by Sarah BradleyCommunication Fellow

Knowledge is power: the more educated our
population is on repioductive choices, the more
conta they can have over when, how, and if they
will add children to their lives But the redity is
that hdf of dl pregnancies in the United States
ate unplanned or mistimed.* Thee is a need
within Americafor incressed repioductive educa:
tion. Provided with the best information,
Americans can choose their family Sze and plan
their livesNl and whether they want to add to the
population of an overcrowded world.

Thee is an even greater need for this
education among our children: four out of
evey five teen pregnancies are unintended.?
Evey year, one million American teenagers will
become pregnant. The vast mgjority of these
pregnancies will be unintended because teens
too often didn@ know how to use contraceptives

properly

Young people can make informed decisions about their lives
only if we equip them with the education and information to
do so. Abstinence-only neither informs or educates, it only
pushes an ideology that most kids reject. File photo

If we followed the advice of our nation®
expets in public hedth, HIV/AIDS, and teen
pregnancy prevention, we would join together
to ensure our nation® young people learned
that abstinence is the most effective way of
preventing pregnancy and sexually transmit-
ted infections (STIs, also refered to as STDs);
that contraceptives are amust every time they
have sex and that knowing how to use them
correctly isincredibly important; that mastur-
bation is not adirty word; and that sexudity is
a healthy and natural part of life. In other
words, they would receive comprehensive sex
education.

But the Bush administration doesn( see
things that clearly, and is instead taking public
health advice from right-wing religious con-
sewative organizations who believe that the
best gpproach to Golving the problemOof teen
pregnancy and STI transmission is abstinence-
only-until-martage (commonly refered to as
abstinence-only education, a program which
teaches abstinence from dl sexua activity as
the ONLY acceptable option for unmarried
people, which uses messages of fear and
shame to portray premarita sexual activity as
inevitably harmful, and which discusses
contraceptives only in terms of (often highly
exaggerated and inaccurate) falurerates.

Abstinence-Only Background

Abstinence-only education hasitsrootsin
the U.S. Office of Population Affairs, which
first administered the Adolescent Family Life
Act (AFLA) in 1981. Designed to (prevent
teen pregnancy by promoting chastity and
self-discipline @FLA receives between $11
and $19 million annually from federa funds.

Shotly after AFLA® inception, the
American Civil Liberties Union filed a suit
chaging that AFLA violated the separation of
church and state by promoting specific
religious values. Settled ten years later, the
out-of-coutr agreement stipulates that
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AFLA funded programs must not
include religious refelences and must
be medicdly accurate. Howeverthe
ageementeilure to include moni-
toring of abstinence-only programs to
ensue that the line between church
and state is not blurred has resulted in
our current program curricula, which
often do not stray far from their
reigiousideologicd roots.

"l knew this many people were
having sex, but | didn't know so
many were getting sick and
pregnant. Lubbock isin need of
sex education.”

N Maranda Buchanan, L ubbock

(TX) Youth Commission
Souce: Washington Post

In addition to AFLA, three other
federal funding streams for
abstinence-only education have been
growing in dollar amounts since
1996, when the federal government
funneled $50 million per year into
abstinence-only education programs
for individual states as part of the wel-
fare reformn bill. If states accept the
federal money, they must match
evey four federa dollars with three
dollars of their own?*, forcing many
cash-strapped states to take funds
from other programs, including med-
icaly accurate, well-supported and
effective comprehensive sexuality

education programs. Consequently

most states)programs must abide by
a drict eight-point definition of absti-
nence education (see Here® the
Poblem).Califoniais the only state
to refuse federal abstinence-only
education funds. To date, there is no
federa program to support compre-
hensive sexuality education that
teaches young people about both
abstinence and contraception.®
Abstinence-only education,
backed by conservative fundamentad-
ist groups such as Focus on the
Family and the Traditional Values
Coalition, is experiencing a growth
sput in acceptance, particularly with
the support of the Bush administra-
tion. Recent studies by the Alan
Guttmacher Ingtitute and the Kaiser
Family Foundation have found that

one out of every three public school
sexual education classes is now
abstinence-only

Funded by a 3,000 percent risein
abstinence-only federa money since
19965 sex education classes are
becoming one long lesson in Qust say
no,0and are today less likely to cover
contraceptives, abortion and sexual
orientation or to talk about how to
obtain birth control or repoductive
hedlth services than they were in the
late 1980s.” As Debra Hauser, vice
president of Advocates for Youth said,
Orhe increase in abstinence-only
programs is quite frustrating in an
eracf HIV and rampant STDs.O

Not Meeting Our KidsNeeds

By their 18th birthday60 percent
of teenage girls and nearly 70 percent
of teen boys have had sexual inter-
coursé. The average abstinence-only
curriculum is being taught to many
sexualy active students who are past
the point of Qust say no.OYet these
students are left behind since
abstinence-only programs receiving
federal funding are prohibited from
Gadvocating contraceptive use or dis-
cussing contraceptive methods except
to emphasize their falure rates.°

Abstinence-only curricula are
requied to teach that Gexuality out-
side of marriage is likely to have

hamful psychologica and physical
effects® for people of any ageN and
that Ga mutually faithful monoga-
mous relationship in the context of
marriage is the expected standard of
sexual activity.0! The problem,
howeveris that it is not, in fact,
Ostandd®to wait until marriage to
begin sexud activity.

But teachersOhands are tied if
their schools receive federal funds;
meeting their studentsOneeds by dis-
cussing contraceptives in a way that
could be construed as Qoromoting or
endorsingOcontraceptive use, could
result in their loss of funding. As
teacher Charmaine Heimes in Laredo,
Texas stated, OVe don@ talk about
HIV/AIDS prevention except to say
Gamain abstinent until marriage and
once married, be monogamous with
your spouse.0 We don@ talk about
contraception or condoms, because
that would be crossing the line that
the state or federa guiddines have set.
If a student brings it up, he directed
to speak with other people, like his
paents or acounsgor.(?

At some point, trying to teach
that abstinence is the only acceptable
behavior becomes absurd, and
ignoring the redlity that teens do have
sex and need information to protect
themselves becomes criminal.
Omagine how foalish a teacher must

Here8 the Poblem

TheGovemme #88-Point Definition of Abstinene-(ly Eduion

For the purposes of this section,
the term Gabstinene education0
means an educational or motivational
programwhich:

1.Has as its exclusiwe purpose
teaching the social,psyholaical,and
hedth gains to be realizd by abstan-
ing from sexud activity;

2.Teaches abstinence from sexua
adivity outside of marriage is the
expected standard for dl school-age
childen;

3.Teaches that abstinence from
sexud activity is the only certain way
to avoid out-of-wedlack pregnany,
sexually transmitéd diseases, and
other associaed hedth problems;

4.Teaches that a mutudly fathful
monaamous relaionship in the

context of marriage is the expeded
standad of sexud activity;

5.Teaches that sexual ectivity out-
sde the context of marriageis likely to
have harmful psycholaica and physi-
cd sdeeffeds;

6.Teeches that beaimg children out
of wedlak islikely to have harmful con
sequenss for the child, the child's par-
erntsandsociey;

7.Teaches young people how to
rejet sexud advanes and how acohol
and drug use increase vulnerability to
sexud advanesand

8.Teachestheimportan@of
attaining salf-sufficdency beforeengag-
inginsexud activity.
Asdefined by Se dion 510(b) of TitleV of
theSodd SecuityAct,PL.104-193
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feel,0A.C. Snow writes, (Btanding
befoe a class of 15-year-olds, many
of whom have been sexually active
for years, teaching that abstinence
is the only answer. s it any wonder
they are smirking or nudging each
otherall the while casting an eye
towadsthe girl across the aidewho
is seven months (heavy with
childO?0When tied to the requie-
ments of abstinence-only, teachers
ate forced to play along with fase-
hoods and feign ignorance as they
fall to educate their students.

Teaching abstinence-only is
like allowing a teen to drive a car
with no other instruction beyond,
ODont(yet into a wreck.O That is
great advice, but if we don@ provide
good driver education that is legal-
ly and technicdly accurate, how is
someone going to know how to
avoid a wreck, what to do if they
have a wreck, what high risk stua
tions for getting into a wreck are,
and on and on. Teaching ateen to
drive safely and not have awreck is
only the start of the process.

In the same way, every quality
sexua education program in this

county, whether comprehensive or

abstinence-onlstarts with CGabsti-

nence-first. OThese programs are
based on the premise that abstinence
is the best choice for school-aged

childen, thet it isa decision that will

keep young people safe and hedthy,

and that it is the only 100% effective
way of preventing pregnancy and

disease transmisson.

Howeverit is nasve to think
that, as one repoter writes, O\Ve
teach kids that it is not in their
best interest to have premarital
sex and theyof course, will hang
on our evey word.&¥ If teens ae
not swayed by an education pro-
gram that is, statistically speak-
ing, likely to be far out-of-step
with their values and activities,
we must equip them with infor-
mation to make an informed,
responsible decision to protect
themselves and their fipers.

Morality and Misinformation

in a School-based Setting
Many abstinence-only pro-

grams rely on messages of fear and

shame to keep students from

engaging in sexua ectivity. Thee
is, however, no evidence that young
people respond to these messages of
shame or that they motivate teens
to abstain from sexud intercoursé?

Some abstinence-only pro-
grams receiving federal money
preach politica and religious ide-
ologies as well, teaching that life
unequivocally begins at conception
B Even though he or she was only
the sze of apencil dot, the baby was
a separate, genetically unique indi-
vidual,®or that abortion is wrong B
ds it fair to make the baby die
because of a bad decision hisor her
paents made?®” One curriculum
even suggests young women are
OesponsibleOfor men® actions based
on what the women wear, advising,
OWétch what you wear, if you don@®
am to please, don@ am to tease.(®
With these moral value judgments
pressed upon them, these curricula
will drive many teens to fed uncom-
fortable with their sexuality, and
quite likely, to be scared away from
using contraceptives.

Federdly funded curricula dso
indude grosdy inaccurate informétion,

Who Abstinene-Only-Until-M arriage Elucation Leaves Behind

1.Teens that have alread been sexually active.
Many abstinene-only programs ely on messages oéér and
shamerefering to those who have engaged in premaital
se as @ysfundional(Teen-Ad& Sexuality, Commitment and
Family) and stéing that OTHERE IS NOWAY TO HAVE PREMAR-
ITAL SEX WITHOUT HURTING SOMEONEXSex Resged). Given
tha almost wo thirds of eens a& seually adive by the time
they gradude high schol*, it seems absdrtha more curic-
ula would not go further to address their needs without
resoting to name-alling and misinbrmation.

2.Teens that have been sexually abused. (These cur-
ricula barely touch on this topic and rarely distinguish
between vanted and unwanted seual behavior. It is thee-
fore possible that students who were forced to engage in
sexual activity will accept the curriculd$ messages about
guilt and shame and seffneedlesgio®

3.Teenswho are HIV positive or have other STDs. Not
only do many abstinence-onj curricula contain medically
inaccuate information on HIV/AIDS and other STDs but they do
not acknowledge that some middle and high school students
were bom HIV positive or contraded it earlier in their lives
Messages of fear and blame throughout the curricula@an only
ham these students and their relaionship with their peergy®

4. Teens whose parernts are not married Abstinene-
only-until-mariage education is based on theideathat marriage

is theideal, and in some instances only socially acceptable
circumstanein which to raise children. Teens are taught that
mariage benefits society as well as individuals, and that many
of sociey&ills are attributable to the breakdevn of the two-
parent family unit. Numeous middle and high school
studetstoday wereraised outside of nuclear families by single
paerts blended families or by parerts who never obtained a
mariagelicense Suggesting that thesefamiliesareinferior or,
indeeddetimertal to society, can harm and aienate many
young peqle

5.Teens who ar homosgual, bisexual, transgender
or questioning The vast mgjority of abstinence-ony curric-
ulaGappear to operate under the assumption that all students
are heterosexuaEc onsisértly omitting the possibiliy of
same-serelationships from discussions about sexual
adivity, dating and marriage(” One curriculum states Due
to the specific nature of this intervertion,it is designed to
meet the needs of lesbseual relationships(f?s while others
equde homosexuality with pedophilia and incest or tell
studerts tha one of the bst ways © avoid AIDS is b avoid
thomoseual behaior.3° By their very nature, abstinene-
only eduation programs &clude g& and lesbian guth who
can never marry. Materia that excludes part of the student
body, provides misinformaion,and feeds false stereot/pes
has no plage in the classom.
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Who Do You Trust?

Organizdions Supporting
Comprehensie Sexuality
Education:

Organizdions Supporting
Abstinene-Only-Until-M arriage
Education:

Ameiican Acadeny of Pedidrics
Ameiican Medial Assaiation
Amelican Bsychiatric Assaiation
Ameiican Riblic Health Assaiation
Child Welfare League of Anelica
Childrer Defense End
National Assaiation of Schal
Psycholagists
National Medial Assaiation
Society for Rublic Health Elucation
Society for Adolesent Medicine

Bush Administration

Amelican Life League
ConcemedWomen br Amelica
Eagle rum

Family Reseach GCouncil

Focus on the &mily

Heritage Founddion

Amelican Family Assaiation
Medial Institue for Sexual Health

especialy on condoms it the leadt, the
chances of getting pregnant with a con-
domare 1 out of 6.8° In fact, condoms
ate 98 percent effective in preventing
pregnancy when used consistently
and correctly and using a latex con-
dom to prevent HIV transmission is
mote than 10,000 times safer than
not usng a condom.* Condoms are
highly effective when used consis-
tently and correctly but with the
cumrent curricula barred from
discussing contraceptive use, chances
are good that teens dond know how
to use condoms correctly and have
been bogged down with misnforma
tion. Since many young people were
taught in the classroom that con-
doms are ineffective, they will be
much less likely to use them at all,
much less consistently and properly
with every act of intercourse.

In the age of AIDS, public hedth

advocates and medical professionals

have devoted tremendous time, energy
and resouces to spreading the
medical fact that condoms are easy to
use and highly effective Yet, federdly
funded programs cannot teach this
information, but they can defame it.
At a time when 50 American young
people contract HIV every day, nearly
2,500 become pregnant and an
additional 8,500 contract a sexually

transmitted infection,?* miseducation

isrepehensible.

More Money for Unproven
Programs

While more and more federal
money is channeled into abstinence-

only programs, not a single peer-
reviewed study exists to suggest that
abstinence-only programs are even
remotely effective. In fact, just the
opposite has been found true. The
National Academy of Science®

Institute of Medicine recommended

that the program be de-funded:

The Committee believes that
investing hundreds of millions of dol-
lars of federd and state funds over five
years in abstinence-only programs
with no evidence of effectiveness con-
dtitutes poor fiscal and public health
policyECongess aswell as other fed-
eral, state and local policy makers,
[should] diminate requiements that
public funds be used for abstinence-
only education.N The Institute of
Medicine, October 20002

The Institute@ experts also chal-
lenged the claim that talking to

young people about abstinence as
well as contraception sends a mixed
message:

Expet panels that have studied
this issue have concluded that
compehensive sex and HIV/AIDS
education programs and condom
availability programs can be effective
in reducing high-risk sexua behav-
iors among adolescents. In addition,
these reviews and expert panels
conclude that school-based sex
education and condom availability
programs do not increase sexual
activity among adolescents.N The
Institute of Medicine, October 2000.%

The latest reseath from highly
respected expert on adolescent sexua
behaviqrDr. Douglas Kirby, of the
non-patisan National Campaign to
Prevent Teen Pregnancysubstanti-
ates these clams. Dr. Kirby suggests
that participants in these programs
may be less likely to use contracep-
tion when they do have sex.** By
contrast, several comprehensive
sexuality education programs that
include the discussion of condoms
and contraception delay the initiation
of sexual intercourse, reduce the
frequency of sex, reduce the number
of sexua partners, and increase the
use of protection against STDs and
pregnancy

Additionallya recent study of the
evergrowing virginity pledge pro-
grams that began with the Southern
Baptist Convention but are now being

Sex Ed Expernenaces

(Mainly we learned about abortion
and how that wasbad. Wedidafewrole-
plays the only onel rememlr waswhere
aguy we were on adate with was horny
and wantdto get usintothe back seat of
hiscar Wewe e supposed tosay Mo, le
go get ice cream inste adWe didni talk
atout what sex wa swe didnt learn about
condoms or other contaeptives At my
high school graduationthee were two
momsand apregnant girl inmy row.0

bHINR.

“In my educational expelience,
abstinenewasthe only option. Our (e

eduatiorfronsised of graphic picturesof
STI's coupled with images of aborted
fetusesBirth contiol was not discussed--
condoms were only mentioned as
(Russian rouletedbe @use of their Ques
tionable effedivenes$ If students chose
to be ®mme sexually active, it was not an
atmospherwhere they could speak to
peers or educators about proteding
themseles and making safe choices
When students be ame sexually active,
and many did, most did not use protec
tion ,or evenknow what the optionswe 20

DBAmandaB.
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