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learning about HIV 
Mariella Baldo 

A healthy school ensures a friendly environment. 

~
olescents and young people 

oday inherit a world in which 
elationships may present a 

new and frightening problem: sexual 
intimacy, far from enriching the lives 
of partners, may result not only in a 
curable disease or an unwanted 
pregnancy, but in infection with HIV, 
for which there is no cure. In this 
decade and at least the next, develop
ing a healthy sexuality is a matter of 
survival. 

So it is encouraging to see more 
and more young people attending 
primary and secondary school, par
ticularly in developing countries. 
But do schools actively promote 
sexual health? 

Societies expect schools to be 
healthy and safe places to live and 

work, for pupils and staff. Yet in the 
playground as much as in the staff 
room, psychological pressure or 
physical violence may force individ
uals into behaviour that is known to 
be risky. 

Bullying, offering drugs and 
sexual harassment have a common 
aspect of intolerance. A health
promoting school is one in which 
such forms of intolerance are moni
tored and rigorously dealt with, and 
where individuals relate to one 
another with understanding and 
compassion. A health-promoting 
school does not discriminate unfairly 
between people, and will therefore 
welcome the student or the teacher 
who is living with HIV or AIDS, in 
the knowledge that HIV is not 

can we do to promote health education programmes in schools that: 

'"~''u"''"' sexual health 
young people to avoid HIV infection 
down the epidemic? 
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spread by casual contact and that 
normal standards of hygiene protect 
everyone in case of accidents. 

In the age of AIDS, it seems 
unethical to deny young people 
information on disease prevention 
that may save their lives. Yet most 
students still go through their school 
years without meeting a caring adult 
who discusses sexual health with 
them. In a world obsessed by fitness 
and sex, schools manage to avoid 
teaching about sexuality, sexually 
transmitted diseases and AIDS. 

The attributes of a health-pro
moting school should include the 
following: parents who encourage 
curricula that cover sexual health, to 
complement the sex education they 
provide at home; a community that 
supports such curricula; and students 
who learn not only the facts about 
sexually transmitted diseases, HIV 
and AIDS but also the skills they 
will need in real life, when the time 
comes to be assertive about making 
healthy choices. Such skills include 
negotiating for safe sex, and stand
ing up for a friend or relative who is 
living with AIDS. 

For effective school-based pre
vention of HIV infection, health 
education and a supportive environ
ment are both necessary, and for 
them to be practised in schools, 
coherent policies are needed. The 
board of directors should develop 
them for the school, just as policy-

citizens: participate in community action on health and HIV, for example, by being active in the 
local schools to encourage a policy shift from prejudice to education; 
promote policies that mobilize education systems into effective, research-based prevention 
activities; 
overcome inhibitions about sex education in the family as well as in school, and become 
supporters of sex education; 

religious leaders: contribute towards developing programmes for responsible behaviour; 
young people: assert the right to know, and to live in a caring , responsible world . 
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makers who care about their country's 
youth should develop them nation
wide. Such policies should always 
include the human rights aspect (non
discrimination), as well as the instruc
tion component (information and 
skills needed for prevention). 
Evaluation studies have shown that 
sex education does not encourage 
early sexual experimentation, and 
may reduce sexual risk-taking among 
students. However, they show that 
programmes must be skill-based and 
well designed if they are to have an 
effect on behaviour. Otherwise they 
just increase the level of knowledge. 

Curricula should always be devel
oped on the basis of the students' 
needs: the situations of risk that girls 
and boys find themselves in most 
frequently should be researched, and 
become scenarios for classroom 
activities. These might include role 
playing, discussions or group work, 
and will be reflected in the students' 
learning materials and used in 
teacher training. Students are the 
best source of convincing stories and 
scenarios which can be used to pre
sent difficult choices between re
sponsible behaviour (such as 

Ufe skills in Zimbabwe 

protected sex or avoidance of sex or 
drugs) and fear (for instance of 
violence, or of losing a friend, or of 
being rejected). 

Students should learn about the 
full range of options for prevention, 
from abstinence to condoms and 
risk-reduction techniques for inject
ing drug users. Responsible behav
iour takes many forms according to 
age, circumstances and the nature of 
a relationship; unsafe sex and drug
related behaviour leading to HIV 
infection are largely a matter of 
social interaction. 

Everyone, whether ordinary 
citizens, policy-makers, parents, 
religious leaders or young people 
themselves, should do what they can 
to promote school health education 
programmes that include sexual 
health. This will help young people 
as individuals to avoid HIV infection 
and at the same time slow down the 
epidemic. • 

Dr Marie/fa Baldo was a Scientist with WHO's 
Global Programme on AIDS. Her present 
address is Via Bacchiglione 18, 361 00 
Vicenza, Italy. 

All students in Zimbabwe aged between l 0 and l 8 are gradually being 
reached through a weekly session with trained teachers and age-specific 
learning materials . The programme focuses on life skills and HIV prevention, 
and the lessons pose a series of scenarios that help students to explore 
feelings, examine alternatives , think through situations of risk and take 
decisions. The scenarios and stories are about growing up, friendship and 
love, dating ; sexual abuse is addressed in a very open way, including 
instances of rape by members of the family or approaches by adults or 
even teaching staff. Teenage pregnancies and related social norms are 
discussed, while a series of projects to be undertaken in the community 
complete the lessons. The programme is run by the Ministry of Education 
with assistance from UNICEF . 
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Do you have something 
to say? 
As from the first issue of 1997, 
World Health will include corre
spondence from readers . If you 
have comments, ideas or sug
gestions on any of the topics cov
ered in the magazine that you 
would like to share with other 
readers, please write to the 
Editor, World Health , World 
Health Organization, 1211 
Geneva 27 , Swi tzerland. 
Letters should be not more than 
250 words in length. The Editor 
reserves the right to edi t all such 
material received . 

Since the time of Hippocrates, eth ical 
issues related to the practice of medicine 
have preoccupied mankind Today, the 
great strides made by science and 
biology, as well as the spread of 
diseases old and new, place ethics more 
than ever in the foreground of human 
affa irs The SeptemberDctober issue of 
World Health will consider some of the 
ethical aspects of public health that 
should be of concern to us all. • 
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