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throughout middle
school, 20% of students
who said that they had
had intercourse by fall of
seventh grade provided
an inconsistent “no” re-
sponse to the same ques-
tion in the spring sev-
enth grade follow-up.
The proportion of in-
consistent responses re-
mained relatively con-
stant throughout the
subsequent surveys.

This level of inconsis-
tency raises two related
concerns: Was there dif-
ferential attrition by con-
sistency of reporting,
and does inconsistent re-
porting influence the
significance of our find-
ings? Inconsistent re-
porters during middle
school were somewhat
more likely to have
dropped out of the
study; 75% of consistent
responders completed
the 10th grade follow-
up, while only 68% of in-
consistent responders
did so. This is associated
with the fact that males
were more likely to re-
port early sexual initia-
tion and to be lost to fol-
low-up. When we reran
the regression analyses
excluding inconsistent
responders, the magni-
tude of the odds ratios
and their level of signif-
icance were virtually
identical.

Discussion
It is unsettling to focus
on the high rates of early
sexual initiation that are
brought to the forefront
in an article such as this.
National surveys have
consistently found that
a small percentage of

adolescents report first intercourse prior
to high school; yet within the national sta-
tistics, it is easy to gloss over the high
prevalence of early sexual initiation with-
in some communities, such as the urban
settings in which RFH operates. Few
would argue that it is developmentally ap-
propriate or healthy for one-third of males

any longitudinal study with repeated
measures, questioning young adolescents
about sexuality may be particularly vul-
nerable to reporting errors and inconsis-
tencies related to changes in their under-
standing of what is meant by sexual
behaviors, as well as to reconstitution of
past events. Of the youth surveyed

to have had sex before they entered mid-
dle school, or for one-fifth of females to
have done so before they left eighth grade,
yet that is what these youth report. The
concern, however, is not only that some
adolescents are beginning to have inter-
course too early, but also that they are
more likely then others to engage in a pat-
tern of risky sexual behaviors known to
be related to a host of negative outcomes.
They are distinguishable from peers who
initiate intercourse later by having had a
greater number of sexual partners, as well
as more frequent recent intercourse. De-
spite their greater experience, youth who
initiate sex early do not use condoms more
consistently, and by 10th grade they have
experienced a disproportionate number
of pregnancies.

It is essential to point out that the health
and social consequences of early sexual
onset are not equally distributed nation-
ally among youth. The chance that a white
adolescent experiences his or her first in-
tercourse at the ages commonly reported
in this sample is indeed small—one out of
20. It is clear that early sexual initiation
and its subsequent pattern of risk-taking
have not been receiving the attention they
deserve or would get if the behaviors were
more prevalent in wealthier communities.
An important step toward addressing the
risks of early onset is the acknowledgment
that in some communities, such behavior
has become normative.16

It is also evident, however, that even
within a community where many young
adolescents become sexually active, about
one-third of males and half of females
delay initiation of intercourse until after
10th grade. This range in age of sexual ini-
tiation presents its own challenge. For ex-
ample, how can school-based sexuality
education programs (which the majority
of parents support17) be delivered with
equal relevance and effectiveness to 10th
graders when some have had three or
more years of sexual experience, while
others are still trying to abstain from sex-
ual activity? The diversity of sexual his-
tories in such a group is often overlooked
when controversies center on such issues
as abstinence and whether condoms can
be discussed or distributed in schools.

There are multiple reasons why early
sexual onset is overlooked and why pre-
vention programs are often started too late.
Despite the importance of parental moni-
toring on reducing early sexual and other
risk-taking, parents and teachers often un-
derestimate children’s emergent sexual be-
haviors.18 As reported in one study of black
families with 14–17-year-olds, two factors

Table 4. Odds ratios (and 95% confidence intervals) from logistic
regression analyses assessing the effects of timing of sexual ini-
tiation on subsequent sexual behaviors, by group

Sexual behavior Odds ratio* p

ALL 10TH GRADERS
Number of lifetime partners ≥4
Intercourse by spring of 8th grade 4.10 (2.86�5.88) <.0001
All others (ref) 1.00 na
Gender 4.67 (2.51�5.37) <.0001

Ever involved in pregnancy
Intercourse by spring of 8th grade 4.82 (2.89�8.02) <.0001
All others (ref) 1.00 na
Gender 0.24 (0.14�0.42) <.0001

SEXUALLY EXPERIENCED 10TH GRADERS
Lifetime no. of partners ≥4
1st sex at baseline 2.15 (1.29�3.57) .003
1st sex in 7th/8th grade 1.75 (1.08�2.82) .02
1st sex in early high school (ref) 1.00 na
Gender 4.35 (2.83�6.69) <.0001

Ever involved in pregnancy
1st sex at baseline 2.05 (1.07�3.92) .03
1st sex in 7th/8th grade 1.51 (0.84�2.70) ns
1st sex in early high school (ref) 1.00 na
Gender 0.24 (0.14�0.43) <.0001

Sexual intercourse in the past 3 months
1st sex at baseline 0.90 (0.55�1.47) ns
1st sex in 7th/8th grade 0.87 (0.56�1.57) ns
1st sex in early high school (ref) 1.00 na
Gender 0.91 (0.61�1.35) ns

Forced partner to have sex
1st sex at baseline 2.43 (1.01�5.87) .05
1st sex in 7th/8th grade 0.79 (0.28�2.23) ns
1st sex in early high school (ref) 1.00 na
Gender 1.19 (0.54�2.62) ns

SEXUALLY EXPERIENCED 10TH GRADERS
WHO HAD RECENT SEX
Had sex >1 per month
1st sex at baseline 2.04 (1.18�3.53) .01
1st sex in 7th/8th grade 1.70 (1.05�2.77) .03
1st sex in early high school (ref) 1.00 na
Gender 0.73 (0.47�1.15) ns

Inconsistent condom use during recent sex
1st sex at baseline 1.03 (0.50�2.13) ns
1st sex in 7th/8th grade 0.96 (0.52�1.77) ns
1st sex in early high school (ref) 1.00 na
Gender 0.44 (0.25�0.79) .007

Drunk/high during recent sex
1st sex at baseline 1.89 (1.00�3.57) .05
1st sex in 7th/8th grade 1.34 (0.74�2.46) ns
1st sex in early high school (ref) 1.00 na
Gender 1.32 (0.78�2.25) ns

Forced partner to have sex
1st sex at baseline 3.25 (1.89�5.58) .03
1st sex in 7th/8th grade 1.25 (0.71�2.23) ns
1st sex in early high school (ref) 1.00 na
Gender 0.95 (0.60�1.51) ns

*Odds ratios are adjusted for gender, race, ethnicity and age. Age is not signiÞcantly associ-
ated with any outcomes. Race and ethnicity are associated only with inconsistent condom
use (odds ratio, 0.50, 95% conÞdence interval=0.36�0.69, with black coded as 1 and Hispanic
as 0). Notes: na=not applicable. ns=not signiÞcant. ref=reference group.




