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Abstract: This article reviews the trends of sexual health and provides information on proven techniques and evidence based practices in the Latino population. Currently, teens account for 34% of all new HIV cases and in the Latino population the rate of teen pregnancy is on the rise (1). In order to ameliorate the negative effects of adolescent sexuality, parents, educators, and community agencies must collaborate to reach youth where they are. This paper has three objectives:  to present information on the need for addressing sexual health with Latino youth; to demonstrate the need to recognize Latino parents’ strengths and values; and to assist service providers in offering culturally grounded programs that include parents in helping shape a consistent message for youth.
Why Latino Youth

Adolescence is a time of new found freedom and exploration. It is also the time when behaviors are established that have both immediate and long-lasting health implications. It is imperative that Latino families and communities not only understand this phenomenon, but that they understand what steps are needed to help youth remain safe during their adolescent years. 
Statistics show that Latino adolescents are at considerable risk for the negative consequences of early and high sexual activity. Not only are the HIV rates far above the national average for Latino youth, but half (51%) of Latina teens get pregnant at least once before their 20th birthday. In fact, in 2004, an estimated 1.6 million Latina girls aged 15-19 became pregnant. The pregnancy rate for Latina teens ages 15-19 in 2000 was 109 (per 1,000Missouri has the 29th highest teenage pregnancy rate of any state for all races (2). The following chart from the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy shows the dire need to address the issue of teen pregnancy in the Latino community. 
Teen Pregnancy Rates by Race/Ethnicity, 1980-2006 Rate

(Pregnancies per 1,000 girls aged 15-19)
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Source: (3) www.teenpregnancy.org 
In the next 20 years, the Latino teen population will grow much more quickly than the overall teen population in the U.S. The Latino adolescent population grew 42% between 1990 and 2002, and that number is projected to increase by another 50% by 2025. At that point Latinos will comprise 24% of the U.S. teenage population (4). That is why it is crucial that this topic be addressed by Latino families and professionals serving Latino families.  It is also essential that professionals know about effective ways to educate Latino families on sexual health decision making.

Decision Making and Latino Parents’ Role 
There is only one ways for a teen to avoid pregnancy: abstain from sex; the next best way to avoid pregnancy is to use contraception.  Both options are at times quite difficult for youth and both require motivation.  There are many youth that are abstaining from sexual activity and many youth that use protection, but it is clear that both options require that youth receive medically accurate information as well as decision-making skills to help them make healthy choices regarding sexual activity.  With proper education and family input, unintended pregnancy, HIV/AIDS, and other sexually transmitted diseases can be greatly reduced.  

Getting Latino parents and their youth to talk about the issue of sexual decision making is critical.  While many teens wish they could talk to their parents about sex, most feel awkward asking questions. Instead, many teens get their information about sex from friends and the media. These sources of information can be very powerful, but the information may be misleading, even wrong, and information on family values is repeatedly skipped. Research shows that parents and teens agree on one thing; when it comes to talking about sex, parents often do not know what to say, how to say it, or when to start. The National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy conducted a study to look at the similarities and differences in parent and teen perceptions on sexual communication.  The graphic below illustrates the striking similarities between what parents and youth think (5).
Parents and teens agree: When it comes to talking about sex, parents often don’t know what to say, how to say it, or when to start
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Source: (5)Voices Heard 
Youth want sexual information from their parents.  Parents do not feel prepared or comfortable delivering sexual education to their youth.  Therefore, education for parents is needed so that they have the tools to help their kids make healthy sexual choices.  For Latino youth, connecting a cultural understanding with appropriate information to educate Latino families is the key to decreasing pregnancy and STD rates. Parents need to know that they are the most effective and influential force in their child’s life. Some of the latest reports on Latino pregnancy prevention affirm this idea: 
· 70% of Latino teens want more information about both abstinence and contraception.
· 74% of sexually experienced Latina girls and 62% of Latino boys wish they had waited longer to have sex.

· 94% of Latino teens think it is important to be given a strong message that they should not have sex until they are at least out of high school.(6)
Many teens have found it helpful to talk to their parents about sex and health. Because their parents know them well, they can give teens advice that is suited to them and answer their questions in a personal way (7). 
There is no getting around the fact that we are in a sexual culture.  Turn on any TV program geared for youth and there will often be sexual material. In today’s world, children are exposed at an early age to sexual content. Raising children to value and respect themselves and their bodies lays a foundation for good relationship skills and a healthy sex life. Parents need to talk with their kids about sex and the consequences early and continue to do so often. It is important for parents to be open and clear about what they think and why. It is also important that the information parents give be accurate. Consequently, service providers and program developers have two tasks: to educate the teens and their parents and provide accurate and culturally sound information.  
Latino Parents Have Many Strengths
Can parenting intervention influence adolescent behavior?

In the face of an overabundance of programs and policies designed to protect teenagers from unintended pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases, the debate continues over what actually influences teenagers’ behaviors and what kind of interventions can most effectively prevent sexual risky behaviors. Some new research (8) shows that parental monitoring, norms, and behavior have direct links to optimal adolescent outcomes.  
Risk and protective factors are the positive and negative influences that prevent or encourage a teen to engage in high-risk behaviors. Risk and protective factors include all characteristics of an individual’s community, family, peers, romantic partner, and individual self that could influence one’s decisions about sex. Protective factors are influences that increase the probability that an adolescent will engage in safe behaviors (9). Generally speaking, it is the goal of service providers and parents to increase protective factors for youth. 
There are many protective factors that Latino families are already promoting with great success.  In a 2008 report, the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy revealed five areas in which Latino parents are making a difference in their adolescents’ sexual behavior.  The report reviewed the way that values, beliefs, communication styles, and parenting practices shape their children’s sexual behavior.  The report concluded that Latino families are successful at increasing the following five protective factors:
· Connection, closeness, and trust: High levels of parents’ connectedness are associated with delayed sexual initiation.   
· Communication: Specific communication about sexual activity is more effective than general communication. While Latino parents appreciate the need for open communication, they find engaging in these conversation difficult. 
· Control and discipline: The presence and enforcement of dating rules may delay onset of sexual intercourse. Parental control may be related to more positive outcomes.
· Monitoring: Age-appropriate parental monitoring of adolescents’ whereabouts protects against intention or actual sexually risky behaviors. 
· Traditional Latino family values: Familismo has been associated with decreased influence of peers on risk-taking behaviors. (10)
In 2009, the Department of Health and Human Services compiled the Strengthening Families and Communities report which highlighted the five protective factors that are most needed for youth to engage in positive decision making.  This report clearly states that parents’ interaction with their youth is the most important protective factor.  The report highlighted the necessary components of effective parenting, including;
· Nurturing and attachment: Building a close bond helps parents better understand, respond to, and communicate with their children.
· Knowledge of parenting and of child and youth development: Knowing what to look for at each age and how to help their children reach their full potential is important. 
· Parental resilience: Recognizing signs of stress and enhancing problem-solving skills have better support in times of need.
· Social connections: Parents with an extensive network of family, friends, and neighbors have better support in times of need.
· Concrete support to parents: Access to resources and services that help families meet their needs. (11)  
When examining highlights from both reports, it is obvious that parents in the Latino community have a head start when it comes to offering protective factors for their teens.  Latino parents are connected with their children, communicate well, and monitor their youth’s behaviors.  This puts the issue of helping Latino youth engage in healthy sexual behaviors in context; a strong foundation for success already exists.  Now is the time to build on cultural strengths to continue to increase protective factors for Latino youth. 
Discussion
Families matter.  Without exception, families matter when it comes to helping youth be successful.  Latino youth are engaging in risky sexual behaviors. The statistics on teen pregnancies and STDs indicate that there is a need for program development in the area of sexual health in the Latino community.  What this article suggests is that there is a need for parent education on the issue of sexual decision making.  Parents need medically accurate information so that they can boost their confidence on the topic of sexual decision making.  
Parents want their kids to be safe; they need information to help their teens understand the unique risks associated with sexual activity.  Additionally, Latino parents need to understand the importance of communicating clearly about their values and beliefs on the issues of sexual decision making.  Adolescents appreciate their parents’ values, and will often make healthier choices with guidance and acceptance.    

So what does that mean for professionals working with Latino youth?  It means that Latino adolescents will benefit greatly from programs that acknowledge and build on the strengths of Latino families.  It is clear that parents and teens both want to engage the other in meaningful conversations about risky behaviors.  Latino parents are already connected with their teens and have strong communication with them on a number of topics.  We must build on those strengths when creating effective sexual education programs for youth. 
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