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Press Release

Youth education  is the key  to future social development. Mistaken approaches are at the roots of many social problems.  Lack of character and of an education which embraces the person in the entirety of his  or her personality,  is responsible to a large extent for many of society’s problems.
These are issues that squarely face governments, socially responsible companies, parents, teachers, and university students who have a common aspiration to work for the well-being of the youth. Despite all the money and expertise and propaganda, current programs are making little impact on levels of sexually transmitted diseases and are facing increasing rates of developmental problems.

Sharing experiences: In recognition of those current global concerns, InterMedia (www.intermediaconsulting.org - a Rome based international foundation), DAWV (Development Advocacy for Women Volunteerism, www.dawvfoundation.org, Philippines) and EDUCHILD Foundation (www.educhild.org, Philippines); in collaboration with I am S.T.R.O.N.G. Program, Philippines (www.iamstrong.org), and World Youth Alliance, USA (www.wya.net); are jointly putting up the Second International Congress on EDUCATION OF THE YOUTH IN LOVE, SEX, AND LIFE (www.edicongress.com) in Manila, on 19 to 21 November 2007.

GOAL: In 2006 Mexico City hosted the first congress of this series (www.encuentroays.com) . The second aims to develop the Mexico conclusions, to increase Asian and Australian initiatives in teenagers’ character development and education in human love (KEYSTONES OF SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT), and to progress in new findings and ideas in this area of youth education.  

OBJECTIVES: 
1. To provide foundational ideas, best practices, benchmarking, approaches, and orientations, to enable delegates, personally and in groups, to carry out advocacy work in character education and education in human love through development education activities and programs for teenagers ages 14 to 19.

2. To provide scientific data support on the mindset and lifestyles of adolescents: what they think, what they feel, what their aspirations are, and influences of immediate and mediate environment in their lives.

3. To give the youth the opportunity to show their talents of mind and heart through the arts. 
EVENT Frame: Two activities are lined up before the congress:
· a research (with 4,000 adolescents respondents, in collaboration with University of Navarre, Spain);

· and a competition series that will present the target audience with the mindset of the youth. 

The research  will look into the mindset of young people and their motivations and lifestyle. 

The competition series, comprising song-writing, an essay, visual arts, and a documentary film competition, will serve as complementary vehicles for understanding the  young person's mind and heart.

We envision parents, teachers, companies, government, media, socio-civic groups, and social enterprises launching and sustaining initiatives towards the strengthening of character, towards education in pure love … pure life. We pursue happy, stable, and wholesome families, and households, and consequently, an environment for productive citizenship. 
Our immediate stakeholders are active and potential organizers of programs in: character development, social-emotional learning, human love and sexuality.
The delegates should be: social entrepreneurs (activists, civic leaders) and NGOs, parents, teachers, media, socially responsible companies, government, and the youth themselves, who are motivated to promote education in character and human love, and who are thus interested in having a deeper understanding of the young and effective approaches to education in decision-making.
Our ultimate stakeholders are the youth themselves as responsible citizens that should  be prepared to make critical decisions towards building their own homes and families; and those responsible for shaping the youth’s values and beliefs.
Speakers and delegates coming from Asia, Australia, Europe, United States and America will provide a complete vision for the topics (more details attached Program).
Articles from our PR Team about the Congress
Article author: Ivanna Aguiling 
Chastity Education Questioned

Anyone who has tried to get a teenager to tidy his room, get up on time or complete his homework knows how difficult instilling good habits in young people can be. Teens are great fun, but they are also typically disorganised, their minds a mile away from the issue at hand. Their emerging sexuality and strong desire to bond with their peer group means their emotions are unstable and their behaviour often unpredictable. In other words, they are not completely reliable. Why? Because they are still growing up and their character is still developing.

Why, then, when it comes to something as important as sexuality would we treat an adolescent as a fully responsible adult? Why would we give them contraceptive pills and condoms and expect them to use these things perfectly when they decide to experiment with sex? The truth is that many adults fail to use contraception and "protection" consistently. What can we expect of a 16-year-old who cannot even learn to make his bed?

And yet, this is how some experts want us to treat our young people. They promote sex education programmes based on the idea that if teens are taught about contraception and condoms, and are drilled a bit on using them "every time", they will be a lot safer than if we had put all our effort into getting them to "save sex" for marriage; to stay chaste. 

The advocates of "comprehensive" or "abstinence plus" sex education (which typically says very little about abstinence) say that "abstinence only" programmes leave young people who do have sex more exposed to the risk of pregnancy and disease – at worst, HIV/AIDS. 

But recent research published in the United States and Britain reported that the results of abstinence only programmes and other forms of sex education were exactly the same: adolescents began to be sexually active about the same time and they used condoms at the same rate no matter what type of programme they had been through.

Of course, this was not good news for abstinence educators, who hoped they would have better results. But neither is it good news for the condom-pushing crowd. In any case, these studies are not the last word on the subject. There are several other studies that show abstinence only programmes in the US do have a positive impact on youth. 

And we shouldn't forget that in Uganda, an African country that has been devastated by AIDS, a national campaign focused on abstinence before marriage and fidelity within marriage reduced the spread of this terrible disease dramatically. The proportion of the population infected with HIV fell from around 20 per cent in 1990 to around 7 per cent in 2004. Over 90 per cent of Ugandans changed their sexual behaviour to avoid AIDS.

What is the lesson to take from this? That people – including young people – do respond to the sexual abstinence, or chastity, message, but that we have a long way to go in finding ways to make it really sink in and become part of their lives. Let's face it, the counter-pressures are very strong from a popular media culture that is aggressively sexual and cares nothing for the wellbeing of our kids.

It is no accident, then, that a very promising programme in the Philippines is called I Am S.T.R.O.N.G. This is about far more than sexuality and abstinence. It aims to influence a young person's character through a leadership and values formation programme which involves both teachers and teachers and parents. Developed by the University of Asia and the Pacific with support from Philip Morris, Inc., this pioneering effort has spread from one province to another in the archipelagic Philippines, reaching already 15 out of 17 regions. From its decade-long service, many moving stories can be shared. 

Clarissa, for instance, a junior high school girl, once saw sex as a kind of thrill, an exciting expression of love, a blissful connection between her and her boyfriend, with the possible consequence of pregnancy easily prevented through condoms. A two-day encounter with university students and young professionals of the programme changed her outlook completely. She became convinced that real love is a bond not driven by lustful pleasures, but one that motivates respect. Since then, she embraced chastity as a value worth striving for until her wedding day. Clarissa was married in May 2007, still guided by norms of chastity and grateful for the strong awakening.

Robert and his girlfriend indulged in sexual pleasure as an expression of love and commitment. Little did Robert (whose personality was rather mischievous) imagine that a seminar that appeared to be a typical leadership forum would radically change his perspective and lifestyle. Inspired by youth facilitators who divulged their own personal struggles, he is now happily married and expresses his and his wife's desire to likewise educate their children at the right time, in the right place, in character and in chastity. 

So many other stories illustrate the pivotal role the program has on the lives of its participants. For some, like Clarisse, it strengthened the value system already inculcated in them; for others, like Robert, it has turned their lives around.

The UNESCO-recognized method of I Am S.T.R.O.N.G. attributes its impact to three core characteristics: a) a character-based curriculum, b) parent-teacher-student spanning, and c) youth-to-youth conversations. 

"Chastity education does not happen in a vacuum," said Dr. Antonio Torralba, the programme director. "A possible reason why abstinence education fails, if it does, is that it is focused on the individual adolescent and on sex." Chastity education, conversely, is character-based and therefore necessarily tackles other aspects equally important for one's growth -- family, friends, academic progress and social awareness. By directing its efforts not only to students but to parents and teachers, I Am S.T.R.O.N.G. tries to ensure that one resounding voice is heard, one clear message delivered.

Youth-to-youth conversations also contribute to effectiveness. A friendly chat with a young ate (elder sister or girl friend) and kuya (elder brother or boy friend) encourages high school students to open their hearts, see things in a new light and come to decisions that they can act on. It allows a genuine exchange of ideas and feelings that makes the younger person more receptive to good values. This is much more effective than having an older adult preaching to the youth.

This year, together with Intermedia Consulting, Educhild Foundation, and Developmental Advocacy for Women Volunteerism, I Am S.T.R.O.N.G. is flexing its muscles to create a bigger impact. 

Its five-year campaign, I Keep Love Real, advocates chastity as an essential element of character education. The campaign is in the gathering stage of quantitative research on love, relationships, and sexuality -- supported by the University of Navarre, Spain. It has launched a nationwide song-writing and documentary film-making competition to trigger youthful creativity in conveying the message of keeping love real. It peaks in November 2007 with the Second International Congress on Education in Love, Sex, and Life to be held in Manila, Philippines (www.edicongress.com) . 

Even the process of organizing the Congress is bearing fruit. Only weeks ago a technical supplier in his 20's, not directly involved in the event, confessed that the months of mere exposure to the campaign's message and materials had made him realise the value of chastity. Even without participating in a programme, he and his girlfriend had vowed to live chaste lives and aspire toward a lifetime of fidelity in marriage. Now, that's one clear indication that character and chastity education works.
Article author:
Jokin de Irala (University of Navarre – Spain – Congress Scientific Committee and Congress Speaker)

Adapted from a letter published in the British Medical Journal online by Carolyn Moynihan (Congress PR Manager) and published by Mercatornet.
Abstinence education: are we asking the right questions?

Research findings seem to show that abstinence only education "doesn't work". Surely that means we have to make it better, not just give up. 

Teenagers can tend to live dangerously and society today gives them plenty of opportunities to do so. As a result, we are seeing epidemics of youthful drunkenness, drug-induced mental illness and sexually transmitted diseases, to mention only three of the excesses young people seem prone to. This week in Britain there are calls for the legal drinking age to be raised to 21 following the murder of a 47-year-old father of three by a gang of drunken youths. The government is redoubling efforts to educate young people about the harm of alcohol. Since the younger that one starts on substance abuse the more harm it can do, the best choice for young adolescents is, clearly, no alcohol -- and no smoking or other drugs either. 

But what about no sex? Is this the best choice for teenagers and should we be doing our utmost to persuade them to abstain from sexual experimentation? Or is abstinence an unattainable goal for the majority of young people -- based on ideals about love and sex that are merely a hangover from the past? Have we done our best when we mention that it is "OK not to have sex" and then spend the rest of the time telling kids how to "protect" themselves if they do? These questions indicate two approaches to educating youngsters about sex which currently seem to be in head-on conflict, especially in the United States where the future of government funding for "abstinence only" programs hangs in the balance. 

In the resulting, highly politicised environment research findings can be critical. Two recently published reviews of abstinence only curricula in the US have given rise to a crop of headlines announcing that "abstinence education doesn't work". The latest is a review(1) in the influential British Medical Journal of 13 scientific trials of abstinence programs by a group of researchers at Oxford University, who came to the conclusion that such programs are "ineffective". 

Abstinence educators should not be too readily discouraged by such findings. Kristen Underhill and colleagues searched for trials that aimed to prevent HIV infection -- the bottom line in sex education -- and were more or less well designed. But the studies they found are a very mixed bag, and although the researchers have done a great job of summarising this material, their findings gloss over very serious methodological problems. For example, how does one compare programs that ranged in duration from one session to 720 sessions, or evaluate outcomes reliably when there are dropout rates from 5 per cent to 45 per cent? Given these problems, the total number of young people in the studies -- 15,940 -- has no special relevance, even though it is cited as though it gives extra authority to the review. 

Despite such shortcomings, the authors bluntly state that, "evidence from this review suggests that abstinence only programs that aim to prevent HIV infection are ineffective". This is corroborated by a friendly editorial(2) in the BMJ which speaks of the studies being "remarkably consistent" in suggesting that abstinence only programs increased neither primary nor secondary abstinence. The editorialists go further, claiming that, "In contrast to abstinence only programs, programs that promote the use of condoms greatly reduce the risk of acquiring HIV." They cite in support three papers, two of which are from the late 1990s. The editorial finally argues that money should not be spent on abstinence only programs but rather on condom promotion programs. 
I am not sure under what criteria other studies showing the contrary are excluded before such statements are made. For example, a trial in Uganda found an increase in HIV risky behaviours in the intervention group where condom use and supply was promoted.(3) And a meta-analysis by Dicenso and colleagues(4) showed various programs, including ones in family planning clinics, were actually not very effective at improving contraceptive use, delaying sexual debut or avoiding unwanted pregnancies. No-one then requested the elimination of funding to family planning clinics. 

In the light of the problems encountered by the Oxford team it might have been safer to say there is no evidence that the 13 particular abstinence only programs they reviewed have done any better than the alternatives evaluated. This does not mean "abstinence promotion does not work", which is what some -- including the Spanish paper El País a couple of weeks ago -- are trying to convey to the public. 

In any case, whether those programs worked is not the real issue. The real issue is whether we are asking ourselves the right questions about them. Do we really expect that "abstinence promotion" during a few school sessions will work in a society where the media are conveying exactly the opposite message? (5)

Think of gender violence, sexism, discrimination, academic failure, lack of exercise, unhealthy eating, the problem of drinking and driving, smoking and other drug taking. Would a dozen classes in eighth or ninth grade change these behaviours if everywhere else the message was different? 

The question for these issues is "how" can we convey the right message and not "whether" we should convey them. If a program aiming to prevent gender violence does not succeed, it would be a terrible mistake to conclude that "education against violence is not effective". We would rather have to think of a way to do it better given that this particular program had failed, or we would have to think of how we could help this program to succeed. 

Let us not forget many anti-smoking programs have little success and no one doubts we should prevent smoking in youth. Do we really expect that "abstinence promotion" during a few school sessions will work in a society where the media are conveying exactly the opposite message? The question is: do we really believe abstinence is a good choice for our youth and do we really want to promote abstinence? 

I am not necessarily a defender of "abstinence only" programs, at least not for older adolescents. I personally believe the whole truth is the best we can give to our youth in order to help them make better and healthier choices. But we should empower youth to be able to make the best choices and, when behaviours are involved, this includes character education. We cannot just give them information and slogans; we have to help young people internalise good values and develop the skills, or habits, that go with them. This is not the work of one program. 

It is always best to "avoid risks" rather than to "reduce risks" and messages should be tailored to specific target groups. There is sound epidemiological evidence in favour of the ABC strategy of prevention -- Abstain, Be faithful, or use Condoms. Abstinence and being mutually faithful are best for avoiding risk whereas condoms reduce risk in people who choose not to avoid risks with "A" nor "B". 

A consensus statement published by The Lancet in 2004 (6) emphasised the importance of prioritising messages by calling for a delay of sexual debut in youth or for the return to abstinence in those who are having casual sex. When having sex is chosen, the consensus prioritised the message of mutual monogamy. Those who choose not to accept "A" nor "B", should be advised they can reduce, albeit never totally eliminate, the risk of infection. 

The Lancet consensus signers did not believe it is sound public health policy to give the exact same priority to one message (condom use) to teens who have not began to be sexually active and to persons working in commercial sex. All the truth should be conveyed but "abstinence plus" programs have to be "abstinence centred" and not just programs that add condom information to abstinence promotion at the same level. There is evidence showing that abstinence-centred programs are helpful.(7) 

On the other hand, condom promotion (risk reduction) may, if not carefully implemented, actually foster a false sense of security in youth and lead, paradoxically, to increased risk taking behavior and vulnerability such as beginning sex at earlier ages and having more sex partners. This is known as "risk compensation".(8, 9) No African country has succeeded in reducing HIV incidence with programs which relied exclusively on condom promotion, whereas the countries which have reduced HIV incidence have integrated "A" and "B" in comprehensive national programs.(10) 

Our major problem is to decide what we want to convey to our youth. It is unlikely any program will help change risky behaviour unless youth are given truthful information, and unless they are empowered with life skills as they are through character education. This can hardly be achieved unless society at large and especially educational and health authorities make the right effort to convey consistent messages to specific target groups, thus helping parents do their job at home as well. 

Are we ready to convey what is best for our children and rely on their capacity for making right decisions? Or, should we pessimistically and patronisingly decide for them that they cannot achieve risk avoidance and that they have no other choice than to reduce risks? 

Jokin de Irala, MD, is Deputy Director of the Department of Preventive Medicine and Public Health in the Faculty of Medicine at the University of Navarre, Spain. He holds a Master of Public Health degree from the University of Dundee, Scotland and doctorates in medicine (University of Navarre, Spain) and biostatistics and epidemiology (University of Massachusetts).
In November he will be speaking at the Second International Congress on Education in Love, Sex and Life, in Manila. 
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From abstinence to love: a question of character

Parents want their kids to save sex for marriage. A congress coming up in Manila aims to give them a boost. 
Love is the bigger picture; chastity is a way of getting there. And the journey starts in the family. 

What is to be done about teenagers and their sexuality? The question is never far from the minds of their parents, nor from the media and public debate. In the United States a decade of support by the federal government for education programmes devoted to getting teens to save sex for marriage may soon come to an end. Sceptics now have enough representation in Congress -- and the findings of a recent study (yes, one study) -- to achieve the withdrawal of funding for abstinence-only education and to throw more money at programmes based on contraception and "protection".  

Too often the debate over sex education is determined by public health goals -- reducing teenage pregnancies and diseases -- rather than by concern for the good of young people themselves. Abstinence education, whatever the merits of the ideal it represents, seems a roundabout and unrealistic way of reducing the bad statistics. 

Yet the great majority of parents (and young people themselves) recognize that saving sex for marriage is better for them than experimenting with sex and premature romantic relationships. This is what a survey published earlier this year by the US National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy indicated: people want to hear a strong abstinence message.  

The same survey showed, however, that many adopt a compromise position, supporting the safer sex approach -- "just in case". As a matter of fact (that is, more than one study)(1), this approach will fail to protect many young people from bad consequences of sex in the short or long term. Sadly, it will also give them a confused idea of the meaning of sex and rob them of willpower and confidence in the face of pressure. 

How, then, can parents themselves develop the confidence to "say no" to compromises that may harm their children? How can they have the courage of their conviction that abstinence, or chastity, is not only best but really possible for today's young people? How can they actually tackle the task with serenity? 
These are questions being addressed by an international network of parents and educators who will meet later this year in Manila for two days of expert input and discussions, followed by a motivational youth event. The congress is the second of its kind, the first being held in Mexico last year. 
November's gathering will feature such experts in the field of character, or virtue, education as Thomas Lickona, director of the Centre for the 4th and 5th Rs (Respect and Responsibility) at the State University of New York; and Kevin Ryan, founder of the Centre for Advancement of Ethics and Character at Boston University.   

Character education, according to CAEC's Manifesto, aims to help children develop good dispositions that will lead students to responsible and mature adulthood. It is a matter of virtues rather than just values, of settled habits rather than slogans on the wall or a lapel button. A key virtue in the area of sexuality is self-mastery, another term for the cardinal virtue of temperance. But pretty well every virtue has a bearing on sexual behaviour: honesty, kindness, justice, courage… 

Forming a child's character is clearly the parents' task first of all but teachers and the whole school community also play a key role. The community dimension is critical. As Andrew Mullins shows dramatically in another article this week, virtues, like vices, are caught -- from the example of parents and other models in the child's environment and particularly those to whom she or he is attached emotionally -- rather than verbally taught. 

Interestingly, leading US sex education researcher Douglas Kirby has come to appreciate the importance of "norms and attachment" in the sex education enterprise. In an essay of 2001 about "what works" in sex-ed, based on a major review of sex education studies, he had this to say: 

Innumerable studies demonstrated that the norms of individuals to whom teenagers are attached (e.g., family members, close friends and romantic partners) were strongly related to and consistent with the adolescents' own sexual and contraceptive behavior. In addition, when youth were more connected to groups or institutions that typically have or express values against adolescents' engaging in sex or unprotected sex (e.g., their families, schools and faith communities), they were less likely to engage in sex or unprotected sex. When they were more connected to groups or individuals typically with more permissive values (e.g., peers or boyfriends or girlfriends, especially older boyfriends or girlfriends), then they were much more likely to engage in sex.  

From this we can take it that where parents and school community -- and possibly a faith community -- are united in living certain virtues and sexual norms, they can be optimistic about a formal in sexuality education programme which is centred on abstinence and chastity. So long as they are good friends with their young people. 

Perhaps this helps to explain the success of a programme used in a Santiago (Chile) girls' public high school -- evaluated in one of the few abstinence studies to qualify for inclusion in Kirby's latest meta-analysis. TeenSTAR was introduced for girls in their first year at the school. By following up three cohorts of girls for four years, the study found that the programme reduced pregnancy rates five-fold compared with girls who did not follow it. 

Key features of the programme are: 

* Parental approval -- written consent was required and 98 per cent of parents gave it. 

* Mentoring of individual students by teachers. 

* Weekly sessions over a time span (a year, or at least one term) long enough to generate changes in habits (norms, virtues) or to reinforce existing habits. 

* Content that addresses all aspects of the young person, including the psychological and emotional development they are experiencing. 

Further to the last point: the programme tackles in a straightforward way the strong sexual impulses of adolescence and gives students opportunities to develop skills for self-control. Girls are also trained in fertility awareness. Contraceptive methods are mentioned and explained theoretically towards the end of the course, but contraceptive use is not recommended. Sexual abstinence is recommended. 

One can detect behind the scientific description of this particular experience the existence of a community of virtues and norms -- by no means perfect or homogeneous, but with its ideals more or less intact. It is people from precisely these sorts of communities that the organisers of the Manila gathering hope to attract with their upbeat catchline, Love, Laughter and Life Ever After. 

And it is love, more than abstinence or even chastity, that sexuality education is about, according to educator and congress director Antonio Torralba: "Chastity is everyone's lifelong commitment to love. Love is the essence of, the reason for and the whole purpose of chastity. Love is the bigger picture; chastity is a way of getting there. And the journey starts in the family." 
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