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	from college.[11] This compares to 24.0 percent for contraceptive users and 18.7 percent for non-contraceptive users. While contraceptive use does have some association with academic achievement, its impact is far less than teen abstinence. In general, the impact of contraceptive use as a predictor of academic outcomes is around one-third that of teen abstinence. 
 

Abstinence and Academic Achievement: Patterns of Causation
 

Teen sexual abstinence is obviously predictive of subsequent academic achievement. When compared to youth of identical socio-economic background, abstinent teens are more likely to graduate from high school, attend college, and graduate from college. But, the fact that abstinent youth have higher academic achievement does not mean that abstinence directly causes academic achievement. Obviously, abstaining from sex does not automatically increase your algebra grades. In reality, the potential causal connections between abstinence and academic outcomes are important and complex.
 

The potential causal linkages between sex activity and academic outcomes are outlined in the model presented in Chart 6. The chart shows three clusters of behaviors and traits and their relationships to academic outcomes. The three clusters are: 1) teen sexual abstinence; 2) academic capacity (including goals, skills, and self-discipline); and, 3) personality traits. The arrows represent potential causal influences between the clusters. In most cases, influence or causation is likely to flow both ways.
 

Teen abstinence is likely to contribute directly to academic capacity. Human attention and motivation are finite; when greater energy and interest are invested in sexual activity, the drive for academic performance is likely to diminish. Sexually active teens may become preoccupied with the present; long-term academic goals may have diminished importance. In addition, teenage sexual relationships are inherently short-term and unstable. The collapse of intimate relationships is likely to result in emotional turmoil and depression which, in turn, will undermine academic performance. Finally, sexually active teens may be more likely to associate with peers who have less interest in academics; the influence of these peers may diminish the teens’ own focus of academic performance. Overall, the practice of sexual abstinence is likely to serve as a protective barrier which insulates the teenager from disruptive and negative influences and enables the teen to better focus on immediate academic performance and longer-term life goals.
 

It is likely that academic capacity or discipline, reciprocally, encourages abstinence. Teens who devote considerable time to study and other challenging activities have less idle time to fall prey to temptations. Teens with higher academic ambitions may be more likely to draw personal meaning from those ambitions and be less likely to be distracted by transitory sexual interests.
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Chart 6 also presents a “personality traits” cluster that contains a number of characteristics or mental habits that are important to both abstinence and academic performance. Future orientation measures the degree to which an individual is focused on long-term goals in the future as opposed to immediate, short-term interests. Deferral of gratification is the ability to postpone current pleasures for larger rewards in the future. Perseverance is the ability to stick with a task or commitment. Sense of efficacy represents the individual’s belief that current actions can positively affect future outcomes. Impulse control is the ability to act in a planned manner, controlling emotions and desires. Resistance to peer influence is an individual’s ability to reject or isolate himself from negative influences. Respect for parental and social values reflects the individual’s agreement and adherence to those values; the opposite condition would be rebelliousness. Sense of self-worth reflects an individual’s belief that he has a value or dignity that should be preserved.
 

These personality traits clearly contribute to both sexual abstinence and academic capacity. Teens who possess these positive characteristics are more likely both to abstain and to have better academic skills and motivation. Thus, the statistical association between abstinence and academic achievement will, in part, be the result of underlying character traits that promote both outcomes. In other words, abstinent teens are likely to have positive personality traits and mental habits that also promote academic effort and success.
 

For example, the Add Health Survey contains questions which measure impulse control and sense of efficacy. Teens who score high on these variables are substantially more likely to abstain from sex and to have better academic performance.[12] The same is likely to be true for the other personality traits shown in Chart 6.
 

Finally, while positive character traits will promote abstinence, reciprocally, the practice of abstinence is likely to strengthen positive character traits. The personality traits listed in Chart 6 are not innate, unchanging qualities. To a considerable degree, these traits are habits of the heart and mind that can develop and strengthen over time. Thus, one learns to persevere by, in fact, persevering in specific tasks. Without actual practice, this character trait cannot develop. Similarly, one learns future orientation and deferral of gratification by actually planning for the future and postponing immediate pleasure. One develops a sense of personal efficacy by repeatedly achieving worthwhile goals, and so on.
 

The deliberate practice of sexual abstinence will enable a teenager to strengthen and reinforce each of the character traits listed in Chart 6. Development of these traits will have a spillover effect on academic performance. By contrast, permissive sexual activity is likely to weaken these traits. A few examples will illustrate this point. Sexual interest and desire are very strong human motivations. An individual who has learned to control sexual impulses is likely to develop a capacity to control less powerful impulses as well; this self-control will enable the individuals to better focus on academic work and achievement. Individuals who develop a capability to resist negative peer influences concerning sex activity are more likely to be able to resist other negative peer influences concerning drugs, alcohol, violence, and indolence. This, in turn, would clearly contribute to academic success. In contrast, teens who rebel against parental values concerning sexual activity are more likely to question values in other areas such as school work.
 

The Role of Abstinence Education
 

Abstinence education is of fairly recent origin. Despite this recent debut, there are currently ten evaluations showing that abstinence education programs are effective in reducing teen sexual activity.[13] Additional evaluations will become available in the future as abstinence programs continue to develop.
 

This paper has shown a dramatic positive association between teen abstinence and academic outcomes. It seems reasonable that society should promote abstinence education not only because of the direct health, economic, and psychological benefits of teen abstinence but also because sustained abstinence is likely to lead to academic improvement. 
 

While it is difficult to prove causation, it seems clear that abstinence contributes to academic achievement in two ways. First, it is likely that at least part of the correlation between teen virginity and academic outcomes is due to the fact that abstinent teens are subject to less emotional and psychological distraction. Thus, it seems likely that practicing abstinence will provide a more stable and productive context for academic performance. 
 

Second, the positive association between abstinence and higher academic performance is likely to be due to the fact that both behaviors are fostered by important underlying personality characteristics. An explicit goal of many abstinence education programs is to foster these character traits. Abstinence education is not just about saying “no to sex.” Abstinence education teaches youth: to defer gratification, to take the future seriously and plan for it; to respect parental and social values; and to genuinely respect self and others. Clearly, learning these skills and values will have an impact not just on sex activity but on academic achievement and other life goals as well.   
 

By contrast, comprehensive sex education or safe sex education does not teach the values and life skills that will significantly contribute to improved academic outcomes. Comprehensive sex education curricula convey the message that it is okay for teens to have sex as long as they use condoms.[14] But, use of contraception by teens has only a modest association with academic achievement. Compared to teen abstinence, contraceptive use is a weak predictor of positive academic outcomes.
 

By repeatedly presenting the notion that teen sexual activity is normal and acceptable, comprehensive sex education curricula embrace the hedonistic values of popular culture. In accepting the shallow physical hedonism inherent in transitory and casual sex, these curricula undermine character traits critical to success in life, such as respect for parental values, impulse control, and perseverance. By representing casual teen sex as normal and acceptable, these curricula also undermine genuine respect for others.
 

What Should We Teach To Teens?
 

Today’s teenagers live in a sex-saturated culture. Teen virgins are treated as oddities or misfits in popular media and even in sex education. This negative representation of teen virginity is obviously harmful.
 

Over 90 percent of teens say they should be taught to abstain from sex until they have, at least, finished high school. We should reaffirm youth’s desire to abstain by telling them the truth:
 

1.)    Teens who abstain from sex are winners. They are more likely to be successful in life, academically and financially.
 

2.)    Teen sexual relationships are inherently transitory and unstable. Sixty one percent of teen sexual relationships end within three months; 80 percent end within six months.[15] Teens who abstain will avoid the emotional turmoil and unhappiness that comes with these broken relationships. By avoiding the emotional turmoil involved in transitory and unstable sexual relationships, teens will be able to focus more on studies and do better in school.
 

3.)    Teens who deliberately abstain from sex have positive character traits that will lead to success later in life. The practice of abstinence as teens will strengthen these positive character traits.
 

Conclusion
 

Current scientific evidence shows that teens who abstain from sexual activity are less likely to have children out-of-wedlock; less likely to live in poverty and on welfare; more likely to have stable marriages as adults. This study provides new findings on the linkage between teen sexual abstinence and improved academic achievement. Teen virginity is a strong independent predictor of educational success. When compared to youth from identical socio-economic background, teens who remain virgins in high school are dramatically less likely to drop out of high school and are dramatically more likely to graduate from college.  
 

Unfortunately, American teens live in a sex-saturated popular culture. While parents overwhelmingly support abstinence education, relatively few teens are taught abstinence in the schools. The analysis presented in this paper indicates that youth would benefit in manifold ways from greater access to abstinence education.
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