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A study of 16-18-year-old students at two 6th-form colleges reveals substan-
tial levels of ‘sexual activity’, a disturbing lack of willingness to take precau-
tions against STD, but a readiness to participate in AIDS-related education.
This article suggests that schools and colleges would have a powerful mandate
from their pupils to promote AIDS awareness within the curriculum.

Given that there is at present neither a
clinical cure nor a preventive vaccine to
combat the AIDS virus, it is widely recog-
nised that prevention through education
and communication strategies is the most
realistic control available (Bennet, 1987).
With regard to curbing the transmission
of the AIDS virus through sexual activity,
such strategies are concerned with the
promotion of sc-called ‘safe sex’, entail-
ing the limitation of an individual’s
sexual activity to within an exclusive,
monogamous relationship, and the use of
the condom as a prophylactic (IASS,
1986).

Much of the AIDS education effort
is focussed upon young people, who are
in a position of particular vulnerability
when they are at the stage of seeking a
partner: there is also greater scope for
influencing patterns of behaviour during
the early period of forming sexual rela-
tionships than when such behaviour
is firmly established, The process of
influencing sexual behaviour is clearly
complex, demanding ‘educational’ strate-
gies of particular subtlety and sensitivity.
This article provides some recent findings
from a survey of 16-18-year-old college
students’ AIDS awareness and sexual

behaviour and attitudes, in order to
shed some light on how such strategies
may be implemented., Specifically it
addresses three guestions:

1. Is there really a need for AIDS
education?

2. What should be the content and
format of AIDS education?

3. What do young people currently
think about sexual activity and
relationships?

The survey
The survey was undertaken in April 1987
among 85 students (half male, half female)
in two 6th-form colleges in Somerset
{Bridgwater College and Yeovil College),
Given the sensitivity of some of the
questions, parents were informed of the
survey prior to its administration and
given the opportunity to have their sons
and daughters excluded from taking part.
The data-collection tool was a self-
completion questionnaire which included
questions about family life, religion,
values, personal relationships, sexual
morals and behaviour, and AIDS. A page
of the. questionnaire is reproduced in
Fig. 1. After the purpose and aims of the
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Table 1. Number of sexual partners in the
last year — non-virgins only, aged 16-18.

Number of partners %
0 11
1 57
2 18
3 5
4 or more 9

survey had been explained, students
were given an hour to complete the
questionnaires in class, in silence, with a
staff member- present. On completion,
the booklet was sealed in an envelope
and placed in a box at the front of the
room, ensuring anonymity and confi-
dentiality.

The fact that the questionnaires were
taken seriously by the respondents is
apparent in that all questions were answer-
ed, and careful checking during data
processing revealed very few inconsisten-
cies, Indeed, college staff responsible for
the administration of the questionnaires
have emphasised how well the questions
were received by the students, the survey
itself boosting awareness of the issues and
stimulating discussion in relevant classes.

The wish of the respective colleges for
a combined analysis of findings has been
respected; thus the findings reported
below relate to both colleges.

Sexual activity

Exposure to STD is increased by the
number of sexual partners individuvals
have had, and whether or not they use
a condom. The results indicate that 53%
of the respondents were non-virgins,
91% of whom had engaged in intercourse
before the age of 17. Of these non-virgins,
40% had engaged in intercourse during
the last week, rising to 58% in the last
month, while two-thirds had either had
no partner or only one partner during
the past year (Table 1). About half (53%)
of the non-virgin respondents used a
condom during their last sexmal inter-
course, but nearly two-thirds (65%) of
the whole group of respondents intended

to use a condom with their next sexual
partner.

Clearly these findings indicate signifi-
cant levels of sexual activity, with at least
a third of respondents appearing to be
unprepared even fo take the precaution
of wusing a condom during intercourse
with a new partner. In terms of the young
people’s pattern of sexual behaviour,
therefore, there is still a continuing need
for some form of AIDS-related education.

Sex and relationships

Respondents were asked to state at
which point in the development of a
relationship they felt sexual intercourse
should take place. The question provides
a summary measure of ‘sexual philosophy’
ranging from a traditional through to a
more permissive attitude to sexual
activity. Only 6% of the students express-
ed the traditional view that intercourse
should be saved for marriage, whilst 20%
felt that intercourse outside a steady
relationship (the ‘radical-recreational’
view) was permissible. However, 61% of
respondentis would reserve intercourse for
a steady relationship but without neces-
sarily a commitment to marriage (a ‘liberal
romantic’ view), and 13% would reserve
intercourse for a steady relationship with
a commitment to marriage.

A more refined measure of sexual
philosophy is provided by the importance
accorded to a range of sexual activities,
from just going out with members of the
opposite sex to oral sex (Table 2), Clear
differences appear in terms of sexual
philosophy according to both gender and
sexual experience. More males and non-
virgins accord importance to the ‘full sex’
items such as intercourse and oral sex,
whilst more females and virgins accord
importance to such items as going out
with members of the opposite sex with-
out any sexual involvement, Furthermore,
lower proportions of non-virging intend
to use a condom with their next sexual
partner than do virgins.

Sexual attitudes
Social psychologists have shown that
sexual behaviour is fundamentally related
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Fig.1. A page from the ‘Somerset guestionnaire .

People hold different views about when sexual intercourse should or
should not take place. Please indicate whether you agree or disagree
with the following statements:
a 2w
o 0 R
| - }
g 2 -
[ . 4
2 5 2
i) *I hold the view that sexual intercourse should
’ only take place within marriage" LY £33 [
ii)  "Most of my friends hold the view that
sexual intercourse should only take place
within marriage" (1 I1 [}
iii) "1 hold the view that sexual intercourse may
take place within a steady relationship but
only when there is a commitment to marriage" [1 (1 [1
iv)  "Most of my friends hold the view that
sexual intercourse may take place within a
steady relationship but only when there is
a commitment to marriage" (11 €1
v) "1 hold the view that sexual intercourse may
take place within a steady relationship without
a definite commitment to marriage" L1 [1 [1
vi)  “Most of my friends hold the view that sexual
intercourse may take place within a steady
relationship without a definite commitment
to marriage" (1101 I[1
vii) "1 hold the view that partners do not need to
be in a steady relationship before sexual
intercourse can take place® [J1 01 (1
viii} Most of my friends hold the view that
partners do not need to be in a steady
relationship before sexual intercourse can
take place” L1 31 [1
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Table 2. Sexual activities considered important by students aged 16-18 {Percentage).

Going out with the opposite sex
but no sexual involvement . .. ...

Having a steady relationship . ......
Hugging and kissing . .. ..........
Lightpetting .................
Heavy petting ................
Sexual intercourse .. ...........
Oralsex ............0.0..co...

Intend insisting on use of condom
with next new partner . . .......

Male Female Virgins virgins Total

Non-

74 98 92 80 36
89 91 97 86 90
80 98 87 93 90
69 74 74 73 72
76 66 59 82 71
83 53 47 84 68
59 32 30 36 45

61 = 64 74 57 63

to individuals’ underlying attitudes,
beliefs, and experience (Byrne & Fisher,
1983), This composite of beliefs may be
summarised as a ‘sexual philosophy’ con-
cerned with such aspects as the general
importance and place of sexuality within
an individual’s personal life and priorities,
and the timing of sexual activity within
the development of a relationship (Ford,
1987).

Young people are continually evolving
and establishing their attitudes towards
sexuality in a process of personal reassess-
ment and negotiation with partners and
peers. It is this very process of changing
sexual attitudes which provides a basis
for some optimism that patterns of sexual
attitudes may be influenced towards
‘safe (or safer) sex’ practices. In this
process of influencing sexual behaviour,
health education is seeking to provide a
basis which includes knowledge, personal
behavioural options and their conse-
quences, and other factors that will be
given more concrete form by continued
discussion among friends and acquain-
tances, A useful starting-point for develop-
ing discussion approaches to sexual
attitudes in schools and colleges is with
the values and attitudes which young
pecple hold — hence the importance of
the above findings with respect to the
timing of sexual intercourse in relation-
ship development, and the relative im-
portance ascribed to a range of sexual
activities.

Knowledge about AIDS

Knowledge about AIDS was evaluated
by reference to a series of 18 items con-
cerning sources of HIV infection. The
overall level of knowledge was assessed
by summing the number of correct
answers. Correct answers to all questions
(‘high’ knowledge) were given by 39% of
the sample; 26% gave correct answers to
all but three questions (‘medium’ know-
ledge), and 35% gave four or more incor-
rect answers {“low’ knowledge). On the
whole, these are fairly good basic levels
of knowledge about AIDS, suggesting
that the national campaign has had a
fairly strong impact in generating basic
awareness about sources of AIDS infec-
tion. However — interestingly — there is
no correlation of levels of knowledge
about AIDS and intention to use a
condom with a new sexual partner:

Positive

intention
Low knowledge 66%
Medium knowledge 59%
High knowledge 69%

The differences are not statistically signi-
ficant.

This finding highlights the fact that it
will take more than knowledge to shift
behaviour towards ‘safe sex’. Changes in
behaviour depend more upon underlying
sexual attitudes and values.
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Sources of information about AIDS
The survey also examined the students’
ways of seeking information about AIDS
by reference to the persons with whom
they discussed (and felt comfortable
discussing) AIDS and sexual matters, and
the preferred settings in which they
would like to receive AIDS information.

Of the respondents, 73% stated that
they would like to receive more informa-
tion about AIDS. Only 18% agreed that
they were “fed up hearing about AIDS”,
1t should be noted that a high proportion
(72%) would like to receive more informa-
tion about other STDs, and nearly half
wanted more information on sexual rela-
tions and contraception. A broadening
of the focus of health education to
include the dangers of other STDs would
not only be welcomed by the young
people but might also be likely to have a
greater impact on influencing sexual
behaviour, given the much higher risk
of infection from the host of lesser STDs
than HIV. '

Clearly, given that 65% had discussed
AIDS and sexual matters ‘very/faitly
often’ with their friends, AIDS is a high-
profile issue for this group. It is striking
that only 20% had discussed such issues
‘very/fairly often’ with a teacher, although
61% felt they would be comfortable in
doing so.

There are many different channels by
which information on AIDS can be pro-
vided. A strategy is likely to have the
greatest impact where an interaction
between personal and impersonal infoi-
mation is achieved. Respondents indica-
ted that they would prefer to receive
AIDS information not only from TV
and official printed materials, but also
from small-group settings with persons
of their own age and of both sexes. The
provision by schools and colleges of
AIDS/STD information within a small-
group setting would clearly be welcomed
by students. Such an approach would
complement the more formal health-
education efforts by providing the
potential for a discussion in which young
people can respond to the information
provided. Such settings (within Personal

and Social Education) would be appro-
priate for the discussion of more general
values and attitudes concerning sexual
activity and relationships,

Summary

The implication of these findings is that
young people’s attitudes to sexual activity
are not homogeneous. Sexual philosophies
vary widely, and these differences will
affect the ways in which AIDS-related
health education messages are perceived
and acted upon, Small-group discussions
can provide a context in which such ideas
and their possible consequences (such as
STL infection) may be explored. The
aims of an AIDS-relevant sex education
programme therefore becomes one of
bringing the students’ sexual attitudes
{perhaps only vaguely defined) more into
the open realm of rational discussion, to
be personally examined in the light of

‘consequences. Key topics for such discus-

sions can include:

1. The reasons for engaging or not engag-
ing in pre-marital coitus, whether or
not unprotected.

2. The issues of personal responsibility
for sexual partners.

Finally, it should be emphasised that
in our late 20th-century broadly liberal
society, with its undercurrent of youth
culture, it is not feasible to dictate
patterns of sexual behaviour to young
people. They are, however, receptive to
being provided with options (for instance,
pertaining to sexual lifestyles). Health
education in schools and colleges can
make a highly pertinent input to the
shaping of sexual philosophies and
practices: there are many indications
that voung people in 1988 feel comfor-
table in discussing these sensitive issues
of sexuality, relationships, and the
attendant consequences. Indeed, there is
a demand from the siundents for such
discussion,

It has been argued by some that AIDS
will not radically affect patterns of sexual
behaviour until individuals actually see
friends and acquaintances developing the
disease and dying. However, given the
long incubation period of the AIDS virus,
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by the time significant numbers begin to
develop the disease it will be too late, as

very large numbers will be infected. It is

the responsibility of individual schools
and colleges to ensure that pertinent
AIDS health-education strategies are
implemented now. This article has sought
to provide some recent research findings
which portray the actual pattern of
yvoung people’s sexmal behaviour and
some of the underlying attitudes.

The authors would like to express
their gratitude to the principals, super-
vising staff, and participating students of
Bridgwater College and Yeovil College.
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Review

Assignments in food: a practical guide for
teachers, by Marjorie Keedy. 1988:
Blackie & Son, 96 pages, soft cover,
£6.50.

Compiled to help teachers of home
studies and food courses, this book would
be a very useful addition to these depart-
ments, suitable for both lower and
GCSE pupils. Designed to consider the
needs of NACNE, COMA, and GCSE
assessment objectives, it would be particu-
larly useful to a home economics teacher
working alone.

The book contains 40 planned assign-
ments, together with a sample pupils’

recording chart and a teacher’s evaluation
chart, both of which may be photocopied.

Many of the assignments could be used
as they stand or be adapted to suit par-
ticular circumstances and abilities. They
could also be used as the practical element
in a major piece of investigative work.

The reviewers do have some reserva-
tions, and these are:

1. The evaluation chart is a good idea
since it would provide over a period of
time a clear record of individual achieve-
ments. However, the weighting of marks
does not match the assessment objectives
outlined in the national criteria for home
economics which should govern all our
work in both lower and upper school.

Only 30-40% of marks should be
awarded for practical skills, this being
one of the six areas tested in the GCSE.
In the preface the author suggests that
the emphasis has been shifted away from
practical skills, but the allocation of
marks does not reflect this.

2. There is too much emphasis on practi-
cal cookery, and it is felt that this is con-
trary to current good practice in this
subject.

3. Most of the assignments are too pre-
scriptive and do not allow for personal
interpretation and imagination. Pupils of
high academic ability would need more
freedom and could have more demanding
assignments.

4. Finally, there appears to be no refer-
ence to the use of the computer in
assisting the learning process. This aspect
of home economics must be developed.

Despite these reservations, however,
it is felt that Assignments in food would
be a very useful resource, seeking as it
does to meet the needs of both pupils
and teachers in the 1980s.

—Beryl Parkes & Marjorie Prone-Smith.

Have you & VIEWPOINT to
express? Have you & VIEWPO
to express? Have you a
YIEWPOINT to express? Have
you a YIEWPOINT to express”?
[ Lioye voul 2 VIEWPQINT to




