Overview

Teaching about pregnancy involves the biological (physiological) knowledge (see background
notes on Pregnancy and birth: A brief overview of biology and physiology) as well as exploration
about the relevance of pregnancy to the lives and relationships of adolescent and older students.
Abstinence and delaying sexual intercourse is important to discuss, however there is a clear
imperative to consider contraception and safer sex given their relevance to the choices,
circumstances and experiences of all young people (see Safer sex and contraception background
teacher note).

Recent Australian research provides good information about young people and their sexual health.
The 5th National Survey of Australian Secondary Students and Sexual Health? found that:

» nearly a quarter of Year 10 students, one-third of Year 11 students and a half of Year 12
students had experienced sexual intercourse

» regarding contraception use, 58% of sexually active students reported condom use and
39% the contraceptive pill while 15% had used ‘withdrawal’

» Five percent of students surveyed reported having had sex that resulted in a pregnancy,
and an additional 4% were unsure if this had resulted or not.

More than half of all teenage pregnancies in Australia occur in the first 6 months of a young person
starting to have sexual intercourse.

No data is given here about the numbers of termination of pregnancies in teenage girls but suffice
to say, it is far too high.

Providing young people with the knowledge and understanding about pregnancy can go some way
to help prevent unwanted pregnancies.
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Teenage pregnancy

In 2012, there were 1,413 births to women aged 15 to 19 years in Western Australia, which
represented 4.2 percent of all births in that year. If only births to women aged 17 years and
younger are considered, there was a decrease between 2007 and 2013 from 442 to 294.
Aboriginal women are disproportionately represented in this age group, accounting for about 33
percent of births, while representing only about six per cent of the population of WA women aged

17 years and younger?.

Teenage pregnancy is typically viewed as a negative outcome of adolescent sexuality, however it
does not have to be a negative experience. Provision of strong and ongoing support for the
pregnant teenager (planned or unplanned) can assist her to make informed decisions about her
options.

Some reasons why teenagers become pregnant:
« failure of contraceptive method(s)
» a wish to express their parenting needs
 lack of knowledge about parenting responsibility
 lack of self-esteem and self-confidence
* being from a difficult or dysfunctional family
« economic or emotional family circumstances with inadequate guidance or emotional support
* media influence
* risk-taking behaviour and belief that ‘it won't happen to me'
» a belief that if sex happens without pre-planning - it is all right
 lack of family guidance and discussion - some parents are not comfortable talking about sex

 fear of parents finding out about contraceptive use is more immediate than fear of
pregnancy

* peer influences
* inaccessible contraceptive methods — psychological, geographical or financial

* lack of information — too little or inaccurate information on reproductive cycle and methods
of contraception
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* pressures to be ‘an adult’
» problems between parent and teenager — having sexual intercourse as a way to rebel

« influence of alcohol and other drugs — significant amount of teenage sexual activity occurs
when young people are drunk or drug affected

 thoughts that 'having a baby will solve emotional problems and unhappiness’
» adesire to have someone love them — need for a child

« a way to drop out of school

* hopelessness about the future

The WA Department of Education has guidelines for schools to support students who are pregnant
or parenting to continue their education. The Department is involved in programs and partnerships
in the metropolitan area to facilitate access to school for young parents and pregnant teenagers,
through the School of Isolated and Distance Education.

Pregnancy options - termination of pregnancy (abortion)

The law - Women in Western Australia have been legally able to obtain a safe termination of
pregnancy, i.e. a medical abortion, since 1998. An abortion is legally justified when a woman gives
informed consent and will suffer serious personal, family or social consequences if the abortion is
not performed; or serious danger to her health will result; or her pregnancy is causing serious
danger to her health.

Informed consent means that a medical practitioner, who is not performing the abortion, has
provided, offered or referred the woman for further abortion-specific counselling.

A female seeking a legal abortion must first see a doctor and be provided with counselling about
the medical risk of abortion and pregnancy, and must also be offered psychological counselling
about matters relating to having a termination or continuing the pregnancy. She must also be given
the opportunity to undergo counselling after the termination or once the child is born.

Younger females under the age of 16 and dependent on a parent must inform one parent.
However, she may apply to the Children’s Court for an order to proceed with an abortion if it is not
considered suitable to involve the parents. Legal aid and support are provided.

The procedure - Women who have an abortion are encouraged to have pre- and post-abortion
counselling.

No deaths from abortion have been recorded in Australia since 1970 and there is no increase in
infertility rates when a medical practitioner conducts the abortion.
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A termination performed by a medical practitioner before 16 weeks is safer than a full-term
pregnancy. The medical risks of a termination increase after 16 weeks gestation when a different
procedure is needed which requires hospitalisation.

Relevant resources

Fact sheets/booklets/video

The facts on pregnancy, Get the facts

1. Mitchell A., K. Patrick, W. Heywood, P. Blackman and M. Pitts. 5th National Survey of Australian
Secondary Students and Sexual Health 2013, (ARCSHS Monograph Series No. 97), Australian
Research Centre in Sex, Health and Society, La Trobe University, Melbourne, 2014.

Postscript

This Background Note relates to the following Learning Activities:

[1 Pregnancy and birth

What is the ‘morning after pill’ (emergency contraceptive pill) and how does it work?
Can young people be prescribed the contraceptive pill by a doctor without parents knowing?
Could | get pregnant straight after my period?

o
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https://www.getthefacts.health.wa.gov.au/our-bodies/pregnancy
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