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After spending several weeks working with adolescents at The Ranch Teen Center at Gateways, I have had many opportunities to observe different dimensions and theories of developmental psychology.  All of the youth who come to the Teen Center are from difficult families or situations.  I have always kept this in mind while working with them, and because of this fact, it has not been difficult for me to see behaviors that are probably in direct relation to their stressful home lives.  The topic then, that I have decided to focus on, is the correlation between stressful home situations and adolescent sexual behavior.

It is interesting to me, the different ways an adolescent copes with stress.  I believe that for many youth, engaging in sexual activities at a very young age stems from all sorts of issues.  It can be a call for help, or for attention that they aren’t receiving at home.  In a recent article, (Bereczkei and Csanaky, 2001) studies have shown that children who are born into a difficult family life, are likely to go through puberty sooner, and adopt the reproductive style they have been exposed to.  I know that this issue of sexual behavior pertains to both adolescent boys and girls, but the experiences I have had at Gateways and with other youth organizations have led me to have specific experiences with teen girls.

One girl in particular at Gateways, was forced to grow up before she should have.  She is in the foster care system, and is at a family right now where she is the oldest of several children.  She is only 16, but because of this, feels more like a mother to her siblings and to the other adolescents at Gateways.  She is physically very mature for her age, and has been getting attention from boys for quite some time now.  I think that the adult-like role she has taken on, her unstable home life, and her early puberty have all been factors which have influenced her physical relationships with boys.  


Another adolescent who comes to Gateways, is pregnant, and has had a history of dating older men.  Her father has been absent in her life.  Bereczkei and Csanaky (2001) have found that with no father figure, adolescents usually have less stable relationships, because they don’t associate men with being a parental figure.  Perhaps because of this, she does not find the need to search for the type of man who would be a good supporter of his family.  However, because she has always dated men about ten years older than her, she could be trying to fill that void of not having a father, with older boyfriends.


In addition to Gateways, I have had the pleasure of working with middle school girls from Pioneer Middle School, through an organization called Young Life.  Young Life has many of the same intentions as Gateways, and that is to provide adolescents with a safe, fun place to gather after school.  However, Young Life is a Christian organization, and speaks to youth about Jesus and the Bible in addition to hosting activities and games.  Nonetheless, I have been able to observe and speak with girls who go through the same things and come from the same sorts of families as the teens at Gateways.

One of the girls I met through Young Life is in the seventh grade, yet you might think she is 17 when you first meet her.  She is very physically developed for her age as well.  Her family life is very broken up, with her mother and father both not present in her life.  She lives with her grandparents, and has not seen her siblings for quite some time.  I think that the transition to living with her grandparents was a long process; therefore she went through a lot of separation anxiety as a young child.  She has confided in me that she wants to feel loved, and does not believe her grandparents provide that for her, so she uses boys.  Just as an example, for Halloween this year, her costume was seductive, as well as are her pictures on her webpage.  I think that a lot of young girls with an unfavorable home situation post pictures of themselves like this online, as another way to get attention in one way that works; sexual attention from boys.

The last girl I will use as an example I also met through Young Life.  She is in the eighth grade, and was adopted.  However, her parents are going through struggles that she is very aware of, which is hard for her to deal with at such a young age.  Her father has had several affairs that she knows of, and her mother battles alcoholism.  They are still together for her sake, and yet she feels guilty because of that.  She has confided in me that she does not want to go home after school, and would rather go anywhere else.  To have this sort of stress and tension in an adolescent’s home causes corrosion of her well-being.  She is also someone who I have witnessed taking risks with sex, and experimenting with unhealthy relationships.  

In conclusion, I have met many intelligent, interesting adolescents through Gateways and Young Life, who are immensely troubled with their families, and are engaged in sexual behaviors at a very young age.  I believe there is a very strong correlation between each one of their stressful home situations and their sexual behaviors.  Thankfully, each one of them have also found a place outside of home and outside of school which provide them with adults they can talk to, and fun activities that they can just be a kid doing. Gateways for Youth and Families, and Young Life both provide role models and opportunities to begin to change their lifestyles.  I am now very interested in the subject of adolescent’s sexual behavior, mostly because I have gotten to know these young girls and have begun to care for them.  I am excited to research the topic more extensively, now that I have experienced it first hand.  
