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INTRODUCTION

Over 500,000 American babies are born each year to unmarried girls under age 18.  This includes roughly 50% of all American babies born to single parents of any age.  Furthermore, about 80% of teenage mothers are from low-income families.  These teen mothers cost taxpayers billions of dollars in welfare benefits.
Pregnant teens find themselves in a situation for which they are seldom prepared, either financially or emotionally.  Many of these girls drop out of school, leave home and become dependent upon public welfare.  If they try to find employment, they usually can get only the lowest-paying jobs, because they lack an education or do not have marketable skills.

The majority of pregnant teens do not marry the fathers of their children.  The boy often abandons the girls after she becomes pregnant, leaving her with all or most of the responsibilities of the baby.  In addition, teenagers who do marry have a divorce rate twice as high as that of older persons.  The improbability of a lasting relationship with the baby’s father causes special problems for the teenage mother and her child.

A pregnant teenage girl must make big changes in her life, especially if she decides to keep the baby.  She must “grow up” quickly, take on new roles and difficult responsibilities and give up many of the freedoms and choices normally enjoyed by young people.  While her peers continue their educations, get jobs, socialize and lead independent lives, a pregnant teenage girl usually finds that her options are limited.
Perhaps the saddest result of teenage pregnancy is the loss of human potential.  Many mothers who became pregnant during their teens look back and wonder, too late, what their lives might have been had they not become pregnant so early in life.  Their children, too, often have to struggle and find their potential likewise limited.
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There are many reasons for the high rates of teenage pregnancy.  Television and movies glorify sex and fill the screen with sexual activities, images and remarks, while downplaying the responsibility sexual activity requires.  Parents often fail to explain the “facts of life” to their children.  Some schools do not emphasize sex education to their students.  As a result, many teens have learned myths rather than facts about sex and its consequences.  Young people end up experimenting with and learning about sex on their own.  This lack of information and understanding often leads to teenage pregnancy.

This publication attempts to provide a clear understanding of the facts, issues, decisions and responsibilities of teenage pregnancy.  It is our belief that IGNORANCE is a major reason why many teens become pregnant.  We further believe that teens who know the FACTS about sex, pregnancy and the possible consequences of their actions will make wiser choices.  The futures of many teens and many babies depend upon such KNOWLEDGE.

                                                                                         Charlotte G. Garman, Ed.D.

                                                                                         Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                        William Gladden Foundation
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HOW SERIOUS IS THE PROBLEM OF TEENAGE PREGNANCY?
About one million teenagers get pregnant each year.  The problem is so serious that almost every social agency in America is now concerned with it.  The large number of pregnant teens creates many problems relating to education, healthcare, housing, financial and emotional support.  Teenage parents find themselves locked into a family situation before they are prepared – financially or emotionally – and usually find it impossible to cope.  The added problem of leaving school and having few skills gives them few alternatives to low-paying jobs with little future.

WHAT DOES PREGNANCY DO TO TEENAGE GIRLS?

Pregnancy puts teenagers at a disadvantage in many ways.  They are children who must suddenly take on the roles and duties of an adult.  Their risks of having problem pregnancies and sickly babies are high.  It may take them many years to graduate high school, find good jobs and have homes of their own.  Pregnant teens often lead lives of poverty, ignorance and despair, all having negative influences on their children, thereby compounding the problem.
AT WHAT AGES DO TEENAGERS BECOME PREGNANT?

Some of today’s teens are becoming pregnant quite early in life.  About 10,000 American girls each year have babies BEFORE they are 14-years-old.  Of these young mothers, 15% to 25% have second babies within two years.  In addition, as many as 15,000 girls younger than age 15 have abortions each year.  Studies find that the average age at which American girls become sexually active is between 11 and 12-years-old.

WHO ARE THE PREGNANT TEENAGERS?

Teenage girls from every economic and social level become pregnant today.  However, more than half of child mothers are African-American.  African-American girls 14 and younger are seven times more likely to have babies than their white classmates.  Girls from middle and upper class families are more likely to have abortions or give their babies for adoption than are girls from lower-class families.  Furthermore, children of teenage parents are likely to become teenage parents.
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WHY DO TEENAGERS BECOME PREGNANT?
Today’s teens become pregnant for various reasons.  Many are searching for self-esteem.  They want to be “special” and, unfortunately, get attention by being pregnant.  Some girls are seeking to receive and give love.  They believe that having a baby will fill these needs.  Other girls simply want to experiment or engage in sex for fun and do not think about the possible consequences.  Still others believe that having sex and becoming pregnant are popular things to do.  Many of today’s teenage girls engage in sex to please their boyfriends and end up becoming pregnant.
WHAT ARE TYPICAL REACTIONS FROM TEENAGE MOTHERS?

Many teenage mothers feel used, abused and ashamed.  They envy their friends who are having fun while they are burdened with a baby.  Some teen mothers resent the teen father who rushes them into early sex.  They learn, too late, that having sex is NOT the only way to express love.  The saddest reactions occur when the father of the baby leaves her for college, a career or other girls or simply abandons her because she became pregnant.

WHAT CAN HAPPEN TO BABIES OF TEENAGE MOTHERS?
Teenage mothers are more likely to have premature and unhealthy babies.  Low-birth-weight babies and “preemies” (babies born prematurely) have less chance of becoming the strong, healthy children all parents want.  Teenage mothers may also have babies with serious birth defects.  Such defects are much more likely to occur in babies of mothers under age 18.  In teenagers, the younger the mother is, the greater the chance of having a baby with a serious mental or physical handicap.
WHAT ARE BIRTH DEFECTS?

Birth defects are abnormalities that result in physical or mental handicaps, usually limiting and shortening life.  Birth defects may be inherited or result from maternal disease, poor nutrition and very low birth weight.  Birth defects are also more likely to occur in very young teenage mothers.  Most teenage mothers are not prepared to deal with normal babies, let alone babies who have birth defects.
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WHAT EFFECT DOES SMOKING HAVING ON PREGNANCY?
Babies born to mothers who smoke cigarettes may be born prematurely.  They most likely will be smaller than will babies of non-smokers.  Babies with a low birth weight can lead to infant death.  Mothers who smoke cigarettes also risk having miscarriages and stillbirths.  Generally, the more frequently the mother smokes during pregnancy, the greater the risk to her unborn baby.

WHAT EFFECT DO ALCOHOL AND OTHER DRUGS HAVE ON PREGNANCY?

Using alcohol or other drugs while pregnant is more harmful than smoking cigarettes.  Babies born to mothers who drink of take drugs during pregnancy often have serious physical defects, are mentally abnormal and may actually be addicted to the drug or to alcohol.  Babies born to mothers who use “hard” drugs actually display drug withdrawal symptoms at birth.  Whatever a mother consumes while she is pregnant will affect her unborn child.  Additionally, about 80% of teenage pregnancies occur when one or both of the sexual partners are under the influence of alcohol or other drugs.

WHAT ARE SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED DISEASES?

Sexually transmitted diseases pass from person to person during sexual contact.  Anyone can get these diseases if he or she has sexual contact with someone who has the disease.  In fact, the risk of infection increases greatly with the number of different persons with whom a person has sexual contact.  All teenagers should know about syphilis, gonorrhea, herpes-2, Chlamydia and AIDS.
WHAT EFFECT DO SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED DISEASES HAVE ON PREGNANCY?

A diseased mother can infect her unborn baby.  Infected babies are at VERY high risk of having birth defects and dying.  Females born with a sexually transmitted disease may suffer permanent damage and may not be able to have children.  Pregnant teens, even if they are not sexually active, should see a doctor regularly.  In this way, they can protect their unborn baby’s health.
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HOW DO PREGNANT TEENS MANAGE EMOTIONALLY?
Pregnancy is an emotionally demanding experience; for teens, it can be emotionally confusing as well.  Many questions and concerns must be addressed (How will the cost of birth be paid?  Where will the mother and child live?)  Pregnant teens usually turn to their parents or other family members for emotional support.  They may also seek professional counseling services.  Pregnant teens can benefit from talking to others who have had the same experience.  Being involved in a support group with other pregnant teens can also prove helpful.  It is an important time to reach out for help.  Very few pregnant teens are able to “go it alone.”

HOW DO PREGNANT TEENS MANAGE FINANCIALLY?

Managing financially is VERY difficult.  Most pregnant teens depend on the support of other people.  The majority rely on their parents or other family members.  Others depend on the welfare system.  A small number marry, provide for childcare and try to finish high school or get work.

HOW SHOULD A TEENAGE FATHER HELP?

The teenage father should remember that he fathered the baby.  He can give affection and encouragement to the mother-to-be.  He, or his family, can help with the expenses.  The father of the baby needs to let the pregnant teen know how much he care about her AND the baby-to-be.  This support will help make the pregnancy easier.  A pregnant teenage mother that is emotionally healthy and physically strong has the best chance of giving birth to a healthy baby.

HOW CAN THE PARENTS HELP?

The parents of a pregnant teenager play an important role in the future of their daughter and her baby.  The same is true for the parents of the boy who fathered the baby.  Both sets of parents are likely to feel upset, angry and disappointed.  Loving parents, however, will focus on the future.  What they say and do make an important difference.  They should help their children make intelligent decisions about the pregnancy and about the future.  One such intelligent decision is to make certain that BOTH the girl and the boy complete their educations.
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WHY DO PARENTS OPPOSE TEENAGE MARRIAGE?
Teenage marriages have a VERY HIGH DIVORCE RATE.  Most such marriages end within eight years.  Furthermore, married teens nearly always drop out of school.  Quitting school makes it difficult to for young couples to support themselves and their children.  Married teens also tend to have more children quickly, which increases the problems of poverty, little education and low job skills.

WHAT USUALLY HAPPENS TO TEENAGE MOTHERS?

In the past, society expected the mother to marry the father of the baby.  Today, there is little social pressure on pregnant teens to marry.  Frequently, the teenage father loses interest in the teenage mother when she becomes pregnant and leaves her to fend for herself.  Teenage mothers must then cope alone or depend on the support of family members or the welfare system.  Very few teenage mothers can find jobs that pay well enough to support them and their children.  The emotional impact of abandonment by their former lovers can be even more difficult than not getting jobs.

WHAT USUALLY HAPPENS TO THE EDUCATION OF THE TYPICAL PREGNANT TEENAGER?

Two out of three pregnant teenagers drop out of school.  Not graduating makes it difficult to get a job when most businesses require a high school diploma for employment.  Many high schools provide special classes and programs for pregnant teenagers, but most girls find the situation too hard to cope with and simply leave school.  Unfortunately, many pregnant teens see their situation as an excuse for quitting school.  They may end up paying for this mistake the rest of their lives.

HOW CAN PREGNANT DROPOUTS COMPLETE THEIR EDUCATION?

ALL communities have places to get a high school equivalency diploma, commonly called a “GED.”  Schools also may help with tutoring or readmit a pregnant teenager after she has left school.  Increasing numbers of schools now provide special programs for both mothers and babies.  Most importantly, girls should remember that they do not need to drop out of school because they are pregnant.  Pregnant teens have every legal right to attend classes and to graduate.
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WHAT TO DO IF YOU THINK YOU ARE PREGNANT

Most teens do not know what to do when they think they are pregnant.  They may wait weeks or months before doing anything, denying the situation or hoping the problem will magically “go away.”  Waiting is a childish way to deal with the possibility of pregnancy and can lead to further problems.  A mature teenager will face the situation immediately and decide on a course of action.  In this way, she will have more time to make intelligent decisions, reducing the risk of harm to herself and her baby.  What follows is a logical step-by-step approach of what to do if you think you are pregnant.

TELL THE FATHER – Inform the boy whom you had intercourse with that you think you may be pregnant.  He is just as responsible for your condition as you are.  Both of you need to make personal decisions and deal with the situation together.

SEE A DOCTOR IMMEDIATELY – It is VERY important that you see a doctor IMMEDIATELY, not only to determine whether you are pregnant, but also to get prenatal care.  Prenatal care occurs BEFORE birth and is vital for your health and the health of your unborn baby.  Many pregnant teens avoid seeing a doctor during the first weeks or months of pregnancy.  This is both FOOLISH and DANGEROUS.  If you cannot afford a doctor, go to a free clinic.
VERIFY YOUR PREGNANCY – Through tests, a doctor can tell IF you really are pregnant.  DO NOT worry for weeks or months before you see a doctor.  Find out IMMEDIATELY.
TELL YOUR PARENTS – When you know that you ARE pregnant, have the courage to tell your parents.  They will be upset, but it is usually better to tell them directly than have them learn about your pregnancy in some other way.
TELL THE FATHER’S PARENTS – The parents of the baby’s father should know of your pregnancy.  The boy may wish to hide your pregnancy from his parents, but it is important that they know the situation.
GET THE FAMILIES TOGETHER – Have a meeting that brings the boy and his parents together with you and your parents.  Such a meeting can result in support and mature advice about how to handle the pregnancy.  You may also wish to contact some of the agencies and services listed in the back of this publication for support and advice.
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DECIDE WHAT TO DO – Deciding how to handle the pregnancy can be difficult, and is certainly one of the most important decisions you will ever make.  There are many factors to consider.  That is why the help and advice of both families is important.  By knowing how everyone feels, and the extent of his or her support, you are in a better position to make an informed decision.  There are four basic choices.
· GET MARRIED AND KEEP THE BABY – This means giving up many of your past activities and working together as husband and wife to raise the baby and create a family.
· DO NOT GET MARRIED BUT KEEP THE BABY – Pregnant teens often decide not to marry but keep the baby.  Teenage mothers usually need help and support to raise a child.  This help and support may come from your family or from the baby’s father or his family.  Sometimes the resources of public agencies and welfare are needed.

· GIVE UP THE BABY FOR ADOPTION – Some pregnant teens decide to have their babies but not to keep them.  They give up their babies for adoption by families who may be better able to raise a child.  Healthy newborn babies are in demand for adoption.

· HAVE AND ABORTION – Abortion is a legal option.  It is an option especially used when the girl is very young, when she has a disease that may harm the baby or when her life or health is in danger.

DECIDE TO SUPPORT AND CARE FOR THE BABY – If you decide to keep the baby, you will also have to determine how to support and care for it.  Babies are expensive and require a lot of care and attention.
DECIDE ABOUT SCHOOL – Whatever your choice about the baby, you will also need to decide about school.  Most pregnant teens drop out of school and then later realize that they made a mistake.  If possible, STAY IN SCHOOL AND GRADUATE.  Many schools help pregnant teens continue their education and earn their diplomas.

BE RESPONSIBLE FOR YOUR DECISIONS – Every decision you make about your pregnancy is important.  It is VERY IMPORTANT that you make wise decisions.  Each decision can affect the rest of your life.  They are your decisions and you are responsible for them.
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WHY SOME TEENS BECOME PREGNANT
Like people of all ages, teenagers want a positive self-image.  They are at an age when they are searching for individual identity and wish for social acceptance.  When these personal needs are unmet, teenagers may seek other ways of getting self-satisfaction.  Sometimes sexual activity becomes the means of accomplishing these personal needs.  The following quotes are samples from teens that became pregnant.

· “I felt so alone.  I thought a baby would take away my loneliness.”
· “I didn’t want to be the only virgin in my group.”

· “I wanted something of my very own…this baby.”

· I didn’t want to be used sexually by my father anymore.  I thought if I got pregnant, he’d leave me alone.”

· “I wanted to be on my own.  I hate school and the teachers don’t like me.  Having a baby seemed like a way out.”

· “I wanted someone to love me…so I slept with him.”

· “My mom and dad are never home.  I just wanted someone to talk to.”

· I wanted a husband.  I never dreamed he’s leave me when I got pregnant.”

· I wanted to be envied by the other girls.  I never got attention any other way.”

· “I never was good at anything else, so I thought I might be good at sex.”

· “If you don’t agree to sex, the boy calls you a tease.”

· “Guys who show you a good time expect to get what THEY want.”

· “Our sex education course explained how people get pregnant.  The same course did not show us how NOT to become pregnant, and look what happened to me!”

· “I tried and tried to get my mom to talk about sex with me.  She said that when I was old enough, she’d explain things to me.  But I didn’t wait to find out.”

· It’s not COOL to use protection; only cold fish do that.”

·  “My mom said, ‘You’re always playing with dolls.  Why don’t you get a real baby?’ (But dolls don’t cry…).”

· “I thought that if I got pregnant, my boyfriend would love me forever and never leave me.  I was wrong!”
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COMMON MYTHS ABOUT SEX AND PREGNANCY
Teenagers sometimes think they know more about sex and pregnancy than they really do.  They have mistaken myths for facts.  Believing these myths can lead to pregnancy.  The following are some of the more common myths about sex and pregnancy.

· You can’t get pregnant if you’re under 12-years-old.

· You can’t get pregnant the first time you have intercourse.

· You can’t get pregnant unless you’re married.

· You can’t get pregnant if you’re a “good” girl.  Only “bad” girls get pregnant.

· You can’t get pregnant if you’re standing up.

· You can’t get pregnant if you’re having your period.

· You can’t get pregnant if the boy withdrawals.

· You can’t get pregnant if you jump up and down after intercourse.

· You can’t get pregnant if you don’t have an orgasm.

· You can’t get pregnant the night before your period is due.

· You can’t get pregnant if you’ve already had an abortion.

· You can’t get pregnant if you take a birth control pill before you have intercourse.

· You can’t get pregnant if you douche within 24 hours.

· You can’t get pregnant if the boy is very young.

· You can’t get pregnant if you take a strong laxative.

· You can’t get pregnant right after you’ve had a baby.

· You can’t get pregnant if you drink vinegar.
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FACTS GIRLS SHOULD KNOW ABOUT SEX AND PREGNANCY

It is VITAL that teenage girls understand the possible consequences of their sexual activities.  Too often, they believe myths and false information.  In turn, they are “surprised” when they become pregnant.  Every sexually active teenage girl should know the following FACTS about sex and pregnancy.
· Most girls can become pregnant at a very early age.  Some girls under 10-years-old have babies.

· It is quite possible to become pregnant the first time you have intercourse.

· The younger the mother, the greater the chance she will have a difficult delivery.

· Younger girls have more babies with birth defects than do older girls and women.

· The health risks to young girls from pregnancy are greater than for older girls and women.

· Teenage mothers often become pregnant shortly after having their first baby.

· Most teenage mothers drop out of school.  Getting and keeping good jobs is difficult because they did not graduate.

· Teenagers who seek relationships because they are lonely usually find themselves lonelier after becoming pregnant.  Their former friends often drift away after the baby arrives.

· Babies require attention and work.  Young mothers must give up many of their activities and devote themselves to keeping their babies clean and healthy.

· Boys who promise to stay with their pregnant girlfriends do not always keep their word.  Three of four boys will leave the mother within five years after the birth of the baby.

· Some families desert teen mothers, leaving them to survive on their own.

· Babies are expensive.  The cost of food, clothes, medical attention and other expenses can be overwhelming.

· Most teenage mothers must depend on other people or public welfare for financial help to raise their babies.
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FACTS BOYS SHOULD KNOW ABOUT SEX AND PREGNANCY
It is also important that teenage boys understand the consequences of their sexual activities.  Although boys do not become pregnant, they are as responsible for the pregnancy as is the girl.  Every sexually active boy should know the following FACTS about sex and pregnancy.
· It is “normal” for teenage boys to have sexual urges.

· Sex is NOT a game.  It is a serious act and can lead to serious consequences.

· Withdrawal before reaching a climax does NOT prevent pregnancy.

· Any time a boy has intercourse with a girl, she can become pregnant.

· Many clinics offer free contraceptives to sexually active teenagers.

· The use of contraceptives can REDUCE the chances of making a girl pregnant, but DO NOT eliminate the possibility of pregnancy.
· Girls sometimes pressure boys to have sex.  Boys must learn to say “no.”

· Girls who say they cannot get pregnant or say they are using contraception are not always telling the truth.

· Admitting to both sets of parents that you have made a girl pregnant will be very difficult.

· Boys who pressure girls to engage in intercourse should be prepared to share the responsibility of having a baby.

· Getting a girl pregnant will greatly change a boy’s life.  He may have to drop out of school, get a job, give up much of his freedom and take on many responsibilities at a young age.

· Being a father is a demanding role even for adults.  For a teenager, the demands are many times more difficult.

· Most teenage marriages that result from pregnancy end in divorce.

· In many states, a boy can be charged with STATUTORY RAPE.  This means that if he makes a girl pregnant, he can be taken to court.  If the court finds him guilty, he may receive a sentence and have to pay child support for many years.
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AGENCIES AND PROFESSIONALS
TO CONTACT FOR HELP WITH TEENAGE PREGNANCY

Many community agencies and local professionals are concerned about teen pregnancy and the physical and emotional health problems of young mothers.  To help teens with specialized medical care, training for motherhood, continued education and advice, agencies and services such as the following are available in most communities.

MEDICAL PROFESSIONAL – All teens who think they may be pregnant should see a doctor IMMEDIATELY.  They may wish to consult with their family doctor or go to a local hospital or clinic.  The longer a pregnant teenager waits to confirm her pregnancy, the greater the health risk to her and her baby.

Telephone #

MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONAL – Pregnant teens having mental or emotional problems may profit from counseling.  A psychiatrist, psychologist or counselor can help the pregnant teen deal with the mental and emotional stresses that accompany pregnancy.

Telephone #

PLANNED PARENTHOOD – This agency specializes in matters related to having children, and is staffed by professionals knowledgeable about childbirth and parenting.  They provide both prenatal and postnatal advice and assistance to pregnant teens.

Telephone #
SCHOOL COUNSELOR – School counselors can provide advice, counseling and reading materials in matters related to having children.  School counselors are also aware of community agencies and resources that offer specialized services to pregnant teens.  Most importantly, school counselors can help pregnant teens stay in school and graduate.

Telephone #

CHILDREN AND YOUTH SERVICES – This staff of professionals deals with many issues involving children, and can provide counseling, education and other services to pregnant teens and their families.
Telephone #

MARCH OF DIMES – This agency promotes conferences to educate teenagers about sexual activity and its possible consequences.  It has information and services concerned with teenage pregnancy, birth defects, youth parenting and related matters.

Telephone #
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