You Can Prevent AIDS

"We don't have a vaccine today," says Dr. Dieffenbach. "But we do know how to prevent AIDS." Your behaviors and choices are the key.

People transmit HIV to each other through body fluids, such as blood, semen, vaginal secretions, and breast milk. The virus can enter another person's body through a vein (as with intravenous drug users), cuts and sores, or mucous membranes. The vagina, penis, anus, and mouth all have mucous membranes that can let in HIV.

"We know that the only completely effective way to avoid HIV is to avoid those behaviors that put people at risk," says Rose. The only way to protect yourself completely against all sexually transmitted diseases and HIV is to not engage in risky behaviors that expose mucous membranes to potentially infected body fluids.

Eighteen-year-old Kawahna Harris has talked with many high school students in her role as a volunteer peer educator for the AIDS Taskforce of Greater Cleveland. "I want to stress to them how important it is to protect themselves-and having unprotected sex is not the way."

Remember that HIV symptoms may not appear for a long time. Thus, no one can tell by looking at another person whether he or she has HIV. But an infected person who does not know he or she has HIV can transmit the disease to someone else.

People don't want to believe that someone they care about could give them HIV. But Kawahna has talked with HIV-positive patients who learned the hard way that the opposite is true. "They got it from somebody who they loved and trusted," she says. "It can happen the first time you have sex."

Correct and consistent condom use offers protection against HIV, but it is not foolproof. "If you have an STD, it can make it easier to get HIV," adds Ken Rose.

Also, it's important to understand the effects of alcohol and drugs. "Alcohol and drug use tend to lower inhibitions," says Dr. Dieffenbach, "which increases the risk of unprotected sex. That increases the risk of getting HIV."

Sticking Points

Drug abuse is unhealthy-period. But sharing needles, pipes, or other equipment dramatically raises the risks of getting HIV.

	Reality Check

	The majority of teenagers do not expose themselves to HIV through unprotected sexual intercourse.

"Don't let anybody pressure you," says Kawahna Harris, a peer educator for the AIDS Taskforce of Greater Cleveland. "If they don't take no for an answer, that's not the person you should be with, because that person should respect you and what you have to say."

Practice standing up for yourself. Take turns role-playing these situations with classmates:

1. Your boyfriend or girlfriend suggests having sexual intercourse. You say no. When you start to talk about HIV prevention, your boyfriend or girlfriend asks, "Don't you trust me?" Respond firmly and maintain your stance against having sex.

2. Your friend wants to get a tattoo. You don't. How do you convince your friend it's unsafe?

3. You learn that a friend you really care for is HIV-positive. What would you do? Try writing out a dialogue first before role-playing.


Getting a tattoo can be a risk too. Tattoo artists use needles to insert ink under the skin. Needles must be sterile to be safe-preferably new and sealed. The same goes for any inks, containers, and other equipment used in the process. Tattoo parlors must follow the most stringent standards. Otherwise, people risk getting not only permanent body art, but also a permanent disease to destroy that body.

The same precautions go for body piercing. "Any needle that is piercing your body needs to be sterile," says Rose.

If the Test Is Positive...

Twenty years ago, doctors had almost no medicines to fight viruses. Fortunately, the field of antiviral medicines has grown since then. Now about 15 antiretroviral medicines are licensed for use with HIV patients. The medicines help patients postpone the symptomatic and AIDS stages of the disease as long as possible.

The urgent need for treatment is a major reason why anyone who has engaged in risky behavior should get tested for HIV. "Some people are scared to go because they're scared of the truth, but the truth will help you out a lot," says Kawahna. "You can treat the disease early on."

Generally, testing analyzes a small sample of blood to see if it has antibodies to HIV. Most states offer free or low-cost HIV testing through clinics. A local health department, teen health center, or the CDC National Prevention Information Network has information about testing. If results are positive, a person needs counseling and medical advice to determine the best course of treatment.

Whatever the treatment, fighting HIV is a battle. Patients need to take various medications several times daily, like clockwork. And, as noted earlier, medicines also have significant side effects.

Beyond medical issues, HIV patients may face other serious problems. "It's hard to fall in love and plan for a family," says Dr. Dieffenbach.

Social stigma is another problem. Many patients face isolation and discrimination-when they need support and understanding.

That's why teens also need to know how they can't get HIV. Hugging, closed-mouth kissing, using a toilet seat, and sharing meals, for example, do not transmit HIV.

"Being friends with someone who has AIDS is absolutely no risk at all," stresses Elizabeth Landau of the Student Global AIDS Coalition. AIDS patients also need practical help, such as transportation, housekeeping assistance, and baby-sitting. A local AIDS clinic can help.

Taking Responsibility

No one wants to think that HIV will happen to him or her. "A lot of teenagers don't listen," says Kawahna. "They think that just gay people have it or just older people have it."

HIV and AIDS can affect anyone. That's why everyone must act to keep the disease from spreading. "It's about being strong, in terms of being able to stand up for your rights. If you don't want to do something, you don't have to," says Dr. Dieffenbach.

"Everyone really needs to be responsible for themselves-and for those around them," says Elizabeth. "You can make a difference by understanding consequences and acting responsibly."

