistic and more likely to talk
about girls in derogatory and impersonal ways when being
interviewed rather than when writing diaries and when being

interviewed in groups than when being interviewed individu-
ally. In single-sex group interviews, for example, as we have
seen, some boys boasted about sleeping with and dumping
girls, yet in the individual interviews they were quiet about
this. In the diaries they kept, where they recorded every day
details about significant events, emotions and relationships,
many of the boys, especially in South Africa, wrote highly
romanticised accounts of their girlfriends or potential girl-
friends as well as heart rending pieces about being dumped
by them. These were conspicuous by their absence in the
interviews. For example from the South African study, some
of the boys entered the following notes in their diaries:
‘Dear diary you won’t believe what | saw neither did I: |
saw an angel she looked like heaven on earth, every
boys dream. | don’t even know her name but | know she
is wonderful, but she was everything a healthy guy can
wish for.
‘| just stayed at home thinking about what happened
between me and the girl | love. My heart was broken
and | thought it would brake into pieces. She was my
one and only lover. She was one in a million, my num-
ber one priority.’
‘| was disappointed by the bad news she told me. She
told me that she did not love me anymore. | thought of
slapping her, but | did not see any use in hurting her, so
| left her and went home. She is the only girl | truly love.
She has for all the qualities | need in my dream girl.’
‘I must say she is beautiful. | watch her until it popped
into my head that if | could make her mine this would
make me happy. It was the first time | even wanted
someone so much.’

We suggest that boys often ‘perform’ very differently
when they are with other boys (and girls) when they may be,
as we have seen, loud, assertive, funny and misogynistic,
than when they are on their own (writing their diary) or alone
with an adult interviewer/teacher/parent. Rather than simply
criticising boys for being misogynistic in class, and risk
alienating boys, HIV/AIDS and life skills educators could
perhaps explore with them what would seem to be very con-
tradictory views they express about girls in different social
contexts. A challenge for HIV/AIDS and life skills educators
is to encourage boys to ‘perform’ in groups in ways which do
not involve subordinating girls, but which draw on the affec-
tion for girls they express so vividly in other contexts.

There was evidence in our study that the idealisation of
girls by boys reflected boys’ dissatisfaction with popular
ways of being boys (cf. Frosh, Phoenix & Pattman, 2002).
For example, some boys in Zimbabwe said they wanted girl-
friends for the sound advice they offered them and their
more ‘sympathetic’ nature. These boys found it easier to
confide in girls or to befriend them. As one boy said:

‘If I am naughty, the girl will say what you are doing is
wrong, but not boys, girls advise you so it is good to play
with girls.’

The boys also extended these feelings to female teach-
ers who were said (by both boys and girls, though mainly by
boys) to be better listeners than male teachers, to be more
sympathetic and to offer better advice. This suggests that
boys can be encouraged to reject popular ways of ‘perform-
ing’ as boys with the emphasis on toughness, insensitivity
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and naughtiness by appealing to their self interest and
focusing on the costs to them of being like this, let alone on
the costs to girls.

b) Girls being negative and at times positive about
boyfriends

With girls what was interesting about their diaries in contrast
to the interviews — was how many girls wrote about their
boyfriends and in some cases their very positive relation-
ships with them. In interviews, however, the absence of pos-
itive stories from girl interviewees about girls with boyfriends
was striking. Most girls characterised these as inevitably
oppressive relationships, which interfered with schoolwork,
ended up in pregnancies and abuse, and conflicted with bib-
lical or Islamic teachings.

Whereas many boys could acquire status from their
peers by speaking openly and explicitly about their sex drive
as well as by demeaning girls as objects for them, girls had
to be careful not to talk about their sexual desires or about
boyfriend relationships for fear of being labelled bad. It may
be that boyfriend—girlfriend relations were very negative in
the ways the girls described them, but we also want to sug-
gest that girls had a powerful interest in presenting them like
this. For by doing so, they were showing themselves pub-
licly, in the group interview, to be good girls who resisted
these kinds of relations. The descriptions, for example, of
some girls of their ‘ideal’, hypothetical boyfriends as ‘nice’
understanding and ‘church going’ and the embarrassed
laughter when one girl said she would like a ‘good looking’
boy, implied that for many girls, desire was not something
they should talk about, at least perhaps not in groups with an
adult present. Whereas for the boys the diaries seemed to
provide a safe space to be ‘romantic’ and to show how much
they were affected by girls who dumped them or whom they
loved, for the girls, diaries seemed to provide an opportuni-
ty, we suggest, for articulating sexual desire.

Adults’ concerns about our research

In August 2002 when we were reporting some of the findings
of our study in a UNICEF dissemination workshop held in
Mombasa, Kenya, many participants expressed not just sur-
prise, but shock when they saw a video recording of the
interview referred to above with six-year-olds in Zambia.
There was discernible uneasiness followed by heated dis-
cussion as the participants questioned the veracity of what
these children were saying. We suggest that such a reaction
partly reflects our own tendencies as adults to wish ‘inno-
cence’ on to children and our own discomfort with thinking
about childhood sexuality (Epstein & Johnson, 1999).
Clearly, whether we like it or not, these children were all
familiar with sex, whether they actually engaged in penetra-
tive sex or ‘played’ at it, and enjoyed very much talking about
it. Sex was significant to them, even if only as something
they wanted to talk about, though also it seemed (however
they defined it) as something they engaged in. It is problem-
atic, we would argue, to ignore the voices of young people
in relation to gender and sexuality, at a time when sexuality
and HIV/AIDS issues are a central concern for life skills edu-
cation aimed at ensuring healthy nations.

Our research revealed that education on sexuality was
not offered to younger children because adults (parents and
teachers) believed that this would encourage the children to
engage in sex at a relatively early age. Ironically, even with
the apparent educational sidelining, we see the very young
children such as those from Zambia claiming to engage in
sexual acts and seeming to enjoy, tremendously, what they
were doing. Like many of the teachers and parents,
Government institutions, such as the Ministry of Education in
Zimbabwe, assumed that children under 16 years old were
either not having sex or not even thinking of, or talking about
sexuality. Indeed our researchers in Zimbabwe were refused
permission to interview school children who were under the
age of 16 years. However, as we have seen, sixteen-year-
old boys who were interviewed in Zimbabwe boasted about
having sex with ten and eleven year olds.

Conclusion

We have argued for HIV/AIDS pedagogies which emulate
the practices our researchers adopted when researching the
identities and views of boys and girls, especially concerning
gender and sexuality. In particular, we suggested that as a
result of being addressed by our researchers as experts
about themselves and in a holistic and non-judgemental
way, our interviewees were able to speak about anxieties
and pleasures, many of which related to sexuality. This, they
had not been able to do with other adults, and even with
other children. HIV/AIDS education, as it was commonly
taught, as a series of moral injunctions (against pre marital
sex) effectively silences young people, and means that sex
‘becomes’ naughty when they do talk about it. Even children
as young as six had learnt that sex was something to hide
from adults. We suggest that the failure of HIV/AIDS teach-
ers to be student-centred and to address young people’s
sexual cultures and identities contributed to the ways many
young people switched from being very moralistic about sex-
uality (in class and with parents) and liberal about it (perhaps
dangerously so) with others and in other contexts.

Itis, perhaps, unrealistic to assume that practising teach-
ers can become pupil-centred especially when teaching a
topic which elicits considerable embarrassment. They may,
indeed, identify as teachers and professionals precisely by
distancing themselves from their pupils. In view of this, we
would advocate outsiders, trained to teach HIV/AIDS educa-
tion in pupil-centred and gender-sensitive ways, be invited to
schools. This is happening in Cape Town where student
‘peer educators’ from the University of Cape Town are
addressing pupils in local schools about HIV/AIDS within a
life skills framework. Unlike the teachers, these university
students have been trained to teach HIV/AIDS education in
pupil-centred ways, and also, unlike them, have no interest
or desire in asserting their authority through distancing
themselves from the pupils. They are closer in age to their
pupils than most of the teachers, a factor which may encour-
age mutual identification between educator and pupil and
facilitate pupil-centred approaches. This kind of outside
intervention may, however, not be available, or be unreliable,
and it is unlikely to be provided on a long term basis. (The
peer educators at the University of Cape Town visit particu-
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lar schools and classes perhaps once or twice a year.) We
strongly recommend, then, that pupil-centred and gender-
sensitive pedagogic approaches to teaching HIV/AIDS edu-
cation feature prominently in pre-service and in-service
teacher training programmes. These would need to address,
and to some extent problematise, the very identities many
teachers commonly inhabit.

A key aim of HIV/AIDS education, we believe, should be
to break down boys’ and girls’ investments (see Hollway,
1989) in stereotypical and gender polarised identities.
Research has shown that people who are at most risk of
contracting sexually transmitted diseases are those who
have little in common with people of the opposite sex, and
who tend to think of themselves in terms of the opposite
stereotypes of masculinity and femininity. These stereo-
types, as we discussed, portray males as strong, sexual,
and active, and females as weak, non-sexual, and quiet.
When relationships are based on these stereotypes, sex
tends to be entered into quickly with little discussion, under-
standing and negotiation. Such relationships are more likely
to break down and be short-lived, thus resulting in people
having frequent relationships with different partners
(Holland, Ramazanoglu, Sharpe & Thomson, 1998).

It is important that teachers (and especially those teach-
ing HIV/AIDS and life skills) learn to reflect on the gender
dynamics in class and to think of ways of challenging rather
than reinforcing popular views of girls as quiet, shy and sub-
ordinate and boys as active, funny, loud and dominant. Not
only do teachers have an obligation to encourage the partic-
ipation of all learners, but, by focusing on boys rather than
girls, they are contributing to a culture where boys are
expected to take the initiative and to subordinate girls (sex-
ually as well as in other ways). This enhances the possibili-
ty of boys and girls engaging in relations with little commu-
nication and negotiation and perhaps little respect and
empathy for the other. HIV/AIDS education needs, then, to
encourage boys and girls to talk about themselves and each
other in ways which do not affirm and reproduce these
stereotypes, but which help them to identify with each other
and see things from the others’ point of view. The aim must
be to help young people think of the opposite sex as less
opposite and as more like them, as people with whom they
can be friends as well as boyfriends/girlfriends in a trusting
and safe manner.

We argued HIV/AIDS educators need to address the dif-
ficulties for girls, in particular, of talking in mixed groups
about sexuality, especially where boys try to assert them-
selves as loud and sexual in relation to them. Not to address
these means reinforcing gender power relations. It may be
useful to establish ‘ground rules’ for teaching HIV/AIDS and
life skills education, whereby the class agrees to adhere to
certain rules of behaviour, for example not speaking in abu-
sive ways about others in class, not interrupting others while
they are speaking, not laughing at others in class. This may
encourage boys and girls to relate to each other in ways per-
haps which they are not used to doing and to see life more
from the point of view of the ‘other’ However, we would
argue that teachers of HIV/AIDS and life skills education
should not come to be seen as censors and that young peo-
ple should be able to talk about how they see themselves

and the opposite sex during lessons even in the ways simi-
lar to the extract from the interview with 16-year-old
Zimbabwean boys and girls.

What is essential, we feel, is that opportunities are cre-
ated for girls to talk and assert themselves. Our assumption
is that the ‘performance’ of gender does not reveal charac-
teristics which boys and girls are born with and which they
naturally exhibit. Indeed, boys and girls (as well as men and
women) can, and do, change as a result of talking with peo-
ple of the same and opposite sex about their pleasures and
anxieties and the way they see themselves vis-a-vis people
of the same and opposite sex. Even as a result of talking in
this way in the group interviews, some of our interviewees
reported thinking about themselves differently and seeing
people of the opposite sex as ‘less opposite’.

We suggested, on the basis of the Zambian team’s
research, that one way of encouraging a voice to girls might
be to experiment with single-sex groups in conjunction with
mixed groups. Our emphasis in this paper has been on
developing HIV/AIDS educational programmes which
address gender power relations without reproducing the
stereotypes of boys and men as active and sexual and girls
as passive and not really sexual. Thus we argued for
HIV/AIDS education to address the sexual harassment of
girls by boys and men without rendering girls passive and
asexual in contrast to overly sexual and naughty boys.

We found that both girls and boys described people of
the opposite sex and heterosexual desire very differently in
mixed group interviews and in the diaries they kept. We are
not suggesting that boys and girls expressed their real
uncensored selves in their diaries as opposed to the group
interviews, rather that they were identifying very differently in
these different contexts. And their contradictory accounts
provided insights into the ways talk about sex was regulated
for both boys and girls. Rather than addressing girls and
boys as unitary gendered subjects, we argued for approach-
es in HIV/AIDS education which explore with girls and boys
the different and contradictory ways they present them-
selves and talk about sexual desire and the opposite sex in
different contexts.

Note

' Acopy of the full study (Pattman & Chege, 2003) is available from
Changu Mannathoko, ESARO, UNICEF, Nairobi, Kenya.
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