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Winning the Battle
On Teen Pregnancy

In poor, rural Denmark, S.C., intensive program
of sex education htghhght? progress across country.

Condoms at the Barber Shop

y BETsy McKay

ENMARK, 8.C.-To understand why the nation's rate of
unplanned teen pregnancies has been falling so signifi-

cantly, visit two fading rural counties around here.
More than a quarter of the families live below the poverty
line. Nearly half have only one parent living at home. The

population is 66% African-American,
the U.S. group with the ‘highest rate
of unplanned teen pregnancies.

If ever there was a place to expect
a wave of teen mothers, it

school curriculum and meet during

the school day.
In eighth-grade classes, staffers
from the Teen Life Center show stu-
dents what condoms look

would be here among the POVERTY: like, how to use them, and

flat farmlands of South The New how they will help prevent

Carolina’s  Allendale and g :h £ pregnancies and HIV in-

Bamberg counties. Yet  —earchlor fection. Mrs. Nimmons
Solutions

while teen pregnancies are
numerous on the Allendale
side of the county line, ado-
lescent girls on the  Bamberg side
have one of the lowest pregnancy
rates in the state. The county’s rate
has fallen faster than the rate in
most of the 1.8, i

Omne explanation for how Bamberg
County has performed so well is one
of the nation’s most intensive and
long-running programs to prevent
teen pregnancy. Its director, a
4i-year-old former wvolleyball coach
named Michelle Nimmons, leads an
eight-person staff at the Denmark-
Olar Teen Life Center in Denmark,
oneé of the county’s two central towns.
They bombard boys and girls with
hours of sex-education classes, “life
skills™ sessions to teach self-esteem
and saying no to sex, practical guid-
ance on contraception and other out-
reach programs that take place as
often as basketball or track practice.

While many schools offer sex-edu-
cation classes for just a few hours a
year, often after school, scarcely a
day goes by here without a class,
one-on-one counseling session, or a
free dinner for parents and their
kids. Classes and individual counsel-
ing sessions are integrated into the

and her staff drop off con-
doms at a local laundry,
a beauty shop and a bar-
ber shop that kids frequent. And
unlike most pregnancy-prevention
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efforts that focus on girls, the program
here also actively seeks the participa-
tion of boys,

Nearly every Tuesday at 9 a.m., this
past semester, Brandon Jamison and 20
ather  African-Americ. young men
gathered in the high-school cafeteria
for hour-long discussions about s
mestic abuse and navigating
cence. On one morning, the topic was
an explicit debate on whether it's ac-
cepiable for teenagers to have sex. “If
you get a girl naked and she want you
1o do it to her, you can't say no,” bel-
lowed Travis McCreary, a garrulous
17-year-old father of an infant, to a cho-
rus of guffaws and snickering. Mr.
Jamison, a husky, 18-year-old football
captain, shot back. "A baby costs
money and veu get sidetracked,” he ar-
gued, shrugging the shoulders of his

blue-and-gold varsity letter jacket.
“You can't get an education.”
Between 1982, when the center

opened, and 2004, the county's esti-
mated pregnancy rate fell by nearly
two-thirds among girls age 15 to 19, ac-
cording to data from the South Carolina
Depan.nen! of Health and Environmen-
tal Control. Its teen pregnancy rate is
among the lowest in the state.

N ALLENDALE COUNTY, which
is adjacent 1o Bamberg and has
similar demographics but hasm't
had the same intensive and unin-
terrupted prevention effort, the teen
pregnancy rate has declined over the
past two decades, as has the rest of the
nation’s, But Allendale's rate has re-
mained one of the highest in the state—
about 2.6 times as high as Bamberg's in
2004, Douglas Kirby, a research scien-
tist who has evaluated sex-education
programs for the government and other
groups, believes the Teen Life Center
has played a major role over the years
in reducing teen pregnancy in the com-
mumty 1t serves. “1 do think it's one of
the most promising approaches,” he
says, noting the program devotes an
unusual amount of time in the regular
school curriey to sex education, A
2004 study published in the American
Journal of Health Education credited
the dramatic drop in Bamberg County's
pregnancy rates to the program’s activi-
ties
Around the coun the percentage
arried girls getting pregnant in
particularly African-Ameri-
gan falling precipitously
1930s. The national teen
pregnancy rate droppe:l & between
1980 and 2000 girls ages 15 to 19,
reaching its ]nu est level since the gov-
ernment rted tracking pregnancy
rates in 1976, Among black girls of the
same age, the dr‘ﬂln" in that period

e'nel s fOL
Disease Control and Prevention survey,
{ African-American boys between
e ages of 15 and 19 reported having
had sex—down from $0% in 1995. And
when black teenage boys have sex, they
are m likely to use condoms than
ather et
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that still aren’t well understood. Some
scientists cite fears of HIV infection,
particularly among poor African-Ameri-
cans, where the disease has taken a
heavy toll. Another factor is the in-
creased availability of Pfizer Inc.'s
Depo-Provera contraceptive, a  hor-
mone shot given to girls once every
three months. Experts also cite tougher
competition for good jobs in an increas-
ingly global economy which has encour-
aged teens to get an education. With
the proliferation of sex-education pro-
grams and welfare reform, teens be-
came much better informed about sex
and protecting themselves, and at the
same time faced new disincentives to
carly parenthood, such as limited wel-
fare assistance for girls. Tougher child-
support laws meant that boys couldn't
shirk financial responsibility for a
baby.

the culture,” savs Sarah Brown, direc.
tor of the National Campaign to Pre.

vent Teen Pregnancy, a nonprofit group

stopped calling him “Daddy.” Mr, Jami-
son's father couldn't be reached

Mr. Jamison's mother, Patricia
Smalls, subsequently hed two daugh-
ters by two separate men. “I made
says his mother.

Denmark, with a population of about
3,300, has long been in decline. The
main street is lined with rambling old
homes and boarded storefronts. )
adults commute to distant, low-
jobs on the assembly lines of some local
factories—such as a vending machine
manufacturer and a sock mill.

ORCED IN 2002 to quit her job
as a loader at the sock factory
after suffering a string of
fainting spells, Mrs, Smalls,

+1, is barely able to provide for her

children. Mr. Jamison's aunt, as well as
church members, help the family pay
monthly bills,

Mr. Jamison sald he [first started
thinking about girls in the [ifth grade
when he and a girl in his class shared

Michelle Nimmans, divector of the Denmark-Olar Tee

Jamison.

Critics of teen sex education that in-
cludes information on contraception at-
tribute the drop in pregnancy rates to
increased abstinence and say teachers
and counselors should be spending
more time teaching students to refrain
from sexual activ Detalled discus-
sions of contraception and how it works
only encourage teens to 1I'5‘ sex, [hl‘}'
say.

‘re going to spend public del-
s, we should remforce the good ef-
forts kids are already m tking to main-
tain their chastity,
a South Carolina state s
3 00l, mv feder

programs that focus solely on sexual
abstinence rather than also giving out
s Den-

mark's program does. Fi
ations for progra that discourage
contraceptive use and focus selely on
abstinence rose to $177 million this year
from $62 million in 2000, President Bush
has proposed $201 million for
2007, The government doesn’t pr
overall figures on how much it spends
on  pregnancy  prevention  efforts,
though money flows through Medicaid,
HIV prevention programs and other ef-
forts

The Denmark prog der| most
of its annual budget from Medicaid,
which funds pregnancy-prevention ef
forts for poor students in South Caro-
lina through a combination of federal
and state dollars. At least S0% of the
school district’'s student body qu'mﬂes
for Medicaid. Recent tec E £
state health officials made to Medical
rules and rates have re(ilu ed
ber of class hours Mrs,
bill to the program. She .\U]I isn't sure
how this will affect her budget, but she
has cut back on some extras she'd been
offeri sses and pro-
motional items.

For Mr. Jamison, the football pl

d

He rarely

sees his father a has
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*“Mama. [ expected more ¢

their first kiss in a janitor's closet at
the after-school homework center.

But even though he saw the same
girl on and off until ninth grade, they
dldn t have sex. The Tee - Life C:

“It wasn't the
150 \A'wn he was in

iis mother was

years later,
pregnant again

She recalls Mr.
high-sehool 1

Jamison—then a
shman ng to her:
you."

Mr. Ja on recalls learning in his
seventh-grade sex-education class in de-
tail about how reproduction works. Cen-
ter staff also drilled the class on the
most common sexually transmitted dis-
eases and their symptoms, warning
that some diseases can kill and that the
best way to avoid them is not to have
sex at all, he says.

In eighth grad
Mr. Jamison'

teachers showed
how to use con-
doms, explaining that they are the form
ontraception that will help protect
them against HIV infection. They told
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the students they could get them free at
the local health clinie in town.

In ninth grade, he says, center staff-
ers held up condom packages and
showed students how to open them with-
out nicking the condom and how to put
them on correctly. Amid the barrage of
lessons, kids grew comfortable with dis-
cussing the awkward details of sex, al-
though they often also giggled with em-
barrassment during class discussions.
“We're pretty open here,” says Mr
Jamison.

Mrs. Nimmons, the driving force be-
hind the Teen Life Center, made a big
impression on Mr. Jamison early on. In
middle school, Mr. Jamison attended an
overnight gathering called “Mantalk”
in the school gym that Mrs. Nimmons
organized just for boys. They came for
the free food and games, but Mrs. Nim-
mons also invited a professor of African-
American studies, the pastor of a local
church and a former prison inmate who
spoke "about making the right deci-
sions,” Mr. Jamison recalls.

Mr. Jamison says he was inspired
by the discipline and encour-
agement Mrs. Nimmons con-
veved at such events as she
greeted the kids or introduced
speakers. “She told us you
can be somebody, but you
gotta stay in school,” he re-
calls.

Mrs. Nimmons, a slender
African-American with close-
cropped hair, moved to Den-
mark at the age of § from a
military base in Panama. Her
father was a naval officer, her
mother a  middle-school
teacher. Growing up in Den-
mark in the 1970s, Mrs. Nim-
mons says she had little sex
education of her own, al-
though teen-pregnancy rates
were rising at the time, -
body was talking about this,
she says. Her family's physi-
ctan gave her mother a book
about sex, which her mother
hid in a dresser drawer and
didn't share with her daugh-
ter, Mrs. Nimmons says, In-
stead, she says, she learned
about sex from her friends
and some reading of her own.

In 1982, Murray Vincent, a professor
at the University of South Carolina
School of Public Health, used a
350,000-a-vear federal grant to design
an intensive school and community-
based pregnancy-prevention program
for Denmark which at the time had a
worryingly high teen-pregnancy rate.
(Sex education has been taught for-
mally in 1.8, schools since the early
20th  century, when officials grew
alarmed by a flood of venereal disease
outbreaks. About 85% of public second-
ary schools today teach some form of
sex education, according to private sur-
veys.)

The new Denmark program offered
sex-education classes for students and
adults along with media campaigns,
and active participation by parents,
clergy and community youth leaders. A
school nurse also opened a health clinic
for students across the small parking
lot from the high school, dispensing
free consultations and contraceptives
among other health services

The goal was to flood the community
with information, creating an environ-
ment that would encourage teens to say

no” to sex but also instruct them on

In 1986, the health clinie
handing out contraceptives after
drew the attention of state lawmakers,
who eventually banned the dispensing
of contraceptives on school grounds.

In 1994, Mrs, Nimmons, who had
worked for the county drug and aleohol
commission for the previous four
vears. took over the center. Her hus-
band, Ernest, was the high-school bas-
ketball coach. Mrs. Nimmons, who
wears a lizard-shaped brooch pinned to
her suit or dress over her back right
shoulder blade every day “to be differ-
ent,” believed Denmark's students
could have careers and modestly pros-
perous lives like hers if they could
break out of the town’s persistent cycle
of paverty.

Mrs. Nimmons, whe is also a senior
program consultant to the South Caro-
lina Campaign to Prevent Teen Preg-
nancy, a not-for-profit organization in
Columbia, 8.C., says children and teens
must be aggressively prepared for the
inundation of sexual images thev face
from television, print media and music.
“We don’t send our troops to Irag with
rubber bullets, and we shouldn’t send
our kids out into a society driven by
sexual innuendo without information
and skilis,” she says. “We can't control
the penises and vaginas when they
leave school. All we can do is equip
them with knowledge and skill.”

Around the time Mrs. Nimmons took
over the program, its funding was grow-

stopped
it
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ing. State officials agreed to pay for
pregnancy-prevention services for poar
students using Medicaid. Mrs. Nim-
mons persuaded the school system's su-
perintendent  to  incorporate  the
45>-minute classes into the regular
school day. Soon, every student at-
tended 36 classes a year, starting in the
third grade, along with twice-monthly
one-on-one counseling sessions for Med-
icaid-eligible students.

When students complained several
vears ago that they didn't have money
to buy condoms at the local chain drug
store, and found it embarrassing to get
free ones at the health clinic, Mrs, Nim-
mons and her staff started dropping
them off at a laundry where kids hang
out, a beauty shop, and most often, at
Supreme Barber Shop.

One of the barbers, Johnell Rice,
keeps them in a cardboard box on a
high shelf in the bathroom. When
young teens ask for the condoms, Mr.
Rice says he sits them down and ex-
plains how to use them. “I tell them this
protects you against AIDS and babies
100," he says. “It's gonna take away all
your fun time, your younger vears and
her younger years if you don't protect
yourself,”

Convineing boys to use condoms reg-
ularly and properly isn't simple,
though. Preston Johnson, an 15-vear-

old baske
sex at age 13,
routinely,
them too. g how to use
them corre I\ He says it’s hard to con-
vinee them, conceding that “it feels het-
ter” without condoms and thC\ can be
strating to use, Y ]
and when you get

Il'nfl‘ 1o use

stop,” he savs.
WO YEARS AGO, Mr.
started dating a girl
town aboul séven miles north-
west of Denmark, wh he
had met at a basketball game. She

wanted to abstain from sex, and Mr.
Jamison agreed,

He was increasingly becoming a role
model to his dozen or so cousins. When
one said he wanted to try sex, Mr. Jami-
d him how to use a condom
properly, using a bottle to demonstrate,

Last April, Mr. Jamison gave in to
temptation. On an overnight trip to a
track meet, he and an old girlfriend
ended up alone ups s in the condo
where he was staying. Mr. Jamison still
had feelings for her. That night, their
talking progressed to sex. “It just hap-
pened.” he savs. He didn't have any
condoms. She didn't have any birth eon-
trol, but he says she didn't become preg-
nant.

When Mr.
home, his mother says,
“He said, 'Mama, 1 ain’t no good, "
Mrs., Smalls recalls. “He told me he
disappointed me and God. ... I told him,
we make bad choices.” She reminded
her son that she too had made misjudg
ments. “You learn from your mis
takes,” she told him.

Mr. Jamison savs he has kept his
vow to remain abstinent since then. He
says he is a better counselor to his
friends and cousins about relationships
and sex now. “To know, vou gotta go
through it." he says “I was ignorant.
Now T know.”

Mr. Jamison is determined to leave
Denmark and have a career. He has an
academic schelarship to attend South
Carolina State University this fall.
where he says he plans to study busi
ness.

In May, a few days before the high-
sehool prom, Mrs. Nimmons and her
staff launched a new safe-sex-aware-
ness campaign. They glued condoms to
a bulletin board in a central hallway of
the high school. Titled “Condom Ex-
press,” the display was a knockoff of a
popular credit-card sloge - “Croadoms:
$10.99, Peace of Mind: ! losa,”

Signs on each sid: board
warned that the condoms might be de-
fective because of the glue. Still, Mrs.
Nimmons says, within two hours every
condom had been ripped off the bulletin
board,

On the night of the dance
son alighted from a black SUV bor-
rowed from a fellow church member.
He wore a white tuxedo with matching
shoes, on loan from a church trustee he
calls “Pop.” Mr. Jamison gingerly
opened the passenger door for his girl-
friend, in a shimmery charcoal gown
and heels. He slipped his arm around
her as friends took a picture. Inside,
silver cardboard swans decorated the
basketball court for the theme of “On
the Wings of Love.”

In his pocket: a few condoms. “I
don't plan to have sex, but it’s better to
be safe than sorry,” he said.

Jamison arrived back

he [elt guilty.

. Jami-

A Different
Approach

Nationally, teenage-pregnancy rates
have fallen significantly since 1990
Estimated rates of pregnancy per 1,000 women

ages 15-19 inthe U.5."
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Fewer teenage men are sexually active,
more black teenage men use condoms
Men ages 15-19 who are sexually actve, 2002

A tale of two counties
Estimated rates of pregnancy per 1.000 women
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