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On behalf of The University of Oklahoma Health Sciences Center, Ronald Greenfield, M.D., Chief of Infectious Diseases, Philip Rettig, M.D., Chief of Adolescent Medicine, Robert Settles, LCSW, Program Coordinator, and myself it is an honor to present, The Courage to Say KNOW, an asset-building sexual health curriculum for the prevention and early intervention of sexually transmitted infections, HIV/AIDS, and unintended pregnancy in adolescent populations.  The curriculum was made possible through the generosity of a Ryan White Title IV grant, funded by the HIV/AIDS Bureau of the Health Resources and Services Administration.
Mission and Vision

The curriculum’s mission is to promote optimal physical, emotional, and social well-being for young people around the world through evidenced-based education, incorporating critical asset-building skills that empower them to stay healthy and risk-free.  Our vision is to open doors to youth-friendly, medically accurate education, while breaking down barriers that deny access to vital, life-saving information and care. 
Youth Trends

Youth today represent the largest generation in history.  They tend to wait longer to marry; are prone to engage in pre-marital sexual relationships; many report having multiple sexual partners and inconsistent use of barrier protection.  Most do not know how to advocate for their health care, where to obtain it, and are unable to pay for it.  Many live in communities with high STI and HIV prevalence.  Across the globe many teens face high poverty rates; are exploited through sexual abuse or forced prostitution; are being raised in single-family homes, in many cases by someone other than a biological parent; are exposed to violence and substance abuse; and are socially marginalized, yet lack access to youth-friendly medical care and sexual education that links reproductive health, sexually transmitted infections, and HIV/AIDS.  As they begin to make the transition into adulthood these precursors are the ingredients for disaster.
While the debate continues over a comprehensive versus an abstinence-until-marriage or A (abstain), B (be faithful), C (condoms) approach, HIV now infects two young people every hour of every day in the United States, where one out of every four sexually active youths have a sexually transmitted infection, many of which are undiagnosed and untreated.  Of the 40,000 newly diagnosed HIV cases each year in the United States, almost half are in young Americans, ages 15-24.  According to Perspectives in Sexual and Reproductive Health, this equates to 9 million new cases of STIs occurring in adolescents in the United States, totaling $6.2 billion dollars in treatment. (1)   In Freeze Frame: A Snapshot of America’s Teens, the National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy reported that at least one-third of U.S. teens (15-19-years-of-age) say they have not discussed sex with their parents, including how to say, “No.” (2)
In an online survey conducted by a joint teen sexual health campaign of BBC Radio 1, 1xtra, MTV, and Durex of 30,000 United Kingdom young people, one-third of those ages 16-24 reported having sex before age 16.  More than one-third of respondents under age 25 indicated they do not always use condoms during sex with a new partner, and more than two-thirds reported having had a one-night stand.  Eighty percent said that sex education at school only covered the basics. (3)
The startling fact is that 15-24-year-olds account for nearly half of the five million new cases of HIV infection worldwide each year.  In Sub-Saharan Africa seven percent of 15-24-year-olds have already contracted HIV, accounting for over half of all new cases worldwide, yet fewer than fifty percent of these youths can cite behaviors that would reduce their risks. (4) 

The Courage to Say KNOW
The Courage to Say KNOW is an asset-building sexual health curriculum, developed to mend the many fractures in HIV/AIDS education, while empowering young people.  It directly links HIV/AIDS education to sexual and reproductive health.  Assets are knowledge, attitudes, behaviors, beliefs, and skills that will strengthen youths’ abilities to make healthy responsible choices; thereby, reducing risk behaviors through self-efficacy.   

The Courage to Say KNOW was developed in concert with adolescent focus groups and through needs assessment from various target audiences, including public and private schools, at-risk adolescents in group homes, juvenile justice, and after-school programs.  It is easily adaptable to various target audiences, capitalizing on a body of knowledge that is essential for all young people.
This curriculum is divided into twelve lesson plans, providing a comprehensive educational strategy that is based on Social Learning Theory (SLT).  The premise behind SLT incorporates behavioral skills that are either learned through direct experience or by modeling the behaviors of others.  Two key behavioral determinants of SLT are: 1) outcome experiences – the extent to which a person values the expected outcome of a specific behavior, and 2) self-efficacy – the belief that one is capable of performing a particular behavior, even if it involves challenge.  SLT approaches are a continuous reciprocal interaction between cognitive, behavioral, and environmental determinants.

This course of study builds an in-depth knowledge base that empowers young people to chart a responsible course toward their sexual health and over well being.  Each lesson plan incorporates various experiential, hands-on activities to make education a real-life learning experience for participants.  The twelve lesson plans are as follows:

1. Understanding Adolescence

2. The Amazing Immune System

3. HIV/AIDS: Risk or Responsibility

4. Real Talk About STDs

5. Abstinence

6. Barrier Protection
7. Substance Abuse

8. Balancing Power for Healthy Relationships

9. Effective Communication
10. Decision-Making/Refusal Skills/Delay Tactics

11. Setting Healthy Boundaries

12. Self-Esteem: I’ve Got the Power to Love the Skin I’m In

The curriculum is fully supported by a 415-page Facilitator’s Guide to make implementation easy and affordable for instructors.  The Facilitator’s Guide includes student handouts, pre-and post-test evaluations, program evaluation tools (including assessment in knowledge, attitudes, beliefs and behavior), and a fully developed power point presentation for each lesson plan.

The Peer Educator Training Manual parallels the previous mentioned two manuals, while incorporating units to train peer educators to advocate for other youths.  Units include a history of HIV/AIDS, and the toll of the pandemic; HIPAA regulations and patient confidentiality; teaching strategies; professionalism in the classroom; advocating skills; and a respect for cultural diversity.
The above manuals are now conveniently packaged into a 3-CD set after field testing with over 2,000 participants.  Additionally, Training of Trainers intensive 15-week workshops are on-going within communities, including public schools, Aids Service Organizations (ASOs), Community Based Organizations (CBOs), youth organizations, group homes, and parent groups.  These professionals are now using the curriculum and accompanying manuals on a routine basis, feeding de-identified research data back to the OUHSC.  This effort of collaboration and cooperation is greatly improving the quality of education provided to youths, while providing supportive data for an evidenced-based educational approach in sexual health instruction.

The Courage to Say KNOW curriculum is in compliance with State Statute 70 O.S. 11-103 (OSCN 2001), School Code 1971.  It has been peer reviewed by the Oklahoma State Department of Health and approved as a medically accurate sexual health curriculum.  In September 2005, the curriculum was approved by the Oklahoma State Board of Education, and endorsed as the Board’s recommendation for use in middle and high schools.  Statewide trainings are now in progress to mainstream the curriculum into the public school system. 

Where Do We Go From Here
It is our vision to eliminate the stigma and lack of knowledge that surrounds sexual health in order to reduce the escalating rise of sexually transmitted infections, HIV/AIDS, and unintended pregnancies in youth populations, and the devastating toll this places on young people around the world.  Youth deserve a voice and the right to speak for their needs and their quality of health care.  Through medically accurate, evidenced-based sexual health education, we believe that young people can make informed choices through knowledge and asset-building skills.
It’s an eye-opening experience to mention that during focus groups conducted with teens, the number one reported statement that young people want to hear from their parent(s) or guardian(s) is, “I love you,” validating that they are important.  It is critical to remember that there is a direct correlation between risk behavior and low self-esteem.  Possibly, one of the best vaccines we have against STIs, HIV/AIDS, and unintended pregnancy is to build a sense of worth in the hearts and minds of all young people.  The Courage to Say KNOW is a means toward that goal -- education that is desperately needed in the fight against HIV/AIDS.  Treatment alone, without education, will not change the global course of this pandemic.
We greatly appreciate the on-going support and interest this program continues to garner throughout our communities, in the U.S., and abroad.  We welcome opportunities to collaborate with interested universities or organizations to train others in this capacity building initiative, twinning the project for the overall benefit of young people around the globe.  For further information, to schedule trainings, or participate in this on-going effort, please contact Jana Knol, M.Ed, Instructional Coordinator at The University of Oklahoma Health Sciences Center at (405) 271-6235 or via email at jana-knol@ouhsc.edu.
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