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Teenage Pregnancy: Who Is Responsible for This Epidemic?


I come from a small town in rural Minnesota, and my conservative community has refused to teach comprehensive sex education in high school. My high school’s teenage pregnancy rate has increased dramatically over the past ten years, and the teens and parents have pushed for better sex education in school. Despite the many efforts, my high school has been steadfast in its “abstinence only” policy. However, far too many teenagers today are becoming pregnant and insufficient high school sex education classes are to blame for poor knowledge of safer sex practices.


Although many teenagers have a lack of information about sex, it is common for teenagers to engage in sexual activity before age twenty. According to the Guttmacher Institute, almost half of all 15-19 year olds in the United States have had sex at least once (“Facts”). The staggering statistics of teenage sexual activity can be found in many places today. An online poll taken on SexEtc.org was especially shocking. The poll asked ten thousand teenagers, “How long would you wait to have sex in a new relationship?” The most common answer, which accounted for 40% of the votes, was “I’d wait until we build some trust and respect for each other,” but they gave no time limit. A shocking 30% of voters said, “I’d go for it as soon as the first opportunity arises!” This poll indicates how some teenagers view sexual activity. Almost one third of teenagers are willing to have sex without really getting to know their partner. It is obvious that they are not aware of the emotional and physical risks that come with sexual intercourse. Figure 1 shows that sexual intercourse is rare among young teens but dramatically increases in the later teenage years. Yes, the teenage years come with a lot of hormones and sexual urges; however, it is important to know the facts before engaging in such activities to be as safe as possible.
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Along with the high rate of sex in teens, the number of teen pregnancies is also on the rise.  An article published in January of 2010 by the Guttmacher Institute states that each year, almost 750,000 women, ages 15-19, become pregnant in the United States. That means about 85 teenagers become pregnant every hour. Between 1990 and 2005 the national teenage pregnancy percentage declined by 39%, but for the first time in 14 years the pregnancy rate has increased. Since 2005, the pregnancy rate has increased 5 % (“That’s What He Said” 2).  
There are two main reasons why the pregnancy rates have increased in recent years. First, teens are having more sex and using less contraception, thus making teen pregnancy rates increase. The article “That’s What He Said” stated that 57% of the boys polled said they have had unprotected sex. The second major factor that is responsible for the increase of teenage pregnancies is the limited information about contraception. Twenty percent of boys did not know that it was possible to get a girl pregnant while she was on the Pill, and 15% did not know that condoms are not fool proof (3). Because there has been such a large increase in sexual activity, teenagers must become better informed about contraception.

Having sex comes along with many emotional and physical risks beyond pregnancy. Many teens who rush into sex have low self-esteem and feel bad about it afterward. Most teens who do not know much about sex and its risks and benefits end up feeling as though they made a mistake (“How”). It is extremely important that a couple talks about sex before actually engaging in the act. Knowing that your partner wants the same things from sex is crucial to a relationship. If the couple does not talk about sex before having intercourse, it is likely that the couple will not last. One person in the relationship could just want casual sex where the other might want a commitment. Once you have sex there is no going back. It is also important to know that you and your partner are on the same page when it comes to protecting yourselves from sexually transmitted diseases and unintended pregnancy.


Some high schools which have realized the overwhelming statistics of teenage sexual activity and pregnancy call for more extensive sex education; however, many conservative communities stick to the “abstinence only” policy in schools. These more conservative school boards claim that teaching about contraception and the risks of sexual activity will encourage teens to engage in sexual acts. However, research does not back up that claim. The web site SexEtc.org states that “teens that get comprehensive sexuality education"—which includes information about abstinence and safer sex, contraception, pregnancy options, relationships, and pleasure—“are more likely to wait to have sex than teens who do not receive this type of sex education.” Many teens from these conservative high schools do not learn this basic and crucial information about sex. It is important for each teenager to learn the facts about safer sex practices even if they do not plan to have sex in the near future. 
The statistics make it clear that teenagers are engaging in sexual activities whether our communities like it or not. The reality is that those teens who are having sex and not using contraception are the ones who get pregnant. Abstinence is important to talk about. The only “safe sex” is having no sex. Abstinence is the only 100% effective form of birth control; however, far too many high school board members are naïve about the statistics. All high schools with “abstinence only” policies need to read the facts and change their policies to allow more extensive sex education so teenagers may be better informed about the risks and benefits of sexual activity. 
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