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World Health Organisation, 2006).
One has to visualise CSE as a component that spirals 
off from the academic part of the curriculum, 
addressing different topics and themes that are 
included in various subjects. For example, while 
the students will learn about their different body 
parts from their textbooks, the CSE component 
could initiate a dialogue around how bodies come 
in different shapes and that there is no ideal body 
shape or size, thus, not only initiating a process of 
acknowledging and accepting our bodies as they 
are, but also bringing sensitivity to the strong 
stereotypes that operate around us.

In the primary years

When I look back at my school years now, I realise 
that subjects like history, science, mathematics 
and literature did open up various perspectives to 
interpret the world around me. Sometimes it was 
fun to learn new concepts and sometimes I just 
learnt them by heart! With hindsight, I feel what 
remained unattended is the learning to interpret 
and acknowledge the world that is within me. When 
I was growing up, I had a lot of questions about my 
body, its appearance, and other complex feelings. 
But somehow, I never found ways to engage with 
these. For me, it was quite a recent discovery to 
understand what exactly happens to my body when 
I menstruate, why I feel anxious when I meet new 
people or how I experience anger or sadness. In 
this exploration, I have always felt that the process 
of self-awareness should have started early. I 
strongly believe that our school curriculum should 
proactively engage and create spaces for dialogue 
around our bodies and feelings from our early 
years.
This article is about my recent, brief experience of 
engaging with class V students of Aksharnandan 
School, Pune on the subject of Comprehensive 
Sexuality Education (CSE). It also comments on the 
significance of creating a safe and open space for 
children to talk and ask questions about different 
issues and curiosities about their bodies, feelings 
and the many things happening around them which 
remain largely unexplained.

What is Comprehensive Sexuality Education?

Comprehensive Sexuality Education offers a holistic 
perspective of sexuality and envisions creating 
a sharing space that gives information, skills, 
and opportunities to explore, imagine and, most 
importantly, question our notions!
‘Sexuality is experienced and expressed in thoughts, 
fantasies, desires, beliefs, attitudes, values, 
behaviours, practices, roles and relationships. 
Sexuality is influenced by the interaction of 
biological, psychological, social, economic, political, 
cultural, legal, historical, religious and spiritual 
factors.’ (Shorter version of the draft definition by 
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In their early years, children make sense of 
the world with the help of their parents and 
immediate acquaintances. They keep receiving 
signals, clues and symbols related to the 
different identities that they bear. Till the time 
students reach class V, they have gone through 
and will continue to go through, many layers 
of socialisation. Socialising agents, mainly the 
media and the fashion market, prescribe a body 
image that is presumed ‘ideal’ and behaviour 
that is considered ‘cool’. This prevents children 
who do not conform to these standards from 
accepting themselves as they are. Since talking 
about our bodies and our feelings belong to a 
‘forbidden’ zone even in front of family, there 
remains an absence of proper vocabulary or 
language to talk about our bodily experiences, 
discomforts, pleasure and even sexual abuse.

Storytelling to initiate dialogue

I have been developing a CSE framework which is 
spiral in nature and advocates that CSE should be 
an active part of the formal curriculum right from 
the early years of education. However, unless this 
framework is attempted within the classroom 
setup, necessary revision and contextualisation 
would be difficult. Considering this, Aksharnandan 
School was approached with this project. The 



school which started in 1992, is a government-
recognised, non-aided school from KG to class X. 
It has only 40 students in each class. Though the 
school follows the formal framework of the State 
Board, it has adopted innovative practices to make 
the curriculum relevant and linked to life. 
My classroom engagement is with students from 
classes V and IX on a monthly basis. With the older 
students, I try to open up conversations in a more 
direct manner but with class V students, I use 
storytelling as a medium to have a dialogue around 
complex social relationships and prompts to reflect 
upon feelings.
Jamlo Chalti Gayi: I chose to initiate my conversation 
with class V students with Samina Mishra’s 
storybook Jamlo Chalti Gayi. It is a real story from 
the pandemic, of how circumstances differed for 
children from different social backgrounds. The 
protagonist of the story, Jamlo, who works on a 
chilli farm in Telangana, is walking towards her 
home along with hundreds of other men, women 
and children during the pandemic. Tara is watching 
them on TV. While Rahul witnesses the basti turn 
silent, and on the road, Aamir is missing his teacher 
and classroom space as he attends online school 
on Zoom. It opened a space to acknowledge the 
diversity of childhoods and childhood experiences.
In the beginning, the students were not able to 
grasp Jamlo’s social reality as it was beyond their 

imagination that a child of their age could be a 
migrant worker. It took us some time to establish 
that the four characters mentioned in the story 
come from different social backgrounds and, hence, 
the social security and access to resources are also 
different. Given that the school is in an urban set-up 
and most of the students come from comparatively 
stable economic backgrounds, Jamlo’s reality and 
challenges were not easy for them to relate to.
There were two things that struck me during the 
session. Firstly, an imperative need for narratives 
from different social locations that represent 
a wide range of experiences and perspectives, 
thus ensuring a more authentic representation of 
reality. Secondly, it is equally important to read 
these stories with children to sensitise them to the 
narrative. Sometimes, stories are mirrors, offering 
a view of the world that is relatable, and familiar. 
At other times, they open up a window, a peek into 
unfamiliar aspects and components of the world. 
All of us have different identities, some of which 
are ascribed to us by societal and economic 
structures, such as caste, gender, class, religion, 
etc. All of these play a role in deciding our day-to-
day choices as well as experiences. This applies to 
classroom spaces as well. This is where our role as 
a teacher or facilitator comes in – to navigate and 
address social, psychological and political aspects 
that shape our lives.

Figure 1. Reading the story, Jamlo Chalti Gayi.
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In the second story, Barasta Tarbooz, written and 
illustrated by Quentin Greban, the protagonist 
Sasso, is on a journey to meet the girl he has fallen 
in love with. He is carrying ten watermelons as a gift 
for his beloved and is accompanied by his animal 
friends – a cow, a camel and an elephant on this 
journey. On the way, Sasso starts dreaming about 
what he and his beloved would do when they meet 
– these parts of the story act as prompts wherein 
each time Sasso dreams, he shares his assumptions 
of how girls are. For example, what will she do 
when she sees this wonderful gift? She will surely 
jump into his arms to kiss him. Sasso had absolutely 
no doubt that girls are romantic.
The students questioned Sasso’s impression of 
girls and shared many accounts of girls acting 
differently. They also considered that Sasso must 
have seen his mother being emotional or might 
have heard from his friends that girls like gifts. We 
together highlighted these external agents that 
might have influenced Sasso’s understanding of 
how girls are. We then tried to relate this to our 
lives and discussed different external factors that 
shape our views – films, friends, family members 
and so on. The highlight of the story is, if we closely 
observe Sasso, he himself has all the qualities that 
he thinks girls have. He is romantic, he is sensitive 
as he did not leave behind any of his animal friends 
in the middle of the journey, and he is shy. Being 
sensitive, romantic, and shy are soft qualities that 
are not restricted to one gender. They are in fact 
human qualities found across genders.
Another interesting point of discussion was ‘can a 
boy and a girl be just friends?’ Both girls and boys 
shared that they were teased by linking them with 
each other. When they were in class I or II, there was 
no teasing; girls and boys were just friends but that 
has changed with age. Many of them acknowledged 
the strong role of media in propagating a certain 
type of relationship dynamics as the only possibility 
between genders. 
Both the stories were read out in Marathi (the 
home language of the students in this school) for 
ease of understanding and communication. Certain 
prompts were used during storytelling to create  
the atmosphere for reflection.

Towards creating safe spaces 

From the above experiences, and as mentioned 
earlier, dialogues about the body, feelings and 

different identities should start early. There has to 
be a vocabulary to articulate what one is feeling and 
experiencing about one’s body as one is growing 
up. Such conversations steer discomfort regarding 
stereotypical images towards acceptance as they 
trigger feelings and experiences which have been 
repressed for long. It is this discomfort or shame 
that holds us back from freely expressing what we 
feel. For example, I had body image issues while 
growing up. I never felt beautiful because my body 
size and skin colour were different from prescribed 
norms. It took a long time and consistent effort to 
unlearn societal definitions and accept myself the 
way I am, and I must acknowledge it is still work-
in-progress. But such issues can be addressed only 
when we acknowledge them in the first place. As 
teachers, creating such a space for students would 
require an internal journey of reflection first.
As teachers, we can start engaging with themes of 
CSE in our day-to-day classroom interactions. This 
does not require a separate class or extra time 
since we can always find ways of integrating it with 
other subjects. Storybooks, short films, photos, and 
poems function as prompts to initiate interaction 
around social issues. There should be resource 
material available in regional languages that are 
easily accessible to teachers as well as students. 
A shift that would be crucial is to have textbooks 
visualised from a feminist lens; that would shift the 
content and illustrations of the textbook making it 
more inclusive, holistic, and critical and thereby, 
organically creating room to engage with various 
themes of CSE, such as different social identities, 
inequalities, masculinity and so on.
Comprehensive Sexuality Education encourages 
children to embark on the journey of understanding 
– accepting themselves, respecting their bodies 
and the bodies of others around them. This will 
happen only when sexuality education is free from 
the bondage of social censure, binary limitations, 
and the unnecessary urge to stick to what is 
considered right or wrong. A continuous dialogue 
with students would support them to understand 
their bodies better, equip them to think about 
the consequences of their decisions, respect 
others’ boundaries and make healthy choices and 
decisions in life. Mere information is not enough, 
what is critical is developing attitudes of non-
judgement, inclusion and respect for one's own and 
others’ choices. Creating a safe space for dialogue 
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can enable students to be more confident and 
comfortable with themselves and the possibility is 

that they would offer the same enabling space to 
those around them.
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I observed a girl standing next to Devraj, trying to adjust 
her hand to hold his so that he would feel comfortable. I 
felt that with this naturally friendly action, she was giving 
a beautiful lesson that society needs to adjust its attitudes 
and treat persons with disabilities in the same way as they 
treat everyone else. Everyone has different abilities; some 
can dance beautifully, and some can sing melodiously. Then 
why are some labelled ‘differently-abled’?      

Shaurya Bataria, Children with Diverse Needs | What a Teacher 
Can Do, p 44




