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Of course there is no official U.S. position on teen sex, but a portion of the federal
Healthy People 2010 report summarizes a set of carefully balanced goals: reduce
unwanted pregnancies; cut the proportion of unmarried teens who have had sex;
increase the use of birth control and disease prevention techniques among teens who are sexually active; and
make contraception, including emergency contraception, more widely available.
But in practice, teens in our culturally heterogenous American society receive many conflicting messages.
Many churches in the United States urge abstinence until marriage. Under government and local citizen
pressure, many school sex education programs express disapproval of premarital sex and limit information
about contraception. A 1999 Kaiser Family Foundation study found that about a third of U.S. public high
schools have sex education programs that advocate strict abstinence until marriage. Experts at the Sexuality
Information and Education Council of the United States say the number has since grown, with some states
not only accepting federal funds for abstinence education, but also including federal government language in
their sex education guidelines.
Mary Stetson is a Fairfax County health and physical education teacher who has taught sex education for 11
years. (State guidelines suggest sex ed should run from kindergarten through 12th grade, but individual
school districts can decide whether or not to teach it, and parents can have their kids opt out.) Her course
focuses on decision-making and values clarification, with an emphasis on encouraging kids not to have sex
until marriage. Students learn the consequences of impulsive and risk-taking behavior. Some of her
religiously oriented students take abstinence pledges.
Students' outside-class knowledge of sex tends to vary based on their parents' education and socioeconomic
status. "The more education the parent has, the more likely the parents are going to talk to kids about sex,"
she said.
Poverty alone (the United States is home to a greater proportion of poor teens than Western Europe) doesn't
account for the disparity in teen sex behavior here and abroad. According to a 2001 Guttmacher study, the
poorest U.S. teens are nearly 80 percent more likely to have a child by 18 than similar teens in Britain.
Outside the classroom, U.S. teens face a barrage of provocation. A study last month in the journal Pediatrics
found that the higher the exposure to sexual content in movies, TV, music and magazines, the more likely
teens were to have intercourse. The study found "frequent and compelling portraits of sex as fun and
risk-free."
This message falls on too many teens who are ill-informed or unprotected, says Robert Blum, chairman of the
department of population and family health at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health.
"We have a very hyper-sexualized media and, concurrent with that, a total aversion to giving clear and
consistent messages about how you reduce risk," he says. In a 1995 survey, he asked both teens and their
parents if the teens had had sex. Half the parents who said their kids were not sexually experienced were
wrong, he said. (According to a 2003 survey by the Centers for Disease Control, nearly half of all U.S.
students in grades 9-12 have had sex.)
But many American educators and parents say more permissiveness is not the way to go.
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Angela Griffiths, executive director of an abstinence-based sex education program in California called Await
& Find, said she sees an attitude among some California educators that teen sex is inevitable. Her program
focuses on how condoms and birth control sometimes fail to prevent pregnancy and disease, and on the
benefits of postponing sex. She said many educators are unwilling to combat what she called the prevailing
media attitude that sex is fine for teens.
Too many teachers "are accepting that this is part of youth," she said.
Jonathan Klein, chairman of the American Academy of Pediatrics Committee on Adolescents, says there is a
risk that children's best interests are getting lost in the debate over teen sexuality.
"We have some groups in our country who would like to prevent unintended pregnancy and sexually
transmitted diseases, and some groups that would like to prevent people from having sex," Klein said. Both
are willing to twist research to support their position, he said.
Regardless of a parent's opinions about teen sex, he said, more open communication is healthier: "Healthy
sexual behavior is part of development. From a medical perspective it's important that parents and children
and teenagers are well-educated about the implications of normal, psychosocial and sexual development."
But what of the emotional consequences? While a series of decades-old studies tied teen sex to other risky
behaviors -- like drug and alcohol use -- many researchers say those findings are not nationally
representative. Newer research has linked teen alcohol and drug use to failure to use a condom and more
sexual partners, but there's no proof a cause-and-effect relationship exists, or, if it does, which behavior
might trigger the other.
"Although advocates of abstinence-only government policy have suggested that psychological harm is a
consequence of sexual behavior during adolescence, there are no scientific data suggesting that consensual
sex between adolescents is harmful," wrote Columbia University's John Santelli in the January issue of the
Journal of Adolescent Health. That's despite several studies that have looked at the psychological impact of
sex on teens.
Where mental health problems are associated with early sexual activity, he says, research suggests that the
sexual activity is a consequence of the psychological problems, not vice versa.
In research recently published in the Journal of Adolescent Health, Lydia Shrier, an assistant professor of
pediatrics at Harvard Medical School and director of clinic-based research for the division of
adolescent/young adult medicine at Children's Hospital Boston, showed that sexually active people aged 15
to 21 reported more positive feelings on the days they had sex than on the days they didn't. Shrier said sex
education messages should take that into account.
"We have to tailor the messages to reflect our understanding that for many people, sex is not a bad thing or a
thing that is ridden with guilt, but as a more positive and less negative experience, for some of these young
people, than other things in their lives," Shrier said. ·
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