

OICA Communication Audit- Teen Pregnancy
	The Oklahoma Institute for Child’s Advocacy works to create a better, healthier, and happier environment for children living in Oklahoma (About OICA.) OICA is highly involved with many different circumstances among children and their families including child abuse, foster care, education, children living in poverty, and teen pregnancy (About OICA.) In any situation that effects a child’s future or puts their health and safety at risk, OICA will step in to assist in as many ways possible (About OICA.) Oklahoma Institute for Child’s Advocacy mission is as states:
“Creating awareness, taking action and supporting policy to improve the health, safety and well-being of Oklahoma’s children (About OICA.)”

This institution was created by a group of people who wanted to provide a voice for children who are neglected, abused, and ignored (Institute for Child Advocacy.) Their goal is to ensure every child in the state of Oklahoma is cared for, educated, and given hope for a fulfilling future by providing a strong support system for each child who is enduring hard times (GuideStar.) This organization continues to fight for new policies and updates for old policies that will provide the best care possible for these children (Advocacy.)
	OICA has fought tirelessly for over thirty years to enhance the lives of neglected and abused children (GuideStar.) In 1983, the Oklahoma Institute for Child Advocacy was founded over a lawsuit of maltreatment of a child in Oklahoma (Who We Are.) The institute was founded by everyday people who cared for the well-being of the youth in this state (Who We Are.) These people paved the path for others that followed to lobby on behalf of them at the State Capital (Who We Are.) In 1984, the organization received its exempt organization status from the IRS (Annual Reports.) The six main necessities they believe each child should have in the state of Oklahoma are a nurturing family/supportive community, health care, education opportunities throughout their childhood, protection against all abuse, economic security, and equal opportunities across race, religion, and sex (Who We Are.) 
The goal of this communication audit is to bring more attention and find solutions to a major issue in Oklahoma: teen pregnancy. With Oklahoma ranked the second highest for teen birth rate, something needs to be changed in order to get this rate to decline and surpass other states birth rates. This document will suggest several solutions to decrease this number such as how to solve the issues with sexual education classes in Oklahoma, how to better your awareness for sexual abuse among children, and educating children about their own bodies at a younger age.
	A key issue in Oklahoma is the rates of teen births and teen pregnancies which directly impacts health, education, infant/early childhood development, poverty, employment, and several other issues for the mothers and their new children (Preventing.) Oklahoma was ranked the second highest for teen birth rate in the nation in 2014 for girls of the ages 15-19 years old (Preventing.) The number of teen births was 4,802 which averages about 34.8 births per 1000 girls (Preventing.)  The United States average birth rate is 22.3, so, as you can see, Oklahoma is way behind most states on beating team pregnancy (Preventing.)
There are many reasons teen pregnancy is such an issue among children including dropping out of school, children in foster care, sexual/verbal/physical abuse, and disconnecting from peers (Oklahoma Alert.) More than 30% of girl dropouts use pregnancy as their excuse for quitting school (Oklahoma Alert.)  When a teen mother drops out of school, they are losing the opportunity to be successful in a career, raising their children, and having subsequent funds to continually support her and the baby (Oklahoma Alert.) Another issue associated with teen pregnancy is children being put into the foster care system to be moved around and around again. This causes stress and an unhealthy lifestyle for these children as they are growing and maturing. Foster care children are a very vulnerable population of children which can lead to one of the next issues: sexual, verbal, or physical abuse (Oklahoma Alert.) Abuse is very prevalent in the foster care system between foster parents and foster child, and also in the relationships between foster children themselves (Oklahoma Alert.) The last issue of teen pregnancy is a disconnected youth (Oklahoma Alert.) Young people who aren’t connected to school or work, have the highest potential for exhibiting risk-taking behaviors (Oklahoma Alert.)
Two reasons I found Oklahoma’s teenager birth rate to be outstandingly high are the poor sexual education given to teenagers and sexual abuse going unrecognized at an early age. As of 2014, Oklahoma City Public Schools provide no sexual education course other than the (optional) basic anatomy and health electives (Forman.) Other school districts like Tulsa and Putnam City provide few sexual education classes, but OKC Public Schools have no excuse being the largest school district in Oklahoma (Forman.)
“I received one sexual education course in high school, but it wasn’t until my freshman year when teenagers were already involved in sexual intercourse. I ended up transferring school districts because girls were getting pregnant right and left (Scott,)” Alexa Scott, former Oklahoma City Public School district student, says, “In order for girls that age to be safe and know what is happening to themselves, schools need to start educating us at a way younger age (Scott.)”
	Studies have shown that comprehensive sexual education classes will help reduce teen pregnancy rates (Forman.) These sex-ed classes include accurate information on relationships, human development, abstinence, information on contraception, and sexually transmitted diseases (Forman.) This is all essential information that young adults need to be educated on. Now a day, schools seem t focusing on standardized tests and readiness for college, but what is the point if they can’t properly take care of their own bodies (Forman.)
One more fault to the high teen birth rates is sexual abuse going unrecognized in younger girls mostly ages nine to twelve (Preventing.) In many studies, two-thirds of teen mothers said their first sexual intercourse was non-consensual and happened before they were a teenager (Preventing.) With this being said, knowing the signs of child abuse is critical to lowering the teen birth rates in Oklahoma (Preventing.) More than 9,000 cases of abuse and neglect were reported in Oklahoma in 2013 (Child Abuse.)
My most important recommendations to Oklahoma Institute for Child’s Advocacy are improving sexual education courses in children’s middle school and high school classes, educate the general public on signs of sexual abuse in children, and involve the school system and parents in teaching children from a younger age about their bodies. 
First, OICA needs to improve sexual education courses in children’s middle school and high school classes, so teenagers know the importance of safe sex, the consequences of unsafe sex, and how to get help immediately if needed. I believe sexual education courses should start at the end of elementary school by teaching the children about their bodies and what will soon happen to them as they begin to mature. Once they reach middle school, information about sexual intercourse and STDs can start being taught. Kids are having sex younger and younger, and the only way to prevent/warn children about the consequences of sex is to teach them while they are young and continue the education on sex until they reach full maturity. In high school, all students should be required to take an elective course on health and sexual education. This will continue to improve their knowledge on the matter.
Next, OICA needs to educate the public on signs of sexual abuse in children. Teen birth rates are so high practically because of the number of children who are sexually abused in Oklahoma. Unfortunately, sexual abuse occurs mostly inside the home which can make it hard for others to notice any problems. High stress times like divorces, deaths in the family, problems at school, and other traumatic events can be the start of sexual abuse towards children. It’s important to teach adults AND children the behavior of kids who have been sexually abused (Tip Sheet.) Some behavioral problems can be, but aren’t limited to (Tip Sheet):
· Nightmares or sleeping problems without explanation
· Seems distressed and distant at times
· Sudden loss in eating habits
· Sudden mood swings ranging from rage, fear, insecurity, and withdrawal
· Exhibits adult-like sexual behaviors, language, and knowledge
· Thinks of self or body as repulsive, dirty, or bad
I believe OICA should start programs in the work place that requires employees to take a certain amount of training hours in these topics. This will increase awareness on the matter and allow adults to look for signs and symptoms of abuse.
Last, OICA needs to get schools and parents connected in teaching younger children about their bodies and puberty. I’ve talked to so many parents that try and hide anything having to do with maturing and sex away from the children to “protect” them. In order for our future generations to be well educated on sex when they are older, we have to repeat and repeat this information from a younger age until they are maturing and out of their teenage years. With the school systems partnering with parents of these children, everyone will be well aware on what is being taught in each place and where the child is at in their education about themselves and sex. With this plan, children will be educated at a younger age with accurate and helpful information given from OICA.
Because Oklahoma is so high in teen birth rates, actions need to be taken to reduce these numbers. By providing better sexual education courses, educating the public about sexual abuse, and partnering schools with parents on the sexual education given to their children, these teen birth rates will decrease significantly. 
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