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Abstract: International policy agreements, along with emerging evidence about factors influencing
programme effectiveness, have led to calls for a shift in sexuality education toward an approach that
places gender norms and human rights at its heart. Little documentation exists, however, about the degree
to which this shift is actually taking place on the ground or what it entails. Field experiences in using new
curriculum tools, such as It’s All One, offer one lens onto these questions. To gain a sense of practitioners’
experience with this tool, a two-part exercise was conducted. First, responses from an on-line survey of
It’s All One users were synthesized. Additionally, five programmes were selected for documentation,
including two school-based programmes (Nigeria, China), two reaching extremely vulnerable youth
(Haiti, Guatemala), and one reaching adolescents from a polygamous Mormon community (United States).
Findings suggest the shift to an empowerment approach is indeed taking place in diverse geographic
and programmatic contexts, and that It’s All One has strengthened the ways their programmes address
gender, foster young people’s critical thinking skills and use interactive teaching methods. A common
challenge across many programmes is strengthening teacher capacity. Recommendations for further
implementation and research are presented. © 2013 Reproductive Health Matters
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The past decade has witnessed a growing demand
for a paradigm shift in sexuality education, toward
an approach that places gender norms and human
rights at its heart. The rationale for this call has
been two-fold. First is the precedent in interna-
tional policy agreements. In calling on governments
to provide sexuality education to adolescents, for
example, the 1994 International Conference on
Population and Development Programme of Action
specifies that such education should seek to
ameliorate gender inequality, including by teaching
young people about gender equality and violence.1

Second, evidence demonstrates that curricula that
foster reflection and critical thinking about gender
norms and power in intimate relationships – here
referred to as an empowerment approach to sexu-
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ality education – are more likely than conventional
gender-blind curricula to achieve desired sexual
health outcomes.2

A small number of organizations have long
pioneered gender-focused, rights-based sexuality
and HIV education programmes; in recent years,
several international agencies and organizations
have sought to promote and enable a shift toward
this approach at the global level as well. These
efforts have involved, for example, development
of curricular resources, dissemination of evalua-
tion research, and limited capacity-building.

Little documentation exists, however, about the
degree to which a paradigm shift to “empower-
ment sexuality education” is actually taking place
on the ground, whether it is feasible, or what
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that shift entails. There is a dearth of information
on such questions as: Are programme goals
remaining focused only on sexual health out-
comes or are they encompassing gender equality
and/or human rights objectives? What is the
uptake of existing technical resources, and how
adaptable are these resources proving across cul-
ture, programme type, and learner age? What
challenges are programmes facing as they attempt
to adopt this new approach and how are they
addressing those challenges? Are non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) partnering effectively with
government to help advance the scale-up of
empowerment approaches to sexuality education
in public schools?

One lens onto these questions is to examine
field experiences in using new resources such as
It’s All One Curriculum.3* It’s All One is a practical
tool created to help curriculum developers and
educators integrate a gender perspective, a human
rights focus, and critical-thinking teaching methods
into sexuality and HIV education. (It is not a cur-
riculum per se.) It was developed by a working
group comprised of three international NGOs (Popu-
lation Council, IPPF, and International Women’s
Health Coalition); one regional NGO (IPPF/Western
Hemisphere Region); and three country-based NGOs
(Girls Power Initiative/Nigeria, CREA/India, and
Mexfam/Mexico).

The first volume in this two-book set includes
flexible teaching content, along with an evidence-
based policy introduction, learning objectives,
critical-thinking questions, and fact sheets;
Volume 2 includes guidance for interactive,
learner-centred teaching approaches, 54 sample
activities, and a list of free downloadable resources.
It is available in English, Spanish, French, Bangla,
and Chinese; an Arabic adaptation is under
development. To date, the Population Council
has sent 12,000 copies of It’s All One around
the world; in addition, thousands of copies have
been downloaded from various sites where it is
available.† While the Population Council receives
frequent feedback from users, no effort to collect
and synthesize practitioner experience with this
*Curricular guides have also been developed by International
Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF),4 UNESCO,5 and WHO
Regional Office for Europe.6

†It’s All One is available for free (hard copy or download) at:
www.itsallone.org. It was reviewed in RHM 2010;18(36)
www.rhm-elsevier.com/article/S0968-8080(10)36522-0/pdf.
resource had been conducted. The lack of such
evidence has hindered efforts to build on suc-
cesses, identify challenges, and refine priorities
for further progress.

This paper reports on an effort to gather and
analyse practitioners’ experiences using It’s All
One in diverse contexts, as a way to explore the
acceptability, feasibility, and challenges faced
by programmes implementing empowerment
sexuality education. It also explores whether pro-
grammes using this approach are seeking to affect
non-health outcomes.
Methods
This exercise had two components. First, the
results of an on-line user survey of a subset of
individuals who had received It’s All One were
synthesized. The survey, sent by email with a link
to a SurveyMonkey site, was sent to 2,597 indi-
viduals who had received a hard copy or CD-Rom
of It’s All One, generally in response to an online
request, and optionally provided their email
address.** The survey asked a series of questions
about whether, how and with what objectives
respondents were using It’s All One; whether and
how widely they had shared this resource; what
aspects of it they found most and least useful; and
whether they had additional needs for capacity-
building or adaptations (e.g., in other languages
or for specific populations). Most questions were
multiple-choice; several included optional fields
for further comments. In addition to generating
knowledge about user experience, the survey aimed
to help identify programmes for the second compo-
nent of this exercise, a series of brief case studies.

The case study component involved document-
ing five programmes that are implementing inno-
vative empowerment approaches to sexuality
education. Programmes for possible documenta-
tion were initially identified through the survey,
donor agencies, presentations at professional meet-
ings, and informal networking. Data on these pro-
gramme experiences were gathered by in-person
interviews, review of written materials and pre-
sentations, email, and telephone interviews. Final
**A large but unknown number of users thus did not receive
the survey, including those who had downloaded It’s All One
from a website, or acquired a hard copy or CD Rom from
partner organizations also disseminating copies, or who had
not provided an email address.
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programme selection placed some emphasis on:
1) partnerships between government and NGOs
(or universities) to strengthen school-based sexu-
ality education; 2) NGOs emerging as resources
at the national level; and 3) community-based
programmes serving hard-to-reach, highly vulner-
able youth. Other criteria included geographic
and cultural diversity, programme insights and
expressed interest in collaborating on a case study.
The leaders of five programmes were then invited
to co-author brief field reports.

Several caveats are noted. First, this exercise
was designed to be illustrative, rather than a
representative study, and for those individuals
who had volunteered an email (e.g. individuals
from NGOs were more likely to provide an email
than those from governments), responding was
optional. Second, it was undertaken as a learning
exercise by the organization that published It’s
All One, rather than by an external evaluator.
Finally, while young people’s perspectives were
incorporated to different degrees in the case
studies, the survey was aimed at the user audi-
ence for It’s All One, that is, curriculum developers
and educators. Nevertheless, the responses give
a sense of new work taking place on the ground
in diverse settings.
Survey findings
The survey generated 423 responses (response
rate of 9.6%). Asked to identify the sectors in which
they work (multiple responses permitted), the
majority of respondents identified the education
sector, followed by health, youth, women and
girls, government, and international agency.
Geographically, the largest proportions were
from developed countries and sub-Saharan Africa,
although responses were received from every
region in the world.

Respondents reported that their main purpose
for using It’s All One is for developing or adapting
a curriculum. Another question (with multiple
responses permitted) asked how use of It’s All
One had strengthened respondents’ curriculum or
programme. The most common responses were: to
address gender (107 respondents), to foster young
people’s critical thinking skills (97), and to use
interactive teaching methods/activities (96). In a
similar question, the three aspects users liked best
about It’s All One were, in order of frequency men-
tioned, that it: promotes dignity, respect and
gender equality (300); is practical and user-
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friendly (241); and fosters young people’s critical
thinking skills (233). The responses to these last two
questions suggest that programmes are targeting
the achievement of gender equality, human rights
and critical thinking skills as ends in themselves.

A key concern was to learn what users liked
least about It’s All One. To this end, the survey
included an open-ended question, which gener-
ated 91 complaints and 66 other comments. By
far the main concern related to the shipping of
the books: fully 65 respondents, virtually all in
developing countries, reported that the books
had never arrived. Among those who did receive
the set, the single main complaint (9 respondents)
was that it was too heavy/bulky. Thirteen com-
ments about the substance of It’s All One were
received; these addressed the need for adapta-
tion for use in a specific setting, the desire for
more (or less) detail, or an uneven response to
one or more activities. Two respondents requested
supplementary digital adaptations and new
media components, and two indicated confusion
about whether It’s All One was a resource for
curriculum development or a curriculum per se.
In addition, two respondents expressed doubts
about teachers’ capacity to apply the content.
The other 66 responses we received were praise
and positive feedback (e.g. “Nothing we like least;
it’s very helpful!”).

Asked about their ongoing needs, large num-
bers of respondents identified a need for further
training (especially on interactive teaching methods
that promote critical thinking and on teaching
young people advocacy skills); a version of It’s All
One specifically adapted for teaching younger
adolescents; an It’s All One-based, ready-to-use
curriculum of shorter length (the multiple choice
option indicated “about 15 hours”, falling into the
range of many widely used curricula); and/or trans-
lations into additional languages.
Field reports
Of great interest was the finding, from both
the survey and related correspondence, that
many respondents are pioneering empowerment
approaches to sexuality education in a wide
range of programmatic and geographic con-
texts, using both It’s All One and other resources.
A very small sampling of these efforts includes:

• School-based HIV and sexuality education
(Nigeria, China, USA)
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• School-based gender and puberty education
for pre-adolescents (Pakistan, USA)

• Design of national curriculum framework
(Uganda, Turkmenistan)

• National curriculum assessment (multiple
countries in East and Southern Africa)

• Education in large-scale/national community
youth groups (Mexico, Nicaragua, Colombia,
Guatemala)

• Community-based programmes for highly
vulnerable youth (street children in Indonesia,
internally-migrating Tibetans in China, HIV-
positive youth in Haiti, Muslim orphans in
Burma, runaways and juvenile offenders from
a fundamentalist polygamous community in
the USA)

• Research (intervention study for internally
displaced women in Haiti; randomized trial
among adolescents in Bangladesh).

Five case examples were selected by the authors,
based on the criteria described above. The follow-
ing reports describe the background, responses,
challenges and future plans of two programmes
that are school-based (Nigeria, China); two reaching
extremely vulnerable youth and emerging as
resources nationally (Haiti and Guatemala); and
one serving adolescents from a polygamous
Mormon community (United States).

Nigeria: strengthening the national curriculum
during state-level implementation
by Grace Osakue, Girls Power Initiative (GPI)
Background
Since 2000, the Nigerian government has been
gradually scaling up a Family Life and HIV Educa-
tion (FLHE) programme, with the content infused
across four subjects – social studies, basic science,
home economics, and physical/health education.
State Ministries of Education (MOE) are charged
with adapting the curriculum to fit local cultural
circumstances and implementing it in every upper
primary, junior, and senior secondary school.
In most states, a local NGO has served as a tech-
nical partner to the State MOE, developing the
curricular framework (“scheme of work”), training
master trainers and teachers, and assisting with
monitoring, as well as conducting community
advocacy to build political support.

Response
In Edo State (and three other states), the key NGO
partner was Girls Power Initiative (GPI). Our first
step was to strengthen the national teacher-training
curriculum specifically to:

• More effectively address the challenges spe-
cific to children in the state, such as forms of
gender-based violence and societal tolerance
of such violence;

• Increase teachers’ understanding of the ratio-
nale for this wider approach and promote
their commitment to implementing the FLHE
curriculum;

• Improve teachers’ ability to engage students’
critical thinking and reasoning skills; and

• Address teachers’ need for more substantive
detail and sample activities.

To make these modifications, we drew primarily
from GPI’s Comprehensive Sexuality Education
Curriculum and from It’s All One Curriculum (which
we had co-authored).

The Ministry of Education invited each public
junior secondary school to nominate one social
studies and one basic science teacher to be
trained as master teachers. Between April 2009
and March 2012, we trained 508 master teachers,
each of whom would have responsibility for
training other teachers in their school.

The training was evaluated in several ways.
Trainees completed pre-tests and post-tests of
knowledge and attitudes. As part of the training,
they also had to complete a school-based prac-
ticum under observation. In addition, teachers
reflected verbally on their changing attitudes
during the workshop. The findings suggest mean-
ingful positive changes not only in teachers’
knowledge, but also in their attitudes about their
work, children, and gender norms. In addition, we
conducted on-going monitoring, visiting the schools
to conduct classroom observation one year after
the training, and give feedback as needed.

In 2011, we conducted a more in-depth evalua-
tion exercise involving 51 randomly selected
schools. Sixty-one teachers instructing 4,337 stu-
dents were observed and interviewed. The results
indicated a wide range in the degree to which the
teachers were integrating the FLHE content into
their course. The main reasons given by those
who were not teaching the FLHE content were:
1) that the FLHE content was not subject to
examination; 2) a lack of textbooks from which
to develop their lesson plans.

Successful advocacy remedied these problems.
The FLHE topics are now part of the examinable
content for the carrier subjects. In addition, teachers
157



An adolescent girl expresses her opinion in FLHE class
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have received It’s All One and are now relying on
the supportive detail from this resource and weav-
ing selected activities into their lesson plans. For
example, students learn to critically analyse how
unsafe sex is often the result of gender norms
that lead boys to prove they are “macho” or girls
to “‘prove their love”.

GPI’s partnership with the Ministry has led to
other benefits as well. Teachers are also using
It’s All One and their new skills in their teaching
of topics outside of FLHE, for example, in civic edu-
cation. In addition, in modifying the curriculum,
the State expanded the goals beyond reducing
HIV/AIDS to also include prevention of child traf-
ficking, as a result of which the Edo State Junior
Secondary Schools Curriculum now includes mod-
ules on migration and human trafficking.

Challenges
Currently, key challenges include the shortage
of materials for both teachers and students, dif-
ficulties using participatory teaching methods
effectively in overcrowded classrooms, and atti-
tudes that have been slow to change among
158
some teachers – especially their discomfort
about sexuality and failure to adopt values of
gender equality. All of these factors impede the
effective teaching of the FLHE content. Additional
concerns include the absence of youth-friendly
health services in many communities to respond
to the increased demand generated by FLHE, a
cut (mandated at the national level) in the dura-
tion of teacher training from ten to four days,
and the unmet need for refresher training to
improve teacher performance. However, the
strong partnership between the State government
and a feminist NGO (GPI) is making a difference
for teachers and students, and empowering chil-
dren across Edo State.

Haiti: rights, gender and hope for
HIV-positive young people
by Michelle Skaer, The Caris Foundation
Background
The Caris Foundation works to address paediatric
HIV, in partnership with Haiti’s Ministry of Public
Health and Population and local hospitals. Although
the original scope of this work was to identify,
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diagnose, and treat early infant HIV, Caris coor-
dinators were encountering increasing numbers
of adolescents living with HIV and AIDS at the hos-
pital paediatric units. These coordinators saw that
the adolescents were struggling with taking their
medication and were not always returning to
the hospital for their appointments. They also
understood that these young people faced com-
plex obstacles to medication adherence. For exam-
ple, one boy explained that his family often could
not afford food, and taking his medications on
an empty stomach led to nausea. Others were
struggling psychologically with living with HIV.

Response
The Caris Foundation decided to start clubs for
adolescents. In contrast to traditional HIV support
groups, which were narrowly focused on encour-
aging adherence to medication, Caris staff had
a broader vision. In order to take care of them-
selves, these young people needed social support
and solidarity, as well as a safe space to reflect on
their hopes and worries, wrestle with practicalities
of self-care, and explore notions of sexuality,
fairness, equality, and basic human rights in their
own lives. Hence, the goals of these clubs were for
participants to improve their emotional and physi-
cal well-being, including their compliance with
ARV treatment; increase their agency and sense
of citizenship; adopt more egalitarian gender
norms; and avoid high-risk sexual behaviour.

A conventional sex education and HIV curricu-
lum would have missed the point. Instead, the
Caris Foundation drew on It’s All One, which was
sensitive to these young people’s health needs,
while also addressing a range of topics affect-
ing their well-being. For example, activities
about human rights and gender – which were
missing from other curricula – were included.
Coordinators translated selected content into
Creole, and added modules on positive everyday
experiences and on the importance of taking
medication regularly (including from My Living
Positively Handbook).7

Six clubs have now been established at hospitals
in Cap Haitian, Jeremie, and Port-au-Prince. The
numbers currently served are tiny – approximately
90 participants – but they are among the most
vulnerable youth in the country and also a crit-
ical population in terms of preventing the spread
of HIV. The clubs meet every month for 2.5 hours
at the hospital. The Caris Foundation supports
transportation costs of participants to attend the
clubs and provides meals; some hospitals also pro-
vide overnight housing for participants who come
from three hours or more away.

Part of the facilitators’ job is to be a caring
role model. Often, young people arrive at the
club having just learned their HIV status. Many
participants did not know why they had been
taking medicine all their lives until Caris advo-
cated with the hospital staff and families for
young people’s right to be informed of their HIV
status. It’s All One helps facilitators respond to
the daunting emotional needs of these vulner-
able young people; for example, activities engage
participants in writing stories exploring diffi-
cult feelings. Caris also pays for a part-time
psychologist to help participants address their
emotional burden.

In general, however, the coordinators focus
on the positive and use various creative methods.
For example, in one activity, the participants draw
a picture explaining the importance of taking
one’s medicine. One child drew a chicken pecking
for corn, explaining that that is what it feels like
in his stomach when he takes his medicine;
another drew a car saying that medicine is like
gas for the car. The clubs also include trust-
building activities, physical exercise and songs,
as it takes new participants time before they are
ready to share their experiences and struggles.
Challenges
An early difficulty was identifying good facilitators
who were invested in the participants, motivated,
and understood the topics we wanted to address.
Indeed, Caris had to replace some of the initial
facilitators. In general, those with a background
in social work or psychology were better equipped
than medical personnel to lead these groups.
However, in a setting characterized by poverty
and lack of infrastructure, finding the right facili-
tators was not easy.

Another complicated task is helping older ado-
lescents think about their sexual lives. Like all
adolescents, these participants are influenced by
prevailing gender norms. Working with a group
of boys, coordinators did the Word Web activity
from It’s All One. At first, they immediately char-
acterized certain tasks as strictly male or female.
Gradually, many of the boys acknowledged that
they often perform what they had labelled girls’
work, like making a beef broth. The discussion
led them to realize that girls could also do the
159



Young people living with HIV enjoy a group activity.
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tasks they thought of as male, and that gender
roles are taught, rather than innate.

Applying a rights-based approach is also com-
plex; different “inalienable rights” bump into
each other. These adolescents have a right
to be protected from the discrimination they
would suffer if they disclose their HIV status.
But as they become sexually active, questions
arise about the rights of their partners to pro-
tect their health. Is it enough to say always
plan to use condoms? Or does someone have a
right to know if his or her sexual partner is HIV
positive? These questions are posed in It’s All
One in thoughtful ways that can guide facilita-
tors to honour the feelings and vulnerability
of the participants while helping them to think
about prevention.

Looking forward
Caris is taking steps to establish a partnership
with – and contribute curricula to – a network
of groups working with vulnerable adolescent
girls across the country. In the meantime, the
clubs are gradually scaling up. Caris hopes to
reach every adolescent living with HIV in Haiti.
160
A gender-sensitive, critical thinking curriculum
in China: testing outcomes
by Zhihong Sa, Beijing Normal University
Background
In China, as elsewhere, prevailing gender stereo-
types and sexual double standards affect adoles-
cents’ sexual attitudes and behaviour. Silence
about sexuality and negative attitudes about
homosexuality are also still dominant. However,
sex education in the country neglects these issues.

Response
Researchers from the School of Social Develop-
ment and Public Policy at Beijing Normal Uni-
versity piloted a gender-sensitive sex education
intervention in six high and vocational schools
in Beijing (both rural and urban) and urban
Lanzhou in northwest China to address these
gaps. The objectives were to:

• Increase students’ gender-sensitivity and criti-
cal thinking skills, and change their sex-related
knowledge, attitudes and behaviours;

• Change teachers’ attitudes and improve their
teaching skills;
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• Provide evidence-based policy recommen-
dations for the promotion of comprehensive
sexuality education.

Major parts of It’s All One Curriculum were
translated and adapted into a 12-session training
course for students, covering the following topics:

• Puberty, body image and respect for differences
• Gender (2 sessions)
• Love and relationships
• Sexuality
• Sexual double standard
• Communication and decision-making skills

(3 sessions)
• Sexual and reproductive health (2 sessions)
• Life planning.

A key part of the project was sensitizing
approximately 30 teachers in selected high
and vocational schools in Beijing and Lanzhou
about gender and sexual rights issues. A quasi-
experimental school-based intervention was
then carried out among about 1,500 high and
vocational school students (average age 16) in
various sites. Outcomes for students were
assessed through surveys and focus group dis-
cussions. Survey results showed:

• Positive changes among both boys and girls in
sex-related knowledge and attitudes about
gender and sexual rights, including reduced
tolerance of a double standard (regarding con-
traceptive use, pre-marital virginity, multiple
partners), and of forced sex, compared to those
in the control group;

• Fewer stereotypical attitudes towards gender
roles among boys in the intervention group;
• Better self-efficacy for postponing sexual ini-
tiation and negotiating condoms among girls
in the intervention group.

The experience was assessed through class-
room observation and through focus groups with
teachers. Findings showed that through partici-
pating in the intervention, teachers developed
greater gender sensitivity, increased ability for
critical thinking, and improved skills in participa-
tory and interactive teaching. Among their com-
ments were the following:

“At first I didn’t quite understand the linkage between
gender and sexuality. After the training and two
rounds of teaching, I now understand gender is an
important part of sex education. I feel it should also
be integrated into other school subjects.”

“I became more aware of gender inequalities in
society and in intimate relationships…I’ve also
learned to understand and interact with students
in class on these issues.”

Overall, the intervention was well received by
students, teachers, and school administrators.
Notably, after the close of the study, most inter-
vention schools have turned the experimental cur-
riculum into a regular class.

Challenges
Although many teachers reported positive changes
about gender and sexuality norms, some continued
to exhibit gender stereotypical and discriminatory
attitudes. In one class, for example, an activity
about the double standard of sexual activity turned
out to promote pre-marital virginity among girls.
Some teachers also tended to reinforce stereotypes
Teachers learn about gender norms in Lanzhou and in Qinghai
161



*This issue of RHM includes another paper, by Wehr and Tum,
about the Abriendo Oportunidades programme, pp.136–42.

Teacher (left) educating girls at a vocational
high school
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and stigma about homosexuality, as evidenced by
the following comment:

“I told students that sexual identity is one’s own choice,
but I also told them that if one chooses to be homo-
sexual s/he will face a lot of problems in future life.”

The key challenge, therefore, is selecting and
training teachers, especially to develop training
materials and teacher training programmes for
disadvantaged rural and vocational schools.

Looking forward
Current plans are to:

• Revise and expand our guidebook for high and
vocational school teachers;

• Develop teacher training programmes based
on the content of the revised guidebook;

• Develop and implement larger-scale interven-
tion programmes that are tailored for the
needs of students in rural areas and in voca-
tional schools;

• Combine peer education with the current
school-based intervention.

Guatemala: empowering rural indigenous girls
by Angel Del Valle, Population Council
Background
By the age of 17, over 60% of rural indigenous
girls in Guatemala are out of school and at risk
of early marriage and adolescent pregnancy.8 To
get ahead of that curve, the Abriendo Oportunidades
(Opening Opportunities) programme works with
girls ages 8 to 17 to build their assets and skills.
The programme locates safe spaces within com-
munities and establishes girl-only clubs that
162
meet weekly, for girls in school (aged 8–12) and
out of school (aged 13–17).*

The format of the Abriendo programme involves
four meetings each month. Weeks 1 and 2 focus
on content, week 3 is recreational, and week 4 is
skill-building. Mentors provide on-going training
to local girl leaders who then mentor young girls,
using a sexuality education and reproductive health
curriculum. During the first five years, our curricu-
lum guide was periodically revised. However, by
2010, we realized that our approach was not
comprehensive enough to address the challenges
girls faced at the community level, in particular,
with courtship violence and unwanted sex.

Response
We used It’s All One as a tool to feed new content
into the curriculum guide, especially in the areas
of sexuality, reproductive health, gender norms,
and gender-based violence. With the help of an
education consultant, girl leaders field-tested the
material with both age groups. It took two years
to complete and validate the new curriculum guide.
Currently, the eight thematic areas of the pro-
gramme are personal empowerment, community
impact, health, sexual and reproductive health,
finance education, violence prevention, and gender.

The process of revising and testing the cur-
riculum guide was fascinating. For example, the
previous guide assumed that girls knew what
we were talking about when we said “human
rights”, but the validation process proved us wrong.
We asked girls: “What are some of your basic
rights?” While some basic rights – to participate,
to speak up to local authorities, and to organize
themselves – came up, other rights – to study, to
health or to safety – were not mentioned at all.

So we tried an activity in It’s All One that begins
by asking a group to imagine what rights they
would establish if they were settling a community
on a new island. The girls identified the right
to shoes. We thus realized that by being more
concrete, this approach did not assume that the
girls’ priorities were necessarily the same things
that facilitators and programme managers were
thinking. By allowing the girls to start where they
were, it opened a door for them to think critically
and discuss their needs.

We also found ways to make pedagogical
training more useful and comprehensible for
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the girl leaders. For example, the curriculum
guide includes learning objectives within the
three formal domains of learning: cognitive
(knowledge-based), affective (attitudes), and skills.
To teach the girl leaders how to read the cur-
riculum guide, we use more concrete signifiers
for the domains of learning. Instead of cognitive,
we refer to learning with the Mind; affective learn-
ing we call learning with the Heart; skill-based
learning we refer to as learning with the Hands
and Feet. This simple tool enables girl leaders to
distinguish information from feelings and actions
when interacting with girls. By adapting It’s All
One to the rural indigenous context and validating
it with local girls, our girl leaders are now comfor-
table with the teaching process and the participat-
ing girls understand the sessions and activities.
Challenges
Girl leaders from the Abriendo Oportunidades pro-
gramme are adolescents between the ages of 14
and 17; they are not teachers and most of them
have not participated in any kind of teaching or
training before joining the programme. With the
new design of the curricular guide, efforts to
assess the quality of teaching need to be put in
place to make sure that girls have no problems
following the lessons. We also had a learning
curve in terms of identifying the qualities needed
for adult facilitators and hiring those staff.

Looking forward
Abriendo Oportunidades has already reached over
6,000 girls in more than 50 rural indigenous
communities and trained over 100 girl leaders
since 2004. Based on this experience, we are
now in discussions about contributing compre-
hensive content that can add value to the national
school-based curriculum in Guatemala.

Talking about coercion, gender, and sexuality
with adolescents from fundamentalist,
polygamous communities (United States)
by Nicole Lee, Planned Parenthood of Utah
Background
When discussing polygamy within contemporary
religious fundamentalism, few people picture
the United States. Indeed, polygamy was outlawed
Abriendo Oportunidades session with girls
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in the US in 1862 and rejected 30 years later by
its leading domestic practitioners, the Church of
the Latter Day Saints (Mormons). Nevertheless,
breakaway fundamentalist Mormon sects have
continued the practice, which also often entails
forced early marriage of girls to older men.
Scholars have estimated the number of fun-
damentalist Mormons who continue to practice
polygamy in North America as ranging from
8,000 to less than 30,000;9 however, because
the practice is generally surreptitious, estimates
are not considered reliable.

Some individuals, particularly young people,
exit the sect, either of their own volition or
because of expulsion; a 2012 report estimated
that between 2004–2012, some 750 young
people left a particular sect along the border of
the states of Utah and Arizona.10 These young
people face ostracism, isolation, and a lack of
information and services, including about their
sexuality and reproductive health.

Response
An agency providing social services to these youth
asked Planned Parenthood Association of Utah
(PPAU) to offer educational sessions. A facilitator
from PPAU taught several sessions of a puberty
education curriculum to children and younger
adolescents. The agency subsequently requested
additional workshops in a “Transition to Adult-
hood” series for boys and girls aged 15–18. These
latter workshops lasted about two months.

PPAU approached this task with the perspec-
tive that reproductive health, sexuality, gender
norms, and power are tied together in countless
ways. There was also the understanding that
these adolescents had gone through a lot, and
were in varying stages of rejecting many of the
teachings that had defined them. For example,
boys talked about having learned that women
are snakes and that childbirth should be painful.
To open up reflection and discussion, the facili-
tator asked the participants about their views
on sexuality, relationships, body image, and
about having a happy and healthy adult life. To
explore the notion of choice and coercion exist-
ing along a spectrum, PPAU adapted an activity
from It’s All One Curriculum, inserting examples
that these adolescents were likely to have wit-
nessed, given their background.

This activity proved liberating: It gave the
participants a framework and skills to think and
talk about how power and gender operate in
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the patriarchal religious context they grew up in.
They explained that a man can reach the highest
level of “celestial glory” on his own, but a woman
can reach this state only if she is attached to a
“worthy” man. Because challenging male authority
could result in a woman losing her children and
the attachment that is her only possible ticket
to celestial glory, their mothers were afraid to
cross their fathers. The adolescents themselves
characterized this pattern as spiritual coercion,
that is, as using spiritual life to reinforce power
inequalities. PPAU’s role was not to judge, only
to follow carefully their lines of thought. As it
happens, they developed their own analysis far
more quickly than we had anticipated.

Using the participants’ own language and
ideas as a starting point, the group began to talk
about spiritual coercion as a form of violence,
and after that, about other forms of violence,
including physical violence. The discussions further
explored what the participants wanted in a relation-
ship. Because there was a sense that some young
people who had fled the sect were encountering
difficulty living without strict rules, the discussion
also covered how to develop boundaries for one-
self, including to avoid sexually transmitted infec-
tions and unintended pregnancy.

PPAU learned that, like many young people,
these youth had paradoxical experiences. They
had no knowledge about sexual health, yet many
of them had witnessed natural childbirth at
home. They grew up in a culture steeped in
gender inequality, yet they tended to feel more
loyalty to their mothers than to their fathers
(who, through their other wives, had numerous
other children). For most of their lives, they
had learned not to question, yet were actively
engaging in critical thought and personal reflec-
tion about their life experiences.

Challenges
Given the particular circumstances, it was essential
to adopt an approach outside of typical sexuality
education. It was also essential for the PPAU
facilitator first to develop her own awareness
and sensitivity, so that she could work with these
young people (whose own views were diverse
and often evolving) in a way that was respectful,
compassionate, and nonjudgmental. Another
challenge is that while these adolescents are
highly vulnerable, their numbers are small (typi-
cally, the groups included 12 or fewer young
people), which has implications for staffing.
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Looking forward
This experience taught PPAU a great deal about
the possibilities that emerge from meshing a
gender perspective on sexuality and power with
a deep respect for every human being. PPAU is
now better equipped to serve young people in
this and similar conservative settings.
Conclusion
Recent evidence that empowerment approaches
to sexuality education lead to better sexual health
outcomes raised questions about whether a shift
toward this approach is feasible, what is entailed
in implementing this new approach and, about
the acceptability of affordable tools to help effect
such a paradigm shift. The results of our survey
and reports from work on the ground suggest that
many programmes are seeking to promote gender
equality, human rights, and critical thinking skills,
along with improving sexual health outcomes.
Moreover, this shift is taking place in a highly diverse
set of geographic and programmatic contexts.

Users report that global resources like It’s All One
can and do contribute in meaningful ways to this
shift. However, users register the need for dissemi-
nation that is wider andmore efficient. Additionally,
while many curriculum developers and educators
want hard copies, some users would like to see a
wider range of convenient formats and platforms.

More broadly, documentation of programme
examples indicates that a key remaining chal-
lenge across many programmes is teacher pre-
paredness. In formal education settings, teachers
may be arbitrarily assigned to teach sexuality
education and often lack knowledge and atti-
tudes needed for becoming effective sexuality
educators. Despite the significant systemic chal-
lenges that teacher training poses, the invest-
ment in teacher training may have wider benefits
for pedagogy and for gender equality in the learn-
ing environment.

There are some promising advances. Both UNFPA
and UNESCO are investing in advancing a shift to
gender-focused, rights-based sexuality education.
A number of programmes are also exploring new
media approaches to expand the reach of empower-
ment approaches. For example, Mexfam has been
exploring the potential for a web-based teacher
training programme based on It’s All One. The Popu-
lation Council is adapting It’s All One for new media
such as web-based games. Other agencies and orga-
nizations are also innovating along similar lines.

A number of recommendations emerge from
this field assessment. First, policymakers and eva-
luation researchersmay wish to incorporate gender
equality and human rights outcomes more explic-
itly into programme goals and evaluation indi-
cators. Second, further interventions to improve
and assess teacher skill are needed to ensure that
investments in curriculum content pay off for ado-
lescent learners. Third, the potential benefits of
such training for education overall – strengthening
teachers’ pedagogic skills with critical thinking ped-
agogic methods and fostering their belief in gender
equality – need to be better understood. Fourth,
research can document and analyze how partner-
ships between NGOs and governments can most
effectively advance the quality and reach of sexual-
ity education. Finally, materials like It’s All One still
need to be disseminated more widely, in local lan-
guages, to the extent possible.
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Résumé
Les accords politiques internationaux, parallèlement
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appels pour une réorientation de l’éducation
sexuelle en faveur d’une approche axée sur les
normes sexospécifiques et les droits de l’homme.
On dispose cependant de peu de documentation
sur le degré auquel cette réorientation se produit
sur le terrain et quelles en sont les conséquences.
Les expériences pratiques de l’utilisation de
nouveaux outils curriculaires, tels qu’Un seul
programme, offrent une perspective sur ces
questions. Un exercice en deux parties a été
réalisé pour connaître l’expérience des praticiens
avec cet outil. Premièrement, on a fait la synthèse
des réponses à une enquête en ligne auprès
des usagers d’Un seul programme. De plus, cinq
programmes ont été sélectionnés pour la
documentation, notamment deux programmes
scolaires (Nigéria, Chine), deux qui desservaient
des jeunes extrêmement vulnérables (Haïti,
Guatemala) et le dernier pour les adolescents
d’une communauté mormone polygame (États-
Unis). Les conclusions suggèrent que le passage
à une approche d’autonomisation se déroule
effectivement dans divers contextes géographiques
et programmatiques, et qu’Un seul programme a
renforcé les façons dont leurs activités abordent
la sexospécificité, favorisent les capacités à la
pensée critique des jeunes et utilisent des méthodes
d’enseignement interactives. Un enjeu commun à
beaucoup de programmes est le renforcement des
capacités des enseignants. Des recommandations
sont présentées sur la poursuite de la mise en
œuvre et de la recherche. Pour demander un
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Resumen
Los acuerdos internacionales de políticas, junto
con la evidencia que está surgiendo respecto
a los factores que influyen en la eficacia de
los programas, han suscitado un cambio en la
educación sexual hacia un enfoque basado en
las normas de género y los derechos humanos.
No obstante, existe poca documentación que
indique hasta qué punto está ocurriendo este
cambio en el terreno o qué implica. Las experiencias
de campo utilizando nuevas herramientas, como
Un solo currículo, ofrecen una mira a estas
preguntas. Para adquirir familiaridad con la
experiencia de los practicantes con esta herramienta,
se llevó a cabo un ejercicio de dos partes. Primero,
se sintetizaron las respuestas de una encuesta
en línea de los usuarios de Un solo currículo.
Además, se seleccionaron cinco programas para la
documentación: dos programas escolares (Nigeria,
China), dos dirigidos a jóvenes sumamente
vulnerables (Haití, Guatemala) y uno dirigido
a adolescentes de una comunidad mormona
polígama (Estados Unidos). Los hallazgos indican
que el cambio hacia el enfoque de empoderamiento
está ocurriendo en diversos contextos geográficos
y programáticos y que Un solo currículo ha
fortalecido las maneras en que los programas
tratan el tema de género, fomentan las habilidades
de pensamiento crítico de la juventud y utilizan
métodos didácticos interactivos. Un reto común en
muchos programas es fortalecer la capacidad del
profesorado. Se presentan recomendaciones para
continuar la implementación y las investigaciones.
Para obtener una copia: www.unsolocurriculo.org.
exemplaire: www.unseulprogramme.org.
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