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The sole purpose of abstinence-only education is to promote abstinence from sex

until marriage.

Federal Sources of Abstinence-Only Education Funding

Between 1996 and 2007, Congress funneled over 1.7 billion state and federal dollars to
abstinence-only programs.! Currently, abstinence-only program funding totals $176 million per
year.2 While there was a recent lapse in Title V funding for abstinence-only education, the
Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, which passed in March 2010, extended the program
for five years to provide $50 million each year for states to continue abstinence-only education.3
The new legislation also provides $75 million per year over five years for sex education
programs that promote personal responsibility, educating teens about both abstinence and
contraception to prevent pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections, with curriculum that is
evidence-based, age-appropriate, and medically accurate.4

Title V of the Personal Responsibility & Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
(PRWORA): In 1996, Congress allocated $50 million per year in federal funds for
abstinence education as part of “welfare reform” legislation.5 To receive Title V funding,
states must match every four federal dollars with three state-raised dollars and use the
money to follow an eight-point definition of abstinence-only education. The eight points
required to be covered in abstinence-only education are defined under Title V § 510(b).6
Abstinence-only programs must teach the gains of abstaining from sexual activity, the
expectation that sexual activity occurs only between two (heterosexual) married people, and
that having out-of-wedlock children will result in harmful consequences. Programs must
also teach that everyone should be self-sufficient before engaging in sexual activity and also
teaches tactics for rejecting sexual advances. The funding also requires programs emphasize
that “a mutually faithful monogamous relationship in the context of marriage is the
expected standard of all human sexual activity” and that “sexual activity outside the
context of marriage is likely to have harmful psychological and physical effects.”” As of
July 2009, 25 states and Washington D.C. have rejected Title V funding, a growing trend.8
o In early 2009, Florida introduced a bill that would reform sexual education to
include information about condoms, contraceptives, and STI prevention. The
“Florida Healthy Teens Act” was a response to studies finding that Florida ranked
third in the number of teen births per state in 2006, had more cumulative AIDS cases
than 47 other states in 2007, and had more abortions than 42 of 44 other reporting
states in 2006.9 In April 2010, the Bill died in the PreK-12 Policy Committee.*°
Community Based Abstinence Education (CBAE): Through the Administration on
Children and Families, the federal government awards grants directly to state and local
organizations to fund abstinence-only education. CBAE-funded programs are also required
to emphasize the eight-point abstinence-only standard as defined in Title V.** In 2007, such
programs received over 100 million dollars in federal funding.:2
Adolescent Family Life Act (AFLA): Conservative lawmakers enacted AFLA to
encourage “chastity” and “self-discipline” among U.S. teenagers.’3 Under AFLA, the
Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) grants over $13 million per year to
abstinence-only education programs.+ Since 1997, DHHS has required AFLA programs to
comply with Title V’s eight-element definition of “abstinence education.”5
Other Sources: Additional funding goes to abstinence-only education under the guise of
STI/AIDS prevention or through earmarks for state abstinence-only programs.®
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The Effects of Abstinence-Only Education

No conclusive evidence exists to indicate that teens who participate in abstinence-only
programs abstain from intercourse longer than others.?

o In a study commissioned by Congress, Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. found that
abstinence-only education does not decrease the likelihood that teenagers will have
sex.’® Nor does it increase the chance that sexually active teens will use condoms.9

A 2004 Congressional review of three widely used curricula found pervasive factual
inaccuracies surrounding condom use, false information about the risks of abortion, blurring
of religion and science, and gender stereotypes treated as scientific fact.2° In 2006, the U.S.
Government Accountability Office issued a statement to the DHHS that federally funded
abstinence-only programs must provide medically accurate information about condom
effectiveness.2!

A recent study of abstinence-only pledge-takers revealed that after five years, 82% denied
ever having made an abstinence pledge.22 Those who have taken an abstinence pledge are
just as likely to contract sexually transmitted infections, but are 10% less likely to use a
condom and 6% less likely to use any form of contraception when compared to their non-
pledging counterparts.23 Eighty-eight percent of teens who take a pledge of abstinence from
sex before marriage break that pledge.2+

o SIECUS found that students who pledge abstinence are six times more likely to have
oral sex and four times more likely to have anal sex than their non-pledging peers.25
These at-risk teens are also one-third less likely to use contraceptives if they do
become sexually active.2¢

Sixty-three percent of U.S. high school seniors have had sexual intercourse.2” A third have
had no formal education on contraceptives.2®# Among young people of color, only one-third
have had the benefit of information on contraceptive options.29

o Each year, approximately 9.1 million 15- to 24-year-olds contract sexually
transmitted infections (STIs), accounting for almost one-half of the total new STIs
occurring annually in the U.S.3° The Centers for Disease Control & Prevention
estimate that one-half of all new HIV infections occur among people under age
twenty-five, with the majority contracted through sexual intercourse.3!

o About 750,000 pregnancies occurred among U.S. women ages 15 to 19 in 2006.32
The U.S. has the highest rate of teen pregnancy among developed countries.33
Abstinence-only curricula perpetuate sexist, harmful gender stereotypes. Abstinence-only
programs often emphasize that girls dislike sex and charge them with helping curb boys’
rampant sexual impulses.34 One text instructs girls to “wear modest clothing that doesn’t

invite lustful thoughts.”3s

o Most abstinence-only curricula do not adequately address rape, sexual assault, or
coercion. Additionally, in teaching that girls have responsibility for controlling male
sexual urges, they offer excuses for sexual violence and promote victim-blaming
attitudes.3°

o Abstinence-only texts commonly portray women as naturally submissive and
sexually passive, which contributes to social stigma relating to female sexual agency.
This increases the likelihood that girls will engage in risky sexual behavior such as
unprotected sex.3”

Title V funding targets low-income populations, so abstinence-only programs have a
disproportionate impact on young people of color. Similarly, low-income schools can rarely
afford to refuse resources provided by AFLA or CBAE programs, increasing the odds that
young people of color will receive inaccurate, incomplete information about sex,
contraception, and STIs.38
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o While only about 19% of white teens become pregnant, 51% of African-American
teens and 53% of Latina teens become pregnant.39

CBAE guidelines, as rewritten in 2006, urge abstinent young people to avoid socializing with
sexually active peers, devalue single motherhood, and discourage contraceptive use.4°
Some abstinence-only proponents have touted a study released in February 2010 as support
for the idea that abstinence-only education is effective in preventing sexual activity among
adolescents.4t However, comprehensive sex education advocates have pointed out that the
abstinence-only program used in the study differed from the traditional format of
abstinence-only education in several significant ways.4>2 The program used in the study did
not take a moralistic tone, did not state that the abstinence needed to last until marriage,
and did not disparage the use of condoms.43 Comprehensive sex education advocates believe
that the promotion of abstinence until adolescents are ready for sex, as in the curriculum
used in the study, more closely supports the idea that abstinence can be used effectively as
part of a comprehensive sex education program.44

How do abstinence-only education programs affect LGBTQIQ youth?

Much of the abstinence-only curriculum marginalizes LGBTQIQ students by teaching that
sexual activity does not belong outside the context of a marriage and that its sole purpose is
procreation.

Since same-sex couples are prohibited from marrying in most states, this curriculum denies
the legitimacy of LBGTQIQ sexuality.

Abstinence-only curricula fail to provide information to students about how to protect
themselves in same-sex sexual relationships, putting LGBTQIQ youth at heightened risk for
STIs and HIV/AIDS.

The 2006 rewrite of the CBAE guidelines requires that programs define marriage “only as a
legal union between a man and a woman as a husband and wife.”45

Americans Support Comprehensive Sex-Ed
The vast majority of Americans support comprehensive, age-appropriate, medically accurate sex
and sexuality education.

15 states require sex education curricula to be medically accurate and/or age appropriate.4°
Most parents of junior high school and high school students (93% and 91%, respectively) say
that sex education is a “very” or “somewhat” important part of a school’s curriculum.47

Most parents of junior high school and high school students (85%) believe use of and access
to contraceptives are appropriate topics for sexuality education programs in schools.48
Seventy-two percent of junior high school students’ parents and 65% of high school students’
parents want federal funding for “more comprehensive sex education programs that include
information on how to obtain and use condoms and other contraceptives” instead of
funding programs that teach “abstaining from sexual activity” as the only form of birth
control.49

The American Academy of Pediatrics, the American College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists, and the American Medical Association all support teaching comprehensive
sex education rather than abstinence-only education.s°

A number of major religious organizations also support comprehensive sexuality education.
The Episcopal Church USA;5* Presbyterian Church (USA), Unitarian Universalist
Association, United Church of Christ, United Methodist Church, and Reform and
Conservative Judaism have all passed resolutions in favor of comprehensive sexuality
education in public schools.52
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e In a national poll, the Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice found that 73% of anti-
choice voters, 73% of Catholics, 57% of Baptists, and 67% of Christian fundamentalists
favored comprehensive sexuality education.53
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