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Adolescent Education for Prevention of Sexually Transmitted Diseases

Introduction:

STI rates in US adolescent populations are not improving or are rising.! Strategies used
to address this problem include adolescent education, STI testing availability, and condom
availability.'? A focused education program taught in schools can help prevent the continued
spread of STIs among adolescent populations. These education programs should include topics
about STIs, general sexual health, STI prevention strategies, access to STI testing services, and
practicing open communication regarding sexual health,!>"13- 18

Healthy People 2030 identifies and measures public health concerns, identifying
problems that are improving, getting worse, or staying near the baseline. Looking closely at
public health and infectious disease, Healthy People 2030 cites that gonorrhea rates in young
adult and adolescent males are getting worse. ! Gonorrhea is a sexually transmitted infection
(STI), spread through sexual intercourse from person to person. It is treatable with antibiotics
and can be easily detected with tests in the clinical setting. In fact, other STI infection rates are
not improving, or are getting worse. STI rates are a public health concern because while some
STIs are curable, they can still cause serious illnesses, and still others are not curable and become
chronic health conditions that may continue to spread. Healthy People 2030 identifies frequent

STI testing as one of the best ways to help decrease these numbers.! Other strategies include



adolescent education regarding STI risk factors and access to STI testing. When looking at
adolescent education specifically, focused education programs taught in schools can help
prevent the continued spread of STIs among adolescent populations.!! Adolescent education
should include STI testing, STI prevention strategies, access to condoms, access to STI testing
services, and practicing open communication regarding sexual health. !'* Using these
educational topics, adolescents are given the information and the tools to make decisions
regarding their health and their own risk of STI infections, which will aid in the decrease of STI

infections like gonorrhea. !'"13

How high are STI rates?

US trends in STI rates are similar to the STI trends in Oregon. From the last 10 years
most STI rates are higher, or are not improving. Most recent public health data from the CDC
and Healthy People 2030 shows a concerning increase in gonorrhea infections with rates for men
15 to 24 years old at 523.5 cases per 100,00 males. Gonorrhea rates for all ages in men increased
from 544 cases to 598 cases per 100,000 from 2019 to 2020.!

Looking at STI rates in Oregon specifically shows the need for continued STI prevention
strategies in this specific region. The rate of gonorrhea in Oregon has been increasing over the
last 10 years.” The average HIV incidence in Oregon is 5.4 cases per 100,000 people. Looking
closely at adolescent ages, STI rates have been stable or getting worse.® Syphilis infection have
been steadily increasing in the last five years, with a significant increase from 1,322 cases to
2,009 cases from 2020 to 2021.* Chlamydia has been mostly stable from 2020 to 2021 with

15601 cases in 2021.° Looking especially at STI rate trending over the last 10 years, STI rates



are trending upwards or are not improving in US populations, including adolescent populations

in Oregon. !

Why are increasing STI rates a problem?

Why do STI rates matter? With STI infections like gonorrhea, the risk of transmission of
HIV is higher, and women face an increased risk of pelvic inflammatory disease.! Pelvic
Inflammatory Disease in women can cause permanent sequelae including repeated infections,
chronic pelvic pain, ectopic pregnancy risk, dyspareunia, and infertility.® Public health concerns
also include the possibility that Gonorrhea may soon become resistant to the recommended
antibiotic, which would increase disease rates and treatment failures!. Other STIs are also
concerning because while some of them are curable, like gonorrhea, chlamydia, syphilis, and
trichomonas, people can still get re-infection if exposed, even if they have been treated for that
infection before.® Other STIs are also not curable, and instead are chronic diseases that must be
managed for the rest of the person’s life, and will continue to hold a risk of infection to other
people. These include STIs like HIV and HSV 2. STIs are preventable diseases, and many of
them are treatable, making them a public health concern that deserves attention at increasing
prevention.® With adequate education on risks behaviors, prevention strategies associated with
STI infections, and available STI testing access, the transmission and rates of these diseases may
indeed start to go down, which also decreases the health costs and risks associated with STI

infections. 1 12

Why are STI rates high or not improving among adolescent populations?



Why are STI rates getting worse or not improving among adolescent populations? There
are many contributing factors to the concerning STI rates in adolescent populations including
participating in risk behaviors, condom usage, STI testing, and education.!? The CDC’s Youth
Risk Behavior Survey shows 30% of high schoolers have ever had sexual intercourse, with 6%
having had sexual intercourse with four or more people.” It also shows 48% did not use a
condom during the last sexual intercourse.” Adolescents included in gender minority or LGBTQ+
are associated with higher rates of risk behaviors, and may be associated with higher rates of
HIV.® 20% of new HIV infections happen in young adult and adolescent populations.” The Risk
Behavior survey also indicated that 94% were not tested for sexually transmitted diseases.’
Other confounding factors contribute to decreased STI testing in adolescent populations
including fear of parents finding out through insurance documentation and not having time alone
when visiting their healthcare provider.!® While there are many confounding factors that affect

STI rates in adolescents, it’s clear that STI testing and addressing risky behaviors are two of the

most obvious modifiable risk factors that can be addressed through education.'?

Prevention and Education:

How can STI rates be improved? Healthy People 20330 cites one of the solutions to
improving STI rates includes screening people who may be at increased risk and starting
treatment quickly.! Screening and rapid treatment will help to prevent transmission and adverse
health outcomes associated with untreated STIs like gonorrhea.! To achieve this goal, adolescent
education about STI infections should include education topics including STI testing, STI
prevention strategies, access to condoms, access to STI testing services, and practicing open

communication regarding sexual practices.'?!%18



When discussing what should be included in STI education, abstinence only models of
education are correlated with higher rates of STIs and show less efficacy overall for STI
prevention and pregnancy prevention.!! However data shows that a focused approach to
comprehensive sexual health education helps adolescents to understand risk factors associated
with STI transmission and reflects lower STI rates.!>!> Timing is also relevant to sexual health
education for adolescent populations, as studies suggest sexual health education is more effective
when delivered before initial exposure to intercourse in adolescent populations. '8

What should be included in a sexual health education program? Education for adolescents
can center around understanding risk factors that increase risk of transmission of STIs. This
includes topics on abstinence, vaccinations, reducing number of sex partners, mutual monogamy,
STI testing, and condom use.'* Education on activities that increase the risk of STI infections
include anal, vaginal or oral sex without a condom, having multiple partners, anonymous
partners, and having sex under the influence of drugs and alcohol. Similarly, education should
include ways to prevent STI infections including: choosing less risky sex activities, use new
condoms correctly and consistently for oral, vaginal, and anal sex, reduce number of people you
have sex with, limit drug and alcohol use before sex, and talking with healthcare providers about
being tested for STIs.!* Comprehensive education includes topics of consequences of higher risk
sexual health behaviors, but also expands on communication skills and decision making '>1°,

What methods are effective when teaching sexual health education to adolescent
populations? Effective models of STI prevention include practicing open communication and

engaging with adolescent populations using games. Data from multiple meta analysis shows

strong statistically significand data that supports education curriculums for sexual health classes



to include communication and negotiation skills in combination with condom use as effective
teaching points to adolescent populations.'® According to adolescent surveys, other important
factors for adolescent sexual health education includes being in a safe environment and
integrating an educator who is nonjudgmental and well educated. Methods such as storytelling
and role playing can also be effective and youth friendly.'®

A major part of STI prevention includes STI testing, which should be included in sexual
health education for youth. Data shows that low numbers of STI screenings in adolescents may
be due to fear of testing associated with fear of lack of confidentiality.'® Informing adolescent
population of self testing resources may help increase adolescent access and use of STI testing.'®
In fact, the CDC has a national HIV/STI prevention strategy that has implemented home based
STI self-collection and testing services, which includes many Oregon counties.!” TakeMeHome
is an online site that facilitates mailing home tests and providing easy instructions on how to

collect specimens at home for STI testing.!”

Conclusion:

STI rates are a concern for adolescent populations and for the general public health.!-
Some of the most effective means of prevention of STI transmission is STI testing and
comprehensive sexual health education. Education topics should include STI testing, prevention
strategies, risk behaviors, peer communication, and navigating decision making in regards to
adolescent sexual health. Increasing the information regarding sexual health and STT testing will

help to combat the current concerning STI rates in adolescents, ! 121313
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