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Abstinence-0nly Initiative Advancing
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WASHINGTON, Feb. 27 - Like most groups devoted to curbing the spread of AIDS, the
AIDS Resource Center of Wisconsin has spent years promoting condoms. So it was with
some surprise that the center received a grant from the Bush administration to persuade
teenagers to say no to sex, at least until they are married.

“There won't be any conversation or education about condoms" in the program, said
Mike Gifford, the group's deputy executive director. “Our message is going to home in,
quite substantially, on the fact that the only 100 percent pure way to protect yourself
from H.L.V. is to abstain.”

That message—that sex outside marriage can be dangerous to your health—is precisely
what the White House wants young Americans to hear.

When he ran for office, President Bush promised to spend as much on programs that teach
abstinence until marriage as on medical services that provide contraceptives to teenagers.
This month, he made good on that promise, proposing a budget for 2003 that would raise
federal spending on “abstinence only" education by $33 million, to $135 million.

“Abstinence is the surest way, and the only completely effective way, to prevent unwanted
pregnancies and sexually transmitted disease," Mr. Bush said on Tuesday in outlining

his welfare reform plan. “When our children face a choice between self-restraint and
self-destruction, government should not be neutral."

The line drew hearty applause from the audience of community activists at a church
here. But the initiative is controversial—not because anyone opposes teenage chastity,
but because the government requires that abstinence programs avoid mentioning
contraceptives, except to state their drawbacks.

The scientific literature, including a recent report by former Surgeon General David
Satcher, carries quite a different message. With scant research on abstinence-only
programs, studies conclude there is insufficient evidence that they delay teenage sex.
The only proven method for reducing pregnancy and sexually transmitted disease, the
studies say, is to combine the abstinence message with one that teaches young people
how to protect themselves against pregnancy and disease.

“There is no scientific evidence that ‘abstinence only until marriage' programs work,"
Representative James C. Greenwood, Republican of Pennsylvania, said in a recent letter
to Mr. Bush. The letter, also signed by Representatives Lynn Woolsey and Barbara Lee,
Democrats of California, called increasing spending for abstinence education “dangerous

and unnecessary."
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The administration replies that this is circular reasoning. “Unless we put money there
to find out whether it works," said Claude Allen, who as deputy secretary of health and
human services is in charge of the government'’s abstinence initiative, “we will never know."

The issue is likely to come up on Capitol Hill this year. When Congress passed legislation
to overhaul welfare in 1996, it adopted a companion bill that set aside $50 million a
year for abstinence education. With both measures up for reauthorization, opponents are
promoting a bill, introduced by Representatives Greenwood, Woolsey and Lee, that would
devote $100 million for programs that teach both abstinence and contraception.

“We believe in abstinence education,” said Tamara Kreinin, president of the Sexuality
Information and Education Council of the United States, a nonprofit group that supports the
bill. “Most Americans do. It's the ‘abstinence only until marriage' message that concerns us."

Despite a steady decline in the teenage birthrate over the past decade, pregnancy and
sexually transmitted disease remain a huge problem for American teenagers. By the time
they graduate from high school, two-thirds of the nation's young people have had sexual
intercourse, according to the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; one in
four sexually active teenagers contract sexually transmitted diseases each year.

How to turn that trend around has been the subject of intense study and debate.
Scientists at the disease control agency have identified eight programs that have been
proved to reduce teenage pregnancy and sexually transmitted disease, including one that
stresses abstinence, said Dr. Lloyd Kolbe, who directs the agency's division of school and
adolescent health. Interestingly, he said, analysis of that particular program showed that
in addition to delaying sex, it increased condom use.

But the vast majority of the more than 700 different abstinence education programs in
use in the nation have never been thoroughly studied. The report by Dr. Satcher concluded
that without more research, “it is too early to draw definite conclusions about this approach."

A rigorous study, financed by the federal government and led by Rebecca Maynard,

a professor of education and social policy at the University of Pennsylvania, is under
way, but will not be complete until 2005. Preliminary data will be available next year,
Dr. Maynard said.

Yet as the experience of AIDS Resource Center of Wisconsin suggests, abstinence education
is catching on, if only because there is more federal money available for it.

Mr. Gifford, the center's deputy executive director, said the idea of teaching abstinence
until marriage struck him after his government grant writer identified it as “a new funding
opportunity.” With 40,000 Americans becoming infected with the AIDS virus every year,
he said, “we didn't believe we could just keep doing the status quo."”

Nationally, a recent survey by the Alan Guttmacher Institute, the nonprofit organization
that focuses on sexual and reproductive health, found that 23 percent of secondary
school teachers said they did not discuss any method other than abstinence as a way to
avoid pregnancy, up from just 2 percent in 1988. Federal health officials, meanwhile, say
competition for abstinence-only education grants is intense. Of 360 recent applications,
173 were approved and 53 received financing.
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At the AIDS Resource Center, the decision to apply for the grant generated intense
debate among the staff. Federal law explicitly requires abstinence programs to teach that
“sexual activity outside the context of marriage is likely to have harmful psychological
and physical effects,” and that “a mutually faithful monogamous relationship in the
context of marriage is the expected standard of human sexual activity.”

These were ticklish requirements for an organization that has a large gay constituency.
But ultimately, Mr. Gifford said, center officials concluded that there was a market for
abstinence education in their state, particularly in rural areas.

They applied for, and received, a $91,000 grant to plan a program aimed at 12- to 18-
year-olds. Their plan is to use “peer educators,” teenagers who are trained to talk to
other teenagers, and to run four- to six- week sessions to provide support to help young
people abstain.

The issue of what to say about condoms proved tricky. Years ago, proponents of abstinence
education cast the issue in moral terms. Today, abstinence education is more often cast
in terms of the risk of disease.

“The more sexual partners a person has, the more risk of disease they have," said

Dr. Joe S. Mcllhaney, founder of the Medical Institute for Sexual Health, a group based
in Austin, Tex., that is a leader in abstinence education. “Our goal is to give objective
information that we draw from credible scientific sources.”

Those sources include the National Institutes of Health, which last year reported that
while condoms reduced the spread of AIDS, there was insufficient evidence that they
prevented other sexually transmitted diseases, like herpes and chlamydia.

The Wisconsin center has decided to steer clear of condoms and the institutes' study.
“That would leave them with a more negative vision of condoms,"” said Scott Stokes,
the agency's prevention expert. “We can't speak positively about them either. We are
just going to leave the issue alone.”
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