Researched Causal Argument 

According to a recent survey conducted by the Kaiser Family Foundation, in 1996  fifty-six percent of teenage girls and seventy-three percent of boys had had sex by age eighteen. In the 1970’s only thirty-five per​ cent of girls and fifty-five percent of boys had had sex by their eighteenth birthdays. The same study revealed that only "one in five teenagers do not have intercourse during their teenage years." Clearly, when it comes to teen sex, times have changed. The question is why. Why is the rate of teen sexual activity so high when compared with a mere twenty years ago and how problematic is this trend?  Fifty-five percent of the teens cite readiness as the reason they have sex. Simply, "they think they are ready." 

However, there should be little doubt that most teens are not ready for sexual activity. High rates of pregnancy and STDs indicate that teens do not properly pro​tect themselves, and high numbers of abortions suggest that they are not ready for parenthood. The same Kaiser study indicated that seventy percent of the girls who had sex before age fourteen, and 60 percent of the girls who had sex prior to their fifteenth birthday claimed that the sexual intercourse was involuntarily. Additionally, the study says that, "six out of ten teenage girls say another reason why teen girls may have sex is because a boyfriend is pressuring them.”
Clearly, teenage sexual activity is problematic, but the explanation for this increase in sexual activity is controversial. Some sexually active teens say it is merely their readiness, I have heard some parents say it is the influence of TV and the movies, and other parents point to sex education in the schools. Is there really one cause for the increase? Why are teens having sex? Who or what is the greatest influence on teen sexual behavior? 

According to Victor C. Strasburger, a professor of journalism and a national expert on mass media portrayals of adolescents, those parents have a valid point. In an interview Strasburger explained, “Teenagers watch an average of three  ours of TV per day.”  He also cites a study by the Kaiser Foundation which found that one in four interactions among characters per episode conveys a sexual message . . .only two of the ten shows included messages about sexual responsibility.  He also explains that popular shows in 1992-1993, such as 90210 and Melrose Place, were just the trailblazers for the prime-time dramas now aimed at teens, such as Dawson s Creek, Party of Five, and Felicity. I watch these shows and I can also see that beyond the sexually explicit storylines of these programs, the shows’ advertisers use sex to sell everything from cars to potato chips.  In fact, Strasburger says that teens see twenty thousand commercials a year.

In spite of Strasburger’s research, I believe the effect of the media on teenage sexuality is probably subtle rather than di​rect. No one among my friends admits to being influenced by TV in terms of their sexual activity. Also, the media don't explicitly encourage teenagers to have sex. But I see that the influence is still there. Strasburger did say that, "With the problems facing adolescents today, how sex is shown on TV is just as important as how much sex is shown on TV.”  He explains that frequent and graphic depictions of sex make having sex relations before marriage and having casual sex look normal. Watching stars play characters their own age-characters with whom they can identify,  characters who, just like them, have part-time jobs, too much homework, and problems with their parents, encourages teens to emulate the sexual behav​iors of Bailey, Sara, Dawson, or Joey.

When my friends are being honest, they admit to another cause of their teen sexual activity: peer pressure. Many of them admit that they say and do things to impress others. The tendency to brag sexual exploits was egregiously illustrated by the Spur Posse scandal of 1993. A group of popular high school "jocks" from a suburban California community formed a clique with the pur​pose of sleeping with girls. In fact, they competed with each other to see who could sleep with the most girls, going so far as to pressure girls as young as ten to have sex. Once exposed, several members were charged with lewd conduct, felony inter​course, and rape. The Posse members themselves say they learned about sex "the old-fashioned way": from older brothers and friends. Few, if any, of the guys would probably have gone to such extremes to sleep with girls had their friends not been competing in the same contest.

Another way in which the parents may be right abvout the causes of increasing sexual activity among teens is in their pointing to sex education in school. Paul C. Vitz,  a widely published author for Phi Beta Kappan magazine, notes that sex education classes focus on the mechanics of sex and avoid issues of emotions, love, and morality. In his interviews with teens, he quotes a fourteen year old teen as saying, "They talk about zygotes.”  Vitz also reviewed leading high school health textbooks and says that they do not focus on "the meaning and possibility of true love and its relationship to sexual union and marriage." Vitz claims that textbooks encourage students to evaluate behavior in terms of their own needs rather than the needs of their partners or of a relationship. Vitz argues for a sex education program that em​phasizes love and morality. Yet schools avoid creating such programs because while parents are generally comfortable with their kids learning about sex from school, they are not as complacent when it comes to schools teaching morality.

Another set of cause factors may arise from differences in parenting styles and attitudes with regard to sexual behavior. Sharon D. White and Richard R. DeBlassie, pediatricians and researchers in Rhode Island Hospital, whose article on “Adolescent Sexual Behavior” in the Journal Adolescence, point out that "Parents are the earliest and most important influence on sexuality.” According to their research, differ​ent parenting styles have a measurable influence on teenagers' sexual behavior​, The highest rates of sexual activity among teens come from among those with permissive parents who set no rules. The next highest rates, ironically, come from teenagers whose parents are unduly strict and controlling, a parenting style that often fosters rebel​ lion. The lowest rates of sexual activity come from teenagers whose parents set firm but reasonable and moderate rules. White and DeBlassie show that parents who insist on reasonable curfews, and who supervise their teens' dating by know​ing whom they are with and where they are going, produce teens with the most re​sponsible attitudes toward sex. They suggest also that parents' implicit values, for example, abstinence until marriage or at least sex linked to love and commitment​ are most likely to be transmitted to teens when the teens feel connected to their parents in a safe environment with rules.

So what are the reasons for increased sexual activity among teens? My research sug​gests that parents have the most direct and strongest influence over teen’s sexual behavior, but by no means are they the only influences. The media, especially TV shows aimed at teens, are influential, and sex ed. in school may make the mechanics seem easy. Nevertheless, it is the parents who need to think long and hard about how their relationships, values and behavior might be causing the very teen behavior they often criticize. 
