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Re tur n to sexual conservat ism by teens
a myth: sur vey

BY JOE O’DONNELL
Re cor d St aff Writer

The myt h: Teen-ag ers are retur ning to a
st ricter sex ual value sys tem and their parents
now hav e bett e r co mmu nication wit h thei r
chil dre n abou t sex.

The fact: Teen-ag ers are more liberal than
ev er in sex ual activ ities, while parents are as
awkward as eve r abou t discus sing sex wit h
thei r chil dre n.

And the gap has fos tered a trem e n d ous
proble m fo r teen-ag ers in getting pro per in-
fo rmation abou t sex and bir th con trol.

That’s the finding of Edward Herol d, a Uni-
ve rsity of Guelph sociologi st who recently
surveyed teen-ag ed gir ls att ending 10 bir th-
cont rol clinics in sou t her n Ontario.

His study of nearly 200 gir ls rev ealed that
teen-ag ers are hav ing sex ual int e rcou rse
mo re frequ ently and at an earli er age than
prev i ous gen eration s.

That con tradicts the belief thes e days that
kids are retur ning to more con ser vative val-
ue s , he says .

Inst ea d, he fou nd that 90 per cent of the
gi rls believe d there’s not hing wrong wit h pre-
marital sex . Mo re than one -thir d of them
ha d sexu al int e rcou rse by15 years of age and
81 per cent by 17 years.

"B ut mos t of them are afr aid to dis cus s
bi rth con trol wit h thei r pare n t s becaus e they
beli eve their parents woul d disapprove of
thei r sexu al activ ities," Herol d says .

"So it appears that despi te all of what we
hear thes e days about more liberated atti-
tudes of parents, they’re as reluctant as eve r
to discus s sex wit h thei r chil dre n."

He says mos t pare n t s eit her hav e no idea
of what their chil dre n are doi ng sex ually or
they don’t want to know.

"I t’s a rat her surprising finding, sin ce so
ma ny recent sur veys hav e sh own that the
adul t popula t ion is now more per mis siv e
than eve r befo re about premarital sex .

"B ut when it comes rig ht dow n to discus -
si ons about sex wit h thei r ow n chil dre n,
they feel embar rasse d, or gen erally uneasy
with the sub ject. So they beh ave the same
way as their own parents did wit h them .

"This is really whe re the gen eration gap is
today. Ten years ago, it was ove r poli tical
and socia l is s ues. Now, kid s and their par-
ents are basically in agreement on those is-
sues. But on sex , the gap is as wid e, or
wide r, than eve r".

And Herol d says school s, despi te the
boom in sex-edu cation progr ams, are n’t do-
ing much better.

"Teache rs don’t hav e en oug h train ing in
how to handle open dis cus sio ns and pre sen -
tation of infor mation in cla s s es. They’re
si mply not giv en adequ ate train ing. So they
tend to feel as awkward as parents."

Even the family docto r tends to fall down
on the job of provi ding sex edu cation and
infor mation on birth con trol for teenage rs,
He rol d says .

"B ut the problem the re is often that the
gi rls are afr aid that the doct or wil l tell her
pare n t s and that wil l create problems at
home."

"The doct or is cau ght in the middle be-
caus e he’s probably had a long association
with the entire family, so he feels a gre at
deal of responsib i lity to the parents."

So it all leave s gi rls wit h ju s t on e la st re-
so rt in their search for sex edu cation and
advi ce on bir th con trol – their friends. And
not friends of the male varie ty. Just three
per cent of the gir ls said their boyfr iends

prov ide d know ledge able advic e or cou ld
ev en steer them to a bir th-cont rol clinic.

So it’s their gir lfr iends who finally come
to the res cue wit h so m e first-hand advic e,
or at lea st direction s to the neare s t bi rth -
cont rol clinic.

Bu t He rol d said that assis tanc e frequ ently
co m e s too lat e.

His sur vey shows that fewer than 20 per
cent of the gir ls were usi ng the pil l when
they first had int e rcou rse. And many had
li ttle or no infor mation abou t si de-ef fects of
the pil l.

"The re are more and more you ng preg -
nancie s all the tim e, and the rea son appears
to be that the gir ls sim p ly don’t know enoug h
abou t methods of bir th-cont rol , or eve n how
to get the infor mation.

"So you end up wit h teen-ag ed mot he rs
who are n’t emo tio nally equ ipped to handle
the responsib i lity of a chil d. It cre ates hor-
re n d ous problems for the chil dre n ... and, of
course, for the mot he rs."

He rol d says the solutio n is obvious – tea -
che rs and parents who are better train ed for
sex edu cation in school s and at home.

"I t’s obvious that more than a half-day wor k-
sh op must be dev oted to train ing teache rs for
su ch an impor tant job."

"A n d pare n t s coul d perhaps be edu cat e d
throug h specia l televi sio n prog rams desig n-
ed to hel p them dis cus s sex and bir th con trol
mo re openly wit h thei r chil dre n."

Bu t meanwhile, he says , far too many teen-
ag ed gir ls are left only wit h the oldest, and
wo rst, sou rce of sex edu cation – the stre et
co rne r.

"So it’l l be int e resting to see how they han -
dle sex edu cation wit h thei r ow n chil dre n."

What were the data in this sample sur vey?1

What was the main An swer fr om the sur vey?

• Describe briefly how study error impos es a lim itation on this Answe r.

• As s ess briefly the se ver ity of the lim itation impos ed here by study error.

2

Ap art from study error, whi c h oth er catego rie s of error impos e a lim itation on the answe r fr om this sample sur vey?
Explain briefly.
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