
UTC falls to The Citadel.

By Christina Cooke
Staff Writer

Iesha Jones planned to spend her 14th 
birthday last February shopping for clothes, 
getting her nails done and hanging out with 
her boyfriend. Instead, the Orchard Knob 
Middle eighth-grader spent the day in labor 
at Erlanger hospital and used her birthday 
money to buy clothes and diapers for her 
baby boy.

“He messed up my whole birthday plan,” 
she said in June. “I wanted to go shopping, 

and I ended up having 
him.”

Still, she’s happy to 
share a birthday with her 
son, who is 7 months old. 

“Everyone doesn’t get 
the gift to have their child 
on their birthday,” she 
said. 

Iesha is one of about 250 
girls, ages 10 to 17, in Ham-
ilton County who become 
pregnant each year. That 

number is down from past years. The teen 
pregnancy rate in Hamilton County and 
Tennessee dropped almost by half from 
1991 to 2006, according to the state Depart-
ment of Health. 

Public health experts attribute the 
decrease to abstinence programs, increased 
awareness of safe sex practices resulting 
from the AIDS epidemic and improved 
access to some birth control methods.

Though the decline in the teen preg-
nancy rate is positive, the U.S. rate still is 
almost five times higher than in most other 
industrialized countries, said Diana Kre-
ider, manager of maternal and child health 
programs for the Chattanooga-Hamilton 
County Health Department.

“One pregnancy in that really young age 
group is a concern,” she said.

During an afternoon this summer, 
Iesha stood at the kitchen counter in her 
mother’s three-bedroom house in East 
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LOOKING AHEAD
NEWBORN MUST-HAVES. Baby 
products parents can’t live without. 
Find out more Tuesday in Life. 
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WEATHER
Sunny
High: 84
Low: 54
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SCENIC SPOTS
Tourism pros 
offer their favorite 
places for fall color. 
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Staff Photo by Kathleen Greeson
Iesha Jones, 14, holds her newborn son, Ke’Andre, at her home in East Chat-
tanooga where she lives with her mother. Iesha is in the eighth grade at Orchard 
Knob Middle School.

The reality of parenthood
Life-changing 

experiences leave 
teenage parents 

wanting better lives
 for their children

! TWO WERE 12 YEARS OLD 
! EIGHT WERE 14 YEARS OLD 
! 33 WERE 15 YEARS OLD 

! 87 WERE 16 YEARS OLD 
! 126 WERE 17 YEARS OLD

Source: Tennessee Department of Health

OF THE 256 HAMILTON COUNTY TEENS PREGNANT IN 2006

“I try my best at 
school because I want 
to set an example 
for her.”  — Brenda 
Cuenca, 17

Photo by Christina Cooke

“If I could, I would 
have waited a little 
longer to have him. As 
far as everything else, 
I wouldn’t change it.” 
— Jaleesa Davis, 17

Photo by Kathleen Greeson

“The first thing that 
went through my 
head was what my 
Daddy was going 
to say.” — Jennifer 
Hilton, 19

Photo by Kathleen Greeson

MORE
! Profiles 
of four teen 
mothers, A10
! Support 
for pregnant 
teens, A10
! Audio at 
www.times 
freepress.com

See PARENTS, Page A11

EDITOR’S NOTE: Audio 
and documents with this story 
are available at www.timesfree
press.com

By Mary Fortune
Staff Writer

When he left for Iraq last 
year, Staff Sgt. 
Joel Blake was 
part of a group 
of 55 Tennessee 
National Guard 
soldiers who 
all volunteered 
to go — 30 of 
whom already 
had deployed 
to the war zone 
at least once before.

“I don’t think they look at 
it as a burden,” said Staff Sgt. 
Blake, 58, who returned home 
to Chattanooga last month. 

But as the war in Iraq enters 
its fifth year, placing unprec-
edented pressure on America’s 
part-time military force, lead-
ers should be looking for the 
time when that good will runs 
short, said Richard H. Kohn, 
professor of history and peace, 
war and defense at the Univer-
sity of North Carolina at Cha-
pel Hill.

“They’re extraordinary 
people, and their willingness to 
do this just announces to both 
the American people and to 

Part-time military force 
feeling pressure in Iraq

EDITOR’S NOTE: For 
audio and documents with 
this story, go to www.times
freepress.com.

By Angie Herrington
Staff Writer

Gov. Phil Bredesen said 
spending hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars on higher 
education board meetings 
“causes raised eyebrows” and 
makes securing money for 

Tennessee’s 
univers i t ies 
and colleges 
more difficult.

The Uni-
versity of Ten-
nessee system 
spent $78,676 in 
state money on 
the last three 
UT board of 
trustees meet-
ings for travel, 

food and other items, records 
reviewed by the Chattanooga 
Times Free Press show. The 
Tennessee Board of Regents 
spent more than $187,000 in 
state money on its past four 
quarterly board meetings, 
according to an Associated 
Press analysis in August.

“I think anything like this 
causes raised eyebrows and 
frankly makes my job harder 
to get money into the higher 
education system,” the gover-
nor said. “I’m trying on one 
hand to do things like keep 
tuition increases down ... (and) 
it’s a little hard to do that and 
justify that if they’re not being 
careful with the money.”

Gov. Bredesen, chairman of 
the UT board of trustees and 
Board of Regents, said board 
meetings are necessary and an 
important function for both 

UT board 
meeting 
costs 
analyzed

By Daniel C. Vock
McClatchy Newspapers

WASHINGTON — Just days 
before starting its new term 
Monday, the U.S. Supreme 

Court took on 
two cases of 
major impor-
tance for states, 
dea l ing  wi th 
how the death 
penalty is car-
ried out in many 

states and wheth-
er voters should be required to 
show photo identification at 
the polls.

But those two high-profile 
cases aren’t the only ones on 
the court’s schedule this term 
that states will be following 
closely. Other cases will affect 
states’ ability to regulate deliv-

ery of “dangerous” products 
such as tobacco, states’ tax 
policies and, of course, their 
criminal courts.

The groups challenging 
Indiana’s voter ID law urged 
the justices to review the case 
so that states will know wheth-
er laws similar to Indiana’s are 
valid before the 2008 presiden-
tial election.

In general, f ights over 
the voter ID laws have bro-
ken down along party lines. 

States watching new 
Supreme Court term

See GUARD, Page A8

Joel Blake

! Many National Guard 
soldiers have volunteered 
for missions, but that may 
be changing.

See BOARD, Page A8

Phil 
Bredesen

! The system spent 
$78,676 in state money 
on the last three board of 
trustee gatherings.

! Voter ID and lethal 
injection are on the 
schedule for the term 
beginning Monday.

See COURT, Page A8

INSIDE
!  Cocaine 
sentencing 
gets court 
hearing, A9

Staff Photo by Tim Barber
Four fresh apples hang in a nearby tree as Norfolk South-
ern railroad police officers Harold Pearson, left, and Craig 
Johnson awaken a tent city resident Saturday morning near 
the Community Kitchen on East 11th Street. The officers 
were giving notice to people living on the railroad property 
that the land will be cleared by heavy equipment beginning 
Tuesday. A story is on the Metro page.

Tent city wake-up call

BULLDOGS ROLL
OVER OLE MISS.

SPORTS, C1    MORE AT WWW.TIMESFREEPRESS.COM



By Christina Cooke
Staff Writer

It took four positive preg-
nancy tests to convince Jenni-
fer Hilton’s boyfriend she was 
pregnant. When the news had 
sunk in, he didn’t have anything 
to say, she said.

“I didn’t hope for him to be 
happy about it, but I had hoped 
he would be a little more sym-
pathetic toward me,” she said.

Ms. Hilton went into labor 
during her cosmetology class 
at Sequoyah High School, 
and she stayed in labor for 36 
hours at Parkridge East Hospi-
tal. Since giving birth to a girl 
she named Shae, who is now 
almost 2, Ms. Hilton said she 
has had to grow up quickly.

“I quit doing the (bad) stuff 
I was doing and started real-
izing I had somebody else to 
take care of,” she said one 
afternoon last spring, wearing 
a hot pink shirt that matched 
her flip flops, nails and the 
streaks in her hair. “I was 

friendly toward other people, 
where before I was rude and 
cocky. My grades got better, 
and I actually did my work.”

Ms. Hilton, 19, graduated 

from Sequoyah High in May 
and is living with her parents in 
Soddy-Daisy. She is working at 
Sally’s Beauty Supply in Hixson 
while she finishes her hours at 

Alternative Visions Hair Acad-
emy. Once she completes the 
program this fall, she plans to 
look for a job at a salon.

She and her boyfriend broke 
up a few months ago, she said.

“It’s really hard that he’s not 
here now, but my mom and dad, 
they’re helping me a lot,” she 
said.

As she gets close to turning 
2, Shae “is getting an attitude,” 
her mother said.

“She doesn’t like being told 
‘no,’ and she doesn’t like being 
told to do this and that. She’s 
her own little person,” Ms. Hil-
ton said.

While Ms. Hilton said she 
adores Shae, she would have 
waited until she was out of 
school and at least 25 to have 
a baby.

“If I had a choice, I would 
have waited until I was older,” 
she said. “I had to grow up way 
faster than I wanted to.” 

E-mail Christina Cooke at 
ccooke@timesfreepress.com

Learning how to grow up fast

Photo by Christina Cooke
Brenda Cuenca, 17, plays with her daughter, Nathalie, who 
now is almost 2, on the couch of the home she shares with 
her husband, Eduardo. Mrs. Cuenca, a senior at Southeast 
Whitfield High School, gave birth to her daughter during her 
sophomore year of school. She hopes to attend college and 
dental school.

Photo by Kathleen Greeson
Jennifer Hilton, 19, holds her daughter, Shae, at Sequoyah 
High School. Shae stayed in the nursery program while her 
mom studied cosmetology. 
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By Christina Cooke
Staff Writer

Jaleesa Davis, 17, a senior at 
Howard School for Academics 
and Technology, said she does 
not want her 2-year-old son to 
end up like many of the other 
young men she sees who “are 
doing drugs and going to jail.” 

She wants Linus to commu-
nicate with her when he gets 
older, to tell her his secrets.

“I’ll tell him a little bit about 
my life and show him pictures 
of what happens to people when 
they’re doing the wrong things,” 
she said.

When Ms. Davis first told 
her mother she was pregnant, 
her mother didn’t say anything, 
but Ms. Davis could tell later 
her mother had cried, she said. 

Her boyfriend of two years 
was glad because he had want-
ed a baby, she said, and her 
friends said “they weren’t really 
shocked because of how long 
we had been together. They just 
wanted to see my stomach.”

Ms. Davis lives in East Lake 
with her mother, who works 

at Shaw Industries from 3 to 11 
p.m.. 

Her boyfriend helps her buy 
diapers and clothes for their 
son and sometimes takes him 
places, such as the Tennessee 
Aquarium and the Chattanooga 
Zoo, she said.

Each morning around 6:30, 
Jaleesa catches the CARTA bus 
to Howard with Linus in tow. 
She drops her son off at the 

school’s child-care center by 
7 a.m. and picks him up after 
school. Caring for Linus fills 
her afternoons with changing 
diapers, fixing bottles, cooking 
dinners and ironing clothes, she 
said.

“I didn’t have anything to 
do before I had him,” she said. 
“Now that I have him, my days 
are busy, and it’s fun to see how 
he’s growing and learning.”

Ms. Davis hopes to study 
nursing at Chattanooga State 
Technical Community College 
after she graduates from How-
ard next spring. She has matured 
immensely since having a child, 
she said.

“I take things more serious-
ly,” she said, “and I think twice 
about how I spend my money.”

E-mail Christina Cooke at 
ccooke@timesfreepress.com

Making 
time for 

Linus
By Christina Cooke

Staff Writer
Brenda Cuenca found out she 

was pregnant when she was 15 
years old. Within three weeks 
she and her boyfriend, Eduardo, 
planned a wedding, and within 
two months they married.

The couple now live in a 
four-bedroom mobile home 
near Dalton, Ga., 
with their 2-year-old 
daughter, Nathalie. 
Mrs .  Cuenca is 
17 and a senior at 
Southeast Whitfield 
High. Her husband 
is 24 and works at a 
carpet mill.

“I’ve learned that 
even though there 
are problems, you 
can always prevail,” 
she said. “If you 
have people who 
love you and are 
going to help you out, you’re 
going to make it.”

Mrs. Cuenca said her parents 
were sad when she first told 
them she was going to have a 
child. 

“No parent wants that for 
their daughter at an early age,” 
she said. “They’re OK with it 
now. They’re happy, and they 
support me.”

On a recent afternoon, Mrs. 
Cuenca sat in a black leather 
chair in her living room, wear-
ing broken-in blue jeans and a 
light blue T-shirt. Nathalie tod-
dled around the room, carrying 
pieces of a Dora the Explorer 
puzzle between her mother’s 

lap and the floor.
Mrs. Cuenca is an A/B student 

who agonizes if she earns a C. She 
is involved in the marketing pro-
gram and several clubs at school 
and eventually wants to be a den-
tist. Having a child hasn’t changed 
any of her goals, she said.

“It’s made me even more 
positive because now I have 

somebody who’s 
depending on me 
to be someone,” she 
said. “When I was 
a freshman, I knew 
I wanted to go to 
college, but I wasn’t 
sure I would. Now, 
I know I want to go 
to college for her. 
I want to set that 
example.”

Nathalie stays at 
her paternal grand-
parents’ house dur-
ing the day while 

Mrs. Cuenca is in school and 
Mr. Cuenca is at work. 

For extra income, Mrs. Cuen-
ca sells Jafra cosmetics, and Mr. 
Cuenca cuts lawns and fixes appli-
ances. They both collect aluminum 
can tops in a gallon-sized milk jug 
on their kitchen counter.

While she has received sup-
port from her family, Mrs. Cuenca 
wishes some at school would be 
less judgmental, she said.

“Just because I have a baby 
doesn’t mean I’m going to be 
a different person,” she said. 
“Respect people for who they 
are and not what happens.”

E-mail Christina Cooke at 
ccooke@timesfreepress.com

Building a family

EDITOR’S NOTE: The stu-
dents have asked that only their 
first names be used.

By Christina Cooke
Staff Writer

When his daughter, Amelia, 
was born last year, high school 
senior Matt painted one wall 
of his bedroom baby pink so 
she would feel comfortable at 
his house when she visited. 

He keeps a car seat in his 
1995 Dodge truck and drives 
to the baby’s mother’s house 
every morning to dress his 
daughter for a day at Sequoyah 
High, where she attends day 
care and he attends school. 

“People are pretty much 
getting used to seeing me walk 
down the halls with her, taking 
her to day care,” he said. “A 10-
second walk from one end of 

the hall to the other takes me 
about 10 minutes, with all my 
friends and teachers who want 
to talk to her. I have a lot of 
support at school.”

Amelia was born 10 months 
ago to Matt and his then-girl-
friend Marissa, who was 16 and 
a student at Soddy-Daisy High 
School. 

Matt is studying in the 
collision repair academy at 
Sequoyah and working at Val-
voline Instant Oil Change. He 
hopes to graduate in Decem-
ber and get a job in an auto 
body shop, he said. 

Marissa graduated from high 
school in May and is studying 
at Chattanooga State Technical 
Community College.

Having a baby changed 
every aspect of her life, she 
said. Before, she took the-
ater classes, made films with 
friends and used acting as a 
way to express herself, she 
said. After she found out she 
was pregnant, she switched 
into more academic classes so 
she could finish school more 
quickly.

“I haven’t given up on my 
goals,” she said. “Dreams 

delayed are not dreams denied. 
That was my motto when I was 
pregnant.”

Matt said he has become 
“nicer and way more patient” 
since having Amelia. 

“My everyday life changed,” 
he said. “It’s not all about me 
anymore. I can’t wake up and 
just go at my own pace. I’ve 
got to make time for me and 
her, both.”

Even though he and Maris-
sa broke up, Matt said he still 
wants to be involved with 
Amelia’s upbringing.

“I still plan to be a big part 
of her life,” he said. “I couldn’t 
find it in myself to say some-
body who’s a part of me should 
be out there, and I should 
never see her.”

E-mail Christina Cooke at 
ccooke@timesfreepress.com

Parenting together, though apart
Staff Photo by Kathleen Greeson

Marissa and Matt have a now 10-month-old baby named Amelia. 

EDITOR’S NOTE: A stu-
dent has asked that only her first 
name be used.

By Christina Cooke
Staff Writer

In an effort to reduce dropout 
rates, Sequoyah High School and 
Howard School for Academics 
and Technology established on-
site nurseries for student mothers 
in the mid-1990s. 

Teen mothers receive inex-
pensive child care through the 
licensed day-care centers, and 
students pursuing careers in early 
childhood education receive 
hands-on experience caring for 
infants and toddlers.

Sequoyah High principal 
Steve Holmes said schools are 
not condoning teen pregnancy by 
offering the child-care services. 
Instead, they are responding to 
the situation in the most appro-
priate way possible, he said.

“We would be missing the 
mark as educators if we did not 
help students in this area,” Mr. 
Holmes said.

Kimberly Davis, who teaches 
early childhood education careers 
at Howard, said the program 
enables many teenage girls to 
focus on their education without 
having to worry about the safety 
and happiness of their children.

Without the program, Ms. 
Davis said, “you’d have students 
coming to school that would be 
worried, ‘Who did I leave my 
child with?’” 

This year, the students in the 
child-care classes at Sequoyah are 
caring for 12 infants and toddlers, 
seven belonging to teen parents 
and five belonging to Sequoyah’s 
faculty and staff. Students in 
Howard’s Maurice Kirby Child 
Care Center, run by the Children’s 
Home/Chambliss Center, are car-
ing for 34 children, including six 
belonging to students. 

At both day-care centers, 
students’ children receive first 
priority.

Marissa, a mother who gradu-
ated from Soddy-Daisy High last 
year and asked that her last name 
not be used, keeps her daughter, 

Amelia, in the child-care center 
at Sequoyah, where the baby’s 
father is in school.

“I’m really comfortable leaving 
her here,” she said in the nursery 
last spring. “I know the work-
ers are going to take care of her. 
They’re not going to leave her in 
a corner to soil herself. And she’s 
right here with her daddy.”

The students in the child-care 
classes study child development, 
age-appropriate learning activi-
ties, discipline without spanking, 
nutrition, health, state licensing 
guidelines and parenting skills. 
Then they practice the skills they 
learn in the school nursery.

Students leave the classes pre-
pared for entry-level positions in 
early childhood education, said 
Kristi Stottlemire, the day-care 
director and early childhood edu-
cation teacher at Sequoyah.

Some carry credits they can 
apply toward the early childhood 
education program at Chattanoo-
ga State Technical Community 
College.

One day in spring, junior Cha-
quita Mosley played an alphabet 
game with five children in How-
ard’s 3- and 4-year-old classroom 
while others napped on cots.

“What’s this letter?” she asked 
a 3-year-old at the table, pointing 
to a yellow paper cutout.

“B,” the girl responded, pick-
ing up the letter and sticking it in 
a bowl of alphabet soup.

Ms. Mosley said she wants to 
be a pediatrician, and the child-
care class helps her learn to inter-
act with children.

“It’s helping me learn how to 
work with all kids, talk to them 
and react to them,” she said. 

Ms. Stottlemire said for some 
of the teen mothers she works 
with, the support they receive at 
school is all they get.

“If I have a teen parent come 
to me and say, ‘I want to continue 
my education,’ I have a responsi-
bility to make sure they have a 
safe place to go so they can get 
an education,” she said.

E-mail Christina Cooke at 
ccooke@timesfreepress.com

School nurseries 
help teen mothers  

Staff Photo by Kathleen Greeson
Jaleesa Davis, 17, holds her son, Linus, at Howard School for Academics and Technology, 
where she is a senior. 

“Even 
though there 
are problems, 
you can always 
prevail.”— Brenda Cuenca

“ I have a lot of support at school..”— Matt, father of 10-month-old Amelia



Chattanooga. Wearing a denim 
miniskirt and a T-shirt that read 
“Luck has nothing to do with it 
when you’re hot,” she mixed 31⁄2 
scoops of Nestle Good Start for-
mula and seven ounces of water 
and shook the bottle. Then she 
picked up Ke’Andre from her 
mother’s arms and cradled 
him in her own, balancing the 
bottle between her chin and his 
mouth.

While Ke’Andre is “the high-
light” of her life, she says she 
wishes she’d waited to have 
him.

“I’m not ready for a baby, not 
this young anyway,” she said. 
“I’m still trying to get used to 
saying I’m a mama. It’s hard.”

Bill Albert, deputy director 
of the National Campaign to 
Prevent Teen Pregnancy, warns 
people against thinking teen 
pregnancy is someone else’s 
problem.

“When about a third of teen 
girls get pregnant before the 
age of 20, you realize it isn’t a 
problem confined to one socio-
economic class or race,” he said. 
“This is a very, very widespread 
problem, and I don’t think that’s 
well understood.”

Teen childbearing costs 
American taxpayers almost 
$9 billion per year in public 
health care, child welfare and 
lost tax revenue, Mr. Albert said. 
In Tennessee, the cost of teen 
childbearing was $181 million in 
2004, he said.

“No matter how you slice it, 
if you reduce the rates of teen 
pregnancy, you’re going to make 
a measured improvement on 
any number of social issues,” 
Mr. Albert said. “All these things 
are greatly impacted by teen 
pregnancy.”

PREGNANT AT 13
Iesha’s mother, Ornatta 

Robinson, a single mother who 
works as a chicken processor at 
Pilgrim’s Pride Corp., said abor-
tion was never an option for her 
daughter, who was just 13 when 
she became pregnant.

“We’re all pulling together 
to help her know as long as 
she continues her education, 
we’re behind her,” Ms. Robin-
son said. “I want 
her to know she 
doesn’t have give 
up because she 
has a baby.”

When Iesha 
told the baby’s 
father she was 
pregnant, the 16-
year-old junior at 
Hixson High was 
happy, she said. 

He said, ‘“Oh! I 
got a baby. I hope 
it’s a girl!’ and 
then, a month 
later, ‘I hope it’s a 
boy!’” Iesha said.

Dur ing  her 
pregnancy, Iesha 
read books about 
caring for babies, 
attended a preg-
nancy class at 
Howard Middle 
School, where she 
was in school at 
the time, and col-
lected pamphlets 
from the health 
clinic. 

Iesha attended 
school at Howard 
until the last month of her preg-
nancy, when a teacher delivered 
schoolwork to her house once 
a week.

“My goals are to finish high 
school, get my own house, go 
to college and try to finish that 
out,” she said. 

Her hopes are high for 
Ke’Andre too, she said. “I want 
my baby to be a good baby,” she 
said. “I want him to be better 
than me and his father. Hopeful-
ly, I’ll be able to talk to him and 
keep him on the right track.” 

Teenage mothers and their 

children are up against some 
dismal statistics, though. 

According to the National 
Campaign to Prevent Teen 
Pregnancy:

! One-third of teen mothers 
complete high school.

! 1.5 percent have a college 
degree by the time they are 30.

! Nearly 80 percent of 
unmarried teen mothers end 
up on welfare.

! The sons of teen mothers 
are 13 percent more likely to end 
up in prison; daughters are 22 
percent more likely to become 
teen mothers themselves.

 While teen pregnancy is 
a universal problem, Lesley 
Scearce, chief executive offi-

cer of Hamilton 
County’s Why 
k N O w  a b s t i -
nence education 
program, said she 
sees higher rates 
of teen pregnan-
cy in the poorer 
areas of town, 
where academic 
p e r f o r m a n c e , 
truancy, violence 
and substance 
abuse also are 
problems.

“I really do 
believe all those 
factors interplay 
in a teen’s deci-
sion making,” she 
said. “Some of the 
kids we talk to say 
they don’t think 
they’ll live past 
25. Then why not 
have sex and get 
pregnant?”

Amy Pearson, 
who develops 
special programs 
for Why kNOw, 
runs Road to 
Excellence Lead-

ership Development support 
groups at Brainerd High, Dale-
wood Middle, East Lake Acade-
my of Fine Arts, Howard School 
for Academics and Technology 
and Sequoyah High in Hamilton 
County and Rossville Middle in 
Georgia — the schools where 
the incidence of teen pregnancy 
is highest, she said. 

“In working in those schools, 
one thing we’ve found is if you 
have clusters of girls and one 
or two get pregnant, sadly, a lot 
of times you see other girls get 
pregnant,” she said. “It becomes 

the cool thing to do, the thing to 
do to fit in that group.”

Darreka Knox, 16, a junior 
who was in the early childhood 
education class at Howard, said 
watching her friends who are 
mothers had the opposite affect 
on her.

“The stuff I see them go 
through, it makes me not want 
to have one,” she said. “Most 
of the time as a teenager, you 
can’t really take care of a child 
because you’re still a child your-
self. It’s hard to accomplish the 
goals you set for yourself before 
you were pregnant.”

MAKING IT WORK
One recent afternoon at 

home, Iesha listened to rap 
music on YouTube while 
Ke’Andre sat in her lap, watch-
ing the ceiling fan spin. The 
late afternoon sun lit the room 
through drawn curtains.

Suddenly, Ms. Robinson 

rushed through the front door, 
still wearing a hairnet from the 
processing plant. She kissed 
Ke’Andre on the face.

“How’s granny’s baby?” she 
said. “Grandmamma loves you 
so much!”

Ms. Robinson said while 
she will sometimes babysit 
Ke’Andre while Iesha goes to a 
movie, she is not going to raise 
her grandson.

“It’s tough love,” she said. 
“I let her know, ‘You made the 
mistake, and you are going to 
have to deal with it.’”

Hamilton County Schools 
Superintendent Jim Scales also 
holds high expectations for teen 
parents. He expects them to 
graduate from high school, just 
like everybody else, he said. 

“If a young lady finds herself 
a teen mother, we do not want 
that to be an excuse or reason 
not to complete high school,” 
he said. “We need to work with 

them to get connected with 
the appropriate agencies in the 
community to finish their high 
school education.”

School guidance counselors 
encourage teen mothers to seek 
the support of community agen-
cies such as the Partnership for 
Families, Children and Adults 
and the Health Department’s 
Help Us Grow Successfully proj-
ect, a home-based intervention 
program for girls and women 
pregnant for the first time. 

Howard School, Sequoyah 
High and the Middle College 
High School at Chattanooga 
State Technical Community 
College offer programs includ-
ing child development classes 
and child care centers. Teen 
mothers can receive six to eight 
weeks of homebound instruc-
tion from the school district, 
usually after the birth of their 
children. 

Why kNOw runs support 

groups for teen mothers in sev-
eral Hamilton County schools 
and also programs in all middle 
and high schools to teach stu-
dents the importance of abstain-
ing from sex until marriage. 

Ms. Pearson points to Why 
kNOw’s work in the schools 
since 1991 as a reason for the 
decline in the local teen preg-
nancy rate.

“Students engaged in those 
risky behaviors have a lower 
view of their personal control 
over situations than students 
who abstain,” she said.

Ms. Kreider with the health 
department said encouraging 
students to remain abstinent is 
the ideal approach, but it is not 
necessarily the most realistic. 
She thinks Hamilton County 
students need information 
about contraception as well.

“People can make better 
choices if you give them the 
whole picture,” she said. “If ... 
all we’ve told them is to say ‘no,’ 
how are they going to protect 
themselves if they make the 
choice to say ‘yes’?”

Mr. Albert of the National 
Campaign to Prevent Teen 
Pregnancy said teen pregnancy 
rates have dropped as a result 
of a national conversation about 
sexually transmitted diseases.

“This is a generation that 
has grown up and has known 
AIDS their entire lives and have 
learned about it in school. That 
has had a good affect on young 
people. It has made them a bit 
more cautious,” he said.

In addition, there is an 
increasing number of contra-
ceptive options out there, he 
said.

“Some are very teen-friend-
ly,” Mr. Albert said.

One of the most effective 
ways to prevent teen pregnan-
cy is for parents to talk to their 
children about sex and build a 
“good, old-fashioned relation-
ship” with their children from 
a young age, he said.

“Parents need to under-
stand that they greatly influ-
ence their teenagers’ decisions 
about sex,” he said. “What you 
end up doing by hiding under a 
shell is increasing the influence 
of peers and media and other 
things.”

A NEW SCHOOL YEAR
The stories Iesha’s friends 

told her about their babies did 
little to prepare her for her own, 
she said.

“They left out parts,” she said. 
“Now I see the whole thing. It’s 
to the point that a baby isn’t a 
toy.”

Iesha is attending Orchard 
Knob Middle this year. She 
missed several days of school at 
the beginning of the year when 
she was searching for day care 
for Ke’Andre and visiting the 
doctor herself. She is currently 
plowing through makeup work 
and earning C’s and D’s. School, 
she said, is “all right.”

On most mornings, Iesha 
wakes up at 4:30 a.m. to get 
Ke’Andre ready for the day. Her 
mother leaves for work at 5:20 
a.m. and drops the child off at 
Iesha’s godmother’s house on 
the way. Iesha catches the bus 
to school at 6:20 a.m.

Iesha  no longer  sees 
Ke’Andre’s father, who used to 
help her dress the baby and fix 
his bottles.

“We got to arguing, so we 
made the decision to go our 
separate ways,” she said. 

Iesha said life has changed 
since she had a baby. 

“(I am) trying to stay out 
of trouble for Ke’Andre and 
myself,” she said.

Donna Taheri, who directs 
the Teen Learning Center at 
Howard, said many of the teen-
age girls she works with turn 
out to be “good little mothers,” 
despite the often tough circum-
stances.

“They want what every 
mother wants — and that is 
the best for their children,” she 
said.

E-mail Christina Cooke at 
ccooke@timesfreepress.com

FAST FACT
The Hamilton County 
Youth Risk Behavior 
survey conducted in 
2002 found that 44 
percent of the 2,700 
high school students 
surveyed had had 
sexual intercourse. The 
percentage increased 
as students aged 
through high school, 
with 37 percent of 
freshmen reporting 
they’d had sex and 54 
percent of seniors.

PREGNANCY 
RATE DROPS 
The Hamilton County 
teen pregnancy rate 
decreased from 28.9 
pregnancies per 1,000 
girls in 1991 to 16.3 
pregnancies in 2006. 
In Tennessee, the rate 
decreased from 22.3 to 
13.7 between the same 
two years. 
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Parents

Staff Photo by Kathleen Greeson
Iesha Jones, 14, holds her son, Ke’Andre, at her home in East Chattanooga.

The Associated Press
M O N TG O M E RY,  A l a . 

— Health officials and others 
involved with keeping teens 
from becoming mothers are try-
ing to figure out why the num-
ber of teen births increased sig-
nificantly in Alabama last year.

In 2006, there were 8,670 babies 
born to mothers who were 10-19 
years old, compared to 7,903 births 
in 2005 — an increase of 767.

Dr. Albert Woolbright, who 
directs the health department’s 
statistical division, said the 
increase was disappointing 
because the numbers had been 
decreasing steadily since 2000. 
There was a slight increase of 11 
births from 2003 to 2004, when 
there were 8,259 teen births.

Officials are looking at fac-
tors that might be contributing 
to the rise, including whether 

more teens are choosing to have 
sex and whether fewer of them 
are using contraception.

Jamie Keith, executive direc-
tor of the Alabama Campaign to 
Prevent Teen Pregnancy, said it’s 
“a mixed bag” since the rate went 
up in a majority of Alabama’s 67 
counties but down in 18 of them.

“There’s no seemingly 
regional area that was spiking,” 
she said Monday. “It appears to 
be across the state, so it’s just 

an issue that I think everybody 
needs to pay attention to.”

“These are very, very fresh 
numbers,” State Health Officer 
Don Williamson said. “Total 
births in Alabama in 2006 went 
up by almost 3,000, so there was 
an overall increase in all births, 
but there was a proportionally 
greater increase in teen births.”

“We can hope that this is a 
one-year exception,” he said. 
“We’re going to need time to 

really give this a closer look.”
Keith said her campaign takes 

an abstinence-only approach 
when speaking at schools, as 
required by the state, but also 
teaches youngsters about con-
traceptive use when speaking at 
community organizations.

Reducing teen births is mul-
tifaceted and is not a “one size 
fits all approach,” she said.

“Any time there’s an increase 
we need to pay attention — and 
we need to pay attention even 
when it goes down,” she said. 
“We need to consider the types 
of information we need to be 
giving our teens. There’s a lot 
of room at the table.”

Babies born to teens died at 
a rate of 11.6 per 1,000 births in 
2006 compared to an 8.5 mortal-
ity rate for adult mothers. Teens 
are more likely to have babies 

born at lower weight and have 
less prenatal care.

Kelly Warren, who directs 
the Mobile County T.E.E.N. 
Center, said she’s still hopeful 
since there’s been a gradual 
trend downward.

Last year her Teens Empow-
ered through Education and 
Nurturing center served 331 
pregnant and parenting teens, 
assisting them with prenatal 
care, schooling, parenting class-
es and other services.

“I personally would not say 
this is something to complete-
ly stop what you’re doing and 
change direction,” she said. “It’s 
our barometer — we have to 
follow it and keep our eye on it, 
but I wouldn’t completely scrap 
what’s being done because it 
went in a direction we didn’t 
intend.”

Health officials want to know why teen births in Alabama on rise TEEN BIRTHS 
IN ALABAMA
Hundreds more Alabama 
teens became pregnant in 
2006. Here’s a look at the 
number of babies born to 
females ages 10-19 through 
the years in Alabama:

      Number
Year      of Births

1960.............................15,608
1970.............................15,834
1980.............................13,048
1990.............................11,552
2000...............................9,916
2001...............................8,993
2002...............................8,589
2003...............................8,248
2004...............................8,259
2005...............................7,903
2006...............................8,670

  Source: Alabama Department of 
Public Health

“ It appears to be across the state, so it’s 
just an issue that I think everybody needs to 
pay attention to.” — Jamie Keith, 

Alabama Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy


