Sex Education: A means to empower Adolescents?

A SUBMISSION MADE TO THE PARLIAMENTARY COMMITTEE ON INTRODUCTION OF SEX 
EDUCATION IN SCHOOLS INDIA

BY THE CONCERNED FOR WORKING CHILDREN
It is indeed a welcome step that the Government of India has set up a Committee to review the proposal by NCERT to introduce sex education in schools. This can lead to a consulted and informed decision on the matter. 

Those who advocate for banning of sex education argue that such education will motivate and lead the adolescents into indulging in sex. They argue that information leads to experimentation. However, there are others who feel that appropriate information will reduce the numbers of children engaging in sexual activities, and that, such information will reduce risks of sexually transmitted diseases.

The World Health Organisation (WHO) published a review of 1,050 scientific articles on sex education programmes. Researchers found "no support for the contention that sex education encourages sexual experimentation or increased activity. If any impact was observed, almost without exception, it was in the direction of postponed initiation of sexual activity and/or effective use of contraception and protective measures from infection. The Concerned for Working Children (CWC) has been working with children and young people for over the last 25 years. In our effort to empower them, rights based education and discussions always integrated sexuality and gender education. This has not only helped them to be informed about their bodies, growth and development, but also enabled them use such information to enhance their life.

In India, the reality is that there is a large population of about 300 million young people in the age group 12-24. Studies show their growing preference for pre-marital sex. In a survey in 2002 by The Week magazine, of unmarried young Indians, 69 per cent of men admitted to pre-marital sex compared to 38 per cent of women. In the 16-19 group, forty-five per cent had pre-marital sex, while 27 per cent were 15 years or under and 28 per cent were 20 years or older. There is enough evidence to indicate that young people are sexually curious and active. Based on 8 independent studies across India, 1 out of 10 boys below 16 has had sexual experiences. It is obvious that there is an urgent need for adolescents and young people to be equipped with appropriate information on sexuality and reproductive rights. CWC’s work with street-based children in Bangalore has revealed that they are sexually very active. Our dialogues with them has helped them to reduce risk behaviours and to adopt protective measures.

Failure to provide appropriate and timely information "misses the opportunity of reducing unwanted outcomes of unintended pregnancy and transmission of STDs, and is, therefore, in the disservice of our youth," states a report called Effects of Sex Education on Young People's Sexual Behaviour. This report was commissioned by the Youth and General Public Unit, Office of Intervention, Development and Support, Global Program on AIDS, and the WHO. CWC worked with a core group of 30 adolescents and young people, female and male, over a period of 2 years, facilitating them to develop a tool kit on their sexual and reproductive rights. This was a process oriented intensive work both for the participants and the facilitators. The outcome of the project were that participants were thoroughly informed on the subject, they acquired personal growth and maturity, handbook and materials were prepared and field-tested by them. During and subsequent to the project, the adolescents and young people disseminated information with their peers and the larger community, such as the women, school teachers, the Gram Panchayat, etc. As part of the project, they developed very simple but successful strategies to deal with child marriage, female foeticide, discrimination against PLHAs, gender violence, sexual harassment and abuse, problems related to adolescent growth and maturity, etc.
Making available information to adolescents and youth is also critical to protect them infections. India is the most HIV infected nation, after South Africa. We are not far from the situation of Sub-Saharan Africa, where a generation of productive population is wiped out. Over 50% of all new infections in India take place among young adults below 25 years. Recent studies indicate that adolescents in all socio-economic groups in India are vulnerable to infection. 

Adolescence is a period of sexual maturation, experimentation and anxiety. Hormonal changes cause undue anxiety among boys and girls. Rarely do they have a confiding and empathetic personS to turn to for help; nor do they have appropriate sources of information.  Their immediate resource is their peers or magazines and in the present times, Internet, all of which provide either partial or distorted information to the anxious/curious minds. 

In India, most fertility occurs within marriage and this makes the age at marriage of paramount importance for fertility rates. According to NFHS I (1992-93) 36% of married adolescents in the age group of 13 to 16 are already mothers or are pregnant with their first child as are 64% of those in the 17 to 19 age group. Young people who are growing up to be exercising their sexual and reproductive rights, ought to be prepared to manage their life effectively, with appropriate information. 

Children and young people are confronted with numerous provocative and titillating scenarios in their day-today lives. The media is abundant with exposures.

Information is very vital in critical thinking and informed choices. Children and young people faced with very enticing situations, can take a measured action only if they have appropriate and complete information. Keeping them away from right kind of information and knowledge, which forms their attitude and perception, would be unjust and discriminatory.

Sexuality education is not about teaching adolescents the process of sexual intercourse, but all about understanding the process of emotional and physical growth and development of a person, and ways to take care and protect oneself in different situations of emotional and physical upsurges. In CWC’s experience, discussion with children and young people on sexuality matters is very significant in order to remove the ‘stigma’/’taboo’ attached to it. Besides, such discussion will enable the young to acquire positive and enhanced mindset towards sex.

The project with the adolescents and young people was recongnised by the Department of Education as exemplary, that Sarva Shiksha Abhyan invited CWC to partner with them to conduct workshops for girl children in three districts, namely, Udupi, Bnaglore and Bellary, as part of its adolescent sexuality education programme in 2005. CWC conducted such workshops for over 1000 girl children. The Education Department in Udupi district was so impressed with the training programme and the handbook that the then DDPI, Shri C.N. Narasimhamurthy scripted the Foreword for the handbook “My Body, My Mind”, published by CWC in 2005. 

Sexuality education is also very critical when one analyses the victimisation and harassment of woman in the society today. At every stage woman encounters harassment and abuse because of her gender, as her sex is seen as a weakness to be targeted. The easiest strategy the society finds to counter women is to attack her modesty and violate her sexually. Sexuality education contribute in some ways to change attitude and behaviour of the society and to enable a positive and respectful approach to woman.

The information provided to children should be age-appropriate and complete. Different age groups should learn different levels of information. Besides, the information should be complete for that level. The intervention must also keep in mind the environment in which adolescents live – their families and society.  It should also recognise the different socio-cultural expectations and economic pressures working on adolescent girls and boys.

Parents and the community could challenge and stand as an obstacle in the way of realising sex education in schools. The best way to deal with this is that they must be taken into confidence. In our WORK with adolescents and youth, CWC took the Gram Panchayats into confidence and discussed sexuality and surrounding issues first with women and men (parents), school teachers and other stake holders in the community. They need to be part of the change; in such context, change can be brought about through the new generation quite smoothly and faster.

The education provided to children and the effect it can have also depends on the facilitators who discuss such information with children. The mindset of the teacher or any other facilitator is very critical in the way children respond to the information they acquire. It is a common experience that teachers who teach biology skip the chapters on reproduction saying either ‘they are not important for exams’ or ‘you could study at home’. Hence it is important that the teachers are prepared to present sexuality related issues appropriately and that they have an appropriate attitude/mindset.

So the question is NOT whether adolescents and young people should have access to information on matters of sexuality and reproduction, but how could information on sexuality and reproduction, which are considered very sensitive by our society, be translated into educative materials for adolescents. What are the kinds of information that we make available to children? At what age-level do we provide what kind of information? In what ways are the information illustrated? Who are kind of people that facilitate the adolescents to access such information? What is the training provided to them? 

PAGE  
1
Lolichen PJ, The Concerned for Working Children, cwcblr@vsnl.com, www.workingchild.org, November, 2007

