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I N  T H I S  I S S U EWelcome to

FLASHPoints!
The FLASHPoints newsletter is
your go-to for information
surrounding sexual health,
education, and policies that affect
young LGBTQ+ people in
Florida. 

FLASHPoints centers the
experiences of young people
living in Florida. This newsletter
is written by young people, for
young people.  
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 Sexually transmitted infections (STIs) is a topic we try not to think about too
often. We know they can lead to bad outcomes for our health. We all try to be safe
when it comes to sex, but do we really think about it that much? “Oh, I trust him,
as long as he pulls out I’ll be fine! We don’t need a condom.” This is one of the
most common lines I’ve heard my female-identifying friends and others use as an
excuse for not practicing safer sex. However, safer sex practices not only lower
your risk of getting pregnant, but also of contracting an STI.

 I was someone that didn’t take protection during sex seriously. I started dating an
older man who never asked me if I wanted to use protection for our first time. I
went with it, trusting the fact that he would have told me if something was wrong.
“He hasn’t been with anyone for years; he told me that himself!” I would say to
myself. About a year later, I broke up with him and moved on. Another year later,
I got my first pap smear and some STI tests done. I had not been with anyone
since, but I wanted to check just in case.

 To my disbelief, I had contracted an STI from my ex. I was horrified! I didn’t
expect it at all. Even though it was an STI that would eventually heal on its own, I
couldn’t believe that this was happening to me. At this point, I have already
contacted my ex to tell him he gave me an STI, and I have forgiven him (and
myself) for not using protection.

Why You Should
Get Tested for STIs

"It’s not a matter of not trusting your
partner, it’s a matter of keeping you

and your partner safe."

Grace Sanders
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Getting tested for STIs can be a routine, valuable part of your sexual health. My
advice? After every new partner, get tested. If you are in a monogamous
relationship, get tested every six months. It’s not a matter of not trusting your
partner, it’s a matter of keeping you and your partner safe. A majority of the
common STIs are curable, and all STIs are treatable. While STIs such as HIV or
herpes can be managed, they can last a lifetime. Using barrier methods such as
condoms and dental dams can lower your risk for getting an STI or giving it to
your partner(s).

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimates that there are
about 20 million new STI cases each year [1]. Half of that is among young people.
Testing has become more affordable, accessible, and there are plenty of locations
to go. If you are nervous about going to a physical location, there are at-home STI
kits you can find. STIs are very common, and even though there is a stigma
behind “catching” STIs, they do not define us, and they do not make us any less
worthy to feel sexy and have sex with other people! 

When you’re first diagnosed with an STI, it can feel like the end of the world. You
may feel dirty or unable to have sexual experiences moving forward, but it is vital
to remember that STIs do NOT define us! They are very common and widely
treatable even though there are stigmas behind contracting one. It is important to
remember that you are worthy and that you deserve to have patience and
understanding with yourself and your emotions.

"They [STIs] do not define us, and
they do not make us any less
worthy to feel sexy and have sex..."

Treat any STIs you may have
Protect your partner(s)
Tend to your overall health and wellbeing

STIs are very common. Even though there is a
stigma behind “catching” STIs, they do not define
us, and they do not make us any less worthy to feel
sexy and have sex with other people! It is super
important to regularly get tested so that you can:
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           "One of the best ways 
to fight stigma and empower 

HIV-positive people is by speaking
out openly and honestly about who

we are and what we experience."
- Alex Garner, HIV activist

 

HIV Stigma:
What is it and why does it matter?

Human immunodeficiency virus
(HIV), which is the virus that can
lead to AIDS when left untreated,
was first recorded in the United
States in the 1980’s. [5] HIV
infections quickly reached epidemic
levels, and fear and misinformation
about HIV and AIDS spread. Some
examples of these myths are the
characterization of HIV/AIDS as a
“gay disease” and the idea that
people living with HIV were
dangerous to be around. As a result,
HIV stigma became common in our
culture. 

HIV stigma refers to “negative attitudes
and beliefs about people living with
HIV” [1]. This can come in many forms,
from holding misinformed views about
HIV, to socially rejecting HIV positive
people, or even discriminating against
people living with HIV by refusing
services. Unfortunately, these negative
attitudes about people living with HIV
are common in our society. For
example, nearly half of all adults say
they’d be uncomfortable with a person
living with HIV preparing their food
and roughly a third of Americans would
be uncomfortable living with an HIV
positive roommate. [6]

 

Michaela Prachthauser



While people of all ages experience HIV stigma, it seems to have a stronger impact
on younger people. Youth who experience stigma and discrimination for their HIV
status are not only more likely to show signs of depression and anxiety, but they are
also less likely to stay in continued care for HIV [3]. To make matters worse, youth
may have less access to community resources, like peer navigation programs or
health education services, than older folk and often lack the resources to fund or seek
care on their own. 

We also see examples of this in the media,
where unlikable or evil characters are
“punished” for their actions by contracting
HIV or dying of AIDS. All of this exposure to
negative stereotypes can influence people
living with HIV to internalize negative ideas
about themselves, which can have serious
mental (and physical!) health repercussions.

For instance, research has shown that HIV 
stigma makes people less likely to get tested
for HIV, receive ongoing treatment, and access
HIV-related supportive services such as legal
aid, medical referral groups, or support
groups. [4] 

Sometimes people even avoid these services because they anticipate that they might
experience discrimination and want to spare themselves that experience. In fact,
concern about being the victim of stigma can reduce the likelihood that people will get
tested by up to 60% [4].



 Practice using non-stigmatizing and medically
accurate language! The  CDC has a fact sheet
that shows alternatives to stigmatizing phrases.
You can find it in the footer!
 Counter misinformation by spreading
information from reliable sources such as
government health websites (e.g: the CDC or
HIV.gov), studies published in reputable medical
journals, and the World Health Organization.
 Educate people in your life about what stigma
is. Stigma is pervasive and a lot of people aren’t
aware that they possess it or that it can have
serious effects on other people’s health.
 Consider supporting HIV advocacy work. From
participating in AIDS walks to donating time or
money to your local HIV service providers.

1.

2.

3.

4.

HIV is a serious and heavily politicized virus, which means that breaking down the
bias and stigma surrounding it is no small or comfortable task. However,
destigmatizing HIV (and STIs in general) is a key part of improving the health
literacy of ourselves, the people we know, and our culture at large. 

Obviously, no one person can solve this problem alone. Destigmatizing HIV is a
complex task that will require a lot of people working together to make many
structural and personal changes, big and small. Below is a list of a few things that
can be done in daily life to help combat HIV stigma. 

 

“I’m living so that I can tell the story. 
There’s a whole generation that was here, and I stand on 

their shoulders. I can be who I am in this space, at this time, 
because of the legacy that they left for me… There’s no more stigma - let’s

be done with that. It’s time. I’ve been living it and being in the shame of it for
long enough.”
- Billy Porter

 
 

What Can You Do?

http://hiv.gov/


In the 1950s, the American Medical Association created a program called the “sex
education series,” which provided more detailed curriculum on reproduction and
sexual anatomy taught in public schools. However, religious groups protested this
series because they believed it pushed teens to take part in “sinful” sexual activities.
This connects to the religious undertones present in modern-day sex ed. 

Sex education lays the foundation for how people
view their bodies, their partners, and their
reproductive health. However, my experience in sex
education left me feeling confused and put my
sexual health in danger. Unfortunately, many of
today’s youth, especially LGBTQ+ students, share a
similar experience. For the sake of present-day and
future young people, we must move towards
diverse, inclusive sex ed and away from teaching
abstinence as a form of protection. 

Sex Education in the U.S. Needs to Change ASAP!

In the 1980s, thousands of people died from the
AIDS epidemic. Conservative groups claimed
that the only way to protect youth from STIs
like HIV was to teach them not to have sex.
During this time, these groups also encouraged
sex education that shamed homosexuality,
which still affects HIV prevention and queer
young people today. 

In the early 2000s, the U.S. government
continued to fund schools that taught students
abstinence and focused only on heterosexual
sex. Structural inequality began to impact the
quality of sex education students received in
public schools. This is still true today as
research shows that low-income students suffer
from higher rates of STIs due to poor sex ed. 

 

Brief History of Sex Education

 
Hannah Fulk

https://annexteenclinic.org/2017/08/16/comprehensive-sex-ed-in-u-s-schools-a-brief-history-2/
https://annexteenclinic.org/2017/08/16/comprehensive-sex-ed-in-u-s-schools-a-brief-history-2/
https://vanderbilthustler.com/36301/featured/eat-the-rich-sexual-health-at-vanderbilt/
https://vanderbilthustler.com/36301/featured/eat-the-rich-sexual-health-at-vanderbilt/


Fear-Based Tactics

Do you remember the graphic videos of childbirth 
or STIs shown to you in school? These videos are
still used today to scare young people away from 
sex. However, research shows that youth who 
receive quality, judgement-free sex ed are 50% less 
likely to report a pregnancy and experience lower 
rates of STIs. Students should be taught that sex 
can be safe and fun with the right knowledge and
communication. 

Unqualified Sex Educators 

Many public schools place the responsibility of sex education onto science and gym
teachers. Oftentimes, these teachers depend on their own poor sex education from
their high school days and continue to teach myths about sex to future generations.
Public schools need trained sex educators to provide medically accurate sexual
health information to students. 

LGBTQ+ Exclusion

In most public schools, LGBTQ+ students are often left feeling pushed to the side
or demonized when teachers discuss gay relationships as wrong and harmful. This
is due to traditional ideas in American society that only promote monogamous,
heterosexual relationships. As a result, queer youth face increased risks of negative
sexual health outcomes. 

     

What Today’s Sex Education 
Should Avoid

"...young people who explore their sexuality
and gender identity without judgement or

discrimination have safer, more informed sex."

https://en.unesco.org/news/why-comprehensive-sexuality-education-important
https://en.unesco.org/news/why-comprehensive-sexuality-education-important
https://en.unesco.org/news/why-comprehensive-sexuality-education-important
https://en.unesco.org/news/why-comprehensive-sexuality-education-important
https://en.unesco.org/news/why-comprehensive-sexuality-education-important
https://en.unesco.org/news/why-comprehensive-sexuality-education-important
https://en.unesco.org/news/why-comprehensive-sexuality-education-important
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6406865/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/lgbtq-rights/news/2013/06/21/67411/lgbt-inclusive-sex-education-means-healthier-youth-and-safer-schools/
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/41/d5/41d511c2-086f-4894-9df7-bb15ecf0d92e/call_to_action_lgbtq_sex_ed_report_-_final_2.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/lgbtq-rights/news/2013/06/21/67411/lgbt-inclusive-sex-education-means-healthier-youth-and-safer-schools/


Queer Sex Ed

Research shows that young people who explore
their sexuality and gender identity without
judgement or discrimination have safer, more
informed sex. Every student should be offered
the education they need to make informed
decisions about their body, regardless of sexual
orientation. 

Media Literacy 

Poor sex education often leads to young 
people learning about sex from pornography, 
online forums and pop culture. Sex education 
should teach students how to find trustworthy 
online sources for sexual health information, 
understand that porn is not realistic and identify
misinformation about sex on the Internet.

Sexual Health Legislation
Teens who know their legal rights related to
their access to birth control, abortion and
hormonal treatment feel more empowered
when it comes to sex/sexuality. Sex education
should teach  students how to understand policy
and use healthcare resources to make decisions
concerning their sex lives.

As a young, queer person myself, it feels daunting to desire progressive changes in
sex education when harmful ideas about sex and LGBTQ+ folks are still accepted in
American society. However, I am inspired by fellow advocates and the power of my
own queer community to pursue better sex ed. I hope you will join me in uplifting
LGBTQ+ voices and demanding that sex ed in the U.S. changes ASAP!

 

What Today’s Sex
Education Is Missing

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/lgbtq-rights/news/2013/06/21/67411/lgbt-inclusive-sex-education-means-healthier-youth-and-safer-schools/
https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/influence-new-media-adolescent-sexual-health-evidence-opportunities-0
https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/influence-new-media-adolescent-sexual-health-evidence-opportunities-0
https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/influence-new-media-adolescent-sexual-health-evidence-opportunities-0
https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/influence-new-media-adolescent-sexual-health-evidence-opportunities-0
https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/influence-new-media-adolescent-sexual-health-evidence-opportunities-0
https://www.acog.org/clinical/clinical-guidance/committee-opinion/articles/2017/05/adolescent-pregnancy-contraception-and-sexual-activity


Memory Loss Happens

You’ve been feeling a bit gloomy lately. Why? Sometimes there is no trigger
or explanation for why you're depressed. This can be frustrating since we’re
always looking for a reason why we feel a certain way. But depression isn't
any less valid if there's no "reason.” Sometimes that reason may not even be
noticeable. It could be that your brain chemistry is not producing enough
happy chemicals--a.ka. serotonin or dopamine. Serotonin is a chemical
responsible for our feeling of happiness and Dopamine is vital to helping you
feel pleasure and motivation. The important thing is to remember your
feelings are valid, no matter what they are.

5 Things About Depression 
That No One Talks About

Ari Varona

Stress, anxiety, and depression can have an impact on your short-term
memory. Depression and anxiety can prevent you from getting a good night’s
rest, which can make it difficult for our brains to recall information.
Additionally, research has found that people with depression tend to
remember negative events more easily than they do positive ones.

Mental health isn’t talked about openly as much as it should be. Opening up
about our own depression to others can be a challenge for some. Here are a
few things I learned over ten years of dealing with depression that you don’t
learn from any ol’ pamphlet handout at a clinic.

There’s Not Always a Reason



While you might think it's all in your head, there are physical symptoms
that come with depression. From headaches to muscle aches, depression
can take a serious toll on the human body. Not only does fatigue keep
you from getting out of bed, but your body may even suffer from aches
and pains. Your energy levels are likely to be low which may cause you
to feel sluggish even after getting a good night’s rest. It’s also not
uncommon to develop stomach issues as stress can directly affect your
digestive system. 

It’s important to be self-aware of your emotions and how your body
may be responding. Check in with yourself every morning. Ask yourself:
How do I feel emotionally? How is my body feeling? It’s possible that
your body may be responding to your negative emotions. Practice self
care. Take care of your mind and your body will fall in line.

It’s not unheard of that people with depression struggle to keep up with
healthy eating habits. You may lose your appetite. Try your best to set
reminders and have a snack in between meals. Additionally,
antidepressants can affect your appetite. If you notice that your eating
habits change after starting a new medication, tell your doctor. They can
review the medication and suggest a different one that can boost or
decrease your appetite. Feed your body, feed your mind!

The Physical Symptoms

Your Eating Habits Change



 

You may have days, weeks, or months where you go through a period of low
emotions that you can’t explain. Perhaps you were triggered by an event that put
you in a bad mood or maybe there wasn’t any reason at all that caused you to feel
down. You may go through times where the rough days seem harder to beat.
However, every day you wake up is a reminder that you made it through yesterday.
Use your coping mechanisms such as staying active, journaling or breathing
exercises. Hot showers do wonders to help me relax! Seek out  a support system. 

Feelings Come in Waves

At the end of the day, remind yourself that feelings don’t last forever, and this too
shall pass. You’re not alone. You will make it through.



 

Welcome to the Scale It Up
Florida Corner!

 
Research Studies

Current
iREP: a Digital Community Needs Assessment: Youth can represent and share their voices
about the needs of their community. This is a 6-month cohort study with optional
engagement opportunities.

Orange County Youth Learning Health Community+: This is an agency-focused Youth
learning health community demonstration project in Orange County, Fl. The Y-LHC+
includes workforce development within public health agencies or community-based
organizations (CBOs), with strategic planning and health outcomes data.

Coming Soon
NIH Share P01: Self-management of HIV and Alcohol Reaching Emerging Adults.

Completed
Bioethical Issues in Engaging Lost to Follow-Up Youth in HIV Care and Research: Youth
and Professionals stakeholders were interviewed in this qualitative study about
understanding barriers that keep youth living with HIV out of care and research.
Recruitment for this study ended in October and currently the project team is reviewing
study data to share what we found.

 
Programs

 

FLEX Peer Navigation: a state-wide DOH demonstration project that offers wrap-around
peer navigation & follow-ups for youth living with HIV.

Here is where you can
find quarterly updates
on the current activities
of Scale It Up Florida.
Below are updates on
current and future SIU
initiatives.



Obstetrician-gynecologists (OB/GYNs) are healthcare professionals who specialize
in the sexual and reproductive health of people with vaginas, uteruses, and/or
ovaries. People often visit their OB/GYNs for cancer screenings and for questions
about their reproductive health, such as menstruation, birth control, and
pregnancy. People start visiting the OB/GYN in their teenage years or early 20s. A
good rule of thumb is when you start having your period or start having sex. If
you ever have a problem concerning your chest or vulva, you can go to an
OB/GYN.

Being nervous about going to your 
first OB/GYN appointment is 
common, especially as a queer person.
It often involves talking to your
 nurse or doctor about sex, your sexual 
and/or gender identity, and possible 
safer sex practices. It can feel scary to 
come out to a health professional. It 
might take some time, but you will 
find an OB/GYN who accepts you for 
who you are. 

The first step you can take in finding the right OB/GYN for you is by searching
for someone who is aware of your needs. You can look at local LGBTQ+
organizations and community centers in your area to see if they have a list of
recommended healthcare providers. You can also search “LGBTQ-friendly
OB/GYN in [your city] “ in Google or another online search engine. There are also
databases available like OutCare or the GLMA directory to see if there are any
queer-friendly practicioners in your area.
 
If you can’t find an OB/GYN that specifically says that they are LGBTQ-friendly,
you can check their reviews on Yelp or Zocdoc. Make sure you check to see which
insurance plans your OB/GYN accepts before making your appointment! 

Find a LGBTQ-Friendly Provider

Visiting the OB/GYN 
as a Queer Person

Jordan Purcell

https://www.outcarehealth.org/outlist/?gclid=Cj0KCQjwtrSLBhCLARIsACh6RmiVbDbrE1VWj9x9K14a9DilP7y7huynYYsifQ0lc_n0xX_6--TVCacaAvwIEALw_wcB
http://www.glma.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.viewPage&pageId=939&grandparentID=534&parentID=938&nodeID=1
https://www.yelp.com/
https://www.zocdoc.com/


When you first meet your OB/GYN, you can
introduce yourself by giving your name and
pronouns. You can also tell them what you prefer
to call your body parts. If you have a support
person, they can also stand up for you and correct
the doctor if they use the wrong name or
pronoun.  If you do not feel like your OB/GYN is
respectful of your needs, it’s okay to find a
different OB/GYN. You deserve to feel safe and
comfortable. 

Ask About Exams

Pap smear or pap test - screening for cervical cancer
Breast cancer screening
Screening for STIs
Pelvic exam

What is going to happen during your visit? It’s okay to ask your OB/GYN about
exam procedures before you start the examination. Some of these exams include: 

If your doctor does something that you don’t like or makes you uncomfortable,
you can tell them to stop. If they don’t respect your wishes, you have the right to
work out. There is no shame in leaving to find another physician who respects
your autonomy. 

Having someone you trust with you can make a world of a difference, especially
for your first time. Having a family member, partner, or friend can offer moral
support and can help advocate for your needs. Be sure to tell your person what
you want for them (for example, wait in the lobby, ask questions, keep notes). 

Some organizations have patient advocates who are trained to advocate on your
behalf. You can find patient advocates through your health insurance provider. If
you are visiting a hospital for healthcare services then you can see if the hospital
has patient advocates. You can also hire independent patient advocates through
the Advoconnection directory and the Patient Advocacy Foundation.

Introduce Yourself

Bring a Support Person

 

https://advoconnection.com/
https://www.patientadvocate.org/


Safer sex practices (including sex
toys!)
How often you should get tested for
STIs
Explore birth control options 
Prescriptions and possible interactions
with medication

Some examples of topics you can ask:

 

Ask Your OB/GYN About
Anything Regarding Your 
Sexual Health!

De-Stress After Your
Appointment
It can be stressful going to the OB/GYN,
especially if it’s your first time. It can make
you feel vulnerable or bring up feelings of
dysphoria. Creating a de-stress routine is a
great way to decompress from your visit. 

You can make plans to hang out with your
friends or family afterwards. Talk to other
queer people about their experiences. You
can watch your favorite TV show or movie
(bonus points if there’s LGBTQ+ characters in
them!). My sister and I book our
appointments at the same time so we can get
lunch afterwards!

Unfortunately, some healthcare providers are behind the times and not equipped
to treat LGBTQ+ patients. It's okay to find a new OB/GYN if you feel like your
current physician is not a right fit for you. Remember that you have a right to
quality healthcare where you feel safe and respected! 


