If You Really Care about Educational Equity,
You Should Care about Reproductive Justice!
What is Reproductive Justice?
The Reproductive Justice (RJ) movement places reproductive health and rights within a social
justice framework.1 The movement supports the right of individuals to have the children they
want, raise the children they have, and plan their families through safe, legal access to abortion
and contraception. In order to make these rights a reality, the movement recognizes that RJ will
only be achieved when all people have the resources, as well as the economic, social, and
political power, to make healthy decisions about their bodies, sexuality, and reproduction.2
Advancing RJ will help to eliminate pervasive racial disparities in educational attainment by
valuing the talents and abilities of those students who chose to become parents. Improving
educational opportunities, especially for those in under-funded schools in marginalized
neighborhoods, will also make parenting less desirable for teens whose odds of escaping poverty
are not made any worse by having a child.3
Why is Reproductive Justice an Education Issue?
Reproductive Justice demands that schools provide comprehensive sexuality education, which
helps students prevent unintended pregnancies and increases their chances of graduating.
Social injustices have created long-standing disparities in education access and quality. Schools
in high-poverty districts receive significantly less funding than their higher income counterparts,4
reducing the chances of students in these districts to receive a quality education. High-poverty
districts also often have more students who identify as People of Color.5 These educational
inequities are also seen in the sexuality education provided to students. In 2002, only one out of
three Black men and fewer than half of Black women had received instruction about
contraception before the first time they had sex.6 When age-appropriate, scientifically-based
sexuality education can reduce rates of both teen pregnancy and high school dropout – it
becomes obvious how much education is a matter of Reproductive Justice.
With the current state of sexuality education in the United States, 53% percent of Latina teens
and 51% of African-American teens will become pregnant before age 20.7 Higher rates of teen
pregnancy among students of color contribute to racial disparities in graduation rates. Teen
pregnancy is linked to dropout rates, as pregnancy and parenting responsibilities significantly
affect girls’ likelihood of graduating. In a recent survey, close to one-half of female dropouts
surveyed said that becoming a parent was a factor in their decisions to leave school.8

Reproductive Justice requires that pregnant and parenting teens be given adequate support to
help them achieve their educational goals and to help their children thrive.
Despite the federal law that prohibits sex discrimination in education, including discrimination
based on pregnancy and related conditions,9 pregnant and parenting teens face many barriers to
staying in school. Such barriers include: insufficient time to recover after giving birth; not being
allowed to make up missed work; being forbidden from receiving student recognition or
participating in extracurricular activities; no child care or transportation; and stigmatization.10
When parents are unable to surmount these barriers, their children are also less likely to reach
their full educational potential, contributing to intergenerational poverty.11
How You Can Support Educational Equity and Reproductive Justice
If you are a social justice advocate who is concerned with education access and equity, you are
probably already working to remedy the serious historical social inequalities that pervade the
education system. While these efforts advance RJ, we can do more to work together to support
our common goals:
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Fight for comprehensive sexuality education12, including education on the use of
contraception. This is essential to reducing teen pregnancy rates and will go a long way
toward improving high school graduation rates.



Improve access to birth control counseling and services for teens.13 This includes
opposing efforts to require teens to get their parent or guardian’s permission for birth
control, encouraging state children’s health programs (SCHIP) to cover birth control for
teens, and advocating for birth control access within school-based health centers.



Urge schools to provide appropriate support for pregnant and parenting teens in order to
keep them on track towards graduating. Such efforts include on-site child care,
transportation, counseling, social service and health referrals, individualized graduation
plans, flexible scheduling, and homebound instruction for extended absences. Schools
should also maintain rigorous and relevant curricula that foster student engagement and
prepare students for careers and post-secondary education. These efforts will make a
difference by helping girls stay in school and to prevent subsequent unplanned
pregnancies.14
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