
Myths v. Reality on Sex Ed

Myth: Most teens remain abstinent until they get married.
Reality: Nearly half (48%) of all 9th-12th graders had sex at least once.[footnoteRef:1]  By age 19, seven in 10 never-married teens have engaged in sexual intercourse.[footnoteRef:2]  Data from a 2002 survey indicate that by age 20, 77% of respondents had sex, 75% had premarital sex, and 12% had married.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Center for Disease Control (CDC), Youth Risk Behavior Survey, 2007]  [2: In Brief: Facts on American Teens’ Sexual and Reproductive Health, http://www.guttmacher.org/pubs/FB-ATSRH.pdf]  [3:  Finer, Larry B. Trends in Premarital Sex in the United States, 1954-2003. Public Health Reports January–February 2007 Vol. 122: 73-78. ] 


Myth: Teaching students about contraception encourages sexual activity.

Reality: Comprehensive sexuality education, including instruction on HIV/AIDS and condom use, does not increase sexual activity and can be effective in reducing high-risk sexual behaviors among adolescents.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Committee on HIV Prevention Strategies. No Time to Lose: Getting More from HIV Prevention. Washington, DC: Institute of Medicine, 2000.] 



Myth: Comprehensive sexuality education does not address abstinence. 

Reality: Comprehensive sexuality education stresses abstinence from sexual activity as the only sure way to avoid sexually transmitted infections (STI) and unplanned pregnancy. Postponing sexual activity and using contraceptives are offered as the next best options. The most effective programs in helping youth abstain from sexual activity discuss both abstinence and contraception.[footnoteRef:5] Considerable scientific evidence demonstrates programs that include information about both can work to help teens delay sexual activity, have fewer sexual partners and increase contraceptive use when they begin having sex.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  CRHA Policy Position (1996), Overview of Services, Education, p. A-10-1; SIECUS, Community Action Kit, Responding to Arguments Against Sexuality Education]  [6:  Alford S. Science & Success: Programs that Work to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, HIV and Sexually Transmitted Infections. Washington, DC: Advocates for Youth, 2007.] 



Myth: Teaching sexuality in school keeps it from being taught at home. 

Reality: Studies have shown that sexuality education programs increase parent-child communication about various sex- and health-related topics.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Alford, S. Parent-Child Communication: Promoting Healthy Youth (Advocates for Youth, September 1995)] 



Myth: Talking to students about sex will make them go out and experiment.

Reality: Well-informed youth who are comfortable talking about sexuality are the least likely to have sex at a young age.[footnoteRef:8]  Approximately 14% of the decline in teen pregnancy between 1995 and 2002 was due to teens’ delaying sex or having sex less often, while 86% was due to an increase in sexually experienced teens’ contraceptive use.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Holmes KK et al. Effectiveness of Condoms in Preventing Sexually Transmitted Infections. Bulletin of the World Health Organization. 2004;
82:454-461]  [9:  Santelli JS et al., Explaining recent declines in adolescent pregnancy in the United States: the contribution of abstinence and improved contraceptive use, American Journal of Public Health, 2007, 97(1):1–7.] 



Myth: Condoms are ineffective and often do not work.

Reality: Condoms are highly effective in preventing HIV/pregnancy/STD, and lowering women’s risk of developing cervical cancer, a disease associated with the human papillomavirus (HPV).[footnoteRef:10]  With typical use, 85 percent relying on male condoms will remain pregnancy-free.[footnoteRef:11] [footnoteRef:12]  The CDC concluded that condoms prevent HIV transmission in 98–100% of high-risk sexual encounters.[footnoteRef:13] Other research suggests they are effective in preventing other STDs.[footnoteRef:14]  [10:  CDC. Condoms and Their Use in Preventing HIV Infection and Other STDs. Atlanta, GA: CDC, 1999.; CDC. Male Latex Condoms and Sexually Transmitted Diseases. Atlanta, GA: CDC, 2002.; Hatcher RA et al. Contraceptive Technology, 18th rev. ed. New York: Ardent Media, 2004; Holmes KK et al. Effectiveness of Condoms in Preventing Sexually Transmitted Infections. Bulletin of the World Health Organization. 2004 82:454-461.]  [11:  Hatcher RA et al. Contraceptive Technology, 18th rev. ed. New York: Ardent Media, 2004.]  [12:  Hatcher RA et al., Contraceptive Technology, 17th rev. ed., New York: Ardent Media, 1998; and Hatcher RA et al., The Essentials of Contraceptive Technology, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University School of Public Health, Population Information Program, 2001]  [13:  Cates W, Jr., The NIH condom report: the glass is 90% full, Family Planning Perspectives, 2001, 33(5):231–233; and CDC, Latex condoms and sexually transmitted diseases—prevention messages]  [14:  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), How effective are latex condoms in preventing HIV? Dec. 15, 2003; National Institutes of Health (NIH), Workshop Summary: Scientific Evidence on Condom Effectiveness for Sexually Transmitted Disease (STD) Prevention, Washington, DC: DHHS, 2001] 



Myth: Abstinence-Only-Until-Marriage curricula are scientifically accurate.
Reality: In 2004, a Congressional review found 11 of the most popular abstinence-only curricula were rife with inaccuracies. The curricula used by 69 organizations in 25 states, blurred religion and science, and contained unproven claims and subjective conclusions or outright falsehoods regarding the effectiveness of contraceptives, gender traits, and disease transmisson. Among the misconceptions and outright falsehoods included: sweat and tears can spread HIV; half of gay male teenagers in the US tested positive for HIV; touching another person’s genitals can result in pregnancy; and condoms fail to prevent HIV transmission as often as 31 percent of the time.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Government Reform. The Content of Federally Funded Abstinence-Only Education Programs, Prepared for Rep. Henry A. Waxman. Washington, DC: 2004.] 


Myth: A recent study showed that Abstinence-Only-Until-Marriage programs are effective.

Reality: The goal of the study (by Prof. Jemmott) was to help early teens avoid sex until they are ready—a different objective than federally funded abstinence programs. In the researcher’s own words: “It was not designed to meet federal criteria for abstinence-only programs…the target behavior was abstaining from … intercourse until a time later in life …[it] did not contain inaccurate information, portray sex in a negative light, or use a moralistic tone. The training and curriculum manual explicitly instructed the facilitators not to disparage the efficacy of condoms or allow the view that condoms are ineffective to go uncorrected.”
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