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Sexually Transmitted Disease (STD) 
rates continue to rise in the U.S. Ac-
cording to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, even diseas-
es like gonorrhea and syphilis, which 
were “at historic lows or close to elimi-
nation,” are on the rise.

STDs are preventable, but stigma in-
hibits people from having healthy con-
versations, from receiving regular test-
ing, and even from seeking treatment.

It’s not that we don’t know how to 
stop the spread of STDs; the biggest 
roadblock is that too many of us just 
don’t want to talk about sex. 

When we do talk about sex the con-
versation is, too often, not informed 
and non-inclusive.  That’s a problem.

In the CDC report, Sexually Trans-
mitted Disease Surveillance 2017, the 
Director of the Division of STD Pre-
vention, Dr. Gail Bolan writes, “It is 
imperative that federal, state, and lo-
cal programs employ strategies that 
maximize long-term population im-
pact by reducing STD incidence and 
promoting sexual, reproductive, ma-
ternal, and infant health.”

There’s no way you can promote 
sexual health without talking about 
sex.

According to the Guttmacher Insti-
tute, only 24 states mandate sex ed-
ucation. Oddly enough, Guttmacher 
says 37 states mandate HIV education. 
More states are willing to talk about 
the consequences of having unprotect-
ed sex than are willing to talk about 
how to protect yourself if you do have 
sex. 

The 2017 CDC report says that half 
of all STDs are among young people 
ages 15 to 24 years old, but fewer than 
half of high schools and only a fifth of 
middle schools are teaching the sexual 
health topics that the CDC considers 
“essential” for healthy young people.

Nine states don’t mandate sexual 
health or HIV education at all. 

Personal beliefs often drive views of 
sexuality among individuals and in-
stitutions. That means that too many 
of the conversations surrounding sex 
exclude people or practices that are 
judged unacceptable or immoral by 
those controlling what’s being dis-
cussed.

That’s especially impactful on the 
LGBTQIA community, which is often 

left out of sexual health education, 
and often denied care by providers. 
Black men who have sex with men and 
transgender women are experiencing 
disproportionate rates of STDs be-
cause of stigma and lack of resources. 

Six states have what are referred 
to as “no promo homo” laws, which 
prohibit or limit the mention of ho-
mosexuality and transgender identity 
in public schools. Stigma and margin-
alization have led to higher rates of 
bullying and suicide among LGBTQIA 
youth.

In the words of the iconic Salt-N-Pe-
pa, Let’s Talk About Sex.

Much work needs to be done to in-
troduce more informed and inclusive 
sex education in the classroom.  But, 
no one can stop you from talking to 
each other.

Talk to your children, grandchil-
dren, nieces, nephews, cousins and 
neighbors about sex, and not just 
once.  It needs to be a series of ongoing 
conversations that help prepare them 
for what’s out here.

And those conversations need to be 
real. Young children should know the 
correct names for their body parts.  
They should understand that other 
people shouldn’t touch them in a way 
that makes them feel uncomfortable.

By the age of eight, young people 
should be learning about puberty and 
how their bodies will change.

Experts believe that pre-teens are 
ready to talk about sex, protection, 
birth control and sexually transmitted 
infections.

The conversations may not be easy, 
but they are necessary. STD’s don’t 
discriminate on the basis of religion, 
race or class. They spread too often 
because the people who are having sex 
didn’t know there was a safer way.

I’m going to say it one last time, Let’s 
Talk About Sex! For more informa-
tion about Planned Parenthood or to 
schedule a sexual health appointment 
visit www.plannedparenthood.org. 
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