Just saying no to pregnancy/Drop in teen pregnancies, births breeds contention


 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.philly.com/images/common/spacer.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 


By Marie McCullough-Inquirer Staff Writer (The Philadelphia Inquirer, Daily Magazine, Feb. 23rd, 2004)
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Teenage pregnancy and birth rates have been falling for more than a decade in the United States and are now at record lows.

The trends are more than most experts had dared hope for, given that adolescent sexuality and childbearing had seemed like intractable problems, mired in contentious debate about morality, politics, public health, and poverty.

The reasons for the turnaround are also a matter of contention. Logically, more young people are not having sex, or avoiding pregnancy when they do, but why? The answers, experts say, include better contraceptive methods, abstinence education, fear of AIDS, welfare reforms, youth improvement programs, even a growing sense of social disapproval.

Amid speculation about whether rates will keep falling, some experts have concluded that the perils of early childbearing have been overstated, and that the focus on the issue distracts from the more fundamental problems of marginal education and employment.

University of Pennsylvania sociologist Frank F. Furstenberg, who has followed a group of low-income, unwed Baltimore teen mothers for an astounding 35 years, wrote last year, "Early childbearing disturbs the lives of young mothers, though not nearly so much as most people believe... . Most researchers... now conclude that deferring parenthood, without substantially changing the educational training and prospects of the urban poor... is likely to make little difference in the perpetuation of poverty and disadvantage among families like those in the Baltimore Study."

• 
Rates of teenage pregnancy, birth - and even abortion - have fallen steadily since 1991. For teens of all ages and races, rates are now at historical lows.

The overall birthrate - calculated as births per 1,000 women aged 15 to 19 - fell to 43 births in 2002, down by a third in a decade. That translated to 450,000 babies born to 9.8 million teens.

Putting this in context is tricky because social norms have changed. In the mid-1950s, the teen birthrate peaked at more than twice the current rate, but this was mostly because so many women got married and started families fresh out of high school.

A decade later, when Furstenberg began his study, the socioeconomic profile of teen mothers had changed dramatically, with increasing numbers of poor and unwed. Today, about 80 percent of teen births are to unmarried teens, and most are on welfare within five years of giving birth, a government analysis found.

Advocacy groups often point out that teen birthrates are lower in other developed countries - 20 births per 1,000 teens in Canada, 30 in the United Kingdom, 9 in France. But Michael Males, a University of California sociologist, says the comparison is misleading without factoring in America's high poverty rates.

In wealthy communities "where U.S. youth enjoy low, European poverty rates, they display low, European birthrates," he said. "Conversely, Third World poverty yields Third World fertility."

So why are pregnancy rates falling even among African Americans and Hispanics, groups that are disproportionately low-income?

One reason, experts speculate, is that social disapproval has been ratcheted up.

Welfare reforms, for example, require teen mothers to live with a "responsible adult" and be in school or training. There are also time limits on benefits, tougher enforcement of child-support laws, and in states such as New Jersey, financial penalties for having more children.

"I think there has been a sea change in attitudes," said Rebecca Maynard, a University of Pennsylvania education professor and teen-pregnancy researcher.

Pregnancy prevention groups on both the political right and the left have hammered the notion that early, unplanned childbearing is a one-way ticket to misery and meager prospects. Plus, they raise the specter of sexually transmitted diseases.

Not Me, Not Now, which promotes abstinence education, sells posters that obliquely say babies get in the way of achieving dreams. The National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, which advocates contraception and comprehensive sex education, sells posters of teens emblazoned with demeaning words such as NOBODY and a fine-print sound bite: "Now that I'm home with a baby, NOBODY calls me anymore."

Teens themselves echo these sentiments. Male or female, punk or hip-hop or prep, they are in accord.

"I think it makes the struggle harder, academically and financially and socially," said Gwynne Turner, a senior at Simon Gratz High School in Hunting Park.

"You can't do what you want if you have a baby," declared classmate Leonard Thomas.

At Germantown Friends School, senior Emily Savin said, "It limits your choices... . If you have a baby, you have to rethink your entire life."

Julietta Bekker, a senior at the private Quaker-affiliated school, said, "I feel like it's looked down on by many people in society."

Teenagers' more conservative attitudes are translating into more conservative sexual behavior, government surveys show. Between 1991 and 2001, the segment of teens who had had sex dropped from 54 to 46 percent, while condom use among sexually active teens increased from 46 to 58 percent.

A closer analysis of the data by the Alan Guttmacher Institute, a reproductive health research center, found that some teen girls are switching from birth-control pills - which they can forget to take - to long-acting methods such as injectable Depo-Provera.

"Because of this shift, sexually active teens became increasingly successful at avoiding pregnancy," the institute concluded.

Through a separate survey, the institute concluded that wider use of emergency contraception - the so-called morning-after pill - is also preventing some pregnancies.

The effectiveness of abstinence-only education is a matter of much debate, with detractors arguing that the government should not be spending millions on an unproven approach that gives teens incomplete information. But data suggest it is effective. And, as abstinence educator Robyn Tonkin, 22, of Abington, noted, finding out about contraception, abortion and more is a mouse-click away: "Kids know where to find that information."

Some experts believe teen pregnancy trends also reflect the strong economy and low unemployment levels of the 1990s.

Their premise is that young, low-income women who get steady jobs may be motivated to avoid pregnancy. Employed young men, meanwhile, are better able to support the children they father, and become more attractive as marriage partners.

While this is difficult to document, studies repeatedly have found that poor women choose not to marry their babies' fathers - even if they are in love and living together - because the men are economic liabilities.

Only 20 percent of teen births are to teenagers who are married.

Maynard led a government study of more than 5,000 teen welfare mothers, some from Camden, who were helped to become more self-sufficient. "We kept hearing from the mothers, 'It's better not to marry. Your welfare benefits are more secure. And he treats you better.' "

An ongoing study of unmarried couples and their children, including some from Philadelphia, has looked at whether marriage lifts such couples out of poverty, a premise of the Bush administration's multimillion-dollar initiative to promote "healthy marriages." The "Fragile Families" researchers, led by Princeton sociology professor Sara McLanahan, found that almost half the mothers would remain below the poverty line.

"Our results suggest that preparing parents for jobs and increasing their work hours - whether they marry or not - is an essential ingredient to poverty reduction," McLanahan wrote in a recent paper.
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