
“You can’t get pregnant if you
do it standing up. Or on Tues-

days. You can’t get pregnant if you
do it in the shower. But if you spit
on someone, you could get AIDS.
Which kills you within a year. The
homosexuals, after all, can infect
you with Gay just by looking. And
then you really will have AIDS. A
sexually transmitted disease is al-
ways permanent, but preventable by
a shower. Carriers are limited to
sluts and ho-bags, the seventh
grade reports. No one with syphilis
gets into heaven.”

So I’ve been told: Middle- and
high-school aged kids know a lot
about sex. The problem is that they
often don’t know anything true. The
scope of their misconceptions is
enormous, and the job of correcting
them is crucial to public health. The
mistaken beliefs are sometimes
cruel and often dangerous.

I taught health education for
three years in New Haven, CT, and
it became clear within my first five
minutes in a classroom that stu-
dents needed new information
about sex. We might not want kids
to cross the street on their own
when they’re little, but we still tell
them to look both ways and wait for
the “walk” sign. It keeps them safe,
in the chance that they do, some
day, face a crosswalk all by them-
selves. Just so, we might not want
our teens having sex, but we should
still tell them how to do so safely.

The reality, however, is startling:
Only 21 states in our country man-
date sex education. Of those states,
just 13 specifically call for the con-
tent of those classes to be scientifi-
cally accurate. Our national
commitment to sexual education, in-
stead, often comes in the form of re-
strictions. During the recent national
health care reform, $50 million dol-

vide them the information they need
to have safe sex, if they do end up
choosing to be sexually active.
They’re not taught about consent.
They’re not taught about condoms.
They’re taught about birth control.
After all, you’re not even going to
think about sex. Why think about
ways to make it healthy? 

The reasoning behind this
method is that sex is never healthy
when performed outside of mar-
riage. This view should be respected
and presented to students as an op-
tion. Unfortunately, statistics tell us
that the students who are taught
this as their only option may end up
having more babies out of wedlock
than students who don’t. Margaret
Talbot, in her New Yorker article
“Red Sex, Blue Sex,”7 quoted evi-
dence from sociologist Mark Reg-
nerus’ studies that spoke to this
trend. Evangelical Protestant teens,
for instance, taught to maintain ab-
stinence before marriage at all
costs, are in fact more likely to en-
gage in premarital sex than teens of
other religions, notes Tablot and
Regnerus. They were also less likely
to use contraception.6

What matters to me, as an edu-
cator, is that my students are in-
formed about as much of the world
as they can be. We don’t want our
students to discriminate, but we
teach them about Jim Crow laws so
that they are informed. We don’t
want our students to snack on
chemicals in a lab, so we tell them
the rules for lab safety. We may
want a peaceful world, but we teach
our students about war. Information
is power. 

In New Haven, where I sought to
distribute this information, many of
the students I met were living in
tough circumstances. In 2010, the
last year I taught there, the city suf-

lars in grants were set aside for ab-
stinence-only sex education. Further-
more, three of our states mandate
that sex education refer to struggles
with sexual orientation in only a neg-
ative context.1 Tennessee is slated to
finalize laws in 2012 that prohibit the
mere mention of homosexuality in
schools before ninth grade.2

The Netherlands, on the other
hand, often hailed as the Mecca of
sex positivity, avoids such prohibi-
tions. In-depth sex education begins
in public elementary school,3 and
teen pregnancy rates are just 0.6%,
compared to the nearly 4% we see
in the United States.4

To be fair, teen pregnancy is
caused by many factors. Abstinence-
only programs, the cornerstone of
the sex education policy in the
United States, have not been proven
effective in curbing it.5 Why not?

The concept of thought suppres-
sion comes to mind. In a classic
study by Daniel Wegner, individuals
responded to a request to “not think
about a white bear” by, indeed,
thinking about a white bear. As the
theory goes, you’re drawn to think
about what you’re told not to think
about.6 So, for a second, don’t think
about sex. Think about not having
sex because sex is bad. Don’t think
about sex! Don’t think about it! Did
you think about it? Let’s say, just for
a second, you did. Because, unlike
white bears, sex is everywhere in
American society. You can’t escape
it. And, unlike thinking about white
bears, sex is a natural human repro-
ductive instinct. 

In an abstinence only education
program, students are told not to
think about sex. This, along with hor-
mones, television, and sidebar ads
on Facebook, likely causes them to
think about sex. 

Unfortunately, their health educa-
tion instructors have declined to pro-
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fered 1,992 incidences of violent
crime. The dropout rate was 27%.8

Teenagers have enough pressure to
give up on themselves and their
dreams, particularly in low-income
communities. Let’s imagine a young
woman struggling with poverty and
issues of self-esteem, who is three
grade levels behind in school and
wants to be a professor. She should
be a professor. Can she do it? 

The cycle of poverty is hard to
break. Standardized tests are hard to
pass. And if our young woman gets
pregnant, she’s far less likely get her
diploma.9 With a sexually transmitted
disease, her self-esteem’s going to
drop even lower. These issues of ed-
ucation, psychology, and economics
are difficult to crack. The field of
public health, however, holds effi-
cient and simple means to help ado-
lescents reach their full potential. 

If teachers can’t always educate
students on healthy sex due to reg-
ulations, doctors can make a particu-
larly big difference by educating
their patients. If we can inform
teenagers of the ways to protect
themselves from sexually transmit-
ted infections and unwanted preg-
nancy, we affect their lifetime health
outcomes. We protect justice by
dismantling myths. We protect the
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educational futures of our young
women. We prevent the birth of ba-
bies with low birth weight and de-
velopmental problems and decrease
their risk of future abuse.
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Unwanted teen pregnancies cost
our country $10.9 billion yearly.9 A
condom costs as little as a quarter.10

Telling kids how to use one, and
why, takes about 15 minutes. We
devote billions to national security.
We owe students the knowledge
that protects them, too. 
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