	





Buying Condoms Difficult For Teens in AIDS Survey; [FINAL Edition]
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The scenario is a teen-ager's nightmare: He stands in line by the checkout counter of a downtown drugstore, waiting to buy condoms. He shifts his weight from one foot to the other, fighting the temptation to break out of the line and run out of the store.

When his turn comes up, he mumbles and points to the rack of Trojans behind the counter. The clerk raises an eyebrow, scowls, then looks for a price tag. Suddenly, the clerk calls for a price check of condoms over the store's loudspeaker.

The idea of asking a clerk for condoms is so tormenting that many teens leave the store without buying any. And these barriers of fear and inaccessibility increase the chances that sexually active teen-agers will expose themselves to AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases, according to a group of District teens who worked this spring with the Center for Population Options.

The six teens recruited by the center surveyed drug and convenience stores in the District to learn more about the barriers and how they could be broken down. The center, a Washington-based, nonprofit organization concerned with adolescent health issues, has sent copies of the teens' survey and recommendations to drug and convenience store managers in the District, urging them to adopt the teens' recommendations.

The teen-agers recommended that condoms be placed where young people can buy them without having to ask for them, all contraceptives should be kept on the same shelf and clearly marked, employers should treat young people with respect, and stores should provide pamphlets on contraceptives and sexually transmitted diseases.

The teens surveyed 45 drugstores and 15 convenience stores-30 percent of all listed in the C&P Yellow Pages-to investigate how accessible over-the-counter contraceptive methods are to young people.

Each teen-ager went to 10 stores, checking to see if the store had signs in the aisles marking where the contraceptives were located, whether the condoms were placed on a shelf with the rest of the contraceptives, the kinds of condoms carried, the cost and what other contraceptives the store carried.

Some teens said they ran into problems immediately. With no signs indicating where to go, they roamed up and down the aisles until they reached the feminine hygiene products, which often share the shelf with contraceptives.

The survey showed that 35 percent of the drugstores and 32 percent of convenience stores keep condoms behind the cash register, away from the other contraceptives.

Only 13 percent of the stores surveyed had signs in the aisles indicating where family planning products were sold. When teens asked clerks for help, they were treated scornfully-an attitude the teens said was intimidating.

The teen-agers who conducted the survey with the center were from local public high schools. "Teens were in the best position to do the survey because they can best gauge the reaction clerks have toward them," said Nancy Watzman, a spokeswoman for the center. "Here they were being responsible enough to buy condoms and clerks treated them as if they were cheap. The teens think that grown-ups don't know how to deal with teen-age sexuality."

Ronnie Moore, a 16-year-old student from School Without Walls and one of the Teen Council members, said that before he began the survey, "I didn't know condoms were so inaccessible."

"If a very shy teen-ager was going into the store to look for condoms on his own, he'd have a hard time finding them. Clerks don't have a good attitude about teen-agers buying condoms. They scare teens."

Marta Ferman, another Teen Council member who recently graduated from Woodrow Wilson High School, believes that clerks resent teen-agers and stereotype them all as "irresponsible troublemakers."

"Clerks are mean to teens," said Ferman, who plans to study languages in college this September. "They think teens have too much freedom and they shouldn't mess around. We aren't telling people to go out and have sex. All we are saying is that if you do have sex, wear condoms, because catching AIDS would be worse."

The survey was one of several related projects the teens worked on with the center. To help teen-agers prevent the spread of AIDS, the Teen Council put together "Advice for Teens on Buying Condoms," a pamphlet illustrated with witty cartoon characters.

One illustration shows an ogre standing behind the pharmacy counter glaring down at a frightened girl. "Be cool," it says, "the clerk won't bite. But if they are rude, stay calm and ignore them. Remember you are doing the right thing."

"I was in this big store, and I couldn't find the contraceptives anywhere," Ferman said. "I went up to this old man who worked there. He couldn't hear me so I was talking real loud. `Where are the condoms?' Everybody was looking at me. He gave me an evil look, like I had done something wrong, and then told me to go downstairs."

Downstairs, she said, she approached two store clerks standing in an aisle pricing merchandise and asked them where the condoms were. "The guys looked at me, then at each other, and laughed. They were talking in another language, so I couldn't understand them."

A woman at the pharmacy finally told Ferman that the condoms were not kept in the family section, along with other contraceptives. She directed the frazzled teen-ager back upstairs to the checkout counter.

Drugstore managers said in interviews that condoms are placed out of public reach because people steal them. "Some people even reach over the counter to grab them," said Tim Tinsley, manager of Standard Drug at 1805 18th St. NW.

Tinsley said he isn't aware of any problems that teens have buying condoms. His clerks, he said, treat teens the way they treat all customers. "We teach our clerks not to show any reaction to anyone," he said, "regardless of what they buy."

But equal treatment is not what teens said they experienced, especially females who were given a harder time for buying condoms than are their male counterparts. The survey showed that 40 percent of female teen interaction with clerks was negative, compared with male teens who felt they had a fair reception.

Jackie Torres, a Teen Council member, said one drugstore clerk told her that only "bad girls" buy condoms.

"He was giving me a lecture in Spanish about how terrible it was for me to buy condoms," said the Woodrow Wilson High School graduate. "They see it like you are losing your innocence. But I was trying to explain why we were doing a survey, and that the point is when we come in to buy condoms we are being responsible."

Some clerks, however, are more aware of teen-agers' needs than others. Robert McDonald, manager of Peoples Drug at 14th and Park streets NW, tells his clerks to help out teen-agers.

"If a teen-ager comes in and acts kind of shy," he said, "they are probably looking for rubbers. I tell my folks to put them in a paper bag so customers behind them can't see what they are buying. It doesn't matter what I think of teen-agers having sex. Hey, it's too rough out there to be neglecting your health."

"Stores can play a vital role in preventing the spread of AIDS," Watzman said. "This is an attempt to improve the situation so that teen-agers can have adequate protection."
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It was nearly 100 degrees outside and Danny Seo, the 18-year-old executive director of Earth 2000 -- an environmental youth organization he founded when he was 12 -- turns off the air conditioning in his mother's car. She is melting and flips it back on. He lowers his window. She cranks up the air. He closes the vents. She reopens them.

"I had just read about all the terrible things car air conditioners can do," says the Pennsylvania teenage activist who also has chided his mom for wearing fur, buying non-recyclable items and not being understanding when lawyers swamped their house after he sued a developer for trying to build a luxury estate on "my childhood playground."

But what was annoying to his mom at home was winning him headlines nationwide. Who Cares magazine selected Seo as one of 21 young visionaries in America in its Fall 1995 issue. He even got his photo in Newsweek. His mom is proud that he is doing so much good in the world. But, she wonders, can't he just leave her alone?



Power struggles between parents and their children over causes are common. Many teenagers who join political, social or environmental movements are constantly trying to bully their parents into changing their lifestyle.

Resentful of being controlled, parents often order their kids to give up their cause even if they believe in it. Doors slam. Feet stomp. And nobody even remembers what started the fights.

Life doesn't have to be miserable when children take up causes, however. Experts say parents should let their children explore causes, but they also should try to temper the enthusiasm of young idealists by teaching them that they can't expect everyone to think and act as they do.

"The major goal should be to teach kids to appreciate differences," says Richard Ryan, professor of psychology at the University of Rochester. "Parents need to move out of the stance of controlling and being controlled and instead try to understand, appreciate and hear out their child. . . . To the extent that control gets into the mix, alienation is the likely result, a deepening divide, a disrespect."

It's natural for kids to rebel against their parents. "Parents need to realize that adolescents will criticize parents no matter what they do," says Judith Myers-Walls, associate professor at Purdue University. "Judging parents, making faces, looking for hypocrisy, will reach a peak during that age. They will try to differentiate themselves from parents."

But adolescents are not attracted to causes just to get parents mad. Their concerns about world hunger and other social issues are genuine and peak in late elementary years. "Kids are interested in right and wrong and fairness," explains Myers-Walls. "As they get older they [become] more aware of the world around them . . . they do a lot more introspection. Combine that with a sense of fairness and they get very involved in social issues."

There is plenty of opportunity for young people to get involved in causes. Environmental, animal rights and other political groups target children and teenagers as potential members. Ads, slogans, "green" comics, and TV programs aimed at young audiences suggest that they can clean up our world, eradicate racism and make the planet safer. Kids believe this message and then expect parents to as well. And many parents do -- but not to the same extent. So when a light is left on overnight or a styrofoam cup is found in the closet, parents get hell from their kids.

Some youngsters have become "eco-tyrants," environmental cops who try to coerce parents into changing their behavior, says Donna Lee King, professor of sociology at the University of North Carolina-Wilmington. Author of "Doing Their Share to Save the Planet," King did research on how children view the environmental crisis. The biggest threat they saw to their future was not superpowers and corporate greed. It was litterbugs and water wasters.

The problem, says King, is that kids have unrealistic expectations of what parents can do. Slogans, she says, simplify solutions to today's problems. "My concern is that we are giving [adolescents] simple solutions to complex global problems," she says.

While it's important for teenagers to feel they can make a difference, it's also crucial they understand the realities of consumer politics, King says. Mom may want to buy organic foods at a local co-op but nonorganic fruits are probably cheaper at a large supermarket. Parents, adds King, can explain they would rather not use plastic, but that it "may be all that is available. Recognize that teens' demands are only unrealistic because of the options we are given."

The bottom line, however, is this: Parents shouldn't give in to their children's demands. Kids must learn to be open-minded and to compromise. When Dean McDonald's kids demanded veggies every night, she served them a lesson on tolerance. "There were times my children made disparaging remarks about steak -- 'That's gross, how can you eat that?'" says the minister of the Chevy Chase Presbyterian Church and mother of three, two in college and a ninth grader. "We nipped that in the bud. We said, 'It's fine for you to have your own belief system but to make meal time an obnoxious time, we won't allow that.' "

She says she never tried to cram meat down her kids' throats and never felt forced to eat their gruel. When meat is served for dinner, her kids cook their own meals or eat more vegetables.

Some parents, says Purdue's Myers-Walls, "turn somersaults" trying to figure out what to give their children. But by groveling to their taste buds parents are merely teaching their children that they can get their way by making a big stink.

Instead, parents should take advantage of their kids' enthusiasm about changing the world by teaching them to take responsibility. If, for instance, your son starts hounding you for not recycling paper, ask him why he thinks recycling is important, then think over his response.

If you don't feel like schlepping to the drop-off site, just say so, but help your son find a ride. If you think recycling is important, you may want to drive him yourself.

"Asking children why they are so concerned," says Myers-Walls, "teaches them to express their opinion and says, 'Hey I'm willing to listen.' Then parents should say, 'I see your point and I will change' or 'Let me think about that.' Or, 'The same things are not important to me so I won't change. But I respect your decision.' "

Often times, parents learn new facts from activist children. Paul Shapiro, a 16-year old member of People for Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), says he once offended his mother, a volunteer at a humane society, when he said, "If you love animals, why not love them all?" But then he stopped nagging his parents.

One day, they glanced through a copy of a book on Judaism and vegetarianism. "They liked it," he says, acknowledging that leaving that book around the house was a tactical move on his part to gain his parents' acceptance after bitterly complaining for having to go to Hebrew school. Then he taught a seminar on vegetarianism at a Jewish camp. He says his parents liked that too. "My mom no longer eats land-dwelling animals," he says. His dad, Larry, says he eats creatures that swim and fly.

It's hard for parents to actually listen to what their kids are saying when they are being accused of doing everything wrong. "Parents are so busy and over-committed," says Myers-Walls, "that when they get home they don't want someone else telling them what to do."

One-time liberal parents, adds University of Rochester psychologist Ryan, may be particularly threatened by their child's commitment to a cause they once espoused. "You are being called a conservative, nonactivist, uninvolved, uncaring in some way or another," says Ryan. "There is a knee-jerk reaction to defend yourself, put them down or be condescending."

But that's not the best way to react. His suggestion: "Be curious about your defensiveness. Wonder about yourself, not your kid. Say, 'Why do I feel defensive? Maybe there is some truth to what he is saying, there is some value that I'm moving against,' " he adds. If you feel "existential guilt for not living up to your ideals," Ryan suggests, "come face to face with it."

The situation gets dicier when parents put their foot down because they believe their kids are on the wrong track. Margie Weiner, a '60s liberal activist and now vice president of a publishing company, was appalled when her 13-year-old son questioned her pro-choice stand. "We were driving to his bar mitzvah tutor and we heard something on the news about that (abortion rights)," she said. "He said he thought that abortion was terrible. . . . I was so upset I slammed on the brakes and told him to get out of the car. Then I realized he was 13 years old. I couldn't throw him out of the car. . . . I felt he was young and misinformed. . . . I think it was something he heard at school."

Weiner's reaction is typical. Most parents want their kids to be like them, to share their beliefs. Says Ronald Wynne, director of the Washington Assessment & Therapy Services: "I love parents who are liberal and say, 'You must believe what I believe because I'm a liberal.' " Wynne says he wasn't thrilled when his son chose to be a stockbroker, but didn't try to stop him either.

The fact is, says Wynne, parents can't control what kids think. But parents do have control over what their children do in their home that directly affects their lifestyle.

"Say my kid belongs to the NRA [National Rifle Association] and his mother and I are active Bradyites. How will this affect my life as a parent? Probably not at all. It's unfortunate; I wish he saw things the way we do. So I'd say: 'Believe what you want, as long as you don't have target practice in the house. That would affect me. You want to have a tank. Fine. But not in my garage. . . . I don't want you to have meetings here. That would raise my blood pressure.' "

If any of her three kids came home supporting a cause the family opposes, McDonald would shower them with handouts to educate them about her position. But the primary goal would be to keep communications open. "When my husband was an anti-war activist in high school, his parents came down hard on him. That was a distancing maneuver on their part. We'd value being in communication much more than any cause. . . . I think the message is 'We love you regardless of what you believe in.' "

Parents who are too embarrassed to admit to friends that the grungy teenager picketing in front of the fur store is theirs can take heart in Wynne's prediction: Kids whose positions are diametrically opposed to their parents end up looking more like mom and dad in later years. "Their own politics drift back to the household norm . . . at one point you start looking surprisingly like your folks."

Even Seo -- who has deferred matriculating at a university and thus further upset his mother -- is coming around. He still is deeply entrenched in environmental issues. But he isn't the hard-liner he used to be -- at least when it's hot. "If I'm on a business trip and I'm driving for eight hours and there is no coffee, I'll use the air conditioning. But I'll put it on the low speed or eco setting."
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