April 22, 2008

To the Committee on Oversight and Government Reform:

The Pennsylvanians for Responsible Sex Education (PARSE) coalition is comprised of 35 organizations and individuals dedicated to the instruction of age-appropriate, comprehensive, evidence-based sex education for all Pennsylvania youth.  We support sex education that provides instruction on both abstinence and how to protect against unintended pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), in an effort to help all teens make healthy decisions if and when they decide to have sex.  Decades of peer-reviewed research has clearly demonstrated that programs that include information about both abstinence and the effective use of contraception reduce sexual risk-taking and pregnancy among teens.
  

Currently, the prevalence of medically-inaccurate abstinence-only-until-marriage programs, insufficient teacher training, inadequate standards for sex education, and a complete lack of funding for comprehensive sex education put Pennsylvanian teens at risk.  Many teens receive incorrect or incomplete information through abstinence-only programs that fail to offer information on how to prevent unintended pregnancy or STDs beyond instructing teens to abstain. According to a recent study by researchers at Yale and Columbia Universities, 88 percent of teenagers who pledge to remain abstinent before marriage break that pledge and when they do have sex, they are less likely than other teens to use condoms or be tested for STDs.
  In some schools, sex education is not even taught.  The current state of sex education in Pennsylvania is unacceptable.  Our teens deserve better.

PARSE actively works to increase the number of programs that provide unbiased, age-appropriate, medically accurate sex education to teens while also working to eliminate dangerous medically-inaccurate and ineffective abstinence-only programs in the state. 

Attached please find a letter sent to the superintendents of all 501 Pennsylvania school districts advocating for, and providing information about, comprehensive sexuality education and why it should be provided to youth. The letter was supported by a number of state health and advocacy organizations: Pennsylvania Coalition to Prevent Teen Pregnancy; Pennsylvania Section of the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists (ACOG); Pennsylvania Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics; Adagio Health Inc.; Family Planning Council, Philadelphia, PA; Family Health Council of Central Pennsylvania; Maternal and Family Health Services, Inc.; American Civil Liberties Union of Pennsylvania

We encourage you to work collaboratively to ensure comprehensive sexuality education is supported, and to oppose any federal spending for abstinence-only-until-marriage programs. 

Thank You,
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September 5, 2006

Superintendent Name
School District
Address
City, PA  ZIP


Dear Superintendent of Schools:

In recent years, the number of schools teaching abstinence-only-until-marriage curricula has increased.  Research shows that these programs are ineffective.
 
 Abstinence-only curricula omit crucial information young people need to prevent pregnancy and protect themselves from sexually transmitted diseases (STDs).  We urge you to evaluate your current life-skills and sexuality education curriculum and ensure that it provides medically accurate and unbiased information.

Abstinence-only-until-marriage curricula often misrepresent the effectiveness of contraceptives, giving teens the false impression that condoms neither protect against STDs nor prevent unintended pregnancy.
  This is particularly troublesome given that each year in the United States nearly 9.1 million 15-24 year olds are infected with an STD
 and more than 800,000 teenagers become pregnant.
 

In short, abstinence-only-until-marriage programs do not work. Comprehensive sexuality education does. Comprehensive programs are supported by major medical and educational organizations, including the American Medical Association, the American Academy of Pediatrics, the Society for Adolescent Medicine, the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, and the National Education Association.  In addition, public opinion polls consistently show that over 85% of Americans support comprehensive sexuality education over an abstinence-only approach, beginning in middle school.
  

Records indicate that some districts in Pennsylvania use problematic abstinence-only curricula as identified in a recent congressional report – including Choosing the Best; WAIT Training; Friends First/STARS; Me, My World, My Future; Sexual Health Today (Medical Institute for Sexual Health); Project Reality’s Navigator; and A.C. Green’s Game Plan. 

We call on you as the superintendent of schools to ensure that the health and sexuality curricula in your district present medically accurate, age-appropriate, unbiased information about sex and sexuality.  If you would like assistance identifying science-based sexuality education programs to use in your district, please contact Joe Fay at the Pennsylvania Coalition to Prevent Teen Pregnancy at 717.761.7380 x3100.  The PCPTP can direct you to science-based educational programs that are recommended by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy.

Thank you for your attention to this important public health matter.  

Sincerely,


[see attached list]

Enclosed:  “The Truth About Abstinence-Only-Until-Marriage Programs” Fact Sheet

Joe Fay, Executive Director

                               Pennsylvania Coalition to Prevent Teen Pregnancy

Ann Honebrink, M.D., Chair

Pennsylvania Section of the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists (ACOG)

             Representing 1,800 Obstetricians and Gynecologists in Pennsylvania

David Turkewitz, M.D., FAAP, President 

            Pennsylvania Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics

            Representing 2,200 pediatricians practicing in Pennsylvania

Richard L. Baird, Jr., President and CEO

             Adagio Health Inc.
Representing family planning and prenatal service providers in 23 counties and serving over 78,000 clients per year in western Pennsylvania
Dorothy Mann, Executive Director

            Family Planning Council, Philadelphia, PA
Representing 29 family planning providers in five counties and serving 142,000 clients per year in southeastern Pennsylvania

Cindy Stewart, President and CEO

            Family Health Council of Central Pennsylvania
Representing family planning and prenatal service providers in 24 counties and providing family planning services to over 54,000 clients per year in central Pennsylvania
Bette Saxton, Executive Director and CEO

            Maternal and Family Health Services, Inc.
Representing family planning and prenatal service providers in 16 counties and serving over 38,000 clients per year in northeastern Pennsylvania 

Nancy Hopkins, Executive Director

              American Civil Liberties Union of Pennsylvania

              Representing 19,000 members in Pennsylvania
The Truth About

Abstinence-Only-Until-Marriage Programs

Current Research on Abstinence-Only-Until-Marriage Programs
· In a recent Congressional report about widely-used abstinence-only-until-marriage curricula more than 80 percent of the curricula reviewed contained false, misleading or distorted information about reproductive health.

· According to researchers, 88 percent of teenagers who pledge to remain abstinent before marriage break that pledge. When they do have sex, they are less likely than other teens to use condoms or be tested for STDs.

· A recent review of program evaluations in 11 states, including Pennsylvania, indicates that after participating in abstinence-only programs, teens are less willing to use contraception, including condoms. And in only one state, did any program demonstrate any success in delaying the initiation of sex.

Characteristics of Abstinence-Only-Until-Marriage Curricula
· Present inaccurate data on HIV exposure. One curriculum teaches teens that 41 percent of heterosexual female teens have HIV, and that 50 percent of homosexual males have HIV,
 and another states that HIV can be transmitted through tears and sweat. i
· Only present condoms and contraception in terms of failure rates of pregnancy and STD transmission, which are often exaggerated.

· Often present stereotypes about men and women that are not supported by scientific evidence. One curriculum, for example, teaches that women need “financial support” from men, while men need “domestic support” from women.

Why Choose Comprehensive Sexuality Education?
· More than 85 percent of Americans believe that it is appropriate for school-based sexuality education programs to teach students how to use and where to get contraceptives.
· 94 percent of parents of junior high school and high school students believe that birth control and other methods of preventing pregnancy are appropriate topics for sexuality education programs in school.

· A review of a large body of evaluation research on programs to prevent teenage pregnancy found conclusive evidence that comprehensive sexuality education programs do not increase sexual activity or hasten the onset of first intercourse. To the contrary, several of these programs have been shown to delay the onset of sex or increase condom or other contraceptive use among sexually active teens.

· The American Academy of Pediatrics, American Medical Association, Centers of Disease Control and Prevention, Institute of Medicine (IOM), Office of National AIDS Policy, National Institutes of Health, Society for Adolescent Medicine, and the Surgeon General of the United States all have published research analyses supporting the effectiveness of comprehensive sexuality education. 
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