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Historical Background 
•  In the 1950s, teen birth rates were high 

•  Teen pregnancies occurred in the context of marriage 

•  “Shotgun marriages” common  

•  When impossible, white teens sent to maternity homes 
for “rehabilitation” and to relinquish their children  

 



Teen pregnancy emerges as a 
major public health problem 

•  Teen birth rate declined in the late 60s-70s 

•  Rise in single mothering, as teens rejected 
“shotgun marriages” and adoptions 

•  Sweeping social changes prolonged 
adolescence and delinked sex from marriage 





The United States 
is an  

anomaly 







Teen Mothering in the U.S. 

•  U.S. birth rates are 2-15 times higher than 
comparative countries 

 
•  80% of these pregnancies are unintended 
 

   
 



 Why does the U.S.   

fare so much worse? 



Dismal U.S. Record 

•  Ignore sexual desire 

•  Promote abstinence till marriage 

•  Create barriers to contraception 

•  High rates of poverty 



 Comparable Countries 

•  Normalize sexual desire among teens 

•  Promote sexual responsibility 

•  Invest in children and families 

 



 
How do young families 

fare over time? 



 
 
         Conventional wisdom 

 
Early childbearing 
is the beginning of  
a downward spiral 
 



 
 

Early research supported 
downward spiral 

 
•  Poor perinatal, educational, social, and health 

outcomes for teen moms 
 
•  Poor outcomes for children 
 
•  Costly for taxpayers 
 
 
Conclusion: Deferring parenthood would improve their               
lives and decrease public costs 
 



“Downward spiral” contributes to 
public scorn and flawed policies 



Flawed studies  
 

•  Failure to control for differences between teen 
and older mothers 

•  Focus on deficits and failures 

•  Ignore teens’ perspectives and the worlds 
they inhabit 

•  Few longitudinal studies 



Ignored factors that precede teen births  
 

•  More likely to experience multiple childhood 
adversities before pregnancy 

•  Teen mothers are disproportionately disadvantaged 
as children compared to older mothers 

 
•  Childhood disadvantage is linked with inferior 

schools, exposure to violence, environmental threats, 
limited educational and occupational opportunities, 
and poor health & mental health outcomes 

 



State of the art research 

•  Teen mothers and their children do about as 
well (or as poorly) as older parents from 
similar backgrounds. 

•  Public costs may also be exaggerated. 

 



“Downward spiral?” 
 
“I’d a went with the wind.” 
“I would have been dead.” 
“I went back to school.” 
“I started getting good grades.” 
“I stopped fighting.” 
“I stopped smoking cigarettes.” 
“I became more patient.” 
“I want to be a good role model for my  

 child.” 
“I want my child to do better than I did.” 
“I don’t want my child to be a teen parent.” 



Longitudinal Study with Six Waves 

•  Caring for teenage mothers and their children:                                                                                              
Narratives of self and ethics in intergenerational caregiving  

  Funded by NINR Predoctoral Fellowship   
•  Teenage Mothers Four Years Later 

Funded by American Nurses Foundation 
•  Teenage Mothers Eight Years Later 

 Funded by SLUSON and Beaumont Funds 
•  Teenage Mothers Twelve Years Later   

   Funded by American Nurses Foundation 
•  Teenage Mothers Sixteen Years Later 

   Funded by Sigma Theta Tau International 
•  Linked lives and family caregiving practices 

   Funded by SLUSON and Delta Lambda 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 



 
Inclusion Criteria, Time 1 

•  First-time teen mother (< 19 years of age) who gave 
birth to a healthy newborn 

•  African-American or non-Latina white 
 
•  Parent or surrogate parent of teen also willing 

to participate 
 
•  Partners of teen mothers invited with 

mothers’ permission 



   
  Sample at Time 1 

  
   Sample at Time 6 

16 Families 
• 16 teen mothers  
• 19 grandparents 
• 3 partners teen mothers 
• 1 sibling  

 

Total sample = 39 

11 Families 
• 11 teen mothers 
• 12 grandparents 
• 1 partner 
• 21 children* > age 12 
(plus wife of one offspring) 

 Total sample = 46 
          *3 offspring were parents 



 Key Findings 

 
•  Mothering provides meaning, purpose, and a pathway 

into adulthood 
 
•  Grandparent involvement: Gift or curse? 

 
•  The legacy of advantage and disadvantage 



 
Teen mothers’ views inconsistent  

with the downward trajectory 

•  Some inherit a shabby future well before pregnancy 
 
•  Some press into an open future with family support 

and community resources 

•  Many strive to invent a future from a shabby past  
 
SmithBattle, 1993, 1994; 1995; 2000; 2003; SmithBattle & 

Leonard, 1998, 2006, 2008, 2012, 2013 



 
     Inherit a shabby future  
 
Tamika’s description of being “a wild person, 
always hanging out. Drinkin.” 
 
LS: What do you hope for tomorrow? 
T:  I guess just for my baby to live. 
LS: Is there anything you hope for yourself? 
T:  Not really. 



 
 

Pressing into an open future 
 

“I thought teen mothers were stupid before I 
became one.” 



Inventing a future 
  from a shabby past 

 
LaKeisha’s priorities before mothering: “getting the 
newest clothes, going to parties, just hanging out or 

running the streets, trying to find boys.” 
 

“That’s not important no more…Now that I am a 
mother, I care about what I be in the future. Before I 

didn’t worry about what happens in the future, it would 
just happen. Now I think ahead of time.” 



Mothering acts as a catalyst 

•  Reinvest in schooling 

•  Reevaluate friends and partners 

•  Reduce risky behavior 

•  Strive to be good parents 



Grandparent involvement:  
Gift or curse? 



The legacy of  
advantage and disadvantage 

 
Teen mothers from middle class backgrounds were 
middle class by Time 6 

–  Their material and social advantages shielded children from risks 
–  Children doing well in school and going to college 

Teen mothers from impoverished backgrounds 
remained poor at Time 6  

–  Multiple hardships limited their ability to shield their children 
from risks 

–  Their children experienced more adversities and risks 
  



How did mothers fare at T6? 
Time 1 (15-19 yrs) 

(n=16) 
Time 6 (35-40 yrs) 

(n=11) 

SES:  
   poor 

(11,000 – 70,000) 
3 (19%) 

(6,000-150,000) 
4 (36%) 

   working class 7 (44%) 4 (36%) 

   middle class 6 (38%) 3 (27%) 

Education:  
    dropout 

                 
 7 (44%)                      

 
3 (27%) 

    in high school 4 (25%) - 

    high school/GED 5 (31%) 4 (36%) 

    some college - 4 (36%) 

    college degree - 

Marital status: 
    married 

 
0 

 
6 (55%) 

     single 16 5 (45%) 



Time 6 (age 20-22) 
(n=11) 

Education 
   drop-out 

 
3 (27%) 

   high school/GED 3 (27%) 

   in college 5 (46%) 

In school or employed 
    yes 

 
9 (82%) 

    no 2 (18%) 

Teen Parent 
    yes 

 
2 (18%) 

    no 9 (82%) 

Married 
     yes 

 
2 (18%) 

     no 9 (82%) 

How did children fare at T6? 





 
 
 
 
 
 

Final words 
 

Teen mothering is often a sensible 
response to an unlevel playing field 
 
 
Parenting motivates many teens to 
improve their lives and decrease 
risky behavior 
 
 
Mothers make considerable gains 
when they have family support and 
community resources 
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