Teenage mothers - the antithesis of contemporary models of ‘good’ parenting?
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‘Some people know what they’re doing and some people don’t I suppose, but when you have a baby it all comes natural.  No matter how much people tell you, you never do what they say.  You end up doing it your own way anyway.’ (Mother-to-be, aged 18 years)

Based on an examination of contemporary teenage pregnancy policy and its critics, and informed by a qualitative study of teenage parenthood, this paper argues that the politicisation of teenage pregnancy and the widespread denigration of teenage motherhood are fuelled by anxieties about parenting in general. In particular, the contemporary re-casting of parenting as a skill, which assumes that adequate child-rearing requires planning, self-scrutiny, the acceptance of support and intensive ‘techniques’, sits uneasily with common characterisations of ‘the teenager’. Teenage mothers and their children are therefore cast as ‘vulnerable’ and in need of ‘intensive support’ from professionals and the state to ensure the welfare of themselves and their children. Evidence from this study of teenage parents suggests a disjuncture between the help and support required from the point of view of the young parent and that assumed to be necessary by policy-makers.

