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Introduction

“What is sex, anyway?”

I have asked this question of hundreds of children and teens over the years, and while there has never been a unanimous answer, attitudes toward sex have definitely changed. There is great debate over which sexual behaviors count and which don’t. Many of my students have suggested, “Oral sex isn’t sex. It’s just third base.” Even if you don’t remember what the baseball analogy was when you were in school, the way children view sex is different now. And that’s where I come in.

FROM PRESIDENT TO SEX EDUCATOR TO PARENT

Most children don’t wake up one day and say, “When I grow up, I want to be a sex educator.” I certainly didn’t. I always thought that I was going to be the first female president of the United States. If that failed, I would consider a job as an attorney or Supreme Court justice. A career that had to do with sex was never part of my grand plan. But while my dreams of being in politics eventually waned, my desire to explore provocative subjects for a mass audience never faded. This desire to stimulate dialogue stemmed from my family—they ingrained in me both a sense of responsibility and a lot of confidence, a perfect combination for someone who talks about sex for a living.

If you think that my parents were liberal hippies who espoused ideals of free love, you would be very much mistaken. My own sexuality education was pretty minimal, from what I remember. My parents bought me a book called Mommy, Where Do Babies Come From?, in which two children’s quest to discover how babies were made took them to a florist, where they learned about pollination, to a bird specialist, who taught them about bird fertilization, and then, finally, back home to the boy’s mother to learn about human reproduction. Though the last few pages talked about the penis and vagina, they didn’t offer any illustrations of the parts—only a water-color drawing of a mommy sitting in a rocking chair while her son and his friend listened at her feet. In hindsight, the book was sweet, but not very informative.

It was the kids on the school bus who supplied the gory and graphic details of my sex education (many of which, as you can imagine, were barely accurate). But even though a lot of what the big bully in the backseat told us seemed crazy (like you could get pregnant if someone spit on you when they had an erection), we believed him. He became our expert.

So how did I get from the back of that school bus to the front of the classroom? In my quest to discover why I became a sexologist, I came across some interesting artifacts hiding in my parents’ attic. My mom had requested that I go through some of my old things. I believe her exact words were “Keep it or trash it—just not here.” In my search, I found my third-grade diary. As Spin the Bottle parties hadn’t begun until I was in seventh grade, I didn’t expect to find anything interesting.

“April 24, 1985. I stayed up late to watch Dynasty. Alexis and Dex were kissing with tongue. He grabbed her and her bra almost popped open. Then they started making—oops—having sex—Yeah! Ooh!” Okay, so if you have ever watched Dynasty, this is not surprising to you. Alexis Carrington bedded dozens of men, sometimes all in one episode. But I couldn’t believe that my affinity for writing about sex may have started at age nine. I went through the rest of the diary and found at least twenty more descriptions of televised sexual escapades. Don’t forget, television was much tamer then. I had probably managed to find most if not all the network sex there was at the time.

The truth is, despite my typically meager sexuality education, my proclivity toward sexual topics is actually in my blood. My late grandfather, who was my biggest supporter, never left his house without my business card in his pocket. (Whenever I spent time with my grandparents, there would always be a seventy-year-old friend asking me if I was “the granddaughter in the sex business.” And then they would ask me their most personal sex questions. Believe me, if you thought seniors don’t have sex, think again!) Though I never knew his mother, I felt connected to her, too. Lena, who I was named after, was a strong, liberated woman. In fact, she was one of the first women to go to the Margaret Sanger Center in New York City to get a pessary. (In today’s language, that would be a diaphragm.)

Whether or not my career choice is related to my genetic makeup, I have learned that what most people shy away from, I am drawn to. I hope that my ability to speak honestly about sexuality encourages you to do the same thing in your homes, with the people you care most about. The umbrella of sexuality covers so much of who we are and what we believe in. And although I once dreamed of becoming president, now I can’t imagine doing anything else.

I began my work in this field long before I had children of my own. But now, as a parent, I am doubly committed. I am terrified at the thought of those ignorant kids on the school bus as my son’s sex educators. Today, it’s not just the misinformation that seeps into our kids’ brains, but the unspoken value system (or lack thereof) that seeps into our kids’ lives and vocabulary. Our culture is full of mixed messages about sex. On the one hand we are puritanical—movies full of violence get lighter MPAA ratings than those with sex; on the other hand we are highly graphic, if not sexually exploitative—pop stars of all ages are portrayed as highly sexualized and some are even making and distributing their own personal sex tapes. Add to this mix our society’s heavy proviolence stance and we have a real problem on our hands. If we don’t challenge these views in our own homes, we default to them.

We are responsible for our children’s sexuality education—for their values and their treatment of themselves and others. Whether we talk frequently or avoid the issue altogether, our participation, or lack thereof, sends a message. We teach even when we stay silent.


My parents always laugh at me when I tell them that there are certain words that people cannot use around our son, Maverick. Not the words you’re thinking of. Profanity is fine—it’s the uglier, loaded terms with negative connotations that scare me. I teach children all the time who commonly call something or someone “faggy” instead of using the more palatable term “nerdy.” No matter how old I get, the word “faggy” engenders so much frustration for me. By using the word—even if its context is completely innocent—we implicitly accept this “racial slur” when we should be challenging it. And let’s be honest—the word doesn’t just come from the school bus big mouth—it comes from all the kids, and it comes from us, their parents.



THE PHILOSOPHY OF THIS BOOK

As you will read in Chapter 2, sexuality educators construct their classes to be as “value-free” as possible. It is not our job to tell students what to believe (or what we personally do or don’t do), but rather, we give them facts, tools, and multiple perspectives so that they can identify their own personal values. I believe that parents, however, should absolutely be teaching their children about their values, and their personal experiences. As parents you can be wonderful sexuality educators, because you can use your values and experiences to teach, but also because you engage with your children on a daily basis. In a classroom, I have limited time to work with my students; you have access to them every day. While they may not always follow your lead, your children will use your values to help them develop their own beliefs. Though I encourage you, as you read this book, to explore your own values regarding sexuality, mine are quite evident. For example, I believe in tolerance, healthy sexual communication, and the right to have sexual pleasure, both emotional and physical. The educational philosophy inherent in the book is also in line with the SIECUS (Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United States) Guidelines for Comprehensive Sexuality Education (2004). You will find that these ideas are expressed throughout the book, including, but not limited to:


	•
	Sexuality is a natural and healthy part of living and all persons are sexual.

	•
	Sexuality includes physical, ethical, social, spiritual, psychological, and emotional dimensions.

	•
	Parents should be the primary sexuality educators of their children.

	•
	Families provide children’s first education about sexuality and share their values about sexuality with their children.

	•
	In a pluralistic society, people should respect and accept the diversity of values and beliefs about sexuality that exist in a community.

	•
	Sexual relationships should be reciprocal, based on respect, and should never be coercive or exploitative.

	•
	Individuals, families, and society benefit when children are able to discuss sexuality with their parents and/or other trusted adults.

	•
	Young people develop their values about sexuality as part of becoming adults.

	•
	Young people explore their sexuality as a natural process of achieving sexual maturity.

	•
	Young people who are involved in sexual relationships need access to information about health care services.



THAT BEING SAID …

When it comes to sex, most of us are clueless. Yes, we know how to have sex, but we have no idea how to teach our kids about it. Even if we purchase every parenting book there is, sex is a subject all its own. For the most part, parenting books only skim the surface of sexuality because we all come to parenting (and quite frankly, sex) from different backgrounds and with a range of values. We are entitled to our values and shouldn’t be afraid to share them with our children—even if our kids don’t agree. The purpose of this book is to give you information so that you can impart both knowledge and values to your kids. It is also a look into the sex-saturated world that your kids are living in.

You are entitled to your own values about sexuality and you may find that some of them are not in line with mine (which is perfectly acceptable and not all that surprising). Yet we should be aware that there is a clear difference between a value and a fact. It’s one thing to tell your children that you believe masturbation is a sin; it’s quite another to say, falsely, that masturbation will make you impotent later in life. The same rule applies to the issue of sexual orientation. Homosexuality is not a mental illness, even if you don’t approve of it. Trying to bolster your beliefs by resorting to myths and distortions will only hurt your cause in the long run, when your kids find out they’re not true. Convey your values, and the facts, honestly.

Please keep in mind that this book is not intended to replace you or question your parenting skills. It was written to shed some light on the world that your kids are living in and simultaneously jog your own adolescent memories. It is arranged by topic, includes common questions that children and teens have asked me (in their own words), and offers tips and talking points for tackling these issues in your own home. My role in all of this is to be your guide, your peer (a fellow parent), and a professional. If after reading this you can manage to have at least one more conversation with your offspring about human sexuality, well, then I have done my job. Yours is about to continue.


Chapter One

BEFORE YOU CAN GET TO THE BIG TOPICS, YOU MUST BUILD THE FOUNDATION

SEX ED BEGINS AT BIRTH

If you have little kids, you are probably wondering why on earth you’d need a sex-ed book now. Well, sex education begins the second you bring your baby into the world. Everything you do and say matters. Even the environment you create sends implicit messages about gender roles to your newborn. If your son’s room is decorated with planes, footballs, and guns, you are quietly teaching him about aggression. A soft frilly girl’s room filled with dolls and kitchen sets conveys certain stereotypical roles to them as well. This doesn’t mean that you need to turn tradition on its head, but it wouldn’t be a bad idea to mix things up just a little bit. Giving dolls to our sons and cars to our daughters won’t affect their sexual orientation later in life—it just gives them more options and lets them further explore their likes and dislikes.

Room decor aside, your use and choice of language is probably your child’s first taste of sexuality education, and I have this pet (okay, more like a monster) peeve about using inaccurate terminology to describe your anatomy. Call me crazy, but I find slang terms offensive, particularly when they are coming out of the mouth of a toddler. I mean, honestly, do you really think it’s less embarrassing for your little darling to ask, “Nana, do you have a wee-wee?” than “Nana, do you have a penis?”

I recognize that no one is perfect, not even my friends who know about my no-slang policy. My friend Sara invited me over to see her new daughter. When it came time to change her, Sara said, “Honey, Aunt Logan’s never seen a baby giney before.” I looked over at that beautiful girl and said, “Actually, Kate, your vagina is inside. Right now, Mommy’s cleaning your vulva.”

That’s right—it’s a vulva. And if we don’t start teaching our kids what the real words are, they are bound to wind up as sexually screwed up as we are. Okay, so that’s a little severe. But really, what’s the harm in telling them the truth?

When I have my son on the changing table, I’ll say, “Yes, sweetheart. That’s your penis. Oh, yes, you have an erection. I know, isn’t that great? And don’t worry; there will be a time when Mommy isn’t hovering over you when you have one.” Don’t we want our kids to know what’s happening to their bodies? If you aren’t sure of the answer, ask yourself this: Was there ever a time in your life when your ignorance about something sexual made you feel scared, embarrassed, or guilty? Is that something you’d wish on your own child?

As a parent, everything you say and do makes a difference. Every time you say, “Honey, do I look fat?” in front of your child, she gets a crash course in self-esteem and body-image politics. Every time you make a joke about someone looking or acting gay, even if you are the least homophobic person out there, your child gets a message about judging people. Yes, everything counts.


Even if your kids are in diapers, they are still impressionable. If you are going to ask them, “Where are your eyes? Where are your feet? Where is your belly button?” don’t forget to ask about their genitals. They need to know that their penis or vulva isn’t invisible!



PLAYING DOCTOR, BATHING, AND OTHER TRICKY SITUATIONS

When it comes to touching, babies and toddlers are experts in exploring their bodies and others’. What better way for them to learn about themselves? If you have a kid at home, you better get over your squeamishness! Young children love to be naked and both boys and girls will fondle their genitals out of pure curiosity and giggles, and not because they are deliberately trying to be sexual. They will rub up against toys, bedposts, anything that creates a “good feeling.” Your naked body, too, will be a place of great interest, and this goes beyond breast-feeding. From your breasts and vulva to your penis and testicles, your children will want to touch, grab, and grope. Sometimes they will ask for permission, and other times they will take what they want. There is absolutely nothing wrong with letting them touch you—as long as you are not uncomfortable. If they are looking at or touching you, teach them the names of your parts just as you teach them about theirs. As for being naked, no harm will come from your children looking at your naked body.

Naturally, families have different rules about nudity; some are quite free and others are more buttoned up, literally. If you’re not comfortable being naked around your children, then don’t be! But if you are, know that that’s okay, too. Whatever you decide, the only thing that all children need to know is that their own bodies are off-limits to certain people. You are going to need to explain that there are some people who can touch their genitals—for example, at an examination at the doctor’s office—and some who cannot. That being said, a toddler who is mesmerized by naked bodies is just that, a toddler.

Now, there will come a time when you catch your post-toddler child and his friend half naked or fully naked in an effort to learn about each other’s bodies. “Playing doctor” is a natural activity that exemplifies our children’s innate curiosity rather than a deep-seated depravity. If you find that this is going on, ask your child why they were playing, what they are curious about, and what, if anything, they learned. Though there is nothing wrong with a little consensual role-playing, some parents may respond quite negatively to this scenario. If that’s the case, explain to your child that though she didn’t do anything bad, some parents are not comfortable with nudity.

It is important to keep in mind that sexuality education during toddlerhood and early childhood is less about sex and more about allowing our children to see the world through their innocent eyes. For example, a mom came to me about her two boys, ages four and seven, who had started to touch each other’s penises when they bathed together. They realized that by doing this they would get erections, which they called “getting strong.” This had been going on for months without her worrying about it, but one night her husband saw it and became incensed. “That’s it,” he told his wife. “No more baths together.” She wanted to know if she had done something terrible.

As with playing doctor, panic is a very common first response to this kind of scenario. But take a breath, parents. Even though these boys were touching each other, it wasn’t consciously sexual. They just thought it was cool that their penises could “stand up and be strong.” The last thing you want to do is to make your children feel guilty or ashamed about something perfectly innocent. We shouldn’t color their experience with our own issues. If you’re uncomfortable with their behavior, there are ways to stop mutual bathing without scarring your children emotionally. One way is simply to say, “You are getting too big to fit into the tub,” or that you’re afraid they do too much playing and not enough washing when they’re in the tub. A direct approach, such as “I don’t want you touching each other’s penises,” may backfire, because your children are going to ask you why, especially if they don’t see their behavior as sexual. Of course, if your kids bathing together isn’t an issue for you, that’s fine, too. At the end of the day, you need to parent by your own rules. The key is doing so without making your children feel bad about something they don’t understand.

What about kids bathing or showering with parents? There is no evidence that it causes any harm to a child, as long as the parent feels comfortable. Five-year-old Marni usually took showers with her mother, but one day she asked if she could shower with her father. Both parents said yes, but at the last minute decided the father should wear a bathing suit. You can imagine what happened; Marni spent the entire time asking why her father was sporting a bathing suit in the shower. In hindsight, her father realized he might have felt less awkward taking a shower the “regular way.”

There is no right or wrong answer to this situation—you have to do what you are comfortable with. I don’t think that being naked would have been a big deal. In fact, it would have provided Marni’s parents an opportunity to talk to their daughter about the differences between men and women. I am afraid that by covering up, we inadvertently send the message that there is something wrong (and something bad) about our bodies and that we should be ashamed of them. You know your children and yourselves best, however, and as long as you are prepared to talk them through their questions, how you choose to parent is up to you.

There are also situations that emerge that parents find almost impossible to handle calmly—including what to do when your child (or God forbid, teen) walks in on you and your partner or spouse having sex. It will happen; it almost always does. But how you respond has a great deal to do with whether your child winds up in therapy later on in life (I’m totally kidding). If you should find yourselves in the throes of passion and your child shows up in your doorway, ask them first if everything is okay and then tell them that you are sharing some private time and that you will see them later. If it is later, and you feel the need to explain what you were doing, this is the time to talk about how people express love in many ways and that you were sharing a private moment with your partner, emphasis on “private.” Teens will probably be freaked out entirely, but that’s okay. They need to know that adults can have active and fulfilling sex lives no matter how old they are.

SO WHAT IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TALK TO THEM?

The harsh reality is that if we choose to ignore our kids’ questions and concerns, especially those about sexuality, we’re sending the message that they are not worthy of the information. Once kids believe that they are less worthy, they make unhealthy and uninformed decisions. By not supplying our youth with accurate information, we unintentionally send them off into the world unprepared and at risk. And that’s when the media, and the kids on the school bus, take over and become their primary sexuality educators.

The bottom line is that sticking your head in the sand when it comes to discussing sex doesn’t cut it. Even if you think you turned out fine without a parental heart-to-heart, realize that in the twenty-first century sexuality has new meanings and new implications. Even if we consider ourselves “cool parents,” there are trends in childhood and adolescent sexuality that may be beyond our comprehension or experience. Back when we were in high school, the girls who had oral sex were called sluts, if we even found out that anyone was actually having it. Today, girls and boys are having it, and the old label may not apply. When we grew up, MTV showed music videos; now it shows raunchy dating games. Today, music is filled with sexually explicit lyrics, popular dances simulate sex, our celebrities are photographed without underwear, and billboards frequently show models without any clothes on, even if they are advertisements for a fashion house. We cannot deny that society is much more explicit now, and wherever you live, sexual imagery is omnipresent. If you haven’t yet begun to talk to your kids about sex, I can assure you, your television has. Though this is alarming, it’s never too late to make a difference.

Though some kids would rather run naked through their school than bring up sex with you, children of all ages are full of questions about sex. I know this firsthand, as I have had the privilege of working with hundreds of kids and teens each year discussing issues pertaining to human sexuality. What comes up first is confusion about the concept of sexuality—and what makes it different from “sex.” Though it is commonly tossed around, “sexuality” is something we are all consumed with but really have no idea what it’s all about. By defining sexuality—and understanding that it is more than just who we are attracted to—parents can begin to present a holistic picture of sex to their children. After I gave a lengthy explanation of sexuality, a child recently said to me, “Sex is what you do, sexuality is who you are.” She couldn’t have been more correct. Sexuality encompasses far more than how you have sex, or if you have it at all. Sexuality is a central part of our identity, and includes our feelings about our gender, how we express ourselves, our sexual orientation, our body image, and, yes, our sexual behaviors.

Tips for Talking

In almost every one of my classes, someone asks me, “How come you aren’t embarrassed talking about s-e-x?” Maybe you’ve been wondering, too. I guess it’s because I believe so strongly that the more comfortable we become talking about sexuality, the better we will treat ourselves and the sooner we will begin to make better decisions regarding our sexual choices.

I know that’s what you want for your kids: for them to have the self-confidence and self-esteem to make good choices that will keep them safe and healthy. Sure, talking to your kids about these issues is scary. But it is so, so worth whatever slight discomfort you may feel. I always have my students collaborate on “group guidelines” to make our class discussion more comfortable. The following is a set of guidelines for you that may make these conversations less stressful.

1.  TAKE A DEEP BREATH. It is perfectly normal to feel anxious or nervous. Just know that you are not the first person to have to do this, nor will you be the last. Instead of ducking a question that makes you nervous or tongue-tied, practice saying, “Even though this may be difficult for me to answer, I will do the best I can.”

2.  MAKE IT SIMPLE. Don’t feel obligated to provide every last scrap of knowledge you possess. Make sure that you understand exactly what your child is asking and answer it. Then stop! For example, my mentor in graduate school used to tell the story of a little boy who came home and asked his mother, “Where do I come from?” The flustered mother racked her brain to come up with the appropriate answer. Finally she spilled her guts and told the boy about sexual intercourse, sperm, eggs, and the birthing process. The child looked up at her and shook his head. “Mommy, Joey comes from New York. Where do I come from?” Before answering a question, find out what your child knows and what specifically she is trying to find out. Keep it simple.

3.  NO CLUE? NO PROBLEM. It’s okay if you don’t know the answer to a question. It’s impossible to be an expert on all subjects. Let your child know this. Instead of covering up or getting upset, say, “Let’s try to find the answer together.” If it isn’t appropriate that you make this a joint effort, assure your child that the question was a good one and that you will find the answer for him. Never let your children believe that their questions are bad or stupid!

4.  TIMING IS ESSENTIAL. Sometimes a question is asked in an inappropriate setting or at an inappropriate time. It’s perfectly reasonable not to answer, but assure your child that you will talk about it at another time. (Of course, this means that you need to follow through.) Timing is also important to kids. Some children tell me, “I wish my parents wouldn’t talk about sex in front of my siblings. That’s embarrassing!” You know, those children have a point. For them, the dinner table may not be the best place to get them to talk to you. It’s your job as a parent to come up with a more comfortable, and convenient, learning environment.

5.  BE PATIENT. Children ask lots of questions and may ask the same thing over and over again. Instead of becoming frustrated or angry, give the answer as many times as necessary. Sometimes a repeated question is a sign that a child is confused.

6.  PRACTICE MAKES ALMOST-PERFECT. There’s no such thing as the perfect conversation. No person can possibly conduct these kinds of conversations without any glitch … and you know what? That’s okay.

7.  ACTIONS SPEAK LOUDER THAN WORDS … SOMETIMES. What you don’t say sends as many messages to your kids as what actually comes out of your mouth. So does your body language. If you are physically uncomfortable, your kids will see this and know that they have found a way to push your buttons. If you get up from the table, look away, or nudge your partner every time your child brings up a question or makes a comment about sex, you can be assured that the same question will be asked at your next family . gathering, if not in front of your boss.

8.  DON’T MAKE ASSUMPTIONS! No matter how young or old your kids are, they are going to have questions about sex—all types of sex. Just because they ask doesn’t mean that they are doing—or have any interest in doing—what they inquired about. It’s just a question. If you jump to conclusions and start freaking out or lecturing, they’ll never come to you for information or advice again.

Remember: Take advantage of all the opportunities available to talk to your children about sexuality. Share your beliefs and values in a nonthreatening way. If a sexual issue is in the news, on TV, or in a movie, use it as a springboard for discussing that issue with your child. Ask your child for his or her opinion—it will be a good litmus test of their values.

USE YOUR EXPERIENCES

A parent once said to me, “My daughter isn’t going to listen to me. She thinks that I grew up one hundred years ago and don’t know what her world is like.” Well, you know what? It doesn’t really matter. As a parent, you are entitled to speak your mind. And there is absolutely no harm in telling your kids how life was for you. There is no better way for kids to understand their parents than to hear about their lives—especially the parts we rarely talk about. So when you ask them what their world is like, they won’t be able to use “You just don’t understand” as an excuse.

AND NOW A MESSAGE FROM YOUR CHILDREN

I have told many of the groups I work with about this book and I’ve said, “I have an opportunity to tell parents a little something about your lives. What would you like them to know about you?” No matter how old they are, they love to answer this question. It is a safe way of telling you what they want, without getting grounded. So here goes.…

The young ones (ages nine to twelve) would rather you talk to them about sex at a time that’s comfortable and not just convenient. They don’t like to talk in front of their siblings, who make fun of them. They may not want to talk about something they saw in a movie immediately afterward, but would rather wait until they’ve had a chance to think about it. They may not want you to ask questions about their sex education class the minute they get home from school. And they definitely don’t want to overhear you telling their grandmother about how their bodies are developing. What they would like is for you to ask them when a good time is, so that they can feel a little more at ease.

They also would prefer that you didn’t tell them everything all at once. A little information at a time seems to work best with children, as they are not ready to hear all of the intricacies of sexuality in one sitting. (And to be honest, parents are often not able or prepared to do it all and do it well, at least not all at once.)

Teens’ biggest gripe about how their parents handle the whole “sex thing”? Assuming that they are having sex just because you read something in a magazine or heard a story on the news. In recent years, the media has sensationalized teen sexuality in bold ways—for example, discussing a “phenomenon” called rainbow parties, where teenage girls put on different colors of lipstick and perform oral sex on boys, leaving a “rainbow” trail. I have asked many groups about whether they have participated in rainbow parties. Only a few students had heard about them, and that was because they had read about them in an article. The rest of the students were adamant that they didn’t participate in these parties and hadn’t heard of anyone who did. And they said they would be furious if their parents heard about this and assumed that of course their children were into it as well.

Your teens would also like you to know that saying “Don’t have sex” is neither a sufficient nor effective statement. They already know you feel this way; what they want is for you to give them the tools to decide for themselves when the right time comes, whether it’s tomorrow or years from now. And then there are the teens who say that “parents need to give it up”; they are eventually going to have sex, and you need to deal with it. You don’t need to endorse it, but they would like you to be realistic.

Last, they really do want to know how their parents feel about sex. Teenagers make a lot of assumptions, including, “I bet my parents want me to be a virgin forever.” But is that really what you want? This is the time to talk to them, when you can help them to structure their values appropriately and not just out of parental spite. We really do have an influence over our teenagers; we should use this to our advantage while they still need us.

ON BEING AGE-APPROPRIATE

Parents are anxious about what to tell and when to tell it. But children are far more capable of processing sexual information than we typically might believe. The subjects of anatomy, what actually happens during puberty, and how a baby is “made” should definitely be covered by the time a child reaches puberty. The chronology and depth of the other conversations don’t need to be set in stone. Some young children may be ready to talk about sexual intercourse and some preteens may not. Your children can take the lead and give you a sense of what they need to know at a particular time. If your children are less inclined to speak to you, then you need to take a more active role. As long as you are flexible, your children will benefit.


Chapter Two

SEX AND VALUES: THE TOUGH QUESTIONS ARE STILL TOUGH … AND MAY BE GETTING EVEN TOUGHER

It is rare that any of my parent meetings become heated, but it has happened. Once I was explaining to a group of fourth-graders’ parents what I would be teaching their children. My fourth-grade curriculum tends to be fairly tame. We were covering the basics of anatomy and puberty—nothing very provocative. Granted, issues of sexual orientation and sexual health do come up frequently, but not at my prompting. Inevitably, it’s a child, not me, who brings up a sophisticated sexual question. Not that this is a big surprise—they are exposed to the same bombardment of sexual imagery that we are. They have questions and desperately need help processing what they see and hear.

As I described our program to thirty or so parents, one man in the back was visibly agitated. He was shifting in his chair and clenching his jaw. Finally he raised his hand and said, “I don’t want you giving my daughter your values.” When you are in the world of sexuality education, adversity doesn’t come as a shock to you. I said, “You are certainly welcome to remove your daughter from our program, but please keep in mind that I don’t teach according to my values. I present both sides of an issue and encourage your child to go home and talk to you about your values.”

I added that puberty has very little to do with values. Physical development is a given, not a choice. Needless to say, this man was still annoyed, but he sat back in his chair while his wife rolled her eyes next to him. I have to say, I wasn’t upset by his outburst. The fact is, it is almost impossible to talk about sex without discussing your values. As educators, we have to be particularly careful not to espouse our own values in a classroom—especially if our students are young and impressionable. But as parents, we have the power and privilege to tell it all as we see fit.

In case you were wondering, the angry father’s daughter did attend my class and wound up asking me one of the most difficult questions I have ever had to answer: “How do you know if your father is cheating on your mother?” My heart sank—not because I didn’t have an answer, but at the thought of a little girl being so intimately involved in her parents’ troubled relationship. It’s funny what we consider difficult questions. I can handle questions about abortion, gay marriage, and sex change operations, but parental infidelity makes me sweat.

Teachers, at least the ones who don’t teach sexuality education, can be just as uncomfortable as parents when it comes to students’ queries about sex. During the last few weeks of the 2004 presidential race, my class of eleven- and twelve-year-olds was chomping at the bit to talk about the most provocative elements of the debates. On one day, they wanted to talk abortion and gay marriage.

Though abortion wasn’t in the curriculum, I never want to discourage anyone’s questions. So I explained the definition of abortion and that there were two sides to the debate: One side believed that life began at conception; the other believed that life didn’t begin until much later on in a pregnancy or at birth. And, of course, I told them that this was a perfect topic to talk about at home, because their parents could tell them what side of the debate they were on. It wasn’t a heated argument by any means. The kids were great, telling each other how they felt and what they believed based upon the little information I had given them. What was most rewarding for me was that they felt comfortable asking these questions. The environment was “safe” enough that they didn’t fear getting into trouble for asking about something as difficult as abortion, probably because they didn’t even realize the political and personal implications of asking about it to begin with.


It’s okay for your children to question your values. They are trying to form their own identities and value systems. Let them explore both sides of an issue in a “hypothetical” way.



The next day a teacher confronted me about my class (as she’d heard it) “on abortion.” I told her the truth. “Actually, one of the students asked a question and I answered it as simply as possible. It really wasn’t a class on abortion. It was just a discussion.”

Within seconds she began to rant and rave about how inappropriate it was to talk about abortion in class. I reminded her that abortion was a headline that week—and that children aren’t oblivious. They had questions and it was better to give them accurate information than to let them pick it up on the streets.

At our next class, some kids told me that teacher had yelled at them for talking about sexuality in the hall. Though I hated that she scolded the children for doing what I encourage them to do—ask difficult questions—it gave us an opportunity to discuss why some people have a hard time talking about sexuality. The students were really surprised that an adult was incapable of talking about sex. Aren’t adults supposed to be able to handle everything? They didn’t get it.

Try explaining to children that adults are not always comfortable with the topic of sex. It was especially difficult in this case because the kids had finally developed the comfort and confidence to talk about sexuality without going into hysterics. If anything, the steadfast belief in the “perfection” of parents gives all of us an incentive to be better educators, because our children want us to be. Their world is shaped by us and they believe that their parents hold the key to all sorts of information, not just sex. And again, what happens if we are unwilling to talk to them? We implicitly let other sources, far less reputable and accurate sources, become the teachers.


Next time you and your spouse or partner have some time, ask each other some of these tough questions so that you can practice answering them. This also allows you to be on the same page as your parenting partner.



“WHEN IS IT OKAY TO GO OUT ON DATES?”

Eventually everyone has to answer this question. Kids and teens are curious about dating—what it means, when is the right time, and what dating entailed when you were growing up. Needless to say, dating has changed. Unless you demand it, your child’s date may not come to your door and introduce him- or herself to you (though it is perfectly acceptable and recommended that you do demand this). Teens are dating online and meeting people who may or may not be what they appear to be on the computer screen. Teens are group dating—going out in packs where there is not necessarily a one-on-one encounter. And of course with the advent of cell phones and other technology, it is possible for parents to be in touch with their children at any and all times. Depending on your child’s definition of “dating,” you should take the time to determine what constitutes the “right time” for dating. And it is your right as a parent to set the rules as you see fit—but you should always have a reason for doing so, as your children won’t simply accept at face value an arbitrary rule. You can share your concerns, your rules, and your own dating experiences in an effort to get them ready to date safely, however you choose to define that. But you should also allow your children to prove themselves to you, too. If they are responsible, give them enough credit to allow them some freedom, without you feeling like you have to let go completely.

“WHEN DID YOU HAVE SEX?”

Though value-rich subjects like abortion and sexual orientation can cause lots of parents concern, almost everyone dreads the more personal questions—the ones about their own sexuality and/or sex lives. These will come up, and you’ll have a split second to decide how you want to proceed, so it is important to think beforehand about our answers and the messages we want to send to our kids. Don’t overlook the option of delaying the inevitable; you can always say, “I really want to answer you, but I just need to think about this for a moment.” This should buy you some time … but only a little.


Don’t jump to conclusions. Children who ask you about the right time to have sex aren’t necessarily actively considering it. They are just trying to put many mixed messages about sex into perspective. And the fact that they are asking you is a good thing. They want your advice.



Some parenting guides suggest you don’t have to share personal issues with your children. I disagree, for several reasons. First, our experiences give us a unique perspective—and give our children a unique look inside our lives. It can also be empowering for them; you trust them enough to be straightforward. Most important, it provides you with the perfect launchpad to explain why you have certain feelings about the things that they (or their “friends”) are experimenting with. At the end of the day, it’s up to you to decide how you want to tackle these complicated questions. But I have always found that it is best to be honest with your children. That doesn’t mean you need to spill every deep dark secret you have, but you can certainly give your children a sense of where you come from.

My son is too young to interrogate me about my sex life, but believe me, I have been asked my share of embarrassing and uncomfortable questions. Within the first five minutes of a fifth-grade class, a student asked, “Have you had sex?” Here’s my little secret: The key to answering these personal questions—especially when they are asked by children other than your own—is not answering them. It’s not as easy as it sounds. The trick is to make the child believe you’ve answered it. For example, the situation I found myself in sounded a bit like this:

STUDENT: “Have you had sex?”

            ME: “That’s a great question. But I’m not sure if I can answer it. Does anyone know why?”

STUDENT: “It’s too personal?”

            ME: “Well, it is a personal question, but let’s talk about it for a minute. What would you say if I told you that I have never had sex?”

STUDENT: “We would think that you are lying. You are an adult.”

            ME: “And what if I told you that I have had sex?”

STUDENT: “Well, then it wouldn’t be a big deal. You’re an adult.”

            ME: “So I guess it doesn’t really matter then. Whether I say yes or no, you’ll think I’ve had sex and it’s no big deal because I’m an adult, right?”

STUDENT: “Right.”

The next time your child asks you a personal question, try having them explore how they would respond to possible answers. It takes some of the onus off of you to have to tell them, and it gives them an opportunity to think about what they are really asking. So if you can’t (or don’t want to) answer, throw it back at them.

Another technique is to answer the question they didn’t ask. Say your child asks, “When did you have sex for the first time?” You can certainly tell her, if you choose, but how about explaining what went into your decision first? Why did you decide to have sex? What kind of relationship were you in? Were you responsible about protection? Were you happy with your decision? By the time you finish talking about the decision-making process, they may not even be interested in the original question anymore. In fact, you will have given your teen (this question about sexual decision making rarely comes from the twelve-and-under set) much more valuable information than whether you were sixteen or twenty-six when you lost your virginity.

Sometimes honesty is truly the only option, especially when you’re struggling to establish a bond of trust. One of my first teaching opportunities was at a maternity residence in Manhattan. My students were pregnant girls aged twelve to seventeen who had been forced out of their foster homes. And for ten weeks I was responsible for talking to them about sex. If you are like them, you’re wondering what on earth I was going to teach them that they didn’t know already. Turns out, they didn’t know a hell of a lot about sex, even though they had had it many times. After getting to know my students—and more important, after getting them to trust me—they turned the tables on me.

“Logan, is abstinence what you practice?”

After all the work it took to get them to trust me, this was a serious test. Seeing as they were all pregnant, some for the second time, I knew that abstinence was probably not a realistic option for them, so in my head I shaped what I thought was the best and most appropriate answer.

“At the moment, abstinence is not an option for me. I have been with the same man for five years, we are monogamous, we have been tested, and we practice safer sex.” Now some of you may disapprove of my honesty, but that’s what they needed. And I can assure you, if I had said, “Yes, I am abstinent,” they would never have listened to another word I said.

Whatever the situation, there is nothing wrong with telling the truth as long as you are comfortable with it. You can share in increments or all at once. How you share isn’t as important as the fact that you care enough to talk to your kids at all.


What messages do you want your children to receive about sex? If you take the time to think about these in advance, you will be able to craft your answers more effectively.



The 10 Most Common Questions About Values Children and Teens Want Answers To

1.   WHEN DID YOU “DO IT”?

Hopefully we covered this one … but be prepared—they’ll ask.

2.   WHEN IS A GOOD TIME TO HAVE SEX?

There is no single “good time” to have sex. A person should be ready, emotionally and physically, before engaging in sexual intercourse. It is “bad” to have sex at any age when you’re not ready. Readiness is measured by your emotions, your knowledge of the positive and negative outcomes of sexual intercourse, and your readiness to communicate with your partner about safer sex and its responsibilities.

3.   IS IT OKAY TO HAVE SEX BEFORE MARRIAGE?

Instead of giving you my answer, I recommend that you think carefully about what messages you would like to impart to your children and go from there. If you believe that sex before marriage is okay, give them the qualities and criteria that you think make premarital sex appropriate. If you do not agree with premarital sex, back up your statement with the reasons why. In addition to giving your own view on premarital sex, you can throw the question back at your child. Use these value-based questions to learn what your child is thinking and what is shaping his or her values. This type of indirect assessment will give you an indication of what your child may need to know in the near future.

4.   IS IT OKAY FOR PEOPLE TO LIVE TOGETHER BEFORE THEY GET MARRIED?

What was commonly called “living in sin” is now simply “cohabitation.” Regardless of what name it goes by, many people have strong opinions about it. What did you do in your own life? Your experiences, and whether they were positive or negative, can help you construct your answer. But your teens have probably heard the old adage “Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free?” You can use this question to discuss, challenge, or support cohabitation as well as use it as a means of talking to your children about how dating rituals have changed.

5.   DO YOU THINK IT IS OKAY FOR TEENAGERS TO HAVE SEX?

How do you possibly explain this? Let me try to help. You don’t want to lie, but at the same time you want to assure your children that sex is not for the young—at least not for the very young. Perhaps the easiest way to tackle the issue of teen or premarital sex is to tell them that sex is an adult decision that is not always made by adults. Sex can be a wonderful experience between two people who love each other, but it comes with many responsibilities that young people aren’t always ready to handle. And from here, it is quite easy to move on to what those responsibilities are. There is also a good chance that your kids will ask you if you think that it is okay for younger people to have sex, too.

6.   HOW FAR IS TOO FAR AT MY AGE?

When I was in seventh grade, I remember my mom telling me that it was okay to kiss, but that I shouldn’t be doing anything else. The conversation sticks out in my mind because she so clearly conveyed her personal values to me. No matter how old your child is, she is wondering what type of experimentation is appropriate for her. Think back to when you were her age. What were you doing? Were you proud of your choices? If so, you can share your decisions with your child. If not, tell her what would have made your decisions better.

7.   HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT ABORTION?

I’m not going to tell you how your children and teens should feel about abortion. This is an issue that you need to clearly define for yourself and then explain to your child. I firmly believe that parents should be forthcoming and honest, and explain both sides to the abortion debate. This will help teens solidify their personal values regarding abortion.

8.   WOULD YOU LET ME GO ON THE BIRTH CONTROL PILL?

Before you pass out, remember that your child may be asking this out of curiosity, not because she actually needs contraceptives. If she does in fact want a prescription, at least pat yourself on the back that she came to you for help. Even if it’s a struggle, try to be calm. Keep in mind that there are states where minors can get contraceptives, abortion services, and family planning counseling without parental consent, so if your child is asking you, try to be as supportive as possible. (For a listing of countries and states and their laws on contraceptives, check out www.avert.org/aofconsent.htm.) In addition to or instead of giving a yes or no answer, try to explore her reasons for wanting to go on the pill, and use this as an opportunity to talk about the pros and cons of oral contraceptives.

9.   DO YOU THINK THAT IT IS OKAY TO TAKE EMERGENCY CONTRACEPTION?

Emergency contraception (EC) is a high dose of hormones that a woman takes within seventy-two hours after having unprotected sex. It prevents pregnancy, but it doesn’t protect against sexually transmitted diseases. It is most effective when the initial dose is taken within the first twenty-four hours after unprotected sex. If you have a teenager, arm yourself with the facts of EC so you’re prepared to give an opinion about whether it’s “okay” to take. Regardless of what you decide, a teen who asks about emergency contraception should be reminded that protection against both STDs and pregnancy should be their priority and that they should be using a condom whenever they decide to be sexually active.

10. WOULD YOU BE UPSET IF I HAD AN STD?

Your teen is trying to determine whether she can come to you for guidance if she has a sex-related health crisis. If you tell her that you would be angry, chances are she will go elsewhere (or nowhere) when she needs help. If your answer leads to your child confiding in you about an STD, do your best not to freak out. There is plenty of time for being judgmental—though that rarely works. Right now your teen needs to seek immediate treatment and inform any sexual partners so that they can be tested as well. She also needs a reeducation about safer sex and protection, but it should be done in a way that doesn’t make her feel ashamed.
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