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TO: The Texas State Board of Education 

FROM: Allison Marino 

DATE: December 4, 2013 

SUBJECT: Introducing Comprehensive Sexual Education to Texas High Schools 

 The Texas State Board of Education (TSBOE) consists of 15 members from all over the 

state who oversee the public education system in Texas. Acting in accordance with the Texas 

Education Code, the TSBOE serves the entire state on issues such as instruction (curriculum), 

school finances (budget), and school initiatives. Each sub-committee has five members, in 

addition to the group meeting as an entire board. A chair chosen by the governor and senate leads 

it; currently, the chair is Barbara Cargill, a science teacher from the Houston area. 

 The state of Texas is currently in a crisis when it comes to sexual health and teenagers. 

Texas currently has the fourth highest birth rate among teens 46.9 births for every 1,000 women 

ages 15-19, with the teen pregnancy rate of 85 per 1,000 women. This is higher than the national 

averages of 31.3 and 68, respectively per 1,000 women ages 15-19. Texas teens were also below 

national averages in terms of abortion rates (11 per 1,000 women ages 15-19), condom usage 

(54% of students grades 9-12), and birth control pill usage (11% of students grades 9-12). With 

over 52% of all Texas high school students engaging in sexual intercourse, something needs to 

be done in order to bring these rates closer to the national averages (“Texas Adolescent 

Reproductive Health Facts, 2013).  

 Currently, according to the Texas Education Code, sexual education in high schools is a 

primarily abstinence-only program. The Code states in section 28.004 (e): 

 “Any course materials and instruction relating to human sexuality, sexually transmitted 
diseases, or human immunodeficiency virus or acquired immune deficiency syndrome shall be 
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selected by the board of trustees with the advice of the local school health advisory council and 
must: 

(1) present abstinence from sexual activity as the preferred choice of behavior in 
relationship to all sexual activity for unmarried persons of school age; 

(2) devote more attention to abstinence from sexual activity than to any other 
behavior; 

(3) emphasize that abstinence from sexual activity, if used consistently and 
correctly, is the only method that is 100 percent effective in preventing pregnancy, sexually 
transmitted diseases, infection with human immunodeficiency virus or acquired immune 
deficiency syndrome, and the emotional trauma associated with adolescent sexual activity; 

(4) direct adolescents to a standard of behavior in which abstinence from sexual 
activity before marriage is the most effective way to prevent pregnancy, sexually transmitted 
diseases, and infection with human immunodeficiency virus or acquired immune deficiency 
syndrome; and 

(5) teach contraception and condom use in terms of human use reality rates 
instead of theoretical laboratory rates, if instruction on contraception and condoms is included in 
curriculum content (“Texas Education Code,” 2013).”  
 
In addition, schools may not distribute condoms while instructing students about sex nor do they 

have to teach the classes as co-educational. Could this be the reason why Texas has so many 

problems with teenagers and sex? 

 Studies prove that abstinence-only or abstinence-centered education is not as effective 

as a comprehensive sex education program. Abstinence-centered education is defined as a 

program that censors information about contraceptives and condoms, while promoting 

abstinence as the only safe and effective way to prevent unintended pregnancies and sexually 

transmitted diseases. Comprehensive sexual education, by contrast, teaches abstinence as the best 

option to prevent pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases, but also teaches about condoms 

and contraceptive use, and addresses the realities of teenage sexual desires (“Sex Education 

Programs” 2001). 
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 Every state has the option to decide what type of sex education they will include in 

their schools. In Texas, it is clear that abstinence-centered education was chosen by the TSBOE 

to be taught in schools. According to a 2011 study done by Kathrin Stanger-Hall and David Hall, 

states that use an abstinence-only or abstinence-centered program “do(es) not reduce and likely 

increases teen pregnancy rates” while “comprehensive sex and/or STD education that includes 

abstinence as a desired behavior was correlated with the lowest teen pregnancy rates across 

states” (Stanger-Hall & Hall, 2011).  

 Stanger-Hall and Hall categorized states first according to whether or not they had a 

law regarding sex education (38 states have laws). The next category was whether or not the law 

stated that it was abstinence-centered or comprehensive sex education (thirty of the 38 states 

have abstinence-centered education). Finally, they ranked states from zero to three in terms of 

abstinence coverage (with zero being no provision and three stressing the importance of 

abstinence-only). Texas falls under the category of “three” in both 2005 and 2007 (Stanger-Hall 

& Hall, 2011). 

 Furthermore, in an article published in the American Bar Association’s Human Rights 

Magazine, the authors (Patrick Malone and Monica Rodriguez) discuss the findings of two 

studies on the effectiveness of abstinence-only versus comprehensive sex education. The first, 

conducted by Mathematica Policy Research, found that abstinence-only programs did not 

increase rates of abstinence in teenagers. In addition, the study found that participants in 

abstinence-only programs had a similar number of sexual partners and age at which they lost 

their virginity as the control group (students in comprehensive sex education programs). The 

abstinence-only students also had a higher rate of unprotected sexual contact than students in the 

control group. 
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 The other study, done by Douglas Kirby, PhD, reviewed multiple studies on the 

effectiveness of both comprehensive sex education and abstinence-only sex education programs. 

Similar to the Mathematica study, Kirby found there was no evidence that proved abstinence-

only programs “delay the initiation of sexual intercourse, hasten the return to abstinence, or 

reduce the number of sexual partners” (Malone & Rodriguez, 2011). However, the Kirby study 

did find 40 percent of the comprehensive programs reduced the number of sexual partners, 

increased condom or contraceptive usage, and delayed the initiation of sex. It is important to note 

that Kirby’s definitions of the types of programs were slightly different than the definitions used 

in this memo. 

 While the article was written by the director of communications and CEO of SIECUS 

(Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United States – a group that is pro-

comprehensive sex education), it is important to note that the studies were unrelated to SIECUS. 

According to a fact sheet published by SIECUS; however, some school districts in Texas are 

using comprehensive sex education programs. These programs are federally funded through The 

President’s Teen Pregnancy Initiative (TPPI), and only six groups in Texas (only two of which 

are school districts) receive one of the two tiers of funding. However, these programs reach 

approximately 675 students per year (“SIECUS State Profile: Texas” 2013). Even though these 

programs have been highly successful in reducing pregnancy, STD and number of partner rates, 

there needs to be more of an effort throughout the state to reduce these already high rates. That’s 

where comprehensive sex education comes in to play. 

 Comprehensive sex education has proven results for reducing teen pregnancy and STD 

rates. The Texas Education Code needs to be revised to include a program that focuses more on 

comprehensive sex education and allows students to learn about the realities of sex. While there 
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is no way of stopping teenagers from having sex, the most powerful tool we can aid these 

students with is knowledge. 

 There will probably be pushback from the religious conservatives known to domineer 

Texas politics. The group, made up mainly of Christians, is concerned with promoting an agenda 

associated with moralistic Christian beliefs. These beliefs tend to include a pro-life stance on 

abortion, an anti-homosexual behavior stance, and an anti-contraception stance. When it comes 

to sex education, there is a varied response: some believe that abstinence is the only method to be 

taught while others believe that sex education shouldn’t be taught at all.  

 Currently, the Texas State Board of Education includes eight Republicans and four 

Democrats, with three not identifying themselves in their biographies. According to their 

biographies, seven of them are actively involved with their churches in some way. Also 

interesting to note is that board member Marty Rowley is the former president of CareNet 

Pregnancy Center of Amarillo, a Christian-based pregnancy center that supports pro-life 

missions and abstinence-only education. Because of the seemingly strong views of the board 

garnered from their biographies, it might be hard to sway them on this issue. 

 Here are the facts, though: abstinence-centered education is just not as effective. Would 

it be nice to pretend that teenagers will not have any desire to have sex? Absolutely. Is it 

realistic? Absolutely not. The fact is that 47 percent of American teenagers are sexually active in 

high school, and the number has been increasing in recent years. We need to arm every student 

with the information to correctly protect themselves from the unplanned consequences of sex, 

and the best way to do that is through a comprehensive sex education program. Abstinence-

centered education does not address the realities of teenage desire, and typically doesn’t teach 

students about proper ways to protect themselves should they choose to have sex. It is only a 
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comprehensive approach to sex education that will teach students about the use of contraceptives 

with realistic and factual data. Only a comprehensive approach will face the realities of 

differences in sexuality, and only a comprehensive approach will show the true negative 

emotional effects of sex. The question should be why isn’t every school in the country teaching 

comprehensive sex education methods?  
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