Making Healthy Media

Teens tackle tough health topics by making media about them.

BY KAREN ZILL

HE STATISTICS
on adolescent sex-
ual health are so-
bering. According
to the American Academy
of Pediatrics, 61 percent of
high-school seniors have
had sexual intercourse; 21
percent have had four or
more partners. The U.S. has
one of the highest teen preg-
nancy rates in the world,

and approximately three million American adolescents become infected
with a sexually transmitted disease each year. Sexual-health issues, along
with tobacco, drug, and alcohol use, are critical middle- and high-school
health topics that have life-and-death consequences.

The media are often blamed for detrimental effects on the sexual at-
titudes and health of young people. Many worry that adolescents are ab-
sorbing the values contained in films, television programs, and computer
games that are laden with sexual content. But what if you put teens on
the other end of the media stream? What if they became producers, not
just consumers, of media messages and products? When it comes to the
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topic of health—especially sexual
health—teen-created media initia-
tives show some very positive re-
sults in reducing risky behavior and
increasing teenagers’ motivation
to develop healthy habits.
Choosing the health topics they
study allows teens to observe their
own behaviors and their outcomes.
Media production lets them turn
their personal stories and experi-
ences into lessons and materials that
are useful to others. Two initiatives
illustrate how it can work.

What's the Real Deal?

A national non-profit organization
whose goal is to inspire youth to
make healthier and safer decisions
about sexual responsibility, Sce-
narios USA offers What’s the Real
Deal?, a contest in which 12- to 22-
year-olds submit scripts or stories
about relationships, sexuality, or
personal identity. The winners are
partnered with professional film-
makers, such as Doug Liman (The
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Bourne Identity), Tamara Jenkins (Slums of Beverly Hills), and Michael
Apted (The World Is Not Enough), who come to the students’ commu-
nities and help them turn their stories into high-quality short films about
10 minutes long. The films air on Showtime and local cable channels,
are shown at film festivals, and are used as teaching tools by schools, teen
programs, and church and community groups.

Martha Castafieda, an English teacher at Mission High School in Mis-
sion, Tex., decided to work the contest into her curriculum because of
a serious concern about sexual activity among the school’s students.
“Our school had teen parents,” she says. “I had three students who were
pregnant, and there were rumors about kids with HIV. I felt it was time
to bring these issues to light.” After clearing it with her principal and get-
ting permission from parents, she worked with the health teacher to make
sure the activities would meet the district’s health-education guidelines.

“The kids really took to the project,” Castafieda reports. “The contest
was a huge motivating factor.” Through their research, students learned
about STDs and how they are transmitted, and that behavior influenced
by drugs or alcohol can have serious, long-term consequences. As her
students developed scripts, Castaneda included lessons on writing skills
and research papers. So in addition to learning about sexual health, Cas-
tafieda’s students were meeting objectives of the English curriculum.

“At first,” says Scenarios USA co-founder Maura Minsky, “we focused
on HIV and AIDS, but we
found that kids wanted to
talk about emotional issues
and decision-making.” Sce-
narios projects now cover
broader issues of sexual re-
sponsibility, body image,
sexual identity, self-esteem,
and discrimination. Edu-
cators attend an interdisci-
plinary workshop where
experts discuss these issues
and a guest facilitator leads
small groups through the script-writing process. A teacher’s guide con-
tains in-depth information on health issues, techniques for managing
classroom discussion, and activities aligned with learning standards.
What’s the Real Deal? is currently offered in Miami-Dade County, Fla.; the
Rio Grande Valley, Tex.; and New York, N.Y. Scenarios expects to make this
a national contest by 2006.

No Butts About It

Concerned about a rise in smoking among students at West Milwaukee
Middle School, U.S. history and media production teacher Linda
Wamboldt guided her seventh- and eighth-grade students through No
Butts About It, an anti-smoking media project, in 2001-2002. Wamboldt
and her colleagues—the vice principal, the media specialist, the art
teacher, the business-education teacher, and all of the English teachers—
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