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CHAPTER 2: GENDER AND SEXUAL RIGHTS

It is important to teach about gender early in your course because it deeply influences all
aspects of sexuality. For the purposes of this manual, gender is defined as the cultural charac-
teristics, behaviors, and roles that are considered to be male or female, not the obvious biologi-
cal differences. Gender varies by culture, but it begins influencing social development from
birth; we already have a strong sense of it by age three. Gender affects every aspect of life from
how we see and value ourselves to how we learn to communicate and interact with one anoth-
er. Gender especially affects how we express and experience our sexuality, how we initiate
romantic relationships, and how we feel about giving and receiving pleasure.

Gender also requires a discussion of rights. Inequality between the sexes often limits girls’ and
women’s access to information and health services, depriving them of their right to control
their bodies and decide on matters related to sexuality and fertility. Gender discrimination can
also generate and perpetuate sexual violence, forced marriage, and harmful practices like
female genital cutting. Sexuality education can and must do its part to correct these injustices.
A gender perspective should be included in all topics.

Teaching Tips
• Create a positive, non-blaming, understanding atmosphere when teaching about gender. 

Individuals learn the values, norms, and behaviors of gender very early from those around 
them and are not to blame for having absorbed biases. However, individuals can learn not to 
discriminate and should be held accountable for working to change injustices.

• Make it clear that gender-based insults, jokes, or discriminatory remarks will not be allowed 
in your classroom, and refer back to the course values when necessary.

• To teach gender issues effectively, the teacher must be able to clearly identify gender-based 
injustices within the culture and be convinced of and committed to the need to change them.

• If participants have difficulty understanding gender inequality and injustice, begin by 
talking about another issue, such as race, ethnicity, class, or age. Use those ideas to help 
participants understand gender discrimination, as the underlying issues are fundamentally 
the same. For young people, age-based discrimination is an issue that will likely be 
easily understood.

• Be prepared to address sexual orientation and homophobia, which may arise when 
discussing gender. Anyone who is judged not to conform sufficiently to prescribed gender 
roles may be perceived as gay and be taunted or shunned as such, regardless of his or her 
actual sexual orientation. It is important for participants to understand that discrimination 
and disrespect are never acceptable.

Content Considerations
• When teaching about gender, it is essential to discuss power, oppression, and internalized 

oppression, whereby victims of oppression or discrimination come to believe in the 
stereotypical or derogatory characteristics ascribed to them.

• Emphasize that because gender-role stereotypes are learned, they can be challenged, 
unlearned, and changed.

• While hurting everyone, gender-role stereotyping and discrimination systematically deprive 
girls and women of power. It is essential to discuss the devastating consequences of such 
discrimination. It is also important that boys and men understand the benefits to them of 
changing gender-role stereotypes.
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• Acknowledge that it can be difficult to change gender roles and that it requires courage and 
persistence. People who do not conform to gender roles may be teased, bullied, harassed, or 
attacked. This should never be condoned.

• Emphasize that working to end gender discrimination and stereotyping is easier if people 
support each other and work together.
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 2.1: ACT LIKE A MAN, ACT LIKE A WOMAN

SOURCE

“Father-Son roleplay,” “The Act-Like-A-Man Box,” “Party roleplay,” “One Thing,” and 
“Act-Like-A-Lady Flower,” Helping Teens Stop Violence: A Practical Guide for Counselors,
Educators, and Parents, by Allan Creighton, Battered Women’s Alternatives, and Oakland Men’s
Project. ©1992. To order, please fax 510-865-4295, visit the website at www.hunterhouse.com, 
or write to Hunter House Publishers, P.O. Box 2914, Alameda, CA 94501, USA. Reprinted 
with permission.

Suitable for ages 12 to 18

Summary
These activities pave the way for a critical understanding of gender roles by first showing what
they are, then showing how they may be harmful to both women and men. The session uses
scripted role plays between a father and son and a young woman and her boyfriend to illumi-
nate the ways in which gender roles affect people. After the role plays, participants brainstorm
characteristics that are normally associated with feminine or masculine traits and discuss the
consequences of deviating from those behaviors. The discussion cleverly guides adolescents to
identify gender roles, how they are learned, the ways they restrict and harm people, and how
emotional and physical violence is often used to maintain them. The session also shows how
boys’ socialization may link to violence directed at women as well as at those who don’t adhere
to prescribed gender roles.

Teaching Notes
• Read over the activities and develop them into a lesson plan by adding an introduction, 

linkages, and some concluding questions, as needed.  
• Note that some of the items listed under “physical” in the Act–Like-A-Man Box and 

Act-Like-A-Lady Flower exercises are more emotional than physical. Adjust the questions 
and headings to reflect this.

Adapting the Lesson
• Adapt the role plays so that they reflect situations that would occur where you live, making 

sure that they show how emotional and physical violence may be used to teach and 
perpetuate gender roles.

• Please note that this lesson plan is excerpted directly from a larger sexuality education 
guide, and therefore contains minor references to materials not included in this manual.
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 2.1: ACT LIKE A MAN, ACT LIKE A WOMAN
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 2.2: WAYS OF UNDERSTANDING GENDER

SOURCE

Jill Lewis, “Ways of Understanding Gender,” Gendering Prevention Practice: A practical guide to
working with gender in sexual safety and HIV/AIDS awareness education, The Living for Tomorrow
Project at the Nordic Institute for Women’s Studies and Gender Research (NIKK), 2003, Oslo.
Reprinted with permission.

Suitable for ages 15 and up

Summary
This series of exercises encourages participants to critically examine existing gender roles and
envision how expectations for men and women could change. In Lewis’s exercise 2.1 partici-
pants write about their personal experiences of the gender system and then share with the rest
of the class. In exercise 2.2 participants examine their assumptions about nonphysical differ-
ences between men and women; this encourages them to question the origin of such assump-
tions. Exercise 2.3 shifts the focus to social expectations. Participants discuss the current status
of men and women in their society, focusing on areas of equality and inequality, and then list
differences in expectations for men and women in a variety of social arenas. Participants dis-
cuss the consequences of these expectations. Finally, by describing and discussing how gender
roles have changed over generations (grandparents, parents, and young people today) in exer-
cise 2.4, participants recognize that gender systems are neither fixed nor inevitable.

Teaching Notes
• At the end of exercise 2.1, ask questions such as: “What feelings were associated with being 

male in the stories? Female?” “What similarities and differences did you notice in the 
experiences of females? Males?”

• After the groups have brainstormed in exercise 2.2, ask them to sort the differences into 
those they all agreed on and those that they didn’t.

• To highlight the greater impact that gender expectations have on women and encourage 
participants to reconsider or challenge such expectations, ask additional questions during 
the final discussion of exercise 2.3, such as: “What do you notice about the consequences 
for women? What about for men?” “Which of these expectations do you agree with?  
Which do you disagree with?” “What can you do to challenge those you don’t agree with?” 

• To provide additional guidance to your participants in the first activity, you could go 
through the list of topics included in exercise 2.3.

• Wrap up with some summarizing questions, such as: “What are the main conclusions you 
can draw from the exercises that we did today?” (If necessary, give them a prompt: 
“. . . about the differences/similarities in male and female experiences?” “. . . about how 
different men and women actually are?” “. . . about how equal men and women are?” 
“. . . about whether gender roles have changed?”) Conclude by asking them to complete the 
following sentences: “One area of gender inequality I am concerned about is . . .” 
“One thing about gender roles I want to change is . . .”

Adapting the Lesson
• These exercises were originally designed for use with young adults, so exercise 2.4 includes 

categories of “you now” and “young people today.” If you are working with adolescents, 
remove the category of “young people today” and make appropriate changes to the ques-
tions that follow the activity.

 



WAYS OF UNDERSTANDING GENDER

Each of us has learned and digested what it “means” to be a man or a woman – right from our
early years. It is one thing to look around and see the external social signs of gender meanings.
It is another, equally important, to reflect on how our personal imaginings of gender, that have
left traces in us from experiences and memories of growing up, affect our assumptions about
gender.

Warm up

Ask participants to stand in a circle. Go around the group twice with each person finishing
these sentences:

I would like to be (name a well-known WOMAN) because she…
I would like to be (name a well-known MAN) because he…

EXERCISE 2.1    A TIME I REALLY KNEW I WAS A MAN OR A WOMAN

Aim:  To anchor for participants a personal sense of experiencing the gender system
Materials: Pen and paper for everyone, and enough space for everyone to sit on their own
Time: 45 minutes total: about 15 minutes writing, 30 minutes reading and reflections

Explaining the activity

Give the following explanation to the group:
Usually we go about daily life doing lots of things without thinking “I am a man” or “I am a
woman” as we go. But sometimes there are moments when our experience can be vividly
shaped by the very fact that each of us is either a man or a woman. The situation would
have been a totally different experience if we had been the other sex.

Think of a time when you were very aware that you were a boy / girl, or man / woman –
when the situation made it very visible to you that being male or female determined what
was happening to you. Take some time to think back in your life and find such an experi-
ence. 

We will have 15 minutes while everyone simply writes down the story of what happened.
Please do this quietly and then we will have the chance to discuss what emerges. Don’t try
to explain or analyze, just tell the story (e.g. “I was 13 years old, walking home from my
grandmother’s when…”).

Call everyone back into the circle after 15 minutes and ask for volunteers who would like to
read their stories. After the first volunteers, go systematically around the circle, giving each
person a chance to read out loud or pass. Go around twice, in case someone changes their
mind and does want to read after all.

After everyone who wishes to has read their stories, ask the group to reflect on the themes or
issues that emerged.
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This exercise brings to light a range of different ways that personal experience is marked by the
gender system – right across our lives. It often brings out very strong memories of the social
pressures experienced by men or women to “perform” according to the traditionally expected
gender norms or roles. It can bring out stories of shock or violence or fear or vulnerability –
from men as well as women. It is important to thank everyone who reads. 

EXERCISE 2.2    ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT DIFFERENCE

Aim:  To make visible “popular” assumptions about male and female bodies and sex
Materials: Pen and paper for each group
Time:  30 minutes total: 10 minutes discussing in groups, 20 minutes feedback and dis-

cussion

Have everyone go into groups of 3 or 4, some single-sex and some mixed.

Ask each group to discuss and make a list of their thoughts in response to this question:

Apart from physical differences, what do you consider to be the main differences between
men and women? (So this is NOT about the BODY – but other perceptions of difference)

After making their lists, small groups should report back to the main group, and this larger
group should be asked to respond to each small group’s list.

Have an open discussion.  The following questions may help to focus the debate: 

Are these fixed truths about men and women?  Do these ideas of difference relate to you and
people you know? Were they the same 100 years ago? Are these differences learned or biologi-
cally fixed behaviors? How do you know what you claim is “natural” or true? Why do we
claim there is so much difference between men and women?

The presence of probable differences of perception and interpretation in the group will high-
light how informal assumptions and popular beliefs are often based on unconsciously 
accumulated hearsay and stereotypes rather than objective truths. Often we opt for very 
limiting traditions for interpreting the male and female body.  To script safer sexual behaviors it
is important to be open to imagining male and female bodies able to enact different behaviors.

EXERCISE 2.3    IMAGES OF EQUALITY

Aim:  To make explicit in the group the different messages young people receive 
about gender

Materials:  Pen and paper for each small group
Time:  45 minutes total: 10 minutes in small groups, 35 in feedback and discussion

First – ask the full group for some responses to these two questions:

Are men and women equal in our country today? 
What are the main areas of equality and inequality?

LESSON PLAN 2.2
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Then divide people into 5 groups, each to discuss one of the following, for 10 minutes:

Are there different expectations for men and women in the following areas of social life?

• Education and training
• Employment
• Family responsibilities
• Socially acceptable behavior
• Sexual behavior

In full group again, quickly gather feedback from each group, and pose the questions to the full
group after each topic:

What effect on women or men do you think these different expectations have? 
Are they based on biology or social customs? Do they feel “right” to you? 
What consequences do these expectations have on young people growing into men 
or women? 

EXERCISE 2.4    IMAGES OF CHANGE

Aim: To provoke thinking about how the gender system changes across time
Materials: Flip chart and pen, or board and chalk
Time: 30 minutes

Ask for responses to the following and write them under headings on a flip chart. 

In grandparents’ time     In parents’ time You now Young people today

Was life “as a woman” or “as a man” different for your grandparents from how it is for you?
Can you give some examples? For women? For men?

Is life “as a woman” or “as a man” different for teenagers today, than it was for you or your
parents as teenagers?

Have sexual customs and behaviors changed since your grandparents’ time? And for young
people now? Do you think sexual relations were different then? Why?

So are gender systems fixed or changing? What affects changes? Technology? Laws?
Economics? Ideas of human rights? Globalization? Note that in most societies, gender systems
have changed radically over the second half of the 20th century.
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