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Abstinence works, but too many teens never get the message
Susan Reimer

Originally published Jul 14, 2002

Susan 
Reimer

One long afternoon in a high school gym somewhere, my friend Becky 
and I were talking about several surprise pregnancies among young 
unmarrieds we know and about how these calamities would be viewed by
our much younger boys, when Becky said something profoundly sensible: 

"If you have sex often enough, somebody is bound to get pregnant." 

In other words, no matter what form of protection a couple chooses - his,
hers, both or none - the odds favor pregnancy. 

As gloomy mathematician Jeff Goldblum predicts in the movie Jurassic 
Park, "Life will find a way." 

It behooves parents, therefore, to so instruct their teen-age children: 
"Abstinence is the only guaranteed method of avoiding pregnancy. And 
sexually transmitted diseases, while we are on the subject." 

So I have no fundamental objection to the fact that the federal government
has, under the welfare reform legislation of 1996, provided $50 million a 
year in funding for sex education in schools that teaches that abstinence is 
the only sure-fire safe behavior for teens and the unmarried. 

But that legislation is up for renewal now in Congress, and we now know 
more about teen-age sexual behavior, and public opinion on the topic, 
than we did in 1996. 

Today, 70 percent of 18-year-olds say they have had sex, and 82 percent
of their parents say they want sex ed classes to explain contraception. 

And it looks as if Congress might act on this information. 
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Politicians, like parents, wish teen-agers would abstain from sex, but they 
don't believe that teens will, and those teens are proving us right. The 
United States continues to have the highest teen pregnancy rate of any 
developed country. 

So, it is profoundly important to the health of our kids that we give them 
information about contraception, too. After all, teens informed about 
contraception might use it, and it might work. 

And the version of the welfare reform renewal act that has emerged from 
the powerful Senate Finance Committee would provide the money to do 
just that. 

Rather than try to change the abstinence-only language in the welfare 
reform bill - and require politicians to vote for that change and be seen as 
not endorsing abstinence - Sen. Max Baucus' Finance Committee has 
approved a second revenue stream that would provide money for 
"abstinence-first" education. That is, "We want you to abstain, but if you 
are not going to listen to us, here are ways to protect yourself from 
pregnancy and disease." 

Abstinence-only education was good as far as it went. It did not discuss 
contraception except to mention its rates of failure. That approach is 
cautionary, but not complete, especially now that we know that 70 
percent of your 18-year-old's peers have already had intercourse. 

This is certainly not the most important part of this landmark social 
legislation. Congressmen are rightly more concerned with the 
welfare-to-work, education, medical insurance and child-care provisions 
of the bill. 

But that also means this abstinence-first funding might be lost in the 
conference committee wrangling over the House and Senate versions. 
(The House bill unfortunately does not provide for abstinence-first 
money.) 

So, if you are one of the 82 percent of parents who want their kids armed
with information about contraception, you had better get word to your 
congressman. And fast. Congress has to come up with a bill the president 
will sign before Oct. 1. 

Sarah Brown, executive director of the National Campaign to Prevent 
Teen Pregnancy, says the country, and it appears the Congress, is 
beginning to see teen pregnancy for what it really is: not a sex issue, but a 
far-reaching child-welfare issue. 

"Teen pregnancy is not a fringe battle in the culture wars over sex," says 
Brown. "It should not be seen through the lens of the sex ed wars or the 
abortion wars or the condoms-in-the-health-room wars. 
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"That is not the way to view this issue. 

"The fact is, if you reduce teen pregnancy, you will reduce poverty," she 
says. "And if you reduce poverty, you will reduce dependence on 
welfare." 

And isn't that what welfare reform is supposed to do? 
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