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Introduction I.
Why teach about organ and tissue donation and transplan-
tation?

Because donation saves lives. . .
 Just one organ donor can save the lives of five of the nearly 84,000 men, women, and children who were on
the national waiting list for organ transplants as of January 2004. Just one organ and tissue donor can provide
life-saving or life-enhancing transplants to more than 50 people.

Because each day Americans die waiting for an organ transplant. . .
Thousands of people on the national organ transplant waiting list die every year—not because there’s no
treatment—but because there are too few organ donors. Advances in medicine have resulted in greater num-
bers of terminally-ill patients being wait-listed for an organ transplant. However, with only modest increases in
the number of organ donors over the past decade, the number of available organs remains woefully inadequate
to meet the needs of those waiting.

Because education and awareness are the keys to increasing donation and
providing these life-saving transplants. . .
It is a public health crisis and a modern-day tragedy that we know how to save lives, but we often are unable to
do so. Learning about donation can encourage young Americans to be organ and tissue donors and to share
their decisions with their families and friends. Accordingly, the miracles of donation and transplantation have a
place in every classroom in America.

This graph clearly shows the continually widening gap between the number of patients on the waiting list and the
number of donors. You can see that the number of transplants parallels and is limited by the number of donors.

Gap in Organ Availability—1988-2002*
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Introduction

Why is it important to talk about donation?
Some states recover organs based on a deceased adult’s legally documented consent to donate; other states
require family consent (See Common Questions and Misconceptions for discussion of minors). In all in-
stances, family members can best serve as your advocate if you have shared your donation decision with them.
While data indicate that a large majority of Americans say they support organ and tissue donation, when asked
to donate a deceased relative’s organs and tissues, only about 50 percent of families consent. One reason for this
disparity is that families often do not know of the deceased’s donation intentions. A recent study supported by
the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services found
that:

• 95 percent of families surveyed said that knowing their loved one’s wishes would have a substantial influence on
their decision to donate that family member’s organs and tissues.

• Only 43 percent of respondents had ever discussed donation with their loved ones.

• Less than 25 percent knew if their loved ones carried a donor card.

Why has the United States Department of Health and Human Services
created a program on donation for high school students?
On April 17, 2001, Health and Human Services Secretary Tommy G. Thompson announced a new national
initiative to increase organ, tissue, marrow, and blood donation. Decision:  Donation—A School Program
That Gives the Gift of Life partially fulfills one goal of the Secretary’s initiative to increase donation by creating
an organ and tissue donation education program, informing the Nation’s youth about donation, and encouraging
them to consider becoming donors. As the educators of this country, you can help to fully accomplish this goal.
By using these materials to integrate organ and tissue donation into your existing curriculum and training pro-
grams, you will help those waiting for a life-saving transplant to realize their goal.

According to Secretary Thompson, educating the nation’s youth about organ and tissue donation can result in
two important outcomes:

• Young people will be able to make an informed decision when asked to indicate their donation decision on their
driver’s license or State donor registry.

• The youth of this Nation will be able to educate their families about the importance of organ and tissue donation.

This high school education component of Secretary Thompson’s national Gift of Life Donation Initiative evolved
from his commitment to donation while governor of Wisconsin. As Governor, he supported the passage of
Kelly’s Law—legislation requiring all Wisconsin driver’s education classes to provide at least 30 minutes of
instruction on organ and tissue donation. Kelly was a high school student who said yes to donation on her
driver’s license. A short time later she died as a result of an auto accident. Kelly’s organs saved the lives of three
people.

I.
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Introduction

What is the purpose of this educational program?
Decision: Donation provides a multifaceted set of materials—print, video, CD-ROM, and Web-based—
that teachers throughout the country can use in a variety of subject areas to educate students and encourage
them to consider organ and tissue donation.

How can I possibly add this into my already cramped curriculum?
This package was developed with you in mind. We know the workload that most teachers juggle, so this
package contains a basic stand-alone Core Lesson that can be taught in one 45-minute class in any
curriculum setting. Additional lessons and activities can stand alone as special topics or be integrated into the
existing curriculum. The next section—How to Use This Guide—outlines the educational materials in this
package and how they can be incorporated into your curriculum.

Which teachers should use these materials?
Since repetition is a critical element in learning, it would be ideal to integrate donation instruction into mul-
tiple curriculum areas, such as driver’s education, health education, biology, English, mathematics, and social
studies. We encourage you to discuss this approach with other members of your teaching staff and provide
students with as many opportunities as possible to learn about donation.

NOTE:  Your school may already participate in an educational program on donation provided by an
organ procurement organization (OPO), a local Coalition on Donation (Coalition), or another
donation organization. These materials are not intended to replace, but rather to supplement, ongo-
ing programs where they exist. We suggest that you collaborate with your local OPO, Coalition, and
other donation organizations to provide the best possible program for your students. These organiza-
tions can provide expertise and additional information relevant to your area, and often have trained
speakers whose presentations can enhance your program.

A final word….
If you and your students become educated about donation and share that education with others, you will
almost certainly, someday, somewhere, save a life.

Thank you

I.
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