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    Introduction


    By George Gallup

  


  As the United States moves into the new century, there is a vital need for insight into what it means to be a young person in America. Today’s teenagers will be the leaders and shapers of the 21st century. The future direction of the United States is being determined now in their hearts and minds and actions. Yet how much do we as a society know about this important segment of the U.S. populace who have the potential to lift our nation to new levels of achievement and social health?


  We need to hear the voices of young people, and to help them better articulate their fears and their hopes. Our youth have much to share with their elders—is the older generation really listening? Is it carefully monitoring the hopes and fears of teenagers today? Failure to do so could result in severe social consequences.


  The Gallup Youth Survey was conducted between 1977 and 2006 to help society meet this responsibility to youth, as well as to inform and guide our leaders by probing the social and economic attitudes and behaviors of young people. With theories abounding about the views, lifestyles, and values of adolescents, the Gallup Youth Survey, through regular scientific measurements of teens themselves, served as a sort of reality check.


  Surveys reveal that the image of teens in the United States today is a negative one. Teens are frequently maligned, misunderstood, or simply ignored by their elders. Yet over four decades the Gallup Youth Survey provided ample evidence of the very special qualities of the nation’s youngsters. In fact, if our society is less racist, less sexist, less polluted, and more peace loving, we can in considerable measure thank our young people, who have been on the leading edge on these issues. And the younger generation is not geared to greed: survey after survey has shown that teens have a keen interest in helping those people, especially in their own communities, who are less fortunate than themselves


  Young people have told Gallup that they are enthusiastic about helping others, and are willing to work for world peace and a healthy world. They feel positive about their schools and even more positive about their teachers. A large majority of American teenagers have reported that they are happy and excited about the future, feel very close to their families, are likely to marry, want to have children, are satisfied with their personal lives, and desire to reach the top of their chosen careers.


  But young adults face many threats, so parents, guardians, and concerned adults must commit themselves to do everything possible to help tomorrow’s parents, citizens, and leaders avoid or overcome risky behaviors so that they can move into the future with greater hope and understanding.


  The Gallup Organization is enthusiastic about this partnership with Mason Crest Publishers. Through carefully and clearly written books on a variety of vital topics dealing with teens, Gallup Youth Survey statistics are presented in a way that gives new depth and meaning to the data. The focus of these books is a practical one—to provide readers with the statistics and solid information that they need to understand and to deal with each important topic.
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  Schools, churches, and parents are not giving enough attention to a problem of epidemic proportions among America’s teenagers—promiscuity and risky sexual behavior. Teens and Sex is filled with vital statistics and advice, and covers topics such as public attitudes on sexual matters, sexually transmitted diseases, and methods of birth control—including the most effective method, abstinence.


  Parents would be wise to encourage their teenage children to read this clearly written book. It could help teens avoid the lasting consequences of poor decisions regarding sex. It is important that parents read this book as well, so that they will understand the dimensions of the problem. Teens and Sex could provide an excellent basis for discussions between parent and child.


  Teens today are traveling a confusing and uncertain road in dealing with sexual matters. This book provides an eye-opening reality check for all those who parent or work with teenagers, and offers steps to help teens stay on a safe and healthy track.


  Chapter One
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  Although the rate of teen pregnancy in the United States has fallen steadily in recent years, hundreds of thousands of American teens will still get pregnant in any given year.


  When Children Have Children


  The good news is that the number of pregnancies among teenage girls is declining. In 1990, 60 out of every 1,000 girls between the ages of 15 and 19 in the United States gave birth. By 2011, that number had fallen to 31 out of every 1,000 teenage girls.


  The bad news is that hundreds of thousands of American teens continue to become pregnant each year (there were an estimated 750,000 in 2011). Each one of them is faced with gut-wrenching options: seeking an abortion, putting their baby up for adoption, or raising the child on their own.


  Girls who elect to keep their babies find their lives dramatically changed. At a time when they should be experiencing the excitement and independence of adolescence, they are instead responsible for meeting the demands of an infant. When they would ordinarily be shopping for prom gowns or visiting colleges, they are instead feeding, bathing, and diapering their babies. Many of them are forced to drop out of school.


  Consider the case of Briana Kaley, an 18-year-old teenage mother who wrote about her experiences in Upfront, a magazine for young readers published by the New York Times. “I had just turned 17 and begun my junior year in high school when the pregnancy test came back positive,” Briana wrote. “My pregnancy wasn’t planned; it just happened. … Before my son was born, I thought, ‘It won’t be as hard as people say. They just eat, sleep, dirty their diapers and sometimes need baths.’ But teenage motherhood has meant great sacrifice.”


  Briana wrote that although she managed to remain in high school, she had to give up her dream of going away to college. Instead, after graduation she planned to attend a community college part time; meanwhile, she needed to work in order to support her baby. As for her spare time, Briana said there simply isn’t any. “After I pick up my son at his sitter’s, I have to feed him, clean his laundry, do my own chores, and help around the house,” she wrote. “Then I have to play with Bradley. He doesn’t play by himself yet, so he needs to be entertained. After two hours of entertaining, I can give him his bath. But then he gets hungry again, and what about my supper? After I finish with him, I get to my homework when it’s already time to sleep. I don’t have spare time, so I can’t go out with my friends. On weekends, I work all day. Most of my income goes to raising my son. I don’t go out clothes shopping for myself anymore; it’s clothes shopping for Bradley.”


  Certainly, many young girls are able to tough it out; they raise their babies and make something out of their own lives. The truth is, though, that most teenage mothers face years of regret for their decisions to have sex. Their lives are forever changed by the experience, their potential as young adults never realized, they become a burden on their families and society.


  Having Sex


  It is a clear and undeniable fact that when teenagers have sex, good things don’t often happen. For starters, the encounter itself rarely involves the tenderness, affection, and intimacy that adults in love usually share. Teenagers are awkward, they don’t know what to do, and they are usually in a rush because they have a fear of getting caught.


  Percentage of U.S. High School Students Who Say They’ve Had Sex.
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  Actually, that may not be the problem it once was. Years ago, children would never go home to an empty home after school. It was typical for mothers to be at home when the school day ended. If both parents worked during the day, children would often go to the home of a neighbor or relative until their mother or father finished work and picked them up. Today, it is common for both parents to work, and single-parent households have also become more prevalent. As a result, many children are left on their own after school from the time they are 11 or 12 years old.


  And what do they do with those hours on their own? A report published by the Carnegie Council estimated that 40 percent of an adolescent’s time is spent on “discretionary activities”—activities not devoted to eating, school, homework, household chores, or after-school jobs. Those are a lot of hours to fill. Obviously, some teenagers are filling those hours with sex … in their own homes, in their own beds.


  Teenagers who make the decision to have sex often do not use contraception. They are at risk of contracting sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), including acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS), which can be fatal.


  Teenagers seem to know it’s wrong for them to have sex, but then teens often find it fun and exciting to break rules. The typical teenager has a knack for getting into mischief; that is part of adolescence and in most cases it is nothing more than harmless fun that has no long-lasting consequences. However, the consequences of teenage sexual behavior can last a lifetime.


  In 2001, the Gallup Organization asked 454 teenagers between the ages of 13 and 17 about activities that would make them feel guilty. This was part of the organization’s longtime project tracking the beliefs of young people in the United States, the Gallup Youth Survey. Fifty-nine percent of the respondents admitted that engaging in premarital sex would make them feel guilty. This is a large percentage. However, what was surprising about the results of this Gallup Youth Survey study was that a far larger proportion of the teenagers admitted feelings of guilt for activities with consequences of far less severity than what could happen to them if the condom breaks. For example, 75 percent said they would feel guilty after swearing at a teacher, 77 percent admitted to feelings of guilt for cheating on a test, 81 percent said they would feel guilty if they lied to a friend, and 83 percent said they would feel guilty if they failed to repay a debt.
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  Many teenagers are unsupervised between the time school lets out and their parents come home from work.


  If a teenager swears at a teacher, he or she could face a detention, which might last for a few hours one afternoon. A pregnancy lasts nine months and often includes many symptoms: the nausea and vomiting that accompany morning sickness; the frequent need to urinate as the fetus presses against the bladder; the enlargement of the mother’s breasts as they fill with milk; and the pain of childbirth.


  “The baby dropped last week,” 15-year-old mother Andrea H. wrote in her Internet journal just a few weeks before she delivered her baby in 1998. “I noticed that my stomach looked different, and after a few tests realized that I no longer suffered from shortness of breath! When the baby moves his head, it feels like someone is twisting my pelvic bone in half, and sometimes I even feel like I’m about to pee in my pants! But I am very glad that this pregnancy is almost over.”


  As Andrea learned, all mothers-to-be go through physical changes, most of which are not pleasant. In most cases the mother of a planned pregnancy expects those changes and is prepared for them, often not looking at them as an ordeal but as part of the beautiful process of child-bearing. She has mentally prepared herself for the physical demands of pregnancy and can often rely on a dependable support network that includes her husband, physician, childbirth coach, family members, and friends to help her through the rough times.


  Adolescents face the same strains on their bodies but with far less of a support network. Research shows they may face other medical issues as well. The National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy reports that teenage mothers die in childbirth at a rate 2.5 times higher than that of mothers between the ages of 20 and 24. After delivering their babies, teenage mothers are more likely than other women to gain weight or suffer from high blood pressure, anemia, and STDs. Later in life, they tend to be at a greater risk of obesity and the health issues related to being overweight.
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