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“It’s all about power – a kind of power that controls and intimidates.  It humiliates and it haunts.”  That is the closest definition of sexual harassment a student-victim could give.  The definition was not taken from any law book or specified by the Anti-Sexual Harassment Act.


It was defined according to experience.

SHE HATED ALGEBRA, BUT HATED THE TEACHER EVEN MORE


Belinda, a high school student from a private school, recalls her experience with her algebra teacher.  “It was not just a nightmare,” she said.  “It was a kind of bad dream that I was in even when I was awake.”  I could see Belinda shaking while she narrated her story to me.  It was all of three years ago, but looking at her, it seemed to have happened just yesterday.


Belinda, just like any other high school student, found it harmless to talk to her teacher about her difficulties in the subject.  “He called my attention in class about my failed quizzes and exams.  It was actually kind of embarrassing having all my classmates know about my status,” she smiled shyly.  Little did she know that it was this teacher’s way of getting her to talk to him personally.  “I was totally clueless.  There were even no signs at all nay may iba pala siyang iniisip.  Mabait si Sir, mysterious nga lang ang dating,” Belinda’s voice started to break.


For sometime, Belinda was too scared to resist him, not because she liked what he was doing to her, but because she thought she was trapped in the situation.  “I didn’t want to fail since I was already graduating then, but neither did I want to pass the subject by allowing him to ruin my life,” Belinda angrily noted.


But she did allow him for sometime, and Belinda was too embarrassed to admit it.  There was a kind of intimidation and humiliation she felt everytime she saw him.  He had control over Belinda, a kind of control that made her tolerate him even if she didn’t want to.  It was a point in Belinda’s life when she felt she had no one to turn to.  She was afraid that if she told her friends, they wouldn’t believe her.  She had her Mom, but Belinda protected her from the pain by not letting her know what was happening.  Belinda didn’t seek for help; she found a way out by herself.

IT PAYS TO KNOW


Sexual harassment depends on how a certain behavior is perceived, and since people look at an occasion in different ways, it is very difficult to limit the crime to certain bounds.  According to one general definition, “unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature used for academic advancement” constitute sexual harassment in schools.


A writer from New York defined it specifically as an unwelcome pat or hug, touching of body parts, hair or clothing, being pestered for a date even after one has expressed disinterest, sexual innuendos, jokes or comments, licking lips, a wiggling tongue and other suggestive facial expressions, movements of the hands or body to suggest sex, and pornographic graffiti or visuals on the walls or on the computer monitor.

STATISTICS ARE NOT ALWAYS TRUE


Most victims of sexual harassment are afraid to seek help.  This is according to Mr. Jun Baltazar, a member of the legal department of the Department of Education, Culture and Sports (DECS).  “When somebody is harassed, their strength is usually taken away from them.  They become afraid.  They feel weak.  They isolate themselves, leaving them helpless.”


The National Capital Region Office of DECS handles around 10 cases of sexual harassment every year, which involve primary and secondary level students.  The Commission on Higher Education or CHED, which supervises college institutions, admits to handling only three to five cases a year.


Baltazar notes that students, and even parents, hesitate to seek the help of authorities in sexual harassment cases.  Some want to avoid embarrassment and rejection; others simply do not know what to do.  “This should not be the case here.  How will we able to prevent this crime from happening kung mismo and mga biktima ang nagpapakawala sa mga nagkasala,” remarks Atty. Septon dela Cruz, Officer in Charge of the Investigation and Enforcement department of CHED.


Legal Officer of NCR-DECS Gloria Calbario observed that most private schools do not disclose sexual harassment cases, primarily because the administration protects the image of its institution.  Calbario says that private schools work on these cases on their own by compelling the harasser to simply resign.  “But that’s as far as it goes, I mean, that certain teacher may still be able to teach in other schools and simply repeat the crime,” Calbario says while shaking her head in disgust.


Baltazar admits they know there are hundreds of sexual harassment cases that are not looked into.  CHED and DECS report that some victims go to their offices to disclose sexual harassment cases, but hesitate to file formal complaints.  Dela Cruz says sexual harassment cases in the provinces, which they think are becoming rampant, are usually not reported.


The theory of power also helps explain why so many cases of harassment go unreported.  Students who are sexually harassed do not report it because they feel powerless.  DECS notes that sexual harassment cases in the Philippines usually range from petting to rape.  Although verbal sexual assaults are considered a form of harassment, it is seldom or not at all reported.  Most victims of sexual harassment are female, but males, of course, are not an exception.

MALES ARE NOT EXEMPT


Male students are less likely to report being harassed, though a report in 1989 by American sociologists say that male students were just as likely to be the “recipients of various social-sexual behaviors initiated by faculty members and fellow students.”  Calbario admits that there are actual cases of sexual harassment in the Philippines where the victims are male.  Most of these cases happen in public schools.  Harassers of male victims are commonly homosexual students or teachers.


Jonathan is now a 3rd year high school student at a public school in Laguna.  A homosexual school administrator sexually harassed him while he was in 6th grade.  Jonathan was active in volunteer work, so that he would usually stay in school after class – planting seeds, cleaning hallways, or emptying trashcans.  He was not explicit in narrating his story.  If he didn’t want to answer questions, he would simply smile and look away.


I had a chance to talk to his mother about his experience, and even up to now; one still sensed her anger over what had happened to her son.  “Napakasama talaga noon.  Wala akong kamalay-malay ay binababoy na pala ang anak ko.  Minsan naikuwento sa akin ni Jon na hahawakan daw siya kung saan-saan.”


They did tell the school administration, but they refused to take action.


Jonathan’s mom could only blame his school for what had become of his child.  According to her, Jonathan used to be a playful kid.  He was very diligent and active in school activities.  Now, Jonathan would rather be left alone.  He has become insecure and shy, Jonathan’s mom regrets not being able to get back at his harasser.  She still thinks she could have done something other than simply transferring Jonathan to another school.


Jonathan says he didn’t think that the administrator was already harassing him.  All he knows was that there was something going on, but never admitted to himself that what was going on was actually wrong.  A case study made by the Feminist Majority Foundation supports this:  “There is no commonly agreed consensus on what sexual harassment is.  Individuals are unsure whether they are being harassed or not.  Victims are reluctant to label what is happening to them as harassment.”  According to the foundation, most victims need others to confirm that what is happening to them is some kind of violation.

THE AFTERMATH


No one can help you unless you help yourself.  That is one important thing that Belinda realized from her experience.  Though she never told her parents or the school administration about what happened to her, she knew that she was the only one who could help herself.  She tried to overcome her hear, and threatened to sue her harasser.


“Somehow it made me feel good when he told me he was sorry.  It was very damaging for me, but an apology from him helped me recover,” Belinda said.  The experience made Belinda a stronger person.  “It’s a phase in my life I would never choose going back to, but I’m proud I got through it.  And that’s the most important.


However, the incident did make Belinda more wary of teachers and men.  “I’m mataray to guys and I fear approaching teachers now.  I can’t help but think that they might be just like him.  Call me paranoid, it’s okay.  But I feel the need to protect myself.  Better safe than sorry.”


“Nanay would always tell me that before I was madaldal, bibo, bida sa school.  But this experience – this teacher – really changed me…”  Jonathan says pensively.  “But what can I do?  Tama na sa akin ‘to, ‘yung tahimik, hindi masyado pinapansin.”  Having a small circle of friends, and busy with school projects and assignments, Jonathan seems to have recovered from his experience.  He still does not want to talk about it with friends, but he knows he has accepted what had happened to him.  He has accepted but has he forgiven?  “To this day, I don’t know if I can forgive him.  Honestly, I don’t think I can.”


Sexual harassment cases in schools here in the Philippines are seldom brought out in the open.  These cases are not commonly talked about, no remedies have been set, no official assistance given to the victims by the government.  Although it sometimes generates widespread publicity, the problem is yet to be addressed.  Universities and schools know that it exists, but may be unsure of what to do about it.


One difficulty in minimizing the problem is getting the victims to speak out, as the shame is often greater than the desire to seek redress.  While harassment is all about power, it is also about defiance.  Victims like Belinda and Jonathan have learned to protect themselves, and this should be recognized as a sign of strength.


In some way, they have not denied the reality of the circumstances they found themselves in, but have coped sufficiently.  Being strong enough to end a nightmare has been their way of coping.

NEVER BE A VICTIM

· Be direct.  Say NO to the harasser!  Remember that sexual harassment is all about power.  If you do something to disregard that power, it won’t control you in any way – and it will discourage your harasser.

· Write to your harasser.  Certain studies suggest this.  Describe the incident and how it made you feel.  State that you would like the harassment to stop.  Send the mail and keep a copy.  Through this, you will let your harasser know that you know what situation you are in, and this may let your harasser feel that he / she has lost his / her power over you.

· Keep track.  Record what happened and when.  It is important that you do this if you are not ready to disclose any information to anyone yet.  This may help you recall incidents if you decide to approach the authorities regarding your case.

· Don’t blame yourself.  According to Harold Doplito, write of “How to Prevent, If Not Stop, Sexual Harassment in Schools” (Philippine Daily Inquirer), you should remember that is not your fault that somebody is treating you the way you don’t want them to.  It is not the way you dress or talk, or your actions that subjected to harassment.  YOU don’t have a problem.  Your harasser does.

· Ask for help.  Do not trap yourself within the situation.  If you can’t tell your parents, tell your best friend.  You should also let your school administration know about the crime.  This will prevent the same thing from happening to other students, and to make your harasser liable for his actions.
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