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Comprehensive Sexuality Education


Opinions regarding sexuality education vary across the citizens of the United States. The range of citizens with strong opinions is wide, from vocal parents of the PTA all the way up to state officials. The subject of sexuality education had been wildly debated and intensely studied. Sexuality education has in many ways replaced abortion as the main symbolic fight for culture wars in the US, driven by the large size of funding provided by the Federal government for sexuality education and the differing moral and ethical views on how to approach it.

There are two main methods for sexuality education. The first is comprehensive sexuality education and the second is abstinence-only-until-marriage education.  These two methods have vast differences and guidelines. 

According to the Guidelines for Comprehensive Sexuality Education from the Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United States, "comprehensive sexuality education should be appropriate to the age, developmental level, and cultural background of students and respect the diversity of values and beliefs represented in the community. Comprehensive school-based sexuality education complements and augments the sexuality education children receive from their families, religious and community groups, and healthcare professionals." This definition includes teaching not only about abstinence, but also different forms of contraception, including emergency contraception. These programs will also consist of information and issues related to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender (LGBT) relationships. Comprehensive sexuality education will also cover the essentials such as anatomy; development; puberty; relationships; and any other issues expected in a traditional sexuality education class. 

The abstinence-only-until-marriage education uses a completely different approach. These programs are designed to create an environment where kids are prepared to successfully abstain from any sexual behavior. These programs main message is that abstinence-only is the one way to completely eliminate the risk of sexually transmitted diseases and the only 100% effective form of birth control. 

In order to receive Federal funding for abstinence-only-until-marriage programs, eight conditions, known as the "A-H guidelines" must be met. These guidelines come from part of the Social Security Act passed in 1996 by Bill Clinton in favor of abstinence-only-until-marriage programs. They include 1) teaching the benefits of abstaining from sexual activity; 2) that abstinence from sexual activity is expected for all school-age children; 3) that abstaining from sexual activity is the only way to avoid teen pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases, and other health concerns; 4) that sex within marriage is the expected standard of sexual activity; 5) that out of wed-lock sexual behavior is likely to cause psychological and physical effects; 6) that having a baby out of wed-lock is likely to have harmful consequences for the child, the child's parents, and society; 7) teaches how to reject sexual advances and that drugs and alcohol use increases vulnerability to sexual advances; and 8) teaches that an individual should attain self-sufficiency before engaging in sexual activity. 

These conditions do a fine job of telling kids the benefits of abstaining from sexual activity, but what happens if the heat of a moment clouds their better judgment? What if a young person identifies themselves as LGBT and gets involved sexually with a partner? With some comprehensive knowledge these kids could reduce the risk of pregnancy and disease. 

When the core concepts of these two methods of sexuality education are compared it is easy to conclude which the most effective one might be. One lays out every option and possibility for a young mind to comprehend and question regarding sexual intercourse, the other displays one way and one way only. 

In their article "Comprehensive Sex Education vs. Abstinence-Only-Until-Marriage Programs", Patrick Malone and Monica Rodriguez examine two studies done in 2007. These studies brought insightful, yet expected findings. Both studies broadly examined abstinence-only-until-marriage programs and comprehensive sexuality programs. The first study tracked four federally funded abstinence-only-until-marriage programs in different communities over a six year period and compared the results to a comprehensive program. The study was done by Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. on behalf of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. It was conducted on participants in elementary and middle school. The study followed up with these participants six years later. This study found that abstinence-only-until-marriage education didn't lower the rates of sexual abstinence. In fact, the students involved with the abstinence-only-until-marriage programs had a similar number of sexual partners as the students in comprehensive sexuality education. These same students had their sexual debut at similar ages as the other group and they had the same rate of unprotected sexual intercourse as the kids in comprehensive sexuality education. 

The second study analyzed by Malone and Rodriguez was titled "Emerging Answers 2007: Research Findings on Programs to Reduce Teen Pregnancy and Sexually Transmitted Diseases," was conducted by Douglas Kirby, Ph.D. This was an evaluation of many other studies that had been conducted comparing abstinence-only-until-marriage education and comprehensive sexuality education. This evaluation was done in order to recognize trends and draw conclusions.


Like the study done by Mathematica, Kirby's study came to the conclusion that abstinence-only-until-marriage education didn't delay the age of first time intercourse and it didn't reduce the number of sexual partners. However, this same study did find some positive outcomes for the students in comprehensive sexuality education. Forty percent of the comprehensive programs studied resulted in students waiting longer to have sexual intercourse for the first time, a reduced amount of sexual partners, and an increase in use of condoms or other contraceptive use.

The results of these studies reiterate the importance of comprehensive sexuality education. The billions of dollars tunneled into abstinence-only-until-marriage programs should be re-shifted and invested into better comprehensive programs. 


Utah's sexuality education program is modeled after the abstinence-only-until-marriage approach.  Utah Administrative Code R277-474-3 contains general provisions that restrict instruction on "(1) the intricacies of intercourse, sexual stimulation or erotic behavior; (2) the advocacy of homosexuality; (3) the advocacy or encouragement of the use of contraceptive methods or devices; or (4) the advocacy of sexual activity outside of marriage."  So although programs can discuss contraceptives or homosexuality, they cannot advocate either topic leading to most programs excluding the topics completely.  


Although Utah's program is modeled after the abstinence-only-until-marriage approach, the teen pregnancy has been declining. The National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy website reports, "As of 2012, the Utah teen birth rate was 23.3 births per 1,000 teen girls (age 15-19). Since 1991, the teen birth rate has declined by 51%". The amount of teen pregnancies might be declining, but there is no evidence that this decline is a result of the sexuality education program.  It is impossible to know if the abstinence-only-until-marriage education programs are benefiting teens in our state, but teaching comprehensive sexuality education with an emphasis on abstinence only would give teens a better understanding of their actions. 

In "Invitation to the Life Span", Kathleen Stassen Berger compared sexuality education in different countries and states that:
Most northern European nations begin sex education in elementary school. By middle school, students learn about sexual responsibility, masturbation, same-sex romance, oral and anal sex-- these are subjects rarely covered in U.S. classes. Rates of teenage pregnancy in most European nations are less than half those in the United States; perhaps curriculum is the reason. (376)
This statement touches briefly on the age sexuality education should be introduced and how, with age, it is built upon until all aspects of sexuality education has been taught. She goes on to say: 

Within the United States, the timing and content of sex education varies by state and community......Some high schools provide comprehensive education, free condoms, and medical treatment; others offer nothing. Some schools begin sex education in the sixth grade; others wait until the end of high school. This is a crucial difference: When sex education precedes sexual experiences, adolescents are more likely to delay sexual activity. (376)

My memories if my own sexuality education consists of a little bit from health class in high school, my older sister and my friends. It wasn't until my junior year that my health class offered information and it was very limited and one sided to abstinence only. I had two close friends who got pregnant in high school. One was the very young age of 15 and the other was 17. They didn't fully understand the risks associated with sexual activity.  This lack of education contributed to them becoming pregnant at such a young age. They chose to keep their babies and their lives were forever altered. A comprehensive sexuality education program taught in an earlier year may have helped them to take action to prevent their pregnancies as they were becoming sexually active. 


Although I support the use of Federal funds in sustaining sexuality education, I believe these funds should be limited to programs that have evidence that clearly support their effectiveness.  We can't cling to unrealistic expectations of teenage sexuality, yet abstinence-only-until-marriage does just that. This lack of knowledge can put the students at higher risk by engaging in unprotected sex.  Additionally, we can't ignore the challenges that an abstinence-only-until-marriage education approach has on LGBT students.  In a stage of their life that can already be challenging for these students based on social and peer pressures, the last thing they need is more prejudices restricting their choices. Parents and educators should understand and get more information on the studies done regarding comprehensive sexuality education versus abstinence-only-until-marriage programs. Our students deserve to understand not only the benefits of an abstinence-only-until-marriage approach but the risks associated with sexual activity and the steps that can be taken to reduce these risks.
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