
I
n one year at Trousdale County High
S chool in ru ral Te n n e s s e e, 12 of the
s ch o o l ’s 350 students became mothers .
The preg n a n cy rate was nine percent fo r

18- to 19-ye a r-old students, and seven per-
cent for 14- to 17-ye a r-olds. The yo u n ge s t
p regnant student was only 12. With a pop-
u l ation of 7,700, the smallest county in the
s t ate held another distinction: it had the
highest teen preg n a n cy rate in Te n n e s s e e.

“Our Health Council decided this was a
h u ge issue,”said paramedic Randall Kirby,
d i rector of ambulance services fo r
Trousdale Medical Center. “ The health
d ep a rtment educator was unable to offer a
p rogra m , so EMS stepped up to the plat e.”
After only two sex ed classes taught by
p a ra m e d i c s , the number of teen preg n a n-
cies fell to fo u r, and in 2003, fell again to
o n ly one. 

The R u ra l / Frontier EMS A genda for the
F u t u re a dvo c ates integrating EMS into
c o m munity healthcare systems. Th e
Trousdale County progra m , named Reality
C h e ck by students, exe m p l i fies the benefi t
t h at EMS can have on community we l l -
b e i n g.

“Our EMS is imbedded in our commu-
n i t y,” K i r by said. “ We part i c i p ate in many
health fa i rs and functions in the area. Our
p a ramedics use downtime for re l ated serv-
ices like flu shots, inspections and CPR
e d u c at i o n .”Why not add sex ed to the list?

“ The biggest hurdle is getting people to
think outside the box about wh at EMS
agencies can do,” K i r by ex p l a i n e d. “ We
need to get beyond just thinking, ‘ We make
a m bulance ru n s , t h at ’s wh at we do.’”

Shannon Mat h i s , one of two para m e d i c s
t e a ching the Reality Check progra m , s a i d
t h at she expected the community to balk at
EMS teaching sex education in the publ i c

s ch o o l s , but to her surp ri s e, c o m mu n i t y
s u p p o rt came easily. “ We had no re s i s t a n c e
f rom the commu n i t y,” she said. “I was sur-
p ri s e d,but we ’re a small county,and eve ry-
one could see the pro blem. People re a l ly
wanted something to be done, so they we l-
comed us.”

FUNDING CHALLENGES
K i r by identified three major ch a l l e n ge s

to EMS-based community healthcare pro-
gra m m i n g :

• Increasing the scope (potential) of
EMS; 

• Funding; and 
• Community support. 
These three components are often inter-

re l at e d, K i r by ex p l a i n e d. “ R e i m bu rs e m e n t
for EMS programs is always a ch a l l e n ge,”
he said. “ For gove rnment-funded EMS, a
tax levy may be needed to increase rev-
e nu e. Here, we have a contract with the
c o u n t y,but either way,the bu rden is on tax-
p aye rs. If you don’t have the public on
your side, yo u ’ll get less funding.”

Reality Check was initially funded with
a $23,000 grant from the Te n n e s s e e
D ep a rtment of Health, wh i ch purch a s e d
the robot babies (Baby Think It Ove r ™
dolls from Reality Wo rks Inc. ) , f u rn i s h e d
s u p p l i e s , and met start-up pay roll. Th e
Trousdale Medical Center Fo u n d ation also
funded some re l ated events and ex p e n s e s .
O n going costs are anticipated at ab o u t
$5,000 to $6,000 annu a l ly, wh i ch Kirby
said he hopes to fund with grants. “If the
grants dry up,we will fund it from EMS as
a community pro j e c t ,” he said.

HOW IT WORKS
Reality Check classes are taught by two

p a ramedics. Th ey teach on paid time, bu t

not on ambulance response duty, so emer-
ge n cy care ava i l ability is not impacted.

Classes are offe red as a two - week seg-
ment within the high sch o o l ’s Home
Economics dep a rtment. Co-ed cl a s s e s
i n clude students in 9th through 12th
grades. Pa rental permission is re q u i red to
p a rt i c i p ate; only one parent has declined so
fa r. Instru c t o rs also have given pre s e n t a-
tions at the middle sch o o l , re c ognizing that
this info rm ation is needed and ap p ro p ri at e
at ages yo u n ger than high sch o o l .

Reality Check is a fact-based progra m
t h at presents statistics and info rm ation on
S T D s , p reg n a n cy, c o n t ra c ep t i o n , costs of
raising a ch i l d, impact of early initiation of
s exual activ i t y, and emotional aspects of
s exual re l ationships. 

“ We cover pare n t i n g, a d o p t i o n , ab o r-
t i o n , and touch on infant medical emerge n-
c i e s ,” M athis said. “ We leave lots of time
for questions and answe rs , t h at ’s re a l ly the
most important aspect of the class. We are
ve ry honest, even about our own ex p e ri-
ences. The students know that we ’ll be
s t ra i g h t fo r wa rd and honest with them, s o
t h ey are honest and open with us too.”

I n s t ru c t o rs are outgo i n g, l ive ly pers o n-
alities; in this case, t wo young women wh o
had the ability to develop rap p o rt and re l at e
to teens. Kirby selected them to teach the
p rogram because he believed that “ t e e n s
would pay attention and listen to them.
Th ey are ve ry intellige n t , ve ry open to the
k i d s .”

Students each take home a robot baby
for at least one ove rnight or we e ke n d. Th e
Reality Wo rks Inc. Web site (www. re a l i t y-
wo rks.com) offe rs “Real Care Baby ” ( t h e
c u rrent model) dolls with supplies fo r
about $350 to $450 each (depending on the
p a ck age and number purchased). The com-
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p u t e ri zed dolls can be programmed to cry for care and feeding on realistic sch e d u l e s .
Th ey also ge n e rate data for instru c t o rs of how quick ly and how often responses are
made by the “ p a re n t s .” In response to student re q u e s t , Trousdale Reality Check staff
w rote and re c e ived a grant to purchase 22 additional dolls, to allow more hands-on
ex p e ri e n c e.

Response to the program has been so positive that the instru c t o rs offe red a pre s e n-
t ation on Reality Check at the Rural Health A s s o c i ation Confe rence wh e re they had
the highest attendance of any break-out session, re c e ived excellent participant eva l u a-
t i o n s , and they gave away 50 CDs with the curriculum and Powe r Point pre s e n t at i o n
on how to do the progra m .

“ E ve ryone seems to want to make a big deal out of this little program we just kind
of put toge t h e r,” M athis said. Big deal or not, Reality Check gets re s u l t s , and that ’s
wh at mat t e rs .

For more info rm at i o n , email tmcems@bellsouth.net 
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