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Comprehensive Sex Education is a Necessity for Students Across the U.S. 

       The United States has a higher rate of teen pregnancy and sexually transmitted 

diseases (STDs) than any other developed country worldwide (Carter 15). In 2010, teen 

pregnancy cost taxpayers across the U.S. over $9.4 billion (Comlossy and Garcia). 

Teen pregnancy and STDs negatively affect both parents and children in numerous 

ways. For years, lawmakers and schools have responded to these alarming issues by 

continuing to fund and implement abstinence-only based sex education curriculums in 

schools, though they have proven to be ineffective. This type of program, as defined by 

the Kaiser Family Foundation, “teaches that abstinence is the expected standard of 

behavior for teens. [It] usually excludes any information about the effectiveness of 

contraception or condoms to prevent unintended pregnancy and STDs.” Its opposite, 

comprehensive sex education curriculum, “provides medically accurate, age-appropriate 

information about abstinence, as well as safer sex practices including contraception and 

condoms as effective ways to reduce unintended pregnancy and STDs. Comprehensive 

programs also usually include information about healthy relationships, communication 

skills, and human development, among other topics” (“Abstinence Education 

Programs”). Several studies have correlated this type of curriculum with lower teen 

pregnancy and birth rates in the United States. Comprehensive sex education in the 

United States public school system is necessary to protect student health and safety. 
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       Debate regarding which type of sex education curriculum should be implemented 

in public schools across the U.S., in an effort to stop the unfortunate cycle of teen 

pregnancies, has continued for years. About 1 in 4 girls will become pregnant at least 

once before they turn twenty years old, and the teen birth rate in the United States in 

2016 was 20.3 births per 1,000 girls ages 15-19 (Blackman and Garcia). The average 

age of first sexual intercourse is seventeen, and more than 47 percent of American high 

school students say they have had sex. Teen parents suffer numerous economic and 

social repercussions. Roughly 50 percent of teen mothers do not earn a high school 

diploma. According to the National Conference of State Legislatures, “Teenage mothers 

are less likely to finish high school and are more likely than their peers to live in poverty, 

depend on public assistance, and be in poor health. Their children are more likely to 

suffer health and cognitive disadvantages, come in contact with the child welfare and 

correctional systems, live in poverty, drop out of high school and become teen parents 

themselves” (Blackman and Scotti). This cycle is likely to continue for generations 

without adequate education on how to put a stop to it.  

For years, the federal government has leaned toward promoting and endorsing 

abstinence-only sex education programs to prevent some of the challenges teen 

parents and their children face. While individual states and school districts decide what 

type of curriculums to implement in their schools, funding from the federal government 

has been a powerful influence encouraging them to embrace abstinence-only 

curriculums. Since 1981, the federal government has provided over $1.5 billion in 

funding to support abstinence-only based sex education programs across the country 

(“Sex Education”). In 1996, the Clinton administration’s Welfare Reform Act included 
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The Title V Abstinence-Only-Until-Marriage (AOUM) program, which to this day is still 

the biggest source of federal funding for abstinence-only based education. To receive 

this funding, programs may not mention contraception and safer-sex practices, unless 

highlighting their failure rates. With the exception of California, every state has accepted 

funds from this program at some point since its enactment. Conversely, the Obama 

administration enacted several programs that allowed states wishing to provide more 

evidence-based sex education to receive funding. However, the Trump administration 

has supported abstinence-only programs, shifting back to previous administrations’ 

more conservative policies (“Abstinence Education Programs”). The federal government 

continues to embrace abstinence-only curriculums, though they have been proven to be 

less effective in preventing teen pregnancies and births.  

By helping to decrease the teen pregnancy rate and delay the age teens first 

have sexual intercourse, comprehensive sex education curriculums have proven to be 

more effective than abstinence-only curriculums in keeping students healthy and safe. 

In a 2011 study published by the Public Library of Science, researchers found a strong 

correlation between abstinence-only sex education programs and prevalent teenage 

pregnancies and high birth rates in the United States. The researchers assigned each 

state a number from 0-3 based on its level of emphasis on abstinence-only sex ed. 

Level 0 states did not mention abstinence, level 1 covered abstinence, level 2 

highlighted abstinence, and level 3 highly stressed abstinence. The results showed that 

the “level of abstinence education was positively correlated with both teen pregnancy 

and teen birth rates, indicating that abstinence education in the U.S. does not cause 

abstinence behavior” (Stanger-Hall and Hall). By continuing to teach abstinence-only 
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programs, schools and states are not likely to see teen pregnancy and birth rates 

decline due to the lack of important information being presented to students.  

Contrarily, comprehensive sex education programs have been found to be 

effective overseas. According to the American Medical Association Journal of Ethics, 

“The US has nearly 11 times the teen birth rate of the Netherlands, over 74 times the 

teen gonorrhea rate of France, and nearly 8 times the abortion rate of Germany…. 

[T]hese European countries have pragmatic, research-based policies and an open, 

honest approach to sex education in the home and at school” (Hauser). Students in 

these nations are better protected against consequences that result from engaging in 

sexual activities by being taught comprehensive sex education.  

Comprehensive sex education programs cover a variety of topics. One of these 

topics is sexually transmitted diseases. STDs pose a plethora of threats to students’ 

health and safety. STD rates continue to climb in the United States with syphilis, 

gonorrhea, and chlamydia all being recorded at record highs in 2018, totaling over 2.4 

million reported cases. These diseases cause lasting problems for parents and children, 

and the number of deaths they are causing is rising, too (Nield). Fortunately, most STDs 

can be easily prevented by using condoms and getting routine testing. However, 

abstinence-only based curriculums do not provide this critical information to students, 

contributing to the growing number of cases. According to Jonathan Mermin, director of 

the CDC’s National Center for HIV/AIDS, Viral Hepatitis, STD, and TB Prevention, 

“STDs can come at a high cost for babies and other vulnerable populations...Curbing 

STDs will improve the overall health of the nation and prevent infertility, HIV, and infant 
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deaths” (Nield). By providing students with this vital information, STD rates are not likely 

to continue to climb, but instead drop.  

While condoms are the most effective method of preventing STDs, they are not 

the most effective birth control method for preventing unintended pregnancy. 

Comprehensive sex education curriculums provide students with information on the 

effectiveness of each type of birth control method. For example, students may not be 

aware that eighteen out of every one hundred couples using a male condom will get 

pregnant, making it a moderately effective choice of birth control. However, birth control 

implants and IUDs are considered very effective forms of birth control, as fewer than 1 

out of 100 couples will become pregnant after their use. Having sex without any form of 

birth control results in 85 out of 100 couples becoming pregnant (“Birth Control 

Methods”). Teens receiving abstinence-only material are not given information on 

contraceptives, unless stressing their failures. These teens who choose to have sex will 

likely do so without any form of birth control, with odds of becoming pregnant at 85%, 

and they also increase their risk of contracting a sexually transmitted disease.  

Comprehensive sex education also includes topics that allow students to 

understand themselves and others in a healthy way. One of these topics covered in 

most curriculums is sexual expression: “Sexual expression is a somewhat vague term 

that is used to describe not only sexual activities we engage in but ways we 

communicate and present ourselves to the world as a sexual being…. [S]exual 

expression includes the expression of our sexual thoughts, feelings, desires, fears, 

hopes, and dreams. It's tied to sexual behavior, sexual orientation, sexual identity, and 

gender” (Silverberg). Students need to be cognizant of boundaries, restrictions, and 
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expectations placed on sexual expression by themselves, their peers, and their 

communities in order to foster respect. Comprehensive sex education is vital in 

providing this information to students.   

In an effort to bring more awareness to ubiquitous issues in today’s society, 

comprehensive sex education curriculums aim to answer questions about gender 

identity and sexual orientation, leading to widespread acceptance.  As the LGBTQ+ 

community continues to grow, some people are more resistant towards this change in 

culture. According to the United Nations Population Fund, comprehensive sex education 

“is taught over several years, providing age-appropriate information consistent with the 

evolving capacities of young people” (“Comprehensive Sexuality Education”). 

Curriculums starting from a young age allow children to grow up around facts and learn 

the tribulations many of the individuals of this community face. According to The Trevor 

Project, LGBTQ+ youth are almost five times as likely to attempt suicide compared their 

heterosexual peers (“Facts About Suicide”). Educating students about some of these 

sad issues and how to prevent them from continuing leads to tolerance, acceptance, 

understanding, and less prejudice, ensuring student well-being from an early age. 

Sexual violence is a major issue in the United States that is thoroughly 

addressed in most comprehensive sex education curriculums. According to the National 

Sexual Violence Resource Center, one in five women and one in 71 men will be raped 

at some point in their lives; one in four girls and one in six boys will be sexually abused 

before they are legally an adult; and 81% of women and 35% of men report serious 

short- or long-term effects such as Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder after being sexually 

abused (“Get Statistics”). Though comprehensive sex education does not eliminate 
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sexual violence all together, it provides students with facts, resources, and support to try 

to prevent these statistics from growing. Many victims choose not to report their cases 

because of the stigma surrounding these issues. Providing students with information in 

comprehensive sex education programs brings awareness to these situations in hopes 

of keeping students protected from sexual violence. Some, but certainly not all, of these 

issues arise due to poor decision making, a misunderstanding of consent, or a lack of 

communication. Realizing what types of situations are more likely to put someone in 

danger and other aspects that cause vulnerability to these statistics are key to avoiding 

these issues. Being aware of what consent means, how it is given, and how it can 

change quickly are all huge aspects of avoiding issues related to sexual 

violence.  Understanding how to effectively communicate with partners is a valuable skill 

to prevent misunderstandings that could possibly lead to forms of sexual violence.   

Abstinence-only based sex education curriculums do not provide students with 

facts, but rather provide inaccurate information that can cause students to be 

inadequately informed on how to remain safe and healthy. According to an article 

published in the Columbia Journal of Gender and Law, published by Columbia 

University, “Comprehensive reviews of abstinence-only curricula have consistently 

noted that they contain false or misleading public health information” (Beh and 

Diamond). The article includes information on United States Representative Henry A. 

Waxman’s report, known as the Waxman Report, which assessed the material of some 

of the most popular abstinence-only curriculums used at the time of his research. The 

report concluded that, “Over eighty percent of federal grants go to providing abstinence-

only curricula that contain false, misleading, or distorted information about reproductive 
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health” (Beh and Diamond). Even further, according to an article published in Social 

Forces, Leslie Kantor, a recognized leader in the field of sex education, extensively 

investigated the content of abstinence-only sex-education curriculums created and 

endorsed by Christian Right groups utilized in public school sex education programs. 

She concluded, “These programs omit the most fundamental information on 

contraception and disease prevention, perpetuate medical misinformation, and rely on 

religious doctrine and images of fear and shame in discouraging sexual activity” (Rose). 

Instead of using facts, abstinence-based programs depend on fear in order to 

discourage students from having sex outside of marriage. Sex is often associated with 

danger, disease, and death. This is exemplified in the abstinence-only video, “No 

Second Chance”, reported on in Social Forces: 

In "No Second Chance," an evangelical sex educator compares sex outside of 

marriage--not to the all-American game of baseball--but to playing Russian 

Roulette. She tells a classroom of young people that: “Every time you have sex, 

it's like pulling the trigger--the only difference is, in Russian Roulette, you only 

have one in six chances of getting killed.” When one boy asks, “What if I have 

sex before marriage?” he is told, “Well, I guess you'll just have to be prepared to 

die.” (Rose) 

This material, and several other sources with similar messages, are used in public and 

private schools across the United States to scare students away from engaging in 

sexual intercourse and other sexual activities.  

 The abstinence-only curriculums investigated by Kantor that utilize religious 

doctrine based on personal religious beliefs violate the First Amendment of the United 
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States Constitution. According to the Americans United for Separation of Church and 

State, the establishment clause “separation of church and state” ensures that public 

schools may teach religion in an objective fashion, but not preach it or teach a religious-

based curriculum. The organization states: “All public school students deserve an 

education based on evidence, not the personal religious beliefs of school officials…. 

Students should be able to attend public schools without fear that they will be preached 

to or taught according to someone else’s faith” (“Religion In Public Schools”). However, 

many abstinence-only based programs infringe upon this right.  

Abstinence-only based sex education draws a lot of its support from religious 

organizations. Nonetheless, this support is not representative of the majority of the 

population across the country. According to an article written by the National 

Partnership for Women and Families:  

The vast majority of parents favor sex education that is comprehensive, 

medically accurate, and age-appropriate… According to a poll conducted in 2003 

by the Kaiser Family Foundation, National Public Radio, and Harvard University, 

only 15 percent of Americans believe that schools should only teach abstinence 

from sexual intercourse and should not provide information on condoms 

and other contraception... Most parents believe that teens are capable of 

absorbing a two-pronged message: abstinence from sexual activity is best until 

you are in a committed, loving relationship, but if and when you engage in sexual 

activity, be responsible and know how to protect yourself and your partner. 

(“Government Should Support and Fund Comprehensive Sex Education” 163-

164) 
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Further, in a 2019 survey conducted on social media via SurveyMonkey, an 

overwhelming 91% of respondents, ranging from ages 14-67, believed that 

comprehensive sex education should be taught in public schools, while only 5% 

believed abstinence-only based sex education should be taught. The remaining 4% of 

respondents believed that no sex education should be taught in public schools 

(“SurveyMonkey”).  

However, the minority of people who support authentic abstinence-based sex 

education believe these programs are crucial for numerous reasons, ranging from 

prevention of pregnancy outside of marriage to better psychological well-being. Some 

cite studies that have shown that “[a]bstinent teens report, on average, better 

psychological well-being and higher academic achievement than those who are sexually 

active. Delaying the initiation of or reducing early sexual activity among teens can 

decrease their overall exposure to risks of unwed childbearing, STDs, and psycho-

emotional harm” (Kim and Rector 115-116). While this may be true, it is unrealistic to 

believe that most students will remain abstinent until marriage. In cases where students 

make the choice to have premarital sex, it is important they are adequately informed on 

how to remain as safe as possible.  

Some parents also believe that school is not the place to talk about sex, and that 

all the information regarding this personal topic should come from home. However, 

some parents do not have all the correct information necessary to provide their children 

with the knowledge and skills they need to stay healthy. When students learn facts at 

school from trained professionals, parents can then build upon that instruction at home 

by sharing their own personal values and expectations.  
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Another argument those in favor of abstinence-only programs suggest is that 

providing information such as contraceptives to students piques their interest and 

encourages them to be sexually active and experiment more than if left unsaid. To a 

certain extent this may be true; however, sex is a natural human desire, regardless of 

age. It is naïve to believe that students will not be intrigued by the idea of sexually 

experimenting no matter what curriculum they are taught. Further, European students 

taught comprehensive sex education “begin having sex at about the same time or later 

than do American teens. They also have fewer sexual partners and use contraception 

more consistently than do their American peers” (Hauser). By looking overseas, one 

can see that comprehensive sex education does not encourage and promote sexual 

experimentation, but ensures that if students do experiment, it is done so in the safest 

way by providing crucial facts on material such as STDs and contraceptives. 

Sex education in schools has been a topic of discussion for over half a century. 

The question regarding which type of program should be mandated across the United 

States, abstinence-only or comprehensive, continues to be debated. The 

ineffectiveness of abstinence-only curriculums in preventing teen pregnancies and 

births, the wide variety of critical topics covered in comprehensive programs, and the 

rights students have to be exposed to proven facts while in school, all lead to 

comprehensive sex education better protecting students’ overall well-being. Therefore, 

comprehensive sex education needs to be mandated in public schools for many 

reasons, most importantly those that assist in protecting student health and safety. 

Perhaps then, the United States would no longer lead developed nations in teen 
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pregnancies and STDs, and taxpayers could put over nine billion dollars to a different 

use.  
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