
CHAPTER 4: REPRODUCTION

The more young people know about reproduction, the better they will be able to decide when
they want to become pregnant, and the greater the likelihood that they will have a healthy
pregnancy when they do. Teens who do not understand how pregnancy occurs are more likely
to have one that is unwanted. They may be pregnant for many months before they realize or
acknowledge it, and this may have serious consequences. Those who continue the pregnancy
to term may have gone months without prenatal care, which is one reason why teens have
poorer pregnancy outcomes. For adolescents who want to abort, the delay may mean they can-
not do so safely. Abortions are much safer if they are done early in the first trimester, so recog-
nizing the pregnancy and acting promptly is vital.

Beyond the mechanics of conception, it is essential to discuss with both boys and girls what
happens to a woman’s body during pregnancy, including the process and risks associated with
childbirth. Young women whose bodies are not fully developed are especially at risk for com-
plications. In many countries, maternal mortality rates are still unacceptably high, especially
among young adolescents. Sexuality education should ensure that participants understand
how to prevent complications. This is also a good time to have participants consider the conse-
quences of becoming a teenage parent, such as interrupted or ended schooling for the girl and
sometimes the boy, decreased ability to get a good job, a poorer economic situation, marrying
under social pressure to legitimize the birth, and, alternatively, single motherhood.

Teaching Tips
• Explain sexual intercourse briefly when you teach about reproduction; it is discussed in 
further detail in other lessons.

• Be aware that some teenagers in your class may be pregnant, may have had an abortion, 
or may already have children. When talking about teen pregnancy, avoid preaching or 
blaming and be sensitive to how the information may affect them. If they are open about 
their experiences, consider asking them to talk about them to the whole group.

Content Considerations
• Be very clear about how reproduction occurs. Point out that even if sexual intercourse does 
not take place, ejaculation close to the vagina can result in pregnancy.

• Make clear that any sexual intercourse can result in pregnancy because contraception can 
sometimes fail.

• Discuss myths young people may have about pregnancy. For example, a common myth is 
that you cannot get pregnant the first time you have sex. Another myth is that douching 
after sex will prevent pregnancy.

• Cover both the factual and emotional aspects of reproduction. Help participants—both male 
and female—think about and understand the varied feelings involved in the process of 
becoming pregnant, experiencing a pregnancy, and becoming a parent.

• Briefly mention any medically assisted methods of becoming pregnant that exist in your 
country, for example, artificial insemination or in vitro fertilization.

• Give some information about infertility among both women and men, and emphasize that 
untreated sexually transmitted infections (STIs) are a primary cause of infertility.

• Teach about the early signs of pregnancy and how pregnancy can be confirmed. Emphasize 
that if a woman thinks she might be pregnant, she should get help as soon as possible. 
Waiting will not make it go away. List places where adolescents and women can go for help 
in your community if they need it.
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• Note that there are a variety of reasons why not all pregnancies are carried to term: some 
may be miscarried, some may result in stillbirth, and others may be aborted for personal or 
medical reasons. Even where abortion is legally restricted, abortions occur.

• Emphasize the importance of early prenatal care and address any beliefs or myths about 
pregnancy and birth in your community, especially those that are harmful. Do an inventory 
of these beliefs and determine whether their effects are positive, neutral, or harmful. Discuss 
danger signs and when to get help. To be sure that you have the right information, get 
assistance from a health professional who works with pregnant women.

• Discuss birth: for example, where women commonly give birth, who attends births, where 
women can give birth most safely and why. Emphasize the recommendations of the ministry 
of health, which in most places include giving birth in a health facility with a skilled 
attendant to ensure the best possible outcome for the woman and baby. When teaching 
about the process of birth, include both vaginal delivery and cesarean section. Also consider 
discussing controversial trends in maternity care; for example, in some countries doctors 
encourage cesarean sections even when they are not necessary.

• Discuss special health risks of early pregnancy and childbirth, such as premature birth, low 
birth weight, and obstructed labor.

• If vesico-vaginal or rectal fistula—tears between the vagina and the urethra or rectum—is a 
common complication of birth where you live, address what causes it, how it affects women, 
what can be done about it, and how it can be prevented.

• Touch briefly on important points related to reproduction and tell participants that they will 
learn more about the topic later (if they will). For example, tell them that people can control 
their reproductive lives and avoid becoming pregnant when they do not want to be and that 
they will learn more about this when you teach about contraception.  Learn about the inter-
national agreements on reproductive rights, notably the International Conference on 
Population and Development (ICPD), held in Cairo in 1994, at which 179 countries agreed to 
the right of “all couples and individuals to decide freely and responsibly the number, 
spacing and timing of their children and to have the information and means to do so.”

• If at all possible, purchase or borrow a film or video on conception, like “The Miracle of 
Life” (available online at www.amazon.com, www.videouniverse.com, www.uln.com, 
www.overstock.com, or video.barnesandnoble.com for approximately $12-20 USD, plus 
shipping). It provides a microscopic view of the process of conception, including a human 
egg actually being released from the ovary and fertilized. 
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 4.1: PRENATAL CARE—THE DIFFERENCE IT MAKES

SOURCE

“Positively Pregnant: Prenatal Care—The Difference It Makes,” by Louise Yohalem, Filling the
Gaps: Hard to Teach Topics in Sexuality Education, Sexuality Information and Education Council of
the United States (SIECUS), New York, 1998. Reprinted with permission of SIECUS. 130 West
42nd Street, Suite 350. New York, NY 10036. www.siecus.org

Suitable for ages 14 to 18

Summary
This lesson provides key information on recognizing when one is pregnant and the importance
of prenatal care. The lesson covers issues facing pregnant teens, emphasizing the need to get
help from a trusted individual early in the pregnancy, but it also provides information that
pregnant women of any age need to know. Interactive activities illustrate the benefits of seeing
a trained professional early in pregnancy, the reasons why teenagers often delay seeing a
trained professional, the signs of pregnancy, and the key steps to a healthy pregnancy. The les-
son also includes a story about a girl who thinks she is pregnant and people’s reactions to her,
followed by a discussion. The lesson concludes with a myth-fact worksheet about prenatal care,
which provides essential information about smoking, alcohol, and drug use during pregnancy
as well as the potential effects of STIs.

Teaching Notes
• Think through the order of the activities that would be appropriate for your participants.      
Consider doing the case study before discussing the steps to a healthy pregnancy.

• To reinforce behaviors helpful to a pregnant teen, ask in step 7: “What should each character 
have done to help Sheila?” You could also ask: “What could they have done before she got 
pregnant to help her avoid an unwanted pregnancy?”

• Note that there is no exact order for the steps to a healthy pregnancy. Consider asking the 
participants to separate the steps into two groups: before and after conception.

• For a richer understanding of the true-false worksheet, ask participants if they can explain 
why each statement is true or false, providing the correct explanations where necessary.

• To add a gender dimension to the discussion, ask questions about the father’s role in 
prenatal health.

Adapting the Lesson
• Adapt the story so that it is plausible to your students.
• Read over the worksheet on prenatal care and adapt the statements so that they are 
appropriate for your community. Specifically, look at points 6, 8, and 9. Note metric 
equivalents for 5.5 pounds (2.5 kilos) and 25 to 30 pounds (roughly 11.5 to 13.5 kilos).
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