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Chairwoman Chang-Diaz, Chairwoman Peisch, and members of the Joint Committee on Education, thank you
for giving me the opportunity to submit this testimony as a researcher. | am Sumru Erkut, an Associate Director
and Senior Research Scientist at the Wellesley Centers for Women. | received my doctorate in social
psychology from Harvard University. Related to today’s topic, I have researched the long term protective
effects of female high school students’ sports participation on their responsible sexual activity as young adults.
I just completed a review of the projects funded by the Adolescent Family Life program that is a part of the
Office of Adolescent Pregnancy Programs and proposed topics for further research on adolescent sexuality. |
am currently directing the long-term impact evaluation of a middle school sex education curriculum. I am
offering my support for An Act Relative to Healthy Youth, H. 1063/S.190.

I would like to go on record in support of An Act Relative to Healthy Youth (H. 1063/S. 190), sponsored
by Senator Katherine Clark and Representative James O’Day, and urge you to give this bill a favorable report.
This bill would send an important message across the Commonwealth that, if a school decides to include
sexuality education in its curriculum, the material taught must be comprehensive, medically accurate, and age
appropriate.

An estimated 750,000 American teens will become pregnant this year' and nearly four million teens between the
ages of 15-19 will contract a sexually transmitted infection." This is clearly a public health crisis, but it is a
crisis that is preventable in significant ways with appropriate education.

Abstinence only education correctly promotes the value of delaying becoming sexually active. However, it does
not provide accurate information about contraceptives. This approach flies in the face of reality of the number
of students in our schools who are sexually active. In Massachusetts the latest available figures are from 2009
and show that 5.4% of students reported being sexually active by age 13 and 46% of high school students
reported being sexually active; but of those who were sexually active 42% had not used a condom when they
last had sex."' Not providing age appropriate and accurate information on contraception amounts to a
misinformation campaign that endangers youth’s health and well-being.

If the fear of discussion of contraception is that it will lead to lead to earlier or increased sexual activity, | am
not aware of any research that supports that fear. To the contrary, there is research which shows that teaching
protection methods does not lead to increase in sexual activity." Study after study overwhelmingly shows that
comprehensive sex education helps reduce teen pregnancy by helping young people to abstain from sex and to
use contraception when they do engage in sexual behavior. A review of 115 program evaluations showed that
two-thirds of the comprehensive programs had positive behavioral outcomes — including helping participants
to delay sex, use condoms and contraception, decrease the number of sexual partners or decrease the frequency
of sex.”
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I am here speaking as a researcher and also as a mother. | know that access to contraception does not lead to
sexual activity. Having talked about sexual health and healthy relationships for many years with my sons, after
they turned 13, | sent them to sleep away camp with condoms. | said, “This is not to say go ahead and have sex,
but if I ever find out you had sex without using a condom you’ll be in big trouble.” Many years later they told
me, “Mom, it didn’t work. We didn’t use the condoms, we didn’t have sex.” I smiled.

As our schools face increasing pressure to do more with less, the legislature can set an important standard to
ensure that local resources are put to good use. An Act Relative to Healthy Youth (H. 1063/S. 190) would
provide school districts across the Commonwealth with a critical guidepost to orient their sexuality education
programs so that they provide young people with the information they need to make safe, healthy decisions
about sex and relationships, even as it continues to endorse the ability of parents to exempt their children from
such instruction. H. 1063/S. 190 is not a mandate, but rather provides a set of proven standards to follow if and
when a district chooses to teach sexuality education.

In order to protect the health and well-being of the young people of Massachusetts, I urge the Joint
Committee to give H. 1063/S. 190 a favorable report.
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