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Students Take the Lead
in AIDS Education

Julie Coar, Student, Gig Harbor High Schoal,
Gig Harbor, Washington

~vear-old high

I’\'e found that even though I'm only a sevenieen
.. What T do

school student, people value what I'm doing. .
rnatters. .

Gig Harbor is a small, conservative community located on Puget
Sound in Washington State. The local high school, Gig Harbor High
School, is one of few schools that offer a service leadership class. Twas
fortunate to be able to take this course during my sophomore, junior,
and senior years.

Ibecame interested in HIV/AIDS education as a result of my friend’s
uncle dving of AIDS and my concern that voung people were not
receiving the education needed to protect themselves, They don't see it
now, but in 10 or 20 years they may be the ones testing HIV-positive. |
from happening. I felt thatour school was not doing
an effective job of educating students on this subject. Although HIV is
a life-threatening virus, it was never discussed in detail or addressed by
people to whom the students would listen. Peer education has a greater
impact for many young people because they are more cpen to discussing
their concerns when interacting with peers. It also serves as a model,
encouraging students 1o become involved and take action.

want to prevent that

This chapter was written when I'was a cenior at Gig Harbor High Schoal; currently,

I attend the Evergreen State College in Olvmpia, Washingion.
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APEX Group

For these reasons, we formed a local chapter of the APEX group
(AIDS Peer Education Exchange) and developed a peer HIV/AIDS
education program. Even though this was a new approach to the
state-mandated HIV/AIDS education, our teacher and principal encour-
aged us to explore it. ‘

In the process, I learned about curriculum development. As a stu-
dent, I was unaware of how complex a specific curriculum must be,
Developing our curriculum made me more focused on the goals of each
section and clear about the desired outcomes. In addition, I wanted o
help create a program that was both interactive and inclusive—not
boring with lectures exclusively addressing a minority of the students’
needs. Qur presentations became more creative and humorous . . . and
one of the results was a videotaped skit we produced called “The Brady’s
Get Tested!” )

Because we wanted more information about AIDS, I took work-
shops along with adults. It was interesting to lsten to other’s points of
view. I think the adults valued hearing the vouth perspective, while I
found it fascinating to discover how adults viewed the issue of AIDS,
and their reactions to young people’s involvement in AIDS education.
Unfortunately, we don't get this opportunity very often in regular class-
rooms. In addition, the adult workshops helped me find resources and
people who could help me with my project. A healthy relationship
between adults and youth is essential to 2 successful community project.

Learning skills such as how to run meetings and how to manage
conflict became familiar and comfortable when applied to our project.
‘We gained the needed skills to make a point coherently and to organize
information into a presentation for the school board or for the state
Office of Public Instruction. The whole process enhanced our commu-
nication skills as we learned to set meeting agendas, follow up with
thank you's, and interact with people effectively.

We also learned to see a job through to the end. APEX members met
for two or three hours in the evening once a week to gain more
. knowledge and plan the presentations. In 1992, we presented 100
minutes of HIV/AIDS education to small classes. Most of our presenta-
tion invelved interacting with the class because our goal was to stay
away from typical and ineffective preaching. Many students were in-
spired to see peers taking education into their hands, and our presenta-
tions empowered students to use their intellect and creativity to educate

others and make significant positive improvement in their school and
COMIMURItY.
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Dealing with Community Concerns

After our first year, a small vocal group in the c.or‘nmumty ?s}_ced ;hz
district to abolish the pregram. The schocl administration .OI'meem_
committee consisting of teachers, students, parents, corE}m}\lmlz}i r?hese
bers, and health professionals to resolve tbis conﬂ;_ct.d t loug; iese
meetings were intense and sometimes hostile, we gained valuable C

e Sl o
mm;i;a;}lz?n?ghtll‘llgs conflict required ‘ahat‘ we listen to the opp_osm_on ;
point of view without interrupting or maka_ng Judgment; Tt _a]scz)] T equltre_t
that we compromise. Though I had prac‘tlced these ‘sk.xﬂs int <_~:; pats. 1
was more helpful formetolearnas Iapph.ed themto Lh}s tense si Luc?. 1?11;;
These meetings made positive changes in the way we prerseiztle ffom
selves and received other’s opinions. With a great deal of ‘61; t
members of the community, we presemec‘i our ﬁmshed curricu umt 0
the Office of the Superintendent of 1Pubhc Instruction. Thlbs1 }»ea;i }f ;1};
dents’ parents may choose whether they are more c:orn_‘forta1 he v\-; b an
APEX student educating their child or 2 quahfl_ed adult. Although Qh
are disappointed that students are seen s not bemg co?lpetent enoug
to make their own choice, it is a step in the right direction.

New Student/Teacher Relationships

Our teacher is more of a mentor than an authoritv—a perso}n ;\?hg
inspires and empowers us. He helps us to c.hscover, an}d he has 1;_ pie{
our class overcome personal doubts and strive for ex‘cedence. er —10 e
down the wall between student and teacher, enabling us to work to-
gether. Not only does he allow us to guestion and explore our educ?-
;onal experiences, he demands it. Most importax}t, our teacher;:r?e_af
us with respect—he has faith that we are capable of accomplishing

ithing we set our minds to. o
o iz‘g;%;:ihere's a great need for more hands-on progran35 mlo]the?r
subject areas, such as science or math. It. helps me to knvow that T have

_ knowledee that enables me to do sormething, no? 3gst take a test. |

T'rn aware that not all people learn best in this interactive approac :
to learnine. But I know that T am more successful when I feel a senfse of
accountability and independence, along with support and encout acTre-
ment. It is for that reason that T intend to go on to a college which also
encourages this type of independent Jearning.
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Inretrospect, our program was possible only with the integration of
service leadership into the curriculum and the continual support of our
teacher and principal. The typical student/educator relationship is one
of listener/lecturer. The unique structure of the service leadership class
allows the students to create programs while the staff act as facilitators
and supporters. All members of our group feel a deep sense of accom-
plishment, a feeling unigue to service.

[ hope that other schools will follow the lead of Gig Harbor High
School and allow hands-on learning to take place through service
leadership classes. Although I'm not sure what I will do for a career,
know that I enjoy working with people and that my experiences with
HIV/AIDS education will have a big influence on my choices for the
future.
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