
CHAPTER 11: UNINTENDED PREGNANCY AND ABORTION

Abortion is a reality in every country regardless of its legal status. Out of 210 million pregnan-
cies worldwide each year, approximately 22 percent, or 46 million, end in abortion. Where
abortion is legally restricted, botched abortions are a major cause of maternal death. Young
women in particular are at high risk for unintended pregnancy, have limited access to money,
and are more likely than women aged 20 to 35 to seek an abortion. A significant percentage of
those women who end up in the hospital with complications from unsafe abortion are young.
Adolescents may be afraid to tell their parents about a pregnancy and may attempt to induce
an abortion themselves or find an underground provider on their own. Such decisions are a
matter of life and death. As educators, we need to ensure that adolescents are informed about
unsafe abortion and the options available to them should they have an unwanted pregnancy.

It is also important for young people to explore the different moral positions and arguments
regarding abortion and discover where their personal values lie. When initiating this discus-
sion, put abortion into a human rights context. Regardless of one’s personal feelings about
abortion, it remains a fact that where abortion is legally restricted or not universally available,
girls and women die and suffer disabling injuries trying to terminate unwanted pregnancies.
Women’s rights to life and to health, as well as their right to make decisions about their own
bodies, must be respected and protected.

Teaching Tips
• Your approach to teaching about abortion and the content of your sessions will be 
significantly influenced by the actual and perceived legal status of abortion in your country, 
as well as by the various beliefs and experiences of your students. Even in countries where it 
is highly restricted, abortion is important to discuss because teenagers and adult women 
have abortions regardless of laws.

• In most countries abortion is a sensitive topic. Adjust the content of your sessions depending 
on how abortion is viewed where you live and the circumstances in which you are teaching. 
At a minimum, you should be able to teach facts about abortion globally and locally, the 
effects of different abortion laws, and the consequences of not providing safe services.

• Get detailed information about the laws in your country from a reliable source, including the 
circumstances under which abortion is allowed and what the restrictions are. Although 
abortion data are frequently unreliable and often difficult to get, gather as much existing 
data as you can, including methods commonly used for abortions in your country and 
services where adolescents can get counseling or advice.

• Make a link to previous sessions on decision making about sexual behavior and 
contraception as ways to prevent unintended pregnancy.

• Decide what terminology you will use before teaching. In some places, there may be 
confusion about such terms as “miscarriage,” “abortion,” “menstrual regulation,” and 
“induced” or “spontaneous” abortion. Use the most common neutral terms that are current 
in your community, clarifying any confusion. The language is often value laden 
and judgmental.

• Be aware that participants in your sessions may have already experienced an unintended 
pregnancy and abortion.
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Content Considerations
• Help students put abortion into context. Discuss the reasons why a woman would have an 
unwanted pregnancy in the first place. For example, she may not have access to 
contraceptive services or the quality of the services may be poor. Or she may have fears 
about certain methods or disagreements with her partner about limiting childbearing. Or her 
contraceptive method may have failed. Or she may have been raped.

• Teach about all possible options a woman or couple has when faced with an unwanted 
pregnancy, including carrying the pregnancy to term and keeping the baby, having an 
abortion, and carrying the pregnancy to term and giving the baby to someone else to bring 
up, whether through adoption or fostering. Explore the motivations for each choice and the 
consequences involved.

• Be clear that there is a link between legality and safety, but that other factors, such as the 
length of the pregnancy, the skills of the provider, and the type of facility play as great a role 
in safety as legality.

• If there are many cases of adolescents who attempt to induce an abortion where you live, 
learn about the consequences and emphasize the risks of self-induced abortion.

• Explore all positions that people take on abortion, but do so carefully, encouraging 
participants to respect each other’s right to their own positions and values. Include 
information on ICPD and other international agreements.  

• Address gender issues related to unwanted pregnancy and abortion. Help students to 
understand that women bear the greater burden and all of the physical risk in pregnancy, 
childbirth, and abortion, and ultimately will make decisions about taking those risks. Men, 
however, share the responsibility for their partners’ pregnancies and should understand why 
and how to support the woman’s decisions about pregnancy. Discuss the impact on families 
and society of high numbers of women dying from unsafe abortions.

• Do not spread or tolerate common clichés about abortion, such as “Abortion is not a method 
of family planning” (it isn’t a method of contraception, but it can be a method of family 
planning), or “If abortion is legalized, women will not use contraception; they will just have 
abortions” (history has shown that this is not true).
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 11.1: THINKING ABOUT ABORTION

SOURCE

“Thinking About Abortion—Around the World,” by Peggy Brick and Bill Taverner.
Educating About Abortion, 2nd Ed. ©2003 by Planned Parenthood of Greater Northern 
New Jersey and reprinted with permission. All rights reserved. www.ppgnnj.org

Suitable for ages 12 to 18

Summary
This solid introductory lesson presents the facts about abortion from a global perspective. The
lesson humanizes abortion yet focuses on the facts, giving participants the opportunity to look
at abortion as a public health issue as well as a moral issue. The lesson covers important agree-
ments reached by governments at the ICPD in 1994 and asks participants to discuss the mean-
ing of sexual and reproductive rights. Participants brainstorm reasons why women have abor-
tions and compare their ideas to a list based on research. They are provided with information
about the legality of abortion worldwide, which enables them to consider the effects of 
these laws on abortion rates and safety. Participants also learn about the comparative risk of 
mortality between carrying a pregnancy to term and having a legal abortion, a risk that is often
disregarded. A true-false exercise debunks common misconceptions.

Teaching Notes
• When participants list the reasons why women may choose to have an abortion, address 
answers that blame women. If participants suggest reasons that research has refuted, offer 
correct information.

• At the end of step 3, the questions posed by participants are not answered or discussed. You 
may want to return to these questions at the end of the lesson if they remain unanswered 
after the true-false exercise.

• After the groups finish the Facts About Abortion Around the World worksheets, go 
through each statement and ask participants if they thought it was true or false and why. 
Give the correct information as needed.

• If you have time, have participants break into small groups and go through discussion 
question D in step 6. This question could also be asked about your own country rather than 
the world.

• Between discussion questions C and D, consider asking participants if they know your 
country’s laws on abortion, then provide them with any information they do not have about 
the legal situation. You could also ask: “Why don’t laws that limit access to abortion stop 
women from having abortions?” “How do laws on abortion affect poor women and rich 
women differently?” Note that rich women can always get a safe abortion even when it is 
highly restricted in their country, whereas poor women can usually get a safe abortion only 
when it is legally and freely available, and even then they may face restrictions.
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Adapting the Lesson
• If you have problems making copies, for step 2 you could make a complete list from the 
participants’ ideas and just add those that are missing. For the worksheets you can make 
displays on large paper, write them on the board beforehand, or use overheads. For the 
Facts About Abortion Around the World worksheet, you can read out the statements and 
give participants time to answer.
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 11.1: THINKING ABOUT ABORTION
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LESSON PLAN 11.1

PROCEDURE: 

1. Write on the board/newsprint: 

“Reproductive and sexual health is a human right.” 

Introduce the lesson by noting that in 1994 an International Conference on
Population and Development set a goal of providing “universal access to a full
range of safe and reliable family planning methods and related reproductive and
sexual health services by the year 2015.” It established a “Program of Action” based
on the proposition above. Ask participants what they think this statement means.
Ask what such a Program of Action might include. Jot answers on the board or
newsprint. 

2. Explain that the goal includes access to family planning services, prenatal care, and
safe abortion. The best estimates are that 46 million abortions (some safe, some
unsafe) are performed throughout the world each year. Divide the group into small
groups of four or five, and ask them to list as many reasons as they can, “Reasons
Why Women May Choose Abortion.” After five minutes, distribute the Worksheet:
REASONS WHY WOMEN MAY CHOOSE ABORTION. Ask groups to compare
their answers to the list. 

Source: The Alan Guttmacher Institute, Sharing Responsibility: Women, Society and
Abortion Worldwide, 1999. Note this figure translates to an average of 35
out of every 1,000 women of childbearing age every year. 

Discussion Questions: 

a. Which of these reasons did your group not identify? 

b. Which of these reasons seem most important to you? 

3. Note that almost every nation permits abortion for some of these reasons and makes
it illegal for other reasons. Ask participants to remain in their groups. Distribute
Worksheet: SAFE AND UNSAFE ABORTION and Worksheet: COMPARISONS -
WHEN ABORTION IS LEGAL/ILLEGAL. 

Ask groups to examine the Worksheets, and write down questions raised by the sta-
tistics shown on the charts. As preparation before the groups begin, review the
charts with the whole group, and elicit one sample question. For example, “Does
outlawing abortion decrease the number of women who die from abortion?” 

4. After several minutes, ask each group to share one or two of their questions. Then
distribute Worksheet: THE FACTS ABOUT ABORTION AROUND THE WORLD.
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From Brick, Peggy, and Taverner, Bill (2003). Educating About Abortion, 2nd Ed. ©2003 by Planned Parenthood of
Greater Northern New Jersey and reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 11.2: ABORTION: TEACHING ALL SIDES

SOURCE

“Abortion: Teaching All Sides Without Taking Sides,” Filling the Gaps: Hard to Teach Topics in
Sexuality Education, Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United States
(SIECUS), New York, 1998. Reprinted with permission of SIECUS. 130 West 42nd Street, Suite
350. New York, NY 10036. www.siecus.org

Suitable for ages 15 to 18

Summary
This lesson is particularly useful in places where abortion is hotly debated and provides a very
good model for discussing any controversial topic without taking a position. The lesson focuses
on opinions and feelings about abortion, with an emphasis on getting participants to see differ-
ent points of view. Participants brainstorm what they have heard about abortion and the law
and categorize the information. Small groups are given different hypothetical laws on abortion
and asked to create a statement defending that law, even if they do not personally agree with it.
Each group presents its case and then can rebut other groups. The lesson concludes with pro-
cessing questions about the exercise and its emotional impact.

Teaching Notes
• In steps 11 and 12, you could ask participants questions to bring out the summary points, 
such as: “Do you think this issue can be resolved to people’s satisfaction?” or “Why do you 
think it is useful to understand all sides of the debate?”

Adapting the Lesson
• In steps 3 to 9, substitute the word “states” with “countries.”
• In step 12, ask participants how they can make their views known, and adapt the possible 
responses to suit your situation.
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