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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, up first, a new baby boom with 

record births to single mothers.  Then, the Pope sets off a condom controversy in Africa.  

Behind the headlines, unconventional D.C. public schools Chancellor Michelle Rhee.     

 

(Musical break.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Hello, I’m Bonnie Erbe and welcome to To the Contrary, a 

discussion of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, teenage 

pregnancy.   

 

More babies were born in the United States in 2007 than in any other year in 

American history, that according to new government figures, which also show for two 

years in a row the teen pregnancy rate rose.  That reversed what had been a steady 14-

year decline in teen births and once again refueled the debate over abstinence-only sex 

education.   

 

Opponents argue these latest numbers are evidence the programs don’t work.  

President Obama is expected to announce whether or not he will continue funding for 

abstinence-only education in the coming weeks.  But the debate over the rising birthrate 

is reaching beyond the classroom.  With more unmarried women in their 20s, 30s, and 

40s also having more babies, some say the trend represents an ideological shift in 

America in which single motherhood is becoming the norm.  This huge rise in births also 

raises questions about how long the U.S. population can continue to rise without a change 

in the quality of life, increased urban poverty, increased competition for jobs, and more 

environmental degradation.   

 

So Congresswoman Norton, is single motherhood a norm now?  Is that what we 

learned from these data this week? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Bonnie, I can only hope that this does not become the norm in 

this society because in the vast majority of cases that can’t be good for children.   

 

MS. WOOD:  I’m actually going to agree with Eleanor.  Single motherhood is not 

the norm.  The norm for children is a mom and a dad and every time we’ve veered off 

that in any direction, it doesn’t prove to be beneficial to children.  And frankly – 

(unintelligible).   

 

MS. GANDY:  Being a single parent is really tough.  I don’t think that’s going to 

become the norm, but one reason I think it’s happening is because it’s been glamorized 

by Hollywood.   

 

MS. NELSON:  I agree with Kim and I think it’s a cultural shift, as we were 

talking about it earlier.  It’s just a shift where women feel they can do it alone and they 



have models like Madonna and Angelina Jolie before they were married, when women 

were adopting children and it looks glamorous.   

 

MS. ERBE:  It’s now about one in three white women.  It’s 72 percent, almost 

three fourths of the black community.  Why is this?  Why is this going on?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Not all, but most women want to be moms eventually and the fact 

is marriage is getting delayed and delayed and delayed.  Women are waiting longer to get 

married.  In some cases, they never – they don’t meet Mr. Right or they haven’t and – but 

they still want to have kids.  That’s why it’s not just people who haven’t finished high 

school.  You see single professional women doing this.  You see it happening in 

Hollywood.  I think that’s one reason.  That’s not the only one.  There ought to be 

something saying, “as bad as you may want something, it doesn’t mean that it’s going to 

be beneficial for your child or you in the long run.”  But you don’t usually see the 

downside towards three in the morning and you’re the one up every night.  That’s not the 

part you see in the movies.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  By the way, the right way it tells the story.  This has been a 

very troubling norm – a norm that no woman wants, interestingly.  It’s a very troubling 

norm in the African-American community.  It’s got to be rooted out someway, but the 

fact that it’s caught on so strong in there among white women, I think tells us what has 

happened to marriage.  All the statistics tell us that marriage now is becoming an upper 

middle class and upper class phenomenon.  So these women who are not getting married 

have also settled in to what they regard as a norm or at least acceptable.  Since it’s 

acceptable, let it happen.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Right, completely acceptable.  I talked to one young woman one 

time who was unwed and had just had a child and I said, “Why did you do this?”  And 

she said, “Well, marriage doesn’t work.  Marriage is meaningless.”  And I said, “So the 

alternative is better?  Is it going to take a whole generation for you guys to figure out – 

(laughter) – that just because you’re rebelling against one thing that doesn’t work in your 

eyes, that the alternative is better?”   

 

MS. WOOD:  Yes, but they have to learn it for their own, on their own time.  

Well, but I think it’s to the normalization side.  It’s not looked down upon.  It’s not that 

you would say well we’re going shun these people.  But the idea that it’s considered 

equal to a man and a woman who’ve committed to each other having a home, 

establishing a home, raising a child, those two things are not equal.  But if you watch TV, 

it looks like it’s either equal or better in some cases.  And it’s – (inaudible) – since 

society is general.   

 

MS. GANDY:  Yes, I’m more concerned about the teenagers.  It’s one thing if a 

30-year-old woman decides to do it and she’s going to find up pretty quickly how hard it 

is, but if she’s got the resources to do it, it’s a different issue.  But when you’ve got 15 

and 16-year-olds with increasing birthrates, I attribute that – 

 



MS. ERBE:  Well, it’s a different issue.  Should it be a different issue because – 

 

MS. GANDY:  Well, it is a different issue because a 30-year-old woman likely 

knows what’s she’s getting into and a 15-year-old saw the movie Juno and sees the TV 

show about the teenage girl having a baby and it all looks very glamorous.  And 15-year-

olds really aren’t in a position to parse out what is and what isn’t.  But I think part of it is 

this abstinence-only education that is telling our daughters and our sons that condoms 

don’t work, that birth control doesn’t work.  Don’t bother.  And they’re having sex 

anyway.  They’re just doing it without protection.   

 

MS. NELSON:  Well, look, you’ve seen Governor Sarah Palin’s daughter come 

out and say the abstinence-only doesn’t work.  She’s a living example.  I’m not sure that I 

think it doesn’t work for everyone.  I think coupled with some other good teachings and 

policies and a strong family, abstinence should be a part of what you tell young people.  

But I do think Kim makes a good point that it depends on whether it’s a teenager having a 

baby out of wedlock or a 30, 40-year-old professional doctor, lawyer, engineer et cetera.  

I use myself as an example.  I don’t have children yet.  I’d like to, but I’m getting where 

that biological clock is going to start in a danger zone, so I have considered do I want to 

adopt kids if I haven’t got the right guy yet?  So it’s something you wrestle with.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yes, but let’s look at this.  I really don’t think it’s 30 and 40 

doctors, lawyers, and Indian chiefs.  In fact with the – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But wait – but Eleanor, the data do show that that’s where the 

biggest increase – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  I’m perfectly sympathetic with that.  No, what it shows it’s the 

biggest increase is happening in those age groups.  And I’d like to see that broken down.  

Kim’s point would be a very important point, except that we don’t know yet that that’s a 

trend because that’s two years.  What we know is that these 30 and 40-year-olds, these 

20, 30, and 40-year-olds, these emancipated women have been doing this now for quite 

some time.  Now, who are these women?  If in fact these are women hitting the age 

barrier, all of that would be understandable.  And if ever some statistics needed to be 

broken down, these statistics need to be broken down because my sense is that it is not 

the top of the ladder that’s doing this – that the trend is far more widespread than that.  

And we need to find out what is happening to these women.  And your formal question 

about the norm may be clicking in here.  But it’s because the norm it’s the norm and so 

you do it.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But I want to shift – I want to shift to the other part, which is record 

boom – since the baby boomers, record number of Americans born.  Has the United 

States had a conversation?  Does it need to have a conversation about population growth?  

We had one in the ’60s and ’70s.  It seems to have gone completely away.  We’re now in 

the biggest growth spurt since World War II, since the baby boom right after World War 

II.  Does everybody want more cities, more suburban sprawl, more competition for jobs, 

more depletion of our education resources?   



 

MS. WOOD:  I’m one of those people who thinks more people is a good thing.  I 

think people are value, a resource that we ought to be encouraging, not to say that we just 

need less of them.  And the fact – if you were not – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Less, but maybe – same – same number.  But we are having – 

 

MS. WOOD:  – look, we don’t have to look far.  We can look at Europe.  We can 

look at lot of places in the world where people are not even – the populations aren’t even 

replacing the current population – 

 

MS. ERBE:  What about China and India – no, but the role model for the United 

States is much more China and India than it is Western Europe.   

 

MS. WOOD:  – well, but I’m talking about – 

 

MS. ERBE:  In terms of population growth.   

 

MS. WOOD:  – well, population, but you have to look at our systems like in the 

way that we take care of generations and so forth.  And if you – we’re – (inaudible) – so 

forth.  Now, the big tsunami that’s coming is this entitlement budget and what we pay for 

through social security and Medicare and Medicaid.  Well, guess who pays that?  Today’s 

workers.  And if there are fewer of them and then more people at the other end of the 

spectrum, 80 years old, 70 years old, that’s a huge problem that’s coming.   

 

MS. GANDY:  Well, but you can’t keep that up forever and ever.  You can’t just 

keep saying that we’re going to have more and more kids at the bottom end to support 

more and more elders because those kids are going – 

 

MS. WOOD:  But you’ve got to have a balance.  And if you look at Europe, it’s 

completely tilted in the other way.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I agree.  I agree.  Look, one of the few things that the people 

have tended to respond to by education and class is having fewer children.  If you have 

more and more people at the bottom, you’re going to have that problem.  I really think it 

is fabulous the way the availability of birth control or abortion and the rest and some 

options have almost gotten people in their own modes of dealing with this.  We’ve got to 

look at what’s happening to these women – 20, 30, and 40 – in their own terms and try to 

figure out why it is that they are going ahead when in fact the norm seemed to be the 

other way.  And it is very much the case that in this new kind of world where advanced 

societies tend to not replace themselves and become societies of old people, how you can 

finally find a way to balance that out.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Does that mean we grow, we grow until we’re as big as – until we’re 

over a billion?   

 



DEL. NORTON:  But you don’t say, “Hey, isn’t it time for us to all cut” – you 

begin to say, “Wait a minute.  If this is what happens when class and education produces 

societies that don’t in fact come forward, what do you do?”  Well, one of the things you 

do, for example, is what Europe does.  It says, “Look, when we don’t have enough 

children, we in fact put out incentives to have children.”  And then you find that people 

respond to monetary incentives, the way this market does – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  – more people and more social programs.  We’ve got to switch up 

and – (inaudible).  From birth to birth control.   

 

During his first papal visit to Africa this week, Pope Benedict the 16
th

 spelled out 

his views on condom use in the most AIDS afflicted continent in the world.  Pope 

Benedict created a firestorm of criticism when he said condoms don’t help.  They even 

increase cases of AIDS, which is scientifically and factually incorrect.  The Roman 

Catholic Church bans condom use and supports abstinence-only education.  But in Africa 

millions of AIDS victims are young women married after older man who have AIDS.  

These young virgins have no say in whether a condom is used or not and indeed, 

according to experts, most often spend their time trying not to be beaten by their 

husbands.  In Africa, AIDS has killed more than 25 million people since the early 1980s 

and more than 20 million are living with the disease today, including 13 million women.   

 

Meanwhile, on the home front, President Obama moved toward increasing aid to 

poor women internationally with the nomination of Milan Verveer as ambassador at large 

for international women’s issues.  Secretary of State Hillary Clinton signaled a new 

direction for U.S. foreign policy by saying international development must be equal 

partners with diplomacy and defense to improve the state of women worldwide.   

 

MS. RITA SHARMA:  (From tape.)  Women are the vast majority of the world’s 

poor and they are also the ones who take any income they have and reinvest it right back 

into their kids, into their schooling, into their health care, into their nutrition.  So a dollar 

invested in a woman brings huge, huge returns.   

 

MS. ERBE:  So Kim Gandy, let’s start with the Pope’s comments in Africa.  Your 

thoughts.   

 

MS. GANDY:  Well, as you said, it’s absolutely untrue.  Condoms make a huge 

difference in the transmission of AIDS and we can see that.  But in fact the Bush 

administration did the same thing – did everything it could to cut off access to the things 

that we know work against AIDS.  I think that the Catholic Church makes itself 

increasingly irrelevant when they say things like this that we know – 

 

MS. ERBE:  And you say this as a practicing Catholic?   

 



MS. GANDY:  No, I’m not a practicing Catholic, but I know many people who 

are who frankly are losing faith in their church, in a church that would excommunicate 

the mother and doctors who got an abortion for a nine-year-old rape victim that was 

pregnant with twins.  It’s an outrage.  The church, instead of preaching compassion and 

helping people deal with the ravages of disease, is making it more possible for them to be 

afflicted.   

 

MS. NELSON:  I would say that I agree with Kim on the standpoint of I think 

there is a dangerous intersection here of religious, faith, and science, meaning that what’s 

going to happen with the people in Africa – the Pope comes and says this is not what you 

ought to do.  This is not a good policy.  People fear for their souls.  They thus shun away 

from something that’s medically proven, scientifically proven to be in their best interest.  

And so I think that there has to be a balance.  I also think the Catholic Church does run 

the risk of – it just doesn’t seem to be in the 21
st
 century with the evangelicals and other 

Protestant faiths, et cetera.  I’m not saying – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Wait, wait, wait.  Wait, Genevieve.  I just – what shocked me about 

the comments was that he wasn’t briefed better on what is happening in Africa.  These 

are young girls married off to older men who already have AIDS.  They are raped 

essentially.  They’re 14 or 15 years old.  They – the choice of whether or not to use a 

condom never gets close to them.  They are the ones who are getting AIDS or having 

children who are born HIV positive.  Why didn’t his people brief him better that’s it’s not 

like it’s a bunch of middle class people sitting around whether to decide to use condoms 

or not?   

 

MS. WOOD:  I guess one of my thoughts in this whole thing is even if they were 

giving up condoms, everybody could – these girls can make them and use them.  I’m not 

saying it would be better if they did, but they can’t.  And if you look at the broader policy 

– and I think it was wrong that he said condoms never prevent AIDS.  That’s not true – or 

the spread of HIV.   

 

MS. ERBE:  No, he said that they promote – he said it promotes the spread of 

HIV/AIDS.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, I think probably what he meant is that contraception 

promotion and the like as a whole – and encouraging – anything that would encourage 

sex outside of marriage and not having monogamy can spread STDs and that is true.  So 

I’m going to assume that’s what he meant.  But the fact is when you look at a place like 

Africa and you look at countries that I’ve used as example in this program before, like 

Uganda, it was the complete not passing out of contraception, but that was not what was 

number one.  It was abstinence first.  It was be faithful second.  And it was contraception 

third, being condoms.  And that is a country that’s had the biggest drop in AIDS in the 

continent of Africa and the fact is when it comes to Bush administration, one place that 



Bush was actually quite popular at the end of his term was Africa.  He’s done more there 

to fight AIDS than any other president.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Seventy five percent of the deaths – AIDS deaths have occurred 

in Africa before – (inaudible) – an article of faith and before this had not seen this kind of 

criticism of the Pope.  It’s because it is Africa.  He was criticized as if he were another 

politician this time.  I don’t expect the church to change.  This has been the doctrine 

forever.  I do expect when you go to a continent where people would likely believe you 

were God, you will keep that in mind and keep in mind how to use what the article of 

faith on that particular issue is.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, one thing that nobody’s brought up here is there’s antiviral 

foam now, which could be passed to these girls, which could – even they are made to 

have sex against their will – they could use to prevent contracting AIDS.  Why isn’t the 

church or I don’t know who using it – 

 

MS. GANDY:  Because that’s birth control and – 

 

MS. ERBE:  – no, no, it’s not.  It’s antiviral foam.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Is it a contraception?  Look, if it’s a contraception – and I’m not 

Catholic – but the Catholic Church believes that contraception in those terms is wrong.   

 

MS. ERBE:  You can’t split the two of them?   

 

MS. GANDY:  I suppose that you could make an antiviral foam that didn’t have 

contraception in it.  I don’t know about that.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Which would be a great thing if you could do that.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  That’s not his job.   

 

MS. GANDY:  The predecessor of this pope also went to Sub-Saharan Africa and 

preached no birth control at a time when the average age of death by starvation was four 

years old.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines, D.C. public schools Chancellor 

Michelle Rhee.  She made news with her no nonsense approach to reading public schools 

of bad teachers.  “Time” Magazine called her “the most revolutionary and polarizing 

force in American education.”  I sat down with the divorced mother of two daughters to 

find out what she thinks about President Obama’s education policy and how she is 

dealing with being in the national spotlight.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   



 

MS. MICHELLE RHEE:  On the positive side, we’ve got a lot of national 

attention and that is bringing in lots of people’s money to the system, additional help, 

talent.  So for those reasons, I think it’s a good thing.  And also I think that the fact that 

people are now on the national stage talking about the issues in urban education reform is 

incredibly critical to the future of the country.   

 

MS. ERBE:  And what are the negatives?   

 

MS. RHEE:  I think that the story that’s exciting and the story that’s interesting to 

play out is there’s controversy.  There’s conflict.  Teachers don’t like her.  She doesn’t 

like teachers – that sort of thing.  And that’s actually not accurate.  The media has in 

some way served to exacerbate the kind of tensions or the idea that I’m out to get 

teachers and that sort of thing.  I think there is a belief that we’re going to look at test 

scores and test scores alone and based on those test scores we’re going to fire people or 

not.  And that’s a myth.   

 

MS. ERBE:  What do you think about President Obama’s educational reforms?   

 

MS. RHEE:  I am incredibly hopeful right now about where education reform can 

be four years from now, given the stance that the president has taken in his first few 

months.  He has been very straightforward about the fact that teacher quality matters, that 

we rely on teachers heavily, that we should recognize and reward great teachers, and that 

we should look at differentiated compensation, and that for ineffective teachers, we 

should try to professionally develop them.  And if we can, then that’s great and if not, 

then we need to remove them from the system.  For a Democrat to say that is 

revolutionary.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Do your kids go to public school?   

 

MS. RHEE:  They do.  They go to D.C. public schools.   

 

MS. ERBE:  And how do they do?   

 

MS. RHEE:  They’re doing well.  I think it’s hard on them to a certain extent 

because their mother is sort of this lightning rod in the city and my daughter – during the 

last snow storm my older daughter got to school and my ex who took her – who dropped 

her off that day said that she walked into the cafeteria and kids were about to bumrush 

her and she said, “Do you think I want to be here?  Get off my back.”  So they’re in a 

tough spot.  And adults will say crazy things to them all the time, which I find 

astonishing.  One man came up to my little one, who’s six, and said, “Your mother is a 

very bad woman, very bad.”  And my six year old, luckily, is – just nothing fazes her.  

She said, “Yeah, whatever.”  I’ve never sat down to say, “People are going to say bad 

things about mommy” or anything like that, but they’re very conscious of what I do.  So 

they know what I’m engaged and they know it’s serious.  They know it’s important and 



they’re, for little kids, incredibly supportive of that.  And they’re fiercely protective of 

me.  

 

MS. ERBE:  You’re a Korean American who took over a largely African-

American school system.  How do you deal with race?   

 

MS. RHEE:  It was an issue at the beginning.  When Mayor Fenty announced me 

on June 12, 2007, I think that the city was shocked.  I think people said, “What on God’s 

green earth is this man thinking.”  A 37-year-old Korean girl from Toledo, Ohio, never 

run a school, much less a school system, we have the most dysfunctional school district 

in the country.  What makes him think that this lady can do this?  And I think that lots of 

people were very worried about the race issue and people were saying, “Well, how can 

you relate to a largely low-income and African-American population, given who you 

are?”  And I think that now if you talk to people across the city, whether they hate me or 

they love me, race is the last thing they talk about.  They’ll disagree with the way that I 

go about doing things or the decisions that I make, like the strategic decisions that I 

make, but I don’t think that anybody at the end of the day believes that my race is 

impacting things at all.   

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  So Sophia Nelson, is she the answer of what school reform – what 

public schools across the country need now?   

 

MS. NELSON:  I don’t know if she’s the answer, but I think she’s part of the 

solution.  I think that she is a lightning rod, but I agree with her wholeheartedly on the 

revolutionary type of things that we’re seeing – as a Republican seeing Democrats talk 

about it is refreshing to me and I think that she has some new ideas, energy.  I think that’s 

a positive so –   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I think she’s growing in office.  She – you can be a lightning 

rod such that you discombobulate the system as well.  And she did exactly what we want 

schools to do today, to be shook up.  But then, the wisdom really lies much more in the 

variegated approach that the president is taking.  For example, the District of Columbia 

has the largest charter school system in the United States.  They have walked away from 

the D.C. public schools.  And these entrepreneurial, pro-education people have set up 

schools, including building their own buildings all over the District of Columbia, these 

KIPP schools for example, which go from seven to seven that you’re in school.  And 

what the president is doing with this new money is not – not saying just hire the teachers 

you have, but they’re saying it’ll go to – you’ll get more of this money if you have  those 

all-day schools.  You’ll get more of this money if you use charter schools and not just 

D.C. public schools.  That kind of nuance is what we need.  

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, it has been encouraging to see President Obama and Michelle 

Rhee and others talk about more choice.  I’d like to see them taking it even further and 

renew the D.C. voucher program, which is – I know, which is very important for 



thousands of children in the city, including those who go to Sidwell Friends, where his 

children go.  I think it’s great her kids go to D.C. public schools, but President Obama’s 

don’t.  And there’s a reason.  They’re not where they should be yet.  I hope Michelle – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Quick, Kim.   

 

MS. GANDY:  My kids went to D.C. public schools and there’s a lot of 

innovation that needs to be done.  I’m glad to see that she’s doing some of it.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right, terrific.  That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next 

week, U.S. Representative Linda Sanchez talks about being the first pregnant and 

unmarried member of Congress.  Please join us on the web for “To the Contrary Extra.”  

Whether your views are in agreement or to the contrary, please join us next time. 

 

(END) 


