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Abstract

This article presents the findings of a study that analysed the formation and

enunciation of teachers’ discourses concerning HIV and AIDS. The rationale for this

study is rooted in concerns about the unsatisfactory outcomes of HIV and AIDS

prevention education over the past two decades. According to the latest South

African HIV prevalence figures, more people were HIV-positive in 2012 than in

2008. Of particular concern to the education sector is the significant decrease in

knowledge about HIV transmission and prevention between 2008 and 2012.

Besides that, society is often shocked by media reports of school-going children who

engage in sexual activities that expose them to HIV infection, teenage pregnancy

and other sexual and emotional risks. These concerns call into question both the

efficacy of teachers’ pedagogical practices and the capacity of youth to manage their

sexual behaviour responsibly. Earlier research on HIV prevention education

focused mainly on teachers’ knowledge, attitudes and perceptions. The quest to

know more and explain the perpetual challenge facing the teaching of HIV and sex

education must necessarily include an understanding of teachers’ thinking and

talking about HIV and AIDS. This study responds to this gap in the research

literature. The methodological approach that was designed to gather data from

diverse contexts responds to the following research question: ‘What is the content of

teachers’ HIV and sex discourses?’ Three focus group discussions, a questionnaire

(N=79) and three face-to-face interviews with practising Life Orientation teachers

were employed. The results are presented as findings that were interpreted by

employing Foucault’s discursive practices as an analytical lens. The findings give a

complexity and multi-dimensionality to teachers’ discourses that is a far cry from

the uncomplicated and deterministic understanding of knowledge evidenced in

educational policy. Arguably, by knowing what teachers think and talk about in the

context of HIV and sex education may be a necessary step towards narrowing the

gap between what teachers teach and what learners need to be taught.
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Introduction

The latest research findings on HIV prevalence in South Africa reveal an increase in

HIV prevalence between 2008 and 2012. In 2012 an estimated 12,22% of the

population (6,4 million persons) tested positive, which is 1,2 million more people living

with HIV than in 2008 (10,6% or 5,2 million) (Human Science Research Council –

HSRC 2014). The Minister of Science and Technology, Derek Hanekom, claims that

while the country succeeded in rolling out treatment to people living with HIV and

AIDS, the knowledge levels have declined and risky sexual behaviour generally

increased, which calls into question the quality and effectiveness of current HIV

prevention strategies (HSRC 2014: xiii).

Despite all the effort and resources invested in preventing the spread of HIV and AIDS

and the increase in teenage pregnancies, there remains a constant concern about

school-going children’s understanding of such diseases and their own sexual

behaviour. Given the latest statistics on HIV prevalence and the reduction in

knowledge about HIV, it may be questioned whether the education sector is

contributing positively towards the elimination of HIV and AIDS. One may interpret

the HSRC’s report (2014) as suggesting that teachers have to reconsider their

practices and consider a new pace to win the race against the spread of HIV and AIDS.

As long as people are infected with and suffer from HIV and AIDS, or engage in

unprotected sex, questions will be raised about the efficacy of prevention education. A

neglected area of attention, which becomes crucial in the campaign to create an

HIV-free society and to eradicate teenage pregnancies, is an understanding of what

teachers teach learners about sex. This article argues that an understanding of

teachers’ discourses about HIV and sexuality is key in assessing the quality and

effectiveness of prevention education. The school curriculum has become a major way

of learning about HIV, sex and sexuality (Kelly 2000:9). Because teachers mediate the

curriculum, an understanding of their discourses becomes an important source of

knowledge in explaining what learners are taught, or what they are not being taught.

Teachers are socialised and educated in different contexts. Hence, the thought

structure of each teacher, which comprises a distinct and particular area of events,

practices and experiences, is used as a frame of reference and personal ‘archive’ when

they teach students (Parker & Bolton Discourse Network 1999: 3). When teachers

teach, they are translating a uniform policy into a diverse landscape of discursive

formations which are spread across a wide educational context. This article reports on

the findings of a study into the content and nature of teachers’ discourses on sex and

HIV. The argument mooted is that teacher discourses in practice differ widely from

the determinist and instrumentalist formulation of educational policy which is

supposed to guide teaching towards an HIV-free generation. The aim of this article is

to understand what teachers are thinking and talking about when they teach about

HIV and sex. What follows below is a brief attempt to identify and describe the gap in

the extant literature. There follows a brief exposition of the theoretical framework
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which I employed to analyse and interpret the data. A methodological note that

provides the context, sample and research techniques used to gather data is followed

by a presentation of findings – common discourses of teachers. The article concludes

with a brief discussion of teachers’ HIV and sex discourse, which will be useful to

inform current teaching initiatives and teacher education.

Locating the literature context

After more than two decades of HIV and sex education, teachers are still approaching

the subject with much fear and a degree of prejudice in some cases. Despite numerous

years of specialised training and integration of HIV into the mainstream curriculum,

teachers generally do not speak freely about sex and sexuality. Studies by Baxen

(2006) and Jewkes (2004) support the need to explore approaches to the study of HIV

and sex education. Recent research indicates new trends in gender power relations

(Singh 2012). Despite all the research and training directed at equipping teachers to

speak openly and professionally about HIV and sex education, teachers are still

reluctant to provide objective and informative sex education. Three broad areas of

research can be identified in HIV and sex education literature: socio-cultural studies,

pedagogical research and the role of power relations – an emerging trend in the

literature.

Sexually-related infections are frequently stigmatised. During the earlier phase of the

HIV and AIDS pandemic stigmatisation caused discrimination, which in turn created

major stumbling blocks in addressing HIV prevention, diagnosis, treatment and care

(Francis 2003: 125). The subsequent focus on destigmatisation of HIV resulted in the

word ‘stigma’ becoming an explicit educational focus for teachers to discuss (Education

Labour Relations Council 2003: 19). The establishment of the organisation Social

Aspects of HIV/AIDS Research Alliance (SAHARA) by the Human Sciences Research

Council of South Africa (HSRC) (Shisana 2004: 17) attested to the importance of the

social and cultural contexts of HIV and AIDS. Given the dominance of the medical

professions in the field of HIV prevention, the establishment of SAHARA accentuated

the need to respond to the lack of socio-cultural studies, including educational

research (HSRC 2005, Baxen and Breidlid, 2004). Because teachers are part of society,

they can be infected and affected by the pandemic. Their understanding and

experiences of HIV, AIDS and sexuality cannot be ignored. Such elements are

incorporated obtrusively or unobtrusively as part of what they teach at school.

However, there remains a need to know more about how teachers are thinking and

talking about HIV and sexuality. Moving the research focus from the medical to the

socio-cultural and then to the specific domain of teachers’ sexuality discourses may

narrow the knowledge gap that stands in the way of understanding the problem.

Research concerning HIV and AIDS in the educational domain affects various aspects

of pedagogy. The exploration of teachers’ knowledge, attitudes and perspectives of
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HIV and AIDS dominated early research (Baxen and Breidlid 2004). Studies of

emotions were also receiving attention. De Lange et al. (2006) explored the emotional

experiences of teachers associated with the pandemic. Bhana et al. (2006)

demonstrated the importance of emotional reactions to the pandemic and how trauma

associated with HIV and AIDS influenced teachers’ perspectives on the pandemic.

Teachers’ professional knowledge has been described as lacking (Mabece 2002).

Teachers have also been criticised for being selective when they teach sexuality

(James-Traore et al. 2004). In other studies teachers were reported to be knowledge-

able about HIV and AIDS but still harbouring inappropriate attitudes (Oyewale

2009). Needless to say, efforts made by the educational authorities to deliver a

common curriculum message will be challenged by the diversity in knowledge,

attitudes and background of teachers. The nature of teachers’ knowledge and

experiences are part of a complex discursive landscape that mediates HIV and

sexuality education.

Research into issues of gender inequality and abuse of power by males seems to be

more complex than it was first understood to be. Issues of power relations, HIV and

sex education have been researched by Jewkes et al. (2002), who argue that sexual

abuse of schoolgirls by boys and male teachers indicates gendered power relations that

are socially entrenched and replicated. Dominant male stereotypes represent power,

sex and violence, which often confuse and contradict the way some learners perceive

male teachers (Chege 2006). Notwithstanding these findings, issues of teachers’

sexual abuse of female learners have been neglected as a significant factor in the

implementation of sexuality education (Human Rights Watch 2001). However, not all

male learners and teachers abuse their ‘power’. Recent research findings reported that

the unfairness of gender expectations, for example, prompts young women to

undertake risky sexual encounters not dissimilar to those undertaken by male

counterparts (Singh 2012). Changing gender imbalance with regard to sexual

exploitation of the female by the male has been questioned in a school-based study in

Nigeria which shows that many girls challenge why society expects girls to remain

virgins until marriage and not boys (Singh 2012). This indicates that gender relations

are not stagnant and therefore cannot be regarded as fixed. Gender relations are also

power relations, a view that is often neglected. Foucault refers to ‘bio-power’ – a

conception of the body as a central component in the operation of power relations

(Smart 2004: 75). The role of power as vested in the subjectivity of teachers appears as

a conceptual lens in the work of Baxen (2006), who explores the role of power in

shaping HIV and AIDS discourses of teachers. Baxen suggests that teachers are active

rather than responsive subjects in the teaching process. She asserts that the problems

associated with HIV and AIDS education are based on the assumption that teachers

act as ‘rational, intellectual professionals who ‘mindfully’ educate the ‘minds’ of

learners. This perspective on teaching ignores the impact of the human body when it is

invoked – that is, when it goes into ‘action’ (teaching). Consequently, Baxen (2006)
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challenges the dominant research approaches, which either identify the structure of

the school or the curriculum as being in need of reform and not the teacher. Teachers

play an active role in education. Their discursive practices provide frames of reference

and possibilities that impact on learners in a myriad of ways.

In brief, the literature above centres on the emergence of socio-cultural studies as a

reaction to traditional clinical approaches to HIV and sexuality. Such studies deal

with teachers’ knowledge, attitudes and practices of sexuality education and the role

of gender and more particularly power as a factor in shaping discourses of sexuality.

The lack of knowledge of just what teachers think and talk about when they engage

their learners in the classroom contributes to the struggle that teacher education

policy-makers experience as they grapple to respond to the pandemic and sex

education in particular. The elusiveness of the nature of teachers’ sexuality and its

impact on professional practice therefore remains an unanswered question.

Given the multiple interpretations of discursive statements and the possibilities of

contradictory and inconsistent meanings that may be attached to teachers’ HIV and

sex discourses, educational outcomes are often experienced as confounding and

unanticipated (Amin 2011). In line with the argument that educational outcomes are

complexly produced and constructed, this article describes HIV and sex discourses of

teachers as findings of my project. What follows is an exposition of the theoretical and

methodological framework employed to understand teachers’ HIV and sexuality

discourses. Thereafter the findings are presented.

Theoretical framework

An appropriate conceptual framework to deal with sexuality should examine the

subjective meanings of cognitive processes that produce teachers’ discourses in the

context of sex education. In this study concepts from Foucault (1978) and Wetherell

(1998) are employed to develop a suitable conceptual framework. I use discourse in the

sense of social practice, situated in a context in which a continuous exchange of

meaning takes place (Dant 1991: 135). Discursive practices as a conceptual and

analytical lens provide a dynamic approach to engage the ever-changing nature of

teachers’ thinking and talking about a subject. According to Foucault, the human

subject is produced through a range of discursive practices – economic, political and

social. The meanings of these practices are a constant site of struggle over power

(Weedon 1987:21).

This study sets out to analyse various opinions that teachers hold concerning HIV and

AIDS. These are explained by combining Foucault’s use of discourse as a term of

dynamic exchange of power with Wetherells’ notion of a changing notion of the self

(Wetherell & Taylor 2001: 8). The concept of ‘discourse’ is understood here to mean

‘practice’ connecting the individual with the internal (subjective, pre-discursive and

discursive) and external (objective and non-discursive) world. Different expressions of
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discourse become a reality in terms of the changing subject positioning of the teacher,

whose discourse becomes an expression of self in multiple forms (Wetherell 1998: 405).

Thus, teachers construct their discourse on the basis of changing social relations and

multiple forms of self-expression.

Discourse analysis focuses on existing knowledge of teachers which provides

possibilities of new knowledge. Discourses should be seen not only as a group of signs

or a stretch of text, but ‘practices that systematically form the objects of which they

speak’ (Foucault 1972: 49; Wetherell & Taylor 2001). The objects that such practices

create will include all the things witnessed, referred to and taken for granted as

actually existing ‘out there’ (Parker & Bolton Discourse Network 1999: 3). These

practices ‘that form the objects of which they speak’ include patterns of meaning which

may be visual or which may comprise face-to-face interactions between people.

Language plays an important role in forming meaning precisely because the meaning

of language is always subjected to differences in interpretation.

By appropriating teacher discourse on HIV and AIDS through various methodological

techniques, Foucault’s concept of discourse as practice provides a useful lens to

understand the content and nature of discourse. An analysis of discourse practices

opens new windows for interpreting and understanding the complexities of teachers’

HIV and AIDS discourses. Foucault’s discursive practices include non-discursive

(social structural, institutional), discursive (verbal, enunciated) and pre-discursive

(unarticulated emotional and cognitive) practices. These three forms of discursive

practice are employed to make meaning of the complexities involved when teachers

speak about HIV and sex.

A mixed methodological approach

Three focus group discussions were conducted at three different schools. A randomly

selected sample of teachers (N=79) completed questionnaires which were analysed

using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) computer software

program. Three in-depth interviews with three Life Orientation teachers were held.

Thus, focus groups, questionnaires and interviews provided data for the study. The

focus groups were conducted at one black and two coloured schools, one located in the

Mitchell’s Plain area and the other two in the southern suburbs of Cape Town. The

researcher tried unsuccessfully to conduct at least one focus group at a previously

‘advantaged, Model C school’. However the Mitchell’s Plain school had a diverse con-

stitution of participants. Questionnaires were completed by teachers teaching across

the Educational Management District Council to the South of Cape Town (EMDC –

South). The three interviewees were purposely selected by word of mouth, as they had

to be Life Orientation teachers at high schools, experienced enough to ensure rich

responses and consenting to participate and be frank about their teaching of sexuality

and HIV and AIDS. Two males and one female teacher were selected as an appropriate
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interview sample. The use of multiple techniques enhanced the validity of the findings

(Babbie & Mouton 2001: 275). The purpose of the focus group discussions was to iden-

tify emerging discursive patterns and themes in the responses of teachers (Morgan

1988: 41-48). The purpose of the questionnaire was to explore teachers’ subjective

positions (Babbie & Mouton 2001). The interview technique was used to demonstrate

how subjective information is produced during discourse formation.

Out of 110 questionnaires, a return of 79 questionnaires, representing a response rate

of 71%, was achieved. Data were captured and analysed using the SPSS computer

analysis program. The focus group discussions were video-recorded and transcribed.

The interviews were similarly tape-recorded and transcribed.

Ethical considerations permeated this study from its inception. What ethical stance

should be adopted to ensure that the methodology would increase the trustworthiness

of the data and subsequent interpretations? Other than the triangulatory use of

multiple methods, research assistants were employed. They participated in the focus

group stage of the project, providing site observation reports that informed the

researcher’s framing of the research techniques and reporting. Sensitive questions

relevant to the study were posed in a manner that allowed participants space to

express themselves on sexuality issues in a voluntary way. By being calm and

respectful the researcher managed to record valuable responses that made this study

worthwhile. Generally the ethical principle adopted in this study was: do not do unto

others what you would not like to be done unto you. Due consent and permissions were

obtained in all three modes of data collection. Appreciation for the scientific nature of

the study was enhanced by telling teachers that they were valuable sources of

knowledge which needed to become part of a broader body of knowledge on HIV and

sex education. Ethical consent was applied for and received from all institutional

bodies. Pseudonyms were used in the report to guarantee the privacy of all institutions

and individual participants.

The overall aim of social analysis from a discursive perspective is to describe,

understand, interpret and evaluate constructed objects of investigation (Howarth

2000: 139). In this respect I followed Howarth’s (2000) three basic operations for the

analysis of empirical data: translation of information into textual form, application of

the theoretical conceptual framework to the problematised object of investigation, and

the employment of various techniques of analysis in relation to the problem investi-

gated (Howarth 2000). An analysis of three different kinds of data accentuated the

differences and similarities between and across the content and nature of the

knowledge produced as discourse.

Findings and discussion

The findings of this study are structured as five discursive themes. Discursive

practices were employed as an analytical lens to present a comprehensive perspective
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of the experiences and knowledge of teachers. Each discourse is presented with

supporting evidence drawn from sets of data.

Finding One: Discourses of pedagogy

From the focus group data identifiable ‘pedagogical discourse’ emerged as a field of

specialised interest. The discourse was diverse, however. The nature of the peda-

gogical discourse reflected teachers’ lack of the knowledge needed to achieve educat-

ional objectives (Mabece 2002). There seems to be a mismatch between pedagogical

knowledge as prescribed in educational policy and knowledge applied in practice. Data

revealed different shades of the meaning of knowledge. While teachers lacked certain

pedagogical knowledge, they still felt competent and ‘knowledge-wise’. Thus contra-

dictory meanings of teachers’ pedagogical knowledge emerged in the data. Teachers’

pedagogical discourse often takes on an instrumentalist form. They have expectations

of certain outcomes, and are disappointed at the outcomes, as suggested below:

… but we didn’t explore precisely why knowledge does not affect them, in our areas, out
there, it certainly doesn’t, because the problem at this school, many programmes
elsewhere, and we’ve got a pregnancy rate that’s scary … (Focus group participant’s
response taken from transcript)

The quotation above suggests an essentialist notion that any knowledge of sexuality

as an ‘object’ is ‘knowable’. The notion of knowledge as essentialist is one shade of

meaning. The teacher expressed disappointment in not knowing what the outcome of

certain interventions was. There is uncertainty as to why the dissemination of

information did not produce a reduction in pregnancy rates. The teacher has a notion

of knowledge that should ‘fix the problem’, but the problem seems to have escalated.

The notion of knowledge as instrumental and a solution to the problem is conveyed in

the quotation, though it may be flawed and based on the assumption that teachers are

expected to have expert knowledge that produces positive results. The reality is that

teachers’ knowledge of HIV and sex are diversely constituted and will be diversely

expressed.

Analysis of the questionnaires revealed different responses to the outcomes of

training. The results of the question on training in HIV and AIDS education showed

that only 44,2% received training organised by the Western Cape Education Depart-

ment (WCED). While these results indicate that teachers may be in need of training

and knowledge, the responses also convey that they are by no means a homogenous

group. They have had different exposure to training with varied outcomes. In this

regard, 32,5% of the respondents ‘agree’ that the training was useful, but only 10,0%

‘strongly agree’(d). The majority of teachers received their knowledge outside formal

structures. It cannot be assumed that teachers’ knowledge is uniform. Various

contexts in which teachers acquire their knowledge and training defy the possibility of

a common objective and sanitised understanding of HIV and sex.
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The three teachers in the study (pseudonyms John, Anna and Mark) shared a mutual

pedagogical task – that of teaching a common curriculum. Data support the claim that

their approaches to HIV and AIDS education are different from each other. Excerpts

from the interviews conducted provide glimpses into their biographies to show how

differently their knowledges have been shaped.

Teacher John’s knowledge of HIV and AIDS education was acquired inter alia through

courses offered by universities in the Western Cape. These courses provided learner-

friendly materials. These materials were shared as knowledge with parents and the

community. Pedagogical knowledge is useful according to John, if it can educate the

community. John’s conceptual connection between knowledge and community stems

from his past political involvement. During the liberation struggle (in the 1980s), John

was a political activist and he also spent some time in prison for political reasons.

These memories became important discursive practices that shaped his knowledge

conception, which is connected to his community involvement. John’s pedagogy was

therefore inspired by his political activism, which shaped his teacher identity as a

social pedagogue. Owing to the social impact of HIV and AIDS, as a community leader

with a political profile, John’s pedagogical task was to safeguard his community, of

which the learners and their parents were an integral part.

Teacher Anna’s knowledge and training were mostly derived from archived pre-

discursive practices that came to life when she introduced her learners to sex

education. Her memories of the pandemic went back to the death of a popular singer,

the death of a friend and her love of reading. Her knowledge became deeply subjective,

constructed as it was from bitter memory. In both cases, for teachers John and Anna,

pedagogical knowledge was subjectively formed. But their subjectivities were

contextualised in a social milieu which brought unique meanings to their conceptions

of knowledge and consequently their discourse on HIV and AIDS.

Teacher Mark also attended training courses that became his primary source of

knowledge of HIV and AIDS. Mark spoke about his religious upbringing and lack of

sources of any knowledge about sexuality. He valued the workshops that he attended

and described them as empowering and informative. To teacher Mark, the non-

discursive (which according to Foucault implies what is perceived to be prescribed by

religion and society in non-verbal terms) were significant influences on the way he

employs his pedagogy. The power of society lies in its silencing of sexual discourse,

which influenced the way Mark engaged or failed to engage with the subject. Mark,

unlike John and Anna, adopts a conformist discourse that perpetuates the dominant

values around sex and sexuality.

While all three teachers presented themselves as knowledgeable and trained to teach

HIV and AIDS education, their knowledge and training were produced differently.

The pedagogical discourses of teachers are expressed in diverse and highly subjective

ways. These discourses contradict the prescriptive, determinate and instrumental
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nature of HIV and AIDS policy, which is driven by the objective to prevent the spread

of HIV infection and to reduce the stigma attached to it. The notion of a uniform

policy-driven practice is constantly mediated by the dynamic and varied contexts in

which teachers’ knowledge of HIV and AIDS is constructed.

Finding Two: Discourse of culture

Data also revealed the presence of a discourse of culture and values. In this study the

concept of culture is understood in the context of the school which provides spaces of

social reproduction (Giroux 1981). School spaces become the terrain where culture

intersects with policy, community, learner and teacher experiences. I agree with

Adonis & Baxen (2009) that culture is not a single ‘thing’. It is constituted by countless

factors such as beliefs, traditions, values, language and the learnt and shared human

patterns or models for living that pervade all aspects of human social interaction

(ibid.). In this context, religion is regarded as an element of culture. Teachers often

find themselves in a cultural morass that stifles their expressions on HIV and AIDS.

On the basis of available data, cultural discourses can be categorised into three types

of expression: cultural apprehension, cultural conformity and cultural predicament

(negative). An analysis of the focus group discussions in the following excerpt reveals a

notion of cultural apprehension and anxiety:

… it’s hard for me to go into detail, because it feels like, sometimes it just feels like we’re
teaching those children, go out there to have sex, and you know, it is hard for me from a
personal point of view. (Focus group response, taken from transcript)

In the quotation above, a moral dilemma is implied when the teacher teaches learners

about sexuality. She experienced a sense of confusion when ‘… it feels like, sometimes

it just feels like we’re teaching those children, go out there to have sex …’ The role of

personal culture assumed an ambivalent meaning. As the teacher quoted above finds

it difficult to reconcile her ‘personal point of view’ with the requirements of safe-sex

teaching, she experiences trepidation when she has to fulfil her educational role.

There seems to be some tension and resistance, which is based on cultural values. But

this teacher positions herself in a daring way to engage with the unknown territories

of educating her learners about sexuality in the classroom.

Unlike the female teacher quoted above, the following teacher adopted a positive

approach to culture and even sees culture as a possible ‘solution’ to the teaching of HIV

and AIDS prevention:

… you should start with self-awareness, and the learners should know about value
systems, you know, … and having a value system they know for themselves, like this is
where I come from, then it is not like the teacher imposing his or her values, but the fact
that they’re comfortable with things and then they can make their choices from there.
(Focus group response taken from transcript)

Culture for the above-mentioned teacher is used in a conformist and instrumentalist

way. This teacher acknowledges the culture of her learners and that they have the
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potential to make decisions that they are comfortable with and which accord with their

culture. She avoids confrontation and allows learners to become aware of their culture

introspectively. The outcomes of learner introspection are left open-ended. Seemingly

no definitive message is given about the prevention of HIV.

In contrast with the quotation above, in the following extract culture is articulated as

the origin of the public silence on sexuality and HIV and AIDS.

… I think that the culture is the main problem, the culture is, because in our culture, that
is the start of this whole thing, because our parents don’t want to come out with these
things, because of our culture … (Focus group response taken from transcript)

The third teacher sees culture as an obstacle to speaking openly about sexuality.

Culture plays an obfuscating role that impedes discourse and understanding between

older and younger generations. The third quote expresses a view of culture and HIV

and AIDS different from the apprehension of the first teacher and the positive voice of

the second teacher. Culture may have a stifling effect on the way people express them-

selves on matters of sexuality. Not being able to speak about sexuality in public owing

to cultural values puts a strain on the pedagogical task of teachers. They may

experience culture as a barrier to teaching learners about HIV prevention and

sexuality. Where culture creates a barrier to open deliberation and teaching, teachers

have to adopt counter-discourses that may challenge the dominant culture. I will now

turn to the questionnaire and highlight some relevant responses of teachers to the

questions posed around ‘culture’.

In the questionnaire, teachers were asked to identify themselves with a particular

culture. The results revealed that 69,3% of respondents identified with a culture,

while 30,7% said that they did not. While 69,3% may seem to be significant, the 30,7%

also represents a considerable number of teachers who do not identify with a

particular culture. Given the relatively high percentage of teachers who did claim a

cultural identity, it may be expected that cultural resistance to the teaching of HIV

and AIDS would be low. When teachers were asked to respond to their sense of

cultural transgression, 60,8% responded they would not go against their culture, while

39,2% responded that they would. A comparison of results shows some positive

correlation between a sense of cultural identity (69,3%) and the tendency not to

transgress culture (60,8%). At least 39,2% are potentially cultural non-conformists.

When trying to make sense of these responses, we find that a strong cultural identity

tends to suggest that teachers may be less willing to transgress cultural beliefs and

values.

The multiple and contradictory natures of cultural discourse are also demonstrated in

John’s interview. John had a religious upbringing and his father was a lay preacher.

He attended regular Sunday school classes and sex was never discussed at school or at

home. However, as a young adult he saw religion as an obstacle, and left his religious

practices. University saw him living a life free of sexual and religious inhibitions. He

had a child out of wedlock and later married another woman from the Roman Catholic
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faith. He initiated the ‘pro-abstinence’ movement at school (PART). When asked about

the issue of abstinence as an educational driver John responded in the following way:

Yes, it must play, it must form an important part before even we, we want to spread the
message of condomise or one partner. I strongly believe that the only way we can turn the
epidemic around is, is when we have safe sex within marriage … (John’s response taken
from transcript)

John’s discourse as an unmarried person seems to have changed during his married

life and particularly his marriage in the Roman Catholic Church. His discourse seems

to contradict his previously held beliefs, which subscribed to free expression of

sexuality. His initiation of PART is evidence of a transformed religious discourse on

sexuality. John, however, did not adopt a judgemental attitude towards sexually

active learners. He professed to have assisted some girls in their decision to have

abortions.

While teacher John ‘returned’ to a religious perspective in his married life, teacher

Anna developed a defiance of her dominant cultural values on sexuality and religion.

She claimed to be an agnostic and said that perhaps in the future she ‘will be an

atheist’ (quote from transcript). As a teacher, her views on sexuality were contra-

dictory to what she was taught as a young girl growing up in her mother’s house. The

following quote offers some insight into her discourse:

… so, when I was emotionally ready then I went all the way. I was not married, as you
know, the religious thing also you must be married … before marriage. That also messes
up your brain …

Interviewer – It messes up your brain?

… At that time … before I could deal with it … your religion tells you [you] cannot have
sex before marriage, so why do you have these feelings … that is also one of the reasons
why girls fall pregnant … because now, forbidden fruit taste the sweetest, now you can’t
do it so you want to do it … you can’t masturbate that is also against religion … so then
sex would be your outlet. (Anna’s response taken from interview transcript)

Anna draws on a variety of discursive practices: pre-discursive and discursive

practices which were also influenced by her reading habits. She read widely while at

school and under parental control. Her reading exposed her to different life experi-

ences and possible ways of living. These practices collectively had indeterminate con-

sequences on the way she was trying to make sense of the contradictory world created

in her own understanding. Her cultural discourses not only sound contradictory to her

earlier beliefs, but they also developed new and innovative ways of dealing with the

present. Consequently, Anna’s sexuality discourse emerged as an innovative and

creative expression of self that was shaped and informed by a number of contradictory

experiences embedded in cultural settings that provided the context of her sexuality

discourse.

Teacher Mark’s cultural affinity and religion played a consistent role in guiding his

private and public life. However, he expressed ambiguity in his discourse on the teach-

ing of condom promotion and sex outside marriage. His discourse exposed a shift from
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conformism to idealism with a slippage into pragmatism. When asked if religious

doctrine should be held high in teaching, Mark responded as follows:

… Man, historically, I think I will have to say yes … I think thus far … I have not seen
wrong in the teachings … and therefore I cannot say … look here … we should not
conform to it … I think that we should and if we can all conform to the moral code then
these things won’t happen … but obviously we’re living in a world that is not like that …
so, so, it becomes a place where we have to have almost parallel to our religious and moral
values we need to have other contingency plans as well … (Response taken from
transcript)

Teachers’ cultural discourses are neither static nor stable, neither logical nor

objective. They should rather to be seen as subjective, contradictory, innovative and

dynamic, produced in the context of teachers’ biographies. Teachers espoused dis-

courses of their own private archive, which provides connecting points between the

past and the present. Culture and value discourses are differentially constructed.

These discursive constructions are better appreciated as productive processes that

define and redefine the shifting and changing contexts of the teacher from time to

time. The three teachers had similar religious and cultural backgrounds, but they all

expressed their individual identities differently. John deviated but returned to his

earlier religious philosophy, Anna moved towards atheism and Mark remained true to

his religious and cultural upbringing.

Finding Three: Discourses on sexuality

To get teachers to speak openly about issues of sexuality was one of the most

challenging tasks in this study. Data show that discourses range from a discourse of

repression and silence to a discourse of openness: in Foucault’s language ‘repressive

and incitement’ (Foucault 1978). The dynamic nature of discourse has been supported

in the literature (James-Traore et al. 2004). Various research techniques drew on data

that substantiated the contradictory and subjective construction of sexuality dis-

courses. The following quotations are some illustrations of how teachers spoke about

HIV and AIDS as a sexual phenomenon. The first quotation is an example of a teacher

whose ‘enthusiasm’ about teaching sexuality changed to ‘reluctance’ to engage with

HIV and AIDS education:

… I have, I have been teaching for four years, but the first two years I was passionate
about it [sexuality education], because I had a different type of child, but now, you
shouting at them in this place, … it is like a big joke with them, and that is what I meant
about distributing this [condom] at school. I’ve been neglecting my learners by the school.
Especially my [inaudible] … because you could see this coming, and they put me off.
(Focus group response from teacher taken from transcript)

The quotation above indicates how a teacher’s excitement changed to a discourse of

disillusionment and ultimately to silence on the subject. Another participant reported

that learners wanted to ask personal questions about her sexual life and how that led

to her adopting a complete blackout on this subject. But not all teachers responded in

the same way to open questioning about sexuality. The following quotation shows that
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the sexuality discourse is not uniform among teachers. While some opt for silence,

others may opt for openness:

… I realise the only way to bring across the HIV and AIDS message or to introduce it was
firstly to make peace with who you are as a sexual being and feel comfortable with your
own sexuality. This is actually a profound thing that actually came from while I was
being trained … it’s difficult, especially as I am a born again Christian, but I try to coach
them to wait until you’re married, your body is a gift from God, but we have to accept that
there are promiscuous kids out there and that you also need to give them preventative
advice, like a condom, or contraception or abstinence or whatever … (Focus group
respondent taken from transcript)

The questionnaire results show discrepancies when compared with the data in the

focus group and interviews. On the question whether teachers feel ‘comfortable’ about

teaching sexuality education, the questionnaire showed an overwhelming 90,0%

positive response. Only 6,3% responded that they did not feel comfortable, while 3,8%

opted for ‘don’t know’. From this statistic one could infer that the overwhelming

majority of teachers (90,0%) had no problem in teaching sexuality. However, when

asked to respond to the question ‘Do teachers feel free to express themselves openly on

HIV and AIDS?’, in expectation of a ‘high’ predictable positive response, only 60,3% of

the respondents answered ‘yes’. Some 47,4% of respondents ‘agree’ that ‘some teachers

are shy to speak about sex and sexuality’, which brings into question the validity of the

90,0% positive response to the question of being ‘comfortable’ teaching sexuality.

During the interviews teachers’ discourses showed tendencies towards both openness

and repression. John, for example, spoke about his use of the ‘withdrawal’ technique to

prevent pregnancy but that he had a child out of wedlock. This openness in his

discourse did not result in an ultimate open discourse with his learners, though. There

he would adopt a ‘conservative’ approach, but he would show compassion for those

learners in need of counselling on abortions and related issues.

Teacher Anna’s sexual discourses emerged as a reaction to the repressive sexual

upbringing that she was subjected to during her childhood. When she attended

university, ‘the best part of my life’, she went to parties and enjoyed herself. She took

precautionary measures because her mother would have been greatly disappointed if

she had fallen pregnant. Anna promoted safe sex methods and dispelled the myths

about masturbation in her teaching. Unlike teacher John, Anna pursued a consistent

discourse of open and frank talk about sex and sexuality, as illustrated in the following

excerpt:

… I want that we must be open with each other … then I also know that as I said some of
them are sexually active already in [sic] Grade 9, then how am I going to tell them that
sex is wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong … they are having sex and there is nothing that I can
do to stop them having sex … but I can help them to be responsible … I mean, I can tell
them that I’m against them having sex at your age … but if you’re doing it already then
what can I do … I must help and although I don’t believe it is right, I am the educator, I
must help them … (Teacher’s response as transcribed from interview)

Teacher Mark’s sexual discourses were less open in comparison with the other two
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teachers. His relatively conservative background played a major role in shaping his

discourse. After acquiring intimate knowledge of the sexual experiences of his lear-

ners, Mark adopted a pragmatic position to resolve some of the contradictory issues

between his religious beliefs and his sexual openness with his learners. The following

attests to this:

… And from there I realised that we have to be open with these things … and therefore I
have no inhibitions … as an adult there are limits … it was first taboo to mention the
sexual organs but now it’s otherwise … (Teacher’s response taken from interview
transcript)

The nature of the sexual discourses as evinced by the data revealed an array of incon-

sistencies and contradictory discourses. Sexuality discourses range from openness and

frankness to repression and subjective constructions. Discourses of sexuality are

complex constructions based on teachers’ broad and varied exposures to sexual

knowledge and experiences in the contexts of their personal and social lives.

Finding Four: Discourses of emotions

A dearth of literature on teachers’ emotional responses to the pandemic called for more

research (HSRC 2005). The study of De Lange et al. (2006) explored the diverse

emotions associated with the pandemic. Emotions are subjective expressions, fore-

grounded in human experiences and discourse. But emotions are expressed differently

by different people. The paragraphs below examine the complex nature and con-

founded meaning of discourses of emotions.

Emotional expression can often be deceptive and deceitful. An expression of ‘love’, for

example, might have been intended as an act of ‘revenge’. In the focus group

discussions, teachers have used ‘anger’ and ‘laughter’ to convey perplexed emotional

feelings. ‘Anger’ and ‘laughter’ are words that convey a state of mind, but their exact

meaning is mediated by specific personal circumstances. The different use of language

allows for multiple interpretations. The assumption of a particular meaning devoid of

subjective knowledge of its construction may convey distorted meanings:

… Ja, I must be angry (facial expression) so that I can talk about this problem, and
sometimes, I get so … call a spade a spade and to these kids, they just laugh. (Focus group
response from teacher taken from transcript)

The use of ‘anger’ in the excerpt above describes the uncomfortable experience of the

teacher who finds it difficult to converse freely about sexuality. The excerpt’s context is

part of a reflective moment in a focus group discussion. She needed to be in a state of

‘anger’, otherwise she could not express her feelings. When the learners ‘just laugh’,

they do not express happiness or joy. The meaning of ‘laugh’ can better be understood

in the context of its usage. The following excerpt illustrates the meaning of laughter

more succinctly:

… they just laugh and act so embarrassed, sometimes, and it is much, really, you see, for
my children it is hard … (transcript)
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According to the questionnaire results, 50,6% of the respondents used ‘sadness’ to des-

cribe how they feel about the pandemic, 17,7% chose ‘fear’ and 4% used depressed, and

26,4% used a range of negative descriptions to describe their emotions towards the

pandemic. Thus, a range of emotions were recorded.

The emotional discourses of teacher Anna were also produced in a personalised

context. She felt ‘hopelessness’ and ‘sadness’ when a friend that she was caring for died

of AIDS. She expressed ‘anger’ towards a government that denied treatment to

HIV-infected people.

Teacher Mark’s discourse of emotion was less obvious and intense. Mark had no

contact with HIV-infected people. He did not have the personal knowledge and experi-

ences that both John and Anna had. He was of the opinion that HIV and AIDS are like

any other disease and there is no reason for any exceptional emotionality. His

religious conviction that HIV and AIDS are essentially the result of promiscuity

provides the justification for his emotional aloofness.

Emotional expressions are pre-discursive practices, which means that they are sub-

jectively experienced. When they are expressed in language, however, a certain mean-

ing is conveyed. Emotions are internally constituted but externally manifested. Their

meanings are elusive and nuanced and never singular. The emotional expressions and

meaning of teachers’ discourses are shaped in the social contexts in which teachers

experience the pandemic. As indicated in the snippets of the biographies of the three

teachers interviewed, the mixed emotional experiences are directly related to their

subjectivities and the contexts in which their discourses were shaped and formed.

Finding Five: Discourses of health and disease

A medical conception of the AIDS pandemic emerged across the different research

sites. Teachers generated discourses that identified the medical and health nature of

the HIV and AIDS pandemic (Baxen 2006). Teachers espouse knowledge of the

psycho-social, sexual and scientific nature of the disease. The paragraphs that follow

illustrate how the medical discourses are manifested in the three focus group

discussions.

The focus groups confirm the notion of ‘disease’ as a recurring discourse in the data

(Baxen 2006; Weeks 1990). The following supports the notion of ‘disease’:

… It is a disease, and also it is not, if you hear the name HIV and AIDS, first thing that …
you think is that maybe I am vulnerable, I am at risk – that is what comes to mind. (Focus
group response taken from transcript).

While the above quote refers to ‘disease’, it also introduces the aspect of the

vulnerability of the teacher to contracting the virus. However, the medical notion of

HIV is not static. Shifts in focus are noted in the following quotation:

… But nowadays, the focus has shifted, if you are on ARVs now, then you’re cared for.
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You can live for over 10 years now, or more than 10. With ARVs, it can change. You can
take it, you can use that treatment, it is not about sexuality, it’s about living for 40 years,
you can get extra three years, or an extra five years, or at least six years. (Focus group
response of teacher taken from transcript)

The questionnaire included the question: What comes to mind if you think about ‘HIV

and AIDS’? In response to this question, 56,4% said they viewed HIV and AIDS as a

disease. Other descriptions such as ‘death’, ‘sickness’ and ‘illness’ are related to a

notion of the ‘health’ of the human body. While teachers do espouse a common health

discourse, their understandings are underpinned by different discursive influences. In

the case of John, the death of a close friend from AIDS provided the immediate context

for his understanding and association with ‘death’. John regarded the assessment of a

person’s CD 4 count as crucial. Medical intervention needs to kick in on the basis of a

count lower than 200. His medical-health discourses have been produced as a complex

mix of moralising reasons and justification for his involvement in the prevention of

HIV at school.

Teacher Anna had the opportunity to care for a friend who eventually died of AIDS.

Her discourse denoted a sense of deep sadness because this friend had to succumb to

something that was preventable. The following quotation illustrates this:

I think of sadness, I know our government is not doing enough to educate the people to
curb the spread of the virus and to distribute the ARVs, the drugs … and that’s making
me sad … the majority of the people are poor people and that is really a matter of ‘I am
going to die’ … they don’t have long to live … (Anna’s response taken from interview
transcript)

Teacher Anna’s medical discourse is the outcome of a complex mix of different

discursive practices, including, but not limited to, her love of reading and her

experiences with a friend who died of AIDS. Pre-discursive practices such as feelings

of sadness and blame became discursive practices expressed as discourse formations.

Teacher Mark’s medical discourse was derived mainly from technical knowledge

acquired by the attendance of short courses on HIV and AIDS. Unlike the other two

teachers, Mark had no personal contact with or knowledge of people with AIDS. He

equates HIV and AIDS with other sickness such as cancer, claiming it to be just

another disease:

… it is becoming part of our lives … we have … become used to it. Also if you have the
virus you can live a healthy lifestyle, hi, hi, hi [giggling] … it’s like nothing more than
having cancer … if someone is living with cancer, it will be more frightening … (Mark’s
response taken from interview transcript)

The medical-health understandings of teachers generated diverse forms of discourse

that, despite seeming similarities, projected qualitatively different meanings. In both

John’s and Anna’s cases, the death of a close friend impacted on, and informed, their

clinical knowledge of the subject. John adopted precautionary approaches to sexual

behaviour, while Mark’s discourse used suffering associated with HIV and AIDS as

evidence to justify the subjective truth of his religious conviction. Teachers transformed
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their medical-health discourses into discourses of compassion and moralisation that

are all subjectively connected to the biographical contexts in which they came to know

about HIV and AIDS.

Conclusion

The central findings of this study on the basis of the data collected have been

presented above. Using Foucault’s notion of discursive practices, the subjective nature

of each discourse was identified, without neglecting the social contextual impact. The

findings revealed contradictory meanings and a changing nature of discourses, which

are invariably context-based. What this implies is that owing to the constant changing

of meanings these findings cannot be generalised to other teachers, in other contexts,

or even to the same participants at another time. However, without being reductionist

and deterministic, the value of the findings lies in the complexity of the content of

teachers’ HIV and sex discourses, which may inform future approaches to HIV and

AIDS prevention and sexuality education. In constructing the HIV and sex discourses

of teachers, their active mediatory role in practice was acknowledged and shown to be

a far cry from the uncomplicated, deterministic and linear understanding of know-

ledge assumed in educational policy. Needless to say, there is clear evidence that some

teachers are engaging learners in appropriate ways.

To sum up, teachers’ HIV and sex discourses appear to be complex, indeterminate and

unpredictable, which offers some explanation for the disappointing outcomes of HIV

prevention education illustrated by the recent revelation of an increase in the rate of

infections (HSRC 2014). Teachers’ HIV and sex discourses are also devoid of any

significant knowledge of learner or youth sexuality.

Teacher discourses are driven by individual comportments, and they were not

necessarily informed by knowledge of children’s sexuality, thus squarely contradicting

the curriculum policy, which claims to be ‘child-centred’. An old question that may

have to be reconsidered is whether sexuality education should be taught by all, or only

by certain teachers who are willing and competent to teach learners meaningfully.

While teachers are expected to be experts in the field of teaching and learning, the

contradictions between HIV and sex education policy, practice (teaching) and learner

needs cannot be ignored. It is hoped that the knowledge themes generated in this

study will enlighten discussion of HIV prevention education far beyond the mere pur-

suance of uniformed and efficacious implementation of policy. Given the nature of HIV

and sex education as argued in this article, the education sector, and especially

teacher education, have a long way to go to meet the unfulfilled educational needs of

children in this time when HIV prevention and teenage pregnancy remain national

priorities.
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