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Why This Booklet Was Written
Minnesota has been the home of a large group of Russian immigrants 
for many years—ever since the Russian people were forced to leave 
their homes as a result of the Cold War and the break up of the Soviet 
Union. The religious and political persecution of the Cold War brought 
the	first	wave	of	Russian	refugees	and	the	economic	chaos	caused	by	
the the breakup of the Soviet Union prompted the most recent wave 
of immigrants. Over 128,000 people from the former Soviet Union 
immigrated to the United States between 1989 and 2000. By 2004, 
there were nearly 13,000 Russian immigrants who had settled in 
Minnesota. When they came to the United States, they found a very 
different land than what they were used to. 

Differences between Russian and American ways of looking at things 
may make it hard for Russians to understand healthcare and education 
in the United States, but it is very important to know about these things. 
There is a lot to learn about how to stay healthy and how to teach your 
children to stay healthy. 

These things should be learned in a way that makes sense to the 
Russian community. One major health issue is HIV/ AIDS. It is very 
important that Russian parents and their children learn all about this 
dangerous disease and how to prevent it. This booklet will give you the 
information about HIV/AIDS that you need to know. It tells you about 
HIV/AIDS, sex and HIV/AIDS, how to change unhealthy behavior, and 
who is at risk for HIV/AIDS.
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Health Education for the Russian Community
Why is it Difficult?
There are many reasons why Russian teenagers are not able to get 
information on HIV/AIDS. Teens understand more English than their parents 
because they have grown up and gone to school in the United States. Russian 
teenagers would prefer to read about HIV/AIDS in English, but their parents 
may not be able to. Our educational health booklets are in both English and 
Russian.

There is another reason why Russian youth have trouble learning about HIV/
AIDS. In the United States we can talk about sex, but in many other cultures 
it makes people feel uncomfortable. 

Why is it Important to Talk about Sex?
HIV/AIDS can be related to sex, and keeping children safe means you have to 
talk about it.

Teenagers often live in two different worlds. One is school, the media, peers, 
and social activities, and the other is family and home life. The teen years 
are a time for exploration and wanting freedom, but freedom in the U.S. can 
involve danger.

Russian teens are often less traditional than their parents. This may 
upset	Russian	parents	and	may	make	talking	to	teens	difficult.	Teenagers	
sometimes join gangs to feel like they belong. Sex is often a part of gang life.

Changes in ideas make a new life hard. Russian parents need to help their 
children stay safe and healthy. Some ideas may need to change, which is 
difficult.	Russian	parents	must	be	aware	of	their	children’s	situations	and	
needs. Talking about sex and sexuality is not done in Russian culture, but 
youth still hear these things and need to discuss them and ask questions. If 
they cannot talk to their parents, often they will ask other teens who are not 
educated enough to give good information.
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Don’t Delay!
“I	was	14	when	I	first	heard	about	virginity.	My	mother	said	all	girls	
should be virgins until they get married,” said Katyenka, who is now 
married with two children. Katyenka believes that Russian girls and 
boys should discuss sexual issues with their parents much earlier than 
14 years old, but Russian parents believe that their children should not 
have sex until marriage so they do not discuss the idea of sex until it 
might be too late.

Stopping Teens from Having Irresponsible Sex
Some Russian community leaders believe that education about sex 
encourages teenagers to be sexual. One minister said, “Learning about 
prevention of sexual relationships means you are free and you can do 
it.” Since learning about HIV/AIDS means learning about ways to 
prevent sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), some people think this 
means that sex is ok as long as you’re safe. Russian parents do not want 
their children thinking that. 

However, if community leaders do not support education on prevention, 
teenagers will have sex without knowing about disease prevention. 
All parents want to keep there children safe and all parents want their 
children to have good values, but sex does happen and you need to talk 
about safe sex.

About HIV and AIDS

What is HIV/AIDS?
You may have heard people use names like “bloody disease,” “sexual 
disease,” “transmitted disease,” or “lethal disease.” When people use 
these terms, they are really talking about HIV or AIDS. AIDS is 
caused	by	HIV,	the	human	immunodeficiency	virus.
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What Does HIV Do? 
Viruses are very bad because there is no cure for some of them. HIV 
cannot be cured. If you get HIV, your immune system becomes weak 
and	your	body	has	trouble	fighting	other	germs	and	diseases.	After	
awhile, the HIV turns into AIDS. If you have AIDS, you become very 
sick and need medicine or you can die. 

How Do You Get HIV/AIDS?
HIV	is	found	in	blood,	semen,	vaginal	fluid,	and	breast	milk.	

You can get HIV/AIDS by:

1. Having Sex: Anyone who has sex with someone who has 
HIV/AIDS without using a condom can get this disease. 
This includes anal, vaginal, and oral sex (if there is an open 
wound).

2. Injecting Drugs: Some people take drugs by injecting 
themselves with a needle. Used needles can spread HIV/
AIDS. A needle can have blood on it even if you cannot see 
it. HIV/AIDS gets into your body if you use a needle with 
infected blood on it. Any needle put into your body should 
be new or carefully cleaned. American doctors always use 
clean needles, so there is no risk if you are at a medical 
clinic. 

3. Mother to Child: If a woman has HIV/AIDS and is 
pregnant, she can give HIV/AIDS to her baby during birth 
or by breast-feeding. Doctors can help the mother keep her 
new baby safe by giving her new medicines while she is 
pregnant. It is very important for a new mother with HIV/
AIDS to go to her doctor during pregnancy to make sure 
that her baby doesn’t get HIV/AIDS.
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Sexual Behavior
As they get older, boys and girls get curious about sex. Sometimes they 
want to have sex before they are ready. They should be taught when 
they are young about how babies are made and how HIV/AIDS and 
other diseases are spread. It is important for Russian parents to teach 
their children about sex and how to stay healthy. This can be very 
difficult	because	they	may	feel	uncomfortable	talking	about	sex	or	not	
know what to say, but children need to know about it.

Many parents believe that it is very important for girls to wait until they 
are married to have sex. In Russia, girls get married when they were 
young so sex before marriage is not as big of a problem. In the United 
States, people cannot legally get married until they are 18 years old (or 
have parent consent). Many young people in the U.S. do not want to 
get married until they are older, but they often have sex before they are 
married. If someone chooses not to wait, it is very important that he/she 
has safe sex. Even though many parents do not want to their children 
to have sex, they still need to inform their children how to protect 
themselves during sex.
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Protection
Condoms:
Both men and women can use condoms. Condoms stop girls from 
getting pregnant as well as from getting diseases like HIV/ AIDS if 
they are used correctly. Male condoms are used most often.

Instructions for Using A Male Condom: 

1.  Check the “use by” date on the 
condom. Do not use old condoms 
because they do not work.

2.  Take it out of the package. Make 
sure it is not ripped or torn. Watch 
your	fingernails!	

3.  Only put the condom on when the 
penis is hard. Hold the tip of the 
condom in place. Unroll the rest of 
it down to the bottom of the penis. 
(Use lubricant if you want.)

4.  When you are done, take it off 
carefully so the sperm does not 
spill!
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Instructions for Using A Female Condom:
 

1.  Take the condom out of the 
package. Make sure it is not ripped 
or	torn.	Watch	your	fingernails!	

2.  Hold the inner ring between your 
thumb	and	middle	finger.	Squeeze.

3.  Put the condom inside as far as it 
will go. Make sure it is not twisted.

4.  The outer ring should be outside 
the vagina. 

5.  When you are done, take the 
condom out before you stand up. 
Twist the outer ring and pull it out 
gently.
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