



 
 



“Most parents acknowledge that they should be talking with their kids about sex, but they just can’t quite manage getting started. A recent journal article concludes that parents—whether they realize it or not—are always providing sex education, either by what they say or by what they communicate nonverbally to their children. In What’s Love Got to Do with It, Dr. John Chirban helps parents to present a deliberate, focused education on sexual issues. 

“The sex-education books currently out there have all the accurate information, but they don’t do very well addressing how parents can feel OK about raising the whole issue of sexuality with their kids. Dr. Chirban does an excellent job at this daunting task, giving parents specific information about how to talk with their kids about love, intimacy, and sex.”

— JOSEPH LOPICCOLO, PHD,
University of Missouri,
Department of Psychology


“In today’s world, whether or not children should know about sex isn’t the issue. It is plastered all over in advertisements, songs, and even on the Internet. But knowing about sex as a vital part of an intimate and loving relationship is something that isn’t well known. What’s Love Got to Do with It helps parents to dialog with their children about this gift that can last a lifetime.”

— SANDRA R. LEIBLUM, PHD,
UMDNJ–Robert Wood Johnson Medical
School, Director of the Center for Sexual
and Relationship Health; and Author of
Getting the Sex You Want: A Woman’s
Guide to Becoming Proud, Passionate, and
Pleased in Bed

“What’s Love Got to Do with It takes a very progressive and highly enlightening look at the provocative field of sexuality and children. Dr. Chirban makes it easy to not only talk about a subject that tends to be difficult to approach but also gives real-life examples to prepare parents for a healthy and ongoing conversation that will equip their kids to own their own sexuality. His insights are essential for professionals as well as parents.”

— CAROLINE MYSS,
Author of Entering the Castle
and Anatomy of the Spirit
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Foreword

I would like to be the first to thank and congratulate my friend and colleague, psychologist John T. Chirban of Harvard University, for writing this important and much needed book. As anyone who watches The Dr. Phil Show knows, I am a big believer in open communication between parents and children, especially on matters as important as sex, intimacy, and love.

As a member of the show’s advisory board, John has helped us pass that advice on to our guests, and now with this informative, intelligent, and important book, he offers his expert advice to you.

Since parents are not the only influence in their children’s lives, they absolutely must be the biggest, and quite simply that takes some planning. But as John points out with the use of some very compelling stories, parents all too often shrink from their responsibility to educate their children about sex. We know it can be a tough thing to look into the eyes of your children and talk about this delicate subject. But it is the parents’ responsibility. If you don’t do it, the other kids on the bus or, worse, some yahoo on the Internet will provide misinformation that could potentially hurt your children or, at least, corrupt their understanding of what should be one of life’s blessings.

It is evident in John’s approach in this book that he totally gets that—from the standpoint of being both a parent himself and a professional psychologist. He recognizes the challenges that many parents have to face in talking with their children about sex, and he offers solid advice on how to overcome those challenges. Most of all, he stresses—as do I—that parents have to work from day one to keep an active dialogue going with their children. You must talk about the small stuff that doesn’t matter so that the lines of communication are established and open when something big and important—such as questions about sex—does come along. John’s book makes sure you are ready when, not if but when, that first moment arises.

Getting started is the hardest thing in talking with your child about sex, but if those lines of communication have been running both ways and are connected with trust at both ends, that first talk and every subsequent conversation will be much easier.

As John says, it doesn’t hurt to let your child know that everyone has both questions and shy feelings about this subject. Humor can make it easier, too, as long as you don’t mock or tease your child. I’ve found that kids really like it when we make fun of ourselves. (Mine might enjoy it a little too much!) 

In the title and throughout the pages of this book, John also stresses the very important point that after you have discussed the mechanics of the body with your child, you need to talk about sex as a normal, healthy experience within the context of a loving and mature relationship—something you do after you’ve grown up. He puts the cart back behind the horse by emphasizing the importance of relationship and maturity first and sexual connection second.

I have had so many people to ask me over the years how they can know when it is appropriate to discuss specifics about sex with their children—how much is too much, too soon, too graphic, too infantile. So I know you will find it especially helpful that John has included advice on what information should be imparted at each stage of a child’s development—and by which parent.

At a time when sexually transmitted diseases are a real and serious threat to teens and even preteens, this book also provides invaluable information that can help parents spare their teens from lifelong, chronic health problems.

John, thanks again for writing this important book.

—DR. PHIL MCGRAW



PREFACE

Before We Begin:
 A Personal Note to Parents

An outraged Courtney walked up to her second grade teacher to complain: “Marty was trying to look up my skirt and see my china.”

“Your china?” her teacher asked.

“You know,” Courtney insisted, “my china. My mommy says girls have chinas and boys have peanuts.”

It’s easy to laugh about the miscommunications that occur when we try to talk about sex, especially with our children. However, when parents and children don’t communicate clearly and thoughtfully about sex, the impact isn’t funny: it can be serious and long lasting. Nevertheless, I realize that the last thing you might want is some doctor telling you what your child needs to know about “the facts of life.” Who am I to talk to you about what to say to your child?

It is true that no one knows your children better than you—you are the one who loves your children most and is most committed to them, and that gives you a unique and crucial role in reaching out to them. So who, then, is better positioned to talk about sex, intimacy, and love with your children than you? That’s right—nobody! But how will you do it? What will you say?

Sex is a difficult, complex topic, and talking about it is challenging for everyone. In fact, most of us don’t even talk honestly to ourselves about sex—much less to our spouses and kids. Why is something that is so natural, so pleasurable, and such an important part of life so difficult to talk about with those we love the most? Even though sex is a universal human experience, it also taps into our anxiety, vulnerability, and even fear.

The fact is, sex is one of the most important but least talked about subjects in parenting. So please allow me to walk with you through this subject. You may not need any new pointers at all. In that case, feel free to review this material as a confirmation of what you already know. But whatever you do, don’t miss the opportunity to engage in conversations about sex with your child. When done well, talking about sexuality can be one of the most important and positive experiences in the relationship that you share with your child.
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“Do you think we’re helping our kids develop a healthy sense of their sexuality?” 

We need to give our children good information and, most importantly, we need to help them understand that sex is not like a Nike slogan—we don’t “just do it.” Rather, sex is a vital part of intimate and loving relationships.

I find that most kids know the basics of sex. They understand the plumbing and get the nitty-gritty of the “bump and grind,” so to speak. But very few understand how sex affects their relationships. Who will help them make the important connections between sex, intimacy, and love? Who will help them confidently integrate their sexuality into how they relate to the world? Learning the plumbing is one thing, but our children also need to know how to make sex a safe, healthy, and sacred part of their lives.

Children grow up seeing images of sex plastered around them as mindless acts of lust. Sex is portrayed as an idealized thrill instead of one of life’s great gifts. Sex is in our faces just about every waking hour: from the bosoms popping out of the Victoria’s Secret catalog to gyrating youth strutting alluringly in MTV music videos—we can run but we cannot hide. Without parental guidance, our children are left trying to make sense of their emerging sexuality by taking their cues from a culture that relentlessly promotes sexual gratification, aggression, and provocation. Have you considered the message sent to your kids by the purveyors of Viagra pills and Jessica Simpson’s “Deliciously Kissable Body Frosting”? Would you rather they learn about sex from you or from television shows such as Grey’s Anatomy or Desperate Housewives? Or how about the Internet, where who knows what sexual behaviors are just a click away? If we as parents don’t help our children develop a balanced outlook on sex and sexuality, we risk seeing our kids’ views of sexuality twisted and warped by those who do not care about their welfare.

What’s Love Got to Do with It is a call to action for parents to get a dialogue going with their kids on this vital aspect of life. The effort you put into this subject will also give you great rewards as a parent. You will talk with your children about some of the most sensitive and critical aspects of their lives. You will witness your children’s fulfillment in making strong connections between sex, intimacy, and love—and in developing honest and meaningful relationships. By helping your children to feel comfortable with this topic and to connect sexuality to everyday thoughts and emotions, you can give them an invaluable lesson that will last a lifetime.

But before you can discuss sex confidently with your kids, you need to get a handle on how you yourself feel about it. With the help of this book, you will clarify your thoughts and learn how to guide your children in developing the confidence, integrity, and honesty necessary for dealing with the challenge of sex with a healthy perspective.

So, who is this man who’s about to guide you along the path to explaining the “facts of life” to your child? While you are the expert on your child, I have worked with thousands of patients and students to help them overcome their personal struggles with sex, intimacy, and love. I’m also in your shoes. As a parent, I have confronted firsthand the challenges that kids meet today, confirming our critical and unique roles in our kids’ lives to coach them as they embrace their own budding sexuality.

The truth is that today’s kids talk about sex incessantly with each other. It’s the parents who avoid the subject like it’s wired with dynamite. I’ve found that just breaking the ice and uttering the word sex is a major challenge for many parents. Even the most caring and attentive mothers and fathers can become tongue-tied when trying to provide guidance on sex, and those who are willing to give it a try sometimes fail because they don’t know how to approach their children. We need to determine what children need to know and when they are ready to hear it. This book will help you assist your children in developing healthy and confident approaches to sexuality based on practical, scientific, and proven advice.

Our children—from infancy to adulthood—need to know that they can always come to us with questions and concerns. They need to know that we are willing to share information and provide meaningful guidance even if we are uncertain ourselves.

So, are you with me? I hope so. And I hope that you will embrace this most meaningful task as your child’s trusted counselor in sex, intimacy, and love. 



Acknowledgments

Writing this book has been a deeply meaningful, passionate, and enjoyable experience. In working on What’s Love Got to Do with It, I drew on professional research and case studies, but this material also evoked many memories of important people who shaped my life and my understanding of sex, intimacy, and love.

As a dad, I have learned so much from my own kids. I’ve dedicated this book to my firstborn, Alexis Georgia (age 13), who first introduced me to many of the issues you’ll find in these pages and whose genuine heart of gold, natural warmth, and cheerful kindness speak to what lies at the core of this book—love. This dedication could never detract from the significance and guidance of my other two stars, Anthony Thomas (age 12) and Ariana Maria (age 9). I am particularly indebted to all my children for providing contributions that helped me to address age-appropriate issues and for sharing, in a spirit of good-humored collaboration, interesting stories from their even more interesting lives and, of course, to their mom.

This book ultimately took on its form through the guidance and intuitive genius of my agent and dear friend Jan Miller. Jan placed this book in the competent and thoughtful hands of Thomas Nelson’s exceptional publisher, Pamela Clements, and editor Jennifer Greenstein, whose seasoned abilities, solid skills, and balanced judgment guided this book’s final presentation. It has been a joy to work with this team!

Topics like sex, intimacy, and love can only be addressed successfully through attention to multiple perspectives and standpoints. Blessed by a research and editorial team of brilliant student-scholars, I take pleasure in acknowledging their substantial labor and assistance. I thank my editorial and research staff: Zoe Savitsky, Laura Maludzinski, Andrew Russell Varyu, Lisa San Pascual, and Sanden Avarett. I also thank my research staff: Anamika Marianne Broomes, Kate Henley Long, Sohrob Nabatian, Kip Richardson, and Danika Brook Swanson.

In addition, it was a pleasure to engage the artistic talents of Aurora Andrews, who creatively captured in her delightful and humorous drawings the thoughts that came to mind as we tackled this material.

Special gratitude goes to my respected colleagues and friends who offered their professional guidance: Frank Lawlis, PhD; Maria Pantelia, PhD; Derek Polansky, MD; Yula Ponticas, PhD; and Wes Smith.

I am particularly thankful to Bette Davis and her son, Michael Merrill; Tom Hanks; and Archbishop Desmond Tutu for releasing segments of our interviews for sidebars in this book. Their involvement and trust enhance the significance of this endeavor.

Finally, I am deeply grateful to Dr. Phil McGraw, who hosted my Survey on Sex Education on his Web site, as well as to the Institute of Medicine, Psychology, and Religion in Cambridge, Massachusetts, which also distributed my survey; together they gathered more than twenty-thousand respondents who shared their experiences in sex education.



INTRODUCTION

In the Age of Sexual Un-Innocence

Welcome to the age of un-innocence, where no one has breakfast at Tiffany’s and no one has affairs to remember. Instead, we have breakfast at 7 a.m. and affairs we try to forget as quickly as possible.

—SARAH JESSICA PARKER AS CARRIE BRADSHAW IN SEX AND THE CITY

Abby: What’s It All About?

Abby was a seventh grader who went to visit her school counselor after she started dating Bobby, her middle school’s star basketball player. She had had a crush on Bobby for more than a year and was ecstatic about being able to date. She regarded her parents as conservative because many of her classmates had been dating since the fifth grade. Abby hadn’t talked much about sexuality with anyone in her family; it was one of those subjects in “don’t go there” territory. Despite her early excitement about going out with Bobby, Abby quickly grew uncomfortable with the direction the relationship was taking.

At first, Abby’s dates with Bobby involved going to a movie or taking a walk through the mall, but soon Bobby suggested they move the dates to more secluded areas. He said he wanted “to talk.” After a little conversation, Abby found Bobby’s hands slipping beneath her undergarments. Then Bobby had her perform oral sex on him. On each date, Bobby’s expectations and demands escalated. Although Bobby appeared steadily attached to Abby, she wondered if his attraction to her had more to do with what they were doing than with who she was. When Bobby asked Abby to shave her pubic hair in front of him, he laughed at her hesitation and insisted that all couples did those kinds of things. 

Abby felt both confused and uneasy. She didn’t know exactly where this sexual activity was leading, if it was right, or even if she wanted to go along with it. Sometimes what they did was pleasurable, but other times it was painful and humiliating.

Abby’s counselor was very upset by Abby’s story. Without breaking confidentiality, she went to the school’s principal, arguing that not having a sex education program in place was archaic—the school needed to inform students about sexual behavior and help them prevent problems like Abby’s from occurring with other students.

Do you think that sex education programs could help students avoid situations such as Abby’s? Do you know if your daughter is prepared to handle a boy like Bobby? If you were Abby or Bobby’s parent, do you feel you would know how to intervene? Providing you with answers in such predicaments is one of several important goals of this book.

Unlike what we may remember from our own childhoods, sex is not a taboo topic for kids today. While systems (schools, churches, and homes) and authorities (parents, teachers, and clergy) often operate as if sex is a foreign word to kids, youth today are bombarded by—and actually becoming anesthetized to—thoughts and images of sex. They’re not only familiar with sex, they’re comfortable with it, and many are actually having sex. According to the Kaiser Family Foundation, seven out of ten television programs that teens like to watch include, at least, one scene with sexual content.1 Sex as an act is a norm for teenagers in America, and the subject of sex is common on elementary school playgrounds. Knowing this, does it make sense to act as if we can keep sex hush-hush?

While it’s true that teen pregnancies have recently dropped for the first time ever, thanks to widespread information about birth control, the rate at which high school girls are engaging in casual sexual encounters is now equal to that of boys. According to the National Center of Health Statistics, more than half of America’s teenagers are sexually active and most of them describe their experiences as “casual” or “not meaning anything.”2 Statistics don’t lie: our kids’ generation is far more sexually active than generations before.

Yes, this is the age of sexual un-innocence. Kids today, like never before, are propelled into a highly combustible sexual culture that creates the potential for explosive results—not only because of how sex may entangle them but also because of how it can distort their understanding of intimacy and love. What makes it more complicated—and the reason this book has been written—is the fact that most children do not have lines of open communication for discussing these topics with their parents. Too often they are forced to face these issues alone.
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Furthermore, parents most often deal with sexuality by suppressing information or by ignoring the impact of the sexualized culture our kids face every day. Some parents deflect the problem by blaming the media and pop culture:

“My daughter wants to dress just like that half-naked singer!”

“Those rappers use filthy language!”

“Now they’re showing sex on the nightly news!”

Regardless of the source, we are still left asking: Who is going to be responsible for making the connections between sex, intimacy, and love for our kids? How can we take hold of the situation and harness these powerful forces?

We could act like ostriches. We could stick our heads into the sand to avoid the realities that our children meet, or we could do what we do in every other area of their life—educational, economic, vocational, and social—and give them our all.

It’s time to roll up our sleeves, regardless of whether or not we think we have the answers, to show our love through our presence and our willingness to talk and listen as our children determine their course on these topics: Be with them as they make sense of what they’re experiencing and feeling. Help them sort out the sexual influences of mass media, the advice of their peers, the impact of pornographic images in print and television media, and other disturbing influences.

Sex Education and Family Values

To begin getting acquainted with the subject of sex education and family values, let’s check with a parent who is in the midst of addressing these issues.

Jim and Marcie: Holding Your Tongue

Marcie is in fifth grade and attends a private school, where her dad, Jim, teaches. Jim came to see me because of unexplained “anxiety.” In our initial conversation we discussed his relationships with his family members and his sexual satisfaction. Jim said that his home life was happy and that he enjoyed a warm and sexually fulfilling relationship with his wife.

At first, it was hard to zero in on the cause of Jim’s anxiety. While nervously laughing, though, he disclosed that Marcie was attending a sex education course at school where students were being taught how to place condoms on dildos. 

Although Jim did not fully express his shock, as a parent of a fifth-grade daughter as well, I echoed his discomfort, “A 10-year-old being shown how to put a condom on a dildo?!”

As we talked about it more openly, Jim admitted how helpless he felt to do anything about the school’s sex-ed program. He and his wife had taken the step of signing a waiver to excuse their daughter from the program.Marcie was excluded from the regular class meeting with the health education teacher and given extra assignments. However, the instructor had announced to the student body that only three students in the entire school were not participating in the sexuality curriculum, “which,” she said, “was for everyone’s well-being.” In the end, Marcie suffered from being publicly identified and reprimanded.

After that, Jim wanted to stay out of it to save his daughter from any more humiliation. Yet he, his wife, and Marcie were all uncomfortable with the class. Jim still felt the program “put the cart before the horse,” encouraging a sexual standard for 10-year-olds rather than simply providing age-appropriate information. Unfortunately, the backlash created by the family’s decision to remove Marcie from the program left him feeling disempowered within the school. Besides the program’s inappropriateness for fifth graders, Jim felt that it did not do justice to promoting the context of loving relationships in which he felt sexuality should be placed.

What do you think about Jim and his wife’s situation? What about Marcie’s? How would you manage it if you were in Jim’s position? Should your child participate in a sex education program when it runs counter to your family’s values? Is sex education value-free and simply informative even when it seems to be directing kids toward certain behaviors? Is it possible for school systems to align general sex education programs with each family’s values? Can any such program adequately and openly consider everyone’s values?

Sex, Intimacy, and Love: A Whole Package

Jim’s story leads us to consider some big questions. If, like Jim, you find yourself looking for an approach to sex ed that combines biological facts with sensitivity to your values, I hope to lead you to some answers.

All too often, our children grow up seeing sex represented merely as an act of physical gratification; they do not learn to equate sexual pleasure with love and fulfillment. I believe that sexual thoughts and feelings are natural gifts that serve as gateways to building loving, intimate relationships. By giving our children a greater perspective on sexuality, one that incorporates sexuality into the fullness of a holistic, whole-life experience, we not only help them to understand how sexuality relates positively to their entire life but also establish a warm, loving, lifelong connection with our children that in itself demonstrates the intimate and loving experience we want to encourage.

In What’s Love Got to Do with It you will learn about the connection of sexuality to the various spheres of life—biological, emotional, relational, social, and spiritual—that you may not have linked to sexuality. You will learn how these areas of life can inform your child about sexuality and build the foundation for relating sex to intimacy and love, which is necessary to develop fulfilling sexual relationships.

Our society churns out endless images promising sexual fulfillment, but it doesn’t adequately make the connections between sex and intimacy and love. Our kids need to learn to integrate their sexual, emotional, and spiritual feelings and values with their real-life experiences in relationships. There is no one more appropriate than you to launch and guide your child in this journey. We must figure out how to model positive approaches to sexuality while responsibly guiding our children through the confusing and often negative sexual images and messages that they constantly receive.

The Parents’ Role in an Ongoing Dialogue

While most of us do everything in our power to meet all of the needs (and most of the desires) of our children, dramatic avoidance and denial often set in when faced with the task of helping them understand their sexuality. The first step to help kids is for parents to admit that kids (including their own) of all ages have sexual needs. No matter how hard we may try to pretend otherwise, children don’t magically turn into sexual beings at age 16, 18, or 21—or when they get married. Children are sexual from the womb. As their parents, we are entrusted to guide them in creating a healthy sexuality. What messages do you give to them regarding your role as their guide?

Do these comments sound like you or someone you know?

“No matter what I say, kids learn all they need to know about sex from their friends—if not from the TV.”

“They teach sex ed at my kids’ school. I say leave it to the experts!”

“No one ever talked to me about sex, and I figured things out all right.”

Ring any bells? Might that be you, allowing somebody else to do what should be your job? If we stop to think about how our sexuality is connected to the core of our personality, our self-esteem, and our ability to love and relate to other human beings, then how could we neglect to support our children on this crucial subject?

I know the task seems daunting because, let me assure you, most parents feel the same way! Everyone has feelings of uncertainty. You shouldn’t worry about giving inadequate information about sex. No one knows all the answers. Sexuality is so different for everyone. Given that sex ed in schools tends to focus on factual information without a context of values, parents are in the unique and important position to interpret sex ed in the framework of their family’s particular emotional needs and values. This means that what you say to your children will make a huge difference. They will realize that there’s a lot more to sex beyond what goes where.

But remember, learning doesn’t just come through what you say. Kids learn by watching. They learn especially through the examples we set in the home—both verbal and nonverbal. That means they are constantly gathering information, even at times when you don’t think you’re talking about sex at all.

How to Use This Book

What’s Love Got to Do with It is designed to be engaging, enlightening, and inspiring as it provides practical and effective ways to teach your children how to make crucial connections between sex, intimacy, and love. With the goal of helping you to establish an ongoing relationship with your child, this book will help you make the connections between sex and its biological, emotional, relational, social, and spiritual roots as well as help you address your relationship with your children and their sexuality from infancy to adulthood.

This book offers tools and information to free you from inhibitions and help you tune in to your child by strengthening your relationship in the following ways:

[image: Bullet] Opening lines of communication for the long term

[image: Bullet] Mentoring your child on sexual matters

[image: Bullet] Defining your values and modeling how your child can determine his or her own understanding about the connections between sex, intimacy, and love, thus connecting the dots regarding the relationship between body, mind, heart, and soul

This book will help you make these connections so that your children can themselves replace the shallow picture of sex presented by pop culture with an integrated and healthy outlook that allows them to celebrate their bodies with honesty and a deeper appreciation for sexuality within loving relationships.

What’s Love Got to Do with It provides exercises to help you clarify your own feelings about sexuality, to become aware of and take responsibility for the conscious and unconscious messages you send to your kids, to improve your listening skills, and to learn how to explore the pressures your children confront daily about sex. The book also provides guidelines on what to say, when to say it, and who should say it, and offers troubleshooting tips on some tricky topics that might have left you floundering.

Most of the anecdotes and examples in this book are drawn from my professional experience and from my own efforts to talk about sex with my son and two daughters. The book also includes up-to-date information on issues that parents need to know about, from controversies in sex education to studies about how sex in the media affects our kids. I’ve also drawn on the results from the Survey on Sex Education that I conducted in cooperation with Dr. Phil McGraw; this survey attracted more than twenty-thousand respondents, and I’ve highlighted their insights throughout the book. Additionally, drawn from my personal interviews with them, I’ve included valuable insights from celebrities on relationships and sexuality.

What’s Love Got to Do with It is a guidebook for parents to help them develop their relationship and an ongoing conversation with their kids. While it is not intended to be read aloud to your children, as you discuss sexuality with them, you may find several of the stories useful in your discussions. This book is designed to help you participate actively in your children’s sexual education or, at least, carve out your role in conjunction with programs in which your children participate. This book includes several exercises and models for dialogues to discuss sexuality and directs you to outside resources to guide you in your efforts to address these issues in greater depth.

As you read this book and determine the ways you can guide your children through sexuality, I think you will also realize how your own sexual upbringing, by your parents and others, has affected your life today. In the end, you will be able to use your own experiences to bolster your message to your children. While some may find the challenge of looking at their own sexuality uncomfortable or unrelated to their objective, I strongly encourage you to go though the exercises of self-examination and reflection that will deepen your understanding of sexuality, intimacy, and love and empower you in your genuine parental role as you speak about sexuality with your kids.



PART I



Sex Defined




ONE

Cleaning Up
 the Dirty Little Secret

We do not even in the least know the final cause of sexuality. The whole subject is in darkness.

—CHARLES DARWIN

First-grader Johnny wanders into the living room, where his father intently reads a business magazine.

“Daddy, where did I come from?” the boy asks.

The anxious father—caught off guard, not expecting such a question for years—hastily answers, “Uhh . . . Bloomingdale’s.”

“Then where did you come from, Daddy?”

The father, taken aback yet again, remembers a childhood fable. “From a stork!” he says.

Johnny, still fixed on his inquiry, continues, “How about Grandpa? Where did he come from?”

Johnny’s father now desperately tries to think back to the stories he was told as a kid and, as if he has landed on the perfect answer, blurts out, “From under a cabbage patch!”

Johnny’s father breathes a sigh of relief as Johnny wanders off to the kitchen.

The next day Johnny returns to school, armed with his completed homework assignment.
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“Where did you say I come from?”

“Well, Johnny, did you find out how your life began?” the teacher asks.

“Not really, but I figured out why I’ve been so confused,” he says. “I don’t think my family’s had sex in three generations!”

If you want to talk with your kids about sex, you’ll need a sense of humor. When we’re anxious about something, humor can help us through an uncomfortable silence. But be careful. Don’t let humor become a way of avoiding some of the most complex and serious issues regarding sex. Dealing only or mainly in jokes can give our kids the impression that we’ve adequately addressed something when really we haven’t.

Imagine a parent telling a funny joke about sex to his or her child—no harm done, right? But, just like with Johnny, questions will keep coming from your child. We need to consider who really answers our kids’ questions. Did Johnny’s dad feel he had answered his son’s questions adequately—or was he just relieved to be done talking about it? More importantly, which path will you follow when your kid comes asking the tough questions?

Sex and Humor

Kids find everything related to sex to be either funny or gross. They giggle with their friends in the schoolyard about “doing it,” whatever the mysterious “it” may be, and don’t even get them started with the words penis and vagina—those are beyond hilarious. We would be fooling ourselves if we thought that people grow out of finding sex humorous: many media, from television sitcoms to humor columns in the newspaper, depend on sex as a reliable source for jokes. Whether it’s a reference to strange animalistic sexual behaviors or a joke about a celebrity’s sexual escapades, we seem to be fascinated and titillated by sex.

Is it wrong or immature to find sex humorous? Yes and no. Sigmund Freud viewed humor as a mature defense to alleviate tension and to deal effectively with such an important and uncomfortable topic. Yet humor about sex can also be used to denigrate or dismiss a person and his beliefs or behavior or to cover up ignorance and discomfort. It’s important to know when and where to use humor to talk about sex and when it’s important to be serious. Being able to use humor as a tool to help your child feel comfortable talking with you is a vital skill!

Sometimes our kids know a lot more about sex than we think they do. With this in mind, we as parents need to prepare to answer questions like Johnny’s both accurately and completely while avoiding turning them off with what kids often call “TMI”—too much information. So some joking is fine. It can help keep things comfortable and buy us some time to get our bearings. But in the end, we should take our children’s questions seriously. Every exchange is important for building a trusting relationship with them. We’ll get into how to strengthen the relationship with our kids in more detail later on in this book, but for now let’s look at some basic pointers.

Answering Unexpected Questions

If you’re reading this book, you’re preparing yourself for good conversations with your kids about sex. But that doesn’t mean they’ll wait till you’re ready; kids always have surprises in store, and maybe they’ve already sprung a sex talk on you. When you get hit with the unexpected from your kid, it’s always best to put as many cards on the table as possible. A good starting place for a parent would be to reassure “Johnny” that you’re interested and will help him find answers.

To help you move forward, you may want to ask your child a few questions. Start by asking what led him to the question. Ask him if he has any ideas about the answer. You want to avoid answering a question that’s not actually being asked, thereby overwhelming or misleading your child as Johnny’s dad did. 

Even if it means having to explain your initial reaction to the questions—maybe surprise or discomfort—your child will benefit from the message that even if you seem taken aback at first, deep down you’re ready to help and really glad he asked.

Now, on to the most basic question: what is sex?

Ask kids, and you’ll hear everything!

[image: Bullet] “It’s about privates!” (a 5-year-old girl)

[image: Bullet] “It has to do with making babies and grown-up stuff.” (a 7-year-old boy)

[image: Bullet] “It’s wild.” (a 16-year-old boy)

So how about you? What is sex to you?

Sex means so many things to different people that it can be hard to nail it down, especially for someone a fifth your age. You may recall President Clinton telling the press, “I did not have sex with that woman,” then admitting to having had oral sex with her. People have become insistent about defining sex in their own ways.1 This book presents the broadest definition of sex: all that concerns sexual health and activity and their wider implications for well-being.

Being (Naturally) Sexy

Chimpanzees mate every few years when females signal their fertility—by revealing bright red genitalia. But for humans, sending the “open door” message is not so clear, perhaps shedding some light on why sex can often be a daily preoccupation for us.

Have you noticed that human women are the only females in the animal kingdom to have enlarged breasts even when they’re not breast-feeding? Some scientists think that because women in protohuman societies didn’t give distinct signs to indicate their readiness, men were motivated to hang around the cave, so to speak, waiting for sex at any time. It has been suggested that human females thus evolved to display attractive qualities men would equate with fertility—such as curvaceous breasts—to keep men interested all the time.

Additionally, evolutionary psychologists have found that certain adaptations that we retain today have taken on sexual significance: some men apparently are attracted to ballerinas because a well-arched foot used to indicate a talent at tree-climbing, and both women and men are attracted to more symmetrical faces because symmetry indicates healthy genes. These are just a few examples of the ways in which sexuality is naturally built into the body.

What Is Sex?

The World Health Organization defines sexual health as involving the integration of “physical, emotional, mental, and social well-being.” Sexual health is not just the absence of disease or sexual problems but also requires “a positive and respectful approach to sexuality and sexual relationships as well as the possibility of having pleasurable and safe sexual experiences, free of coercion, discrimination, and violence.”2

That’s a valuable and meaningful definition for parents because it can help us talk about a whole range of factors that bear on sexual health—not just the sex act itself. Sex, then, is far more than body parts and raging hormones—it is also an emotional act that requires proper understanding in order to become part of a healthy expression of love and intimacy.

In other words, sexuality is an outgrowth of our whole being and encompasses many spheres of our life. This is what I mean by taking a “holistic” approach to talking about sex. You may find it helpful to consider these aspects of life when you address your child’s questions. She may be asking what part goes where, but your job is to help her integrate her sexuality into a healthy understanding of her life, as far as she’s able. Let’s look at those different pieces of the puzzle: the five aspects of our sexuality.

Physical. These are our physical drives, needs, and actions—the physical part of the sexual act that we can visualize and feel when we hear or see the word sex.

Emotional. This encompasses our inner feelings and their connections to intimacy and love. For example, powerful feelings such as tenderness, vulnerability, excitement, and love as well as hurt, shame, and fear can be stirred when we talk about sexuality.

Relational. Sex never takes place in a vacuum. Relationships with specific people, especially the person with whom you’re having a sexually active relationship, are crucial. All relationships, including sexual ones, are characterized by a variety of factors, such as power, control, communication, and dependency. When these and other factors are in good balance, a healthy, respectful, and loving sexual relationship becomes possible.

Bette Davis: Defining Gender Roles

Fiery, frank, and unconventionally beautiful, actress Bette Davis was the quintessential woman of strength. Her striking features and even more striking demeanor inspired film critic E. Arnot Robertson to write, “She gives the curious feeling of being charged with power which can find no ordinary outlet.” Bette Davis forged a career based on roles that defied the fragile “delicate doll” template of the day. I spoke with Davis on several occasions about her private life, and she had deeply heartfelt things to say about the role of women in relation to men. Davis said the following about the changing attitudes toward gender roles:

The tragic thing is that men have interpreted the women’s movement today to mean that we don’t like men. Let me tell you something, the stronger the woman, the more she needs a man. She needs a strong man! . . . I think that women who work out a successful marriage are very fortunate as they get older. The only other thing I will add about that is that a famous wife is not easy for any man . . . I personally believe that men in all sincerity think they can cope with it, but they can’t . . . Any enormously accomplished career woman is going to run into this, no question about it!

Davis cuts to the root of the difficulty for both men and women. Even today both men and women may feel the need to live up to prescribed expectations. The potential danger is reinforcing gender stereotypes that are possibly inappropriate for your child. For example, it’s important that we reexamine our definition of “strength.” Traditionally, we equate “masculinity” with strength, both physical and emotional, and silence. A masculine man is supposed to be aloof and emotionally inaccessible, someone who “sucks it up” instead of talking it out. But strength can also mean being kind (even when you don’t feel like it), forgiving others, and providing for the household in ways other than financial. By helping your child to see his or her qualities in terms of strengths and weaknesses, instead of “masculine” or “feminine,” you’re equipping your child to let his or her true self shine through.

Though on the surface it may seem that Davis reinforced stereotypes about strength and weakness, her point may go deeper than that: “strength” doesn’t mean we have to travel solo! A relationship is a partnership, where each partner can grow and challenge the other to grow as well. Partners can work together to build each other up, to sharpen and support one another. Instilling this notion of teamwork in your children will help them develop a healthy and full perspective on relationships.

Social. Culture influences our attitudes about sex as well as our behaviors. Culture gives to us, for example, our definitions of masculinity, femininity, and gender roles, through everything from our family upbringing and education to movies, music, TV, and the Internet.

Spiritual. Our faith and spirituality can have both positive and negative effects on how we view sexuality: on the one hand, religious teachings can create guilt, fear, and even the denial of sexuality; on the other hand, spirituality and religion can direct us to values that support a healthy understanding of how to relate sex and love. Sex can also take on spiritual aspects that are very personal and not tied to particular religious traditions.

Talking about sex requires sensitivity to all these aspects because sexuality comes from and affects our whole being. So talking about sex shouldn’t stop at discussing pleasure and reproduction; we need to take into account all our attitudes, feelings, and behaviors.

What makes us different from the rest of the animal kingdom? In sex, it’s our unique ability to integrate these five aspects or spheres into one grand experience of sexual health. But that’s easier said than done—we humans sometimes let one or more of those spheres fall by the wayside. You can help your kids move toward overall sexual health by always thinking of their questions and your advice in this broad context. The key is to not let the questions get disconnected from the big picture. And remember, also: sex is different for each person. Each of us makes these connections in unique ways.

It can be helpful to imagine the aspects of sexuality as spheres in our life (see Figure 1.1). Each of us integrates the physical, emotional, relational, social, and spiritual spheres in our own ways. They may be overlapping or disconnected, and some spheres may be larger than others or totally absent.

The interplay among these five spheres affects how we think about our sexuality. For example, if our spiritual sphere is small or neglected, spiritual concerns will not weigh into our sexual thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Or if the social sphere is largest, social expectations and attitudes will largely direct our sexuality while other spheres won’t weigh in as much. Understanding our own big picture—the size and connections of our spheres—is important if we are to guide our children in putting their own pictures together.
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Figure 1.1 The Spheres of Sexuality

Purposes of Sex

If your child asks what sex is, the question “what’s it for?” will probably not be far behind. You should be thinking of how to explain the various functions of sex in addition to explaining what it is. Sex serves several purposes: pleasure, stress relief, formation of our identity, intimate connection, and (of course) procreation. 

But the goal of sex can be defined in one word: fulfillment (finally, you might be thinking, one word and not a list!). Certainly, orgasm is one of life’s most pleasurable experiences, but true fulfillment in sex comes when such physical pleasure occurs within the context of an intimate and loving relationship. Fulfilling sex transforms what could be a pleasurable but merely mechanical event into an expression of intimacy and love that engages us emotionally, relationally, socially, spiritually, and also physically. It feels good because it connects with our core values and character.

Helping your kids understand sex will be infinitely easier when you are clearer in your own mind about what you expect from sex and what you’re getting from it—in the terms of these five connected spheres. Complete Exercise 1.1 to see how you’re doing.

Exercise 1.1: Expressing Sexuality in Life

First, on the following page, draw each of the spheres of sexual wholeness in different sizes, according to the degree of emphasis each sphere receives in your life and the degree to which they overlap. Second, on the blank lines provided, give specific examples of behaviors and activities that illustrate how the sphere appears in your life. For example, if you find that cultural norms greatly influence your sexuality, you might write for the social sphere: “I define my level of sexual attractiveness by society’s standards.” Or if you find that your spirituality plays a large role in your sexuality, you might write for the spiritual sphere: “I feel most sexually satisfied when my partner and I share a spiritual connection.”
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Figure 1.2 presents a model of how a 29-year-old man might draw and describe the spheres of sexuality for Exercise 1.1. Note that the relative size of your spheres should reflect the significance of these aspects (physical, emotional, relational, social, and spiritual) as they factor in your sexuality. The spheres may be connected (if they connect in your life), disconnected, or absent. Identifying actual behaviors and activities will ground your responses.

How does your sexual wholeness look to you, now that you look at the big picture you’ve drawn? Is one area limited? Does another command all of your energy? This honest self-assessment is the first step in presenting to your kids your thoughts about something you’ve considered deeply, in all its aspects.

If you found that for you, one or two spheres is all that sex is, you’re not alone—many of us experience sex this way. But this never does justice to the holistic nature of sex. A lack of balance in our approach to sex can destroy the fibers that connect sex with intimacy and love. So much of how we view sex is implicit in our language. Consider the expression, “I got a piece.” This expression reveals a lot. When a partner is just an object for sexual pleasure, we have treated that person not only as a “piece” or object but also have experienced only a piece of what sex can be. In this kind of sex, the wholeness of both partners’ sexuality has been shattered because the emotional, relational, social, and spiritual dimensions of sexuality have been diminished or even eliminated.

We may choose to approach sex by compartmentalizing it rather than appreciating its whole reality because we can (and often do) learn about sex in physical terms, either for pleasure or procreation, disconnected from the other spheres. Ironically, when some religious authorities insist that the purpose of sex is procreation alone, they further fragment the character of sexuality. By implying that pleasure in sex is bad, they may overemphasize their understanding of the spiritual sphere. Though such faith-based positions are intended to preserve the sanctity of sex, they actually create a disjunction between body and spirit, blurring the importance of healthy emotions and relationships—all equally important to sexual health.

As you explore and explain what sexual fulfillment means to you personally, you will be helping your kids understand the connections between sex, intimacy, and love. Then you can impart to them your family’s values, rather than letting them accept what society hands them. Understanding how you want to define the sentence “Sex is fulfilling” is the key to making the ongoing talk with your kids about sex totally rewarding, and helps them to start building the bridge between sex and intimacy and love.
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The A-B-Cs of Sex: Knowing What You’re Talking About

It’s amazing that we spend so much time thinking, dreaming, and fantasizing about (and even sometimes having!) sex. Yet when it comes to talking about it, we get tongue-tied. Getting the facts straight is a big step toward feeling confident about opening up that box of tightly guarded secrets with your child. So let’s take an inventory to see where we’re coming from. What do we know? How did we learn about sex? What values do we hold about it? And what kind of messages do we broadcast about sex?

Parents have several reasons for feeling uncomfortable talking with their kids about sex, but the biggest fear of all is being unsure of what is true. Exercise 1.2 will help you assess how much you need to get up to speed about the facts of sex. 

Exercise 1.2: General Information Quiz on Sexuality

Answer the following questions T (true) or F (false).

____ 1. Sperm and semen are different substances.

____ 2.Women experience nocturnal orgasms.

____ 3. It is possible for women to ejaculate.

____ 4. If a woman’s hymen is broken, it means she is not a virgin.

____ 5. Sexual desire naturally decreases a lot after 40 or 50.

____ 6. Imbalance in sexual hormones is the main cause of homosexuality.

____ 7. Infants experience vaginal lubrication and erection.

____ 8. Masturbation can be harmful if it occurs more than twice a week.

____ 9. Genital herpes can be cured.

____ 10. A female cannot become pregnant the first time she has sexual intercourse.

____ 11. A person may infect someone with the HIV virus even if he or she has not tested positive for HIV.

____ 12. Approximately 25 percent of males have a homosexual experience in their teen or adult years.

____ 13. A woman will not get pregnant if a man withdraws his penis before he ejaculates.

____ 14. To screen for cancer, teenage boys and men should examine their testicles for bumps as often as girls and women examine their breasts.

____ 15. The average length of a man’s erect penis is 7 inches.

____ 16. Athletic performance is not affected negatively by sex before a game.

____ 17. As a result of AIDS, the term STI is preferred over the term STD.

____ 18. Alcohol does not inhibit sex drives.

____ 19. Urination after a woman has sex prevents pregnancy.

____ 20. Sexually provocative material causes people to commit sex crimes.

____ 21. Doctors are professionally trained to deal with sexual problems.

____ 22. It is normal behavior for boys to measure their erect penis.

____ 23. The age of the onset of puberty has remained constant.

____ 24. Teenage girls have easier and healthier pregnancies than older women.

____ 25. Fertilization of the ovum occurs in the vagina.

Check the answers at the end of this chapter (pages 35–36). What was your score?

23 to 25 correct—You are well informed.

17 to 22 correct—You’re fairly up to date.

Fewer than 17 correct—We’ll help you brush up!

If the results of Exercise 1.2 show that you need to catch up on a few details, don’t worry! The most important ingredients for helping your child develop a positive understanding of sex are your motivation and care. These will lead you not to just talk about sex with your kids but to want to get the facts straight. Your natural desire to help your child will motivate you to do the research you need. 

Your Sexual History

To help you get comfortable talking about sex, one additional important step is reconnecting with your own sexual history. The situations in your life that you found useful, as well as those that could have gone better, can all help you talk with your child about sex. It’s good to bring our experiences to the forefront of our minds so they don’t distract us from being present when we talk with our kids.

Discussing your sexual history with your spouse, partner, or a friend may help you recall struggles, uncertainties, and the sources of your underlying attitudes and values regarding sex. As you understand how your history guided the development of your sexuality, you will appreciate the significance of effective guidance regarding sex, intimacy, and love and “flesh out” (excuse the pun) issues and approaches for talking about them.

Hypocrisy and Being Judgmental

Because of how loaded the subject of “values” can get, it’s no wonder that parents often shy away from talking about sex. The fact is that very little sex conforms perfectly with specific ideologies, whether conservative, liberal, or other. While some people talk about sex as something that should always and only reflect a connection of self, others, and God (a good description of the sex act in marriage), that position falls short when you consider something like masturbation. Where do we draw the line? How do we manage the gray areas?

Because parents know their own sexual activity doesn’t always conform to their beliefs about sex, it’s natural to feel like a hypocrite if you impose strict standards on your children. The unease about hypocrisy may be one of the main reasons we don’t want to talk about sex. It’s the old “Do as I say, don’t do as I do.” However, you can work it out if you see your role as someone who must weigh in with your children on all the various purposes of sex, not just lay down the law about behaviors they may not even be ready to learn about yet. Helping your children understand the various spheres of fulfilling sex takes time and care. Time and care are critical elements of love that this topic and your child require. You’ll need many opportunities to get it right—which is why you have to start early with the ongoing discussion, not a one-time “talk.”

Ongoing Discussions

Sex is not a one-time discussion. Drawing the big picture at a pace your child can handle takes a lot of time and dialogue. It isn’t a sermon, though you may be tempted to launch into one. Here are some points to consider as you start down this rewarding path of communication.

Sex is a reflection of our self. It is organic—a process. It is not like walking a tightrope—there is no straight line from here to there, or only one way to do it. It involves taking honest responsibility for ourselves in our developmental processes. Our sexual self is not mature when we’re 10 years old, or once we’ve hit puberty, just as we are not mature as people at that age, either. Rather, sexuality is dynamic—growing, living, and evolving, just like us. As parents, we have to keep this natural evolution in mind as we address sexuality with our children. By relating and talking with your children from a young age about the connections between mind, body, and spirit that exist within a healthy understanding of sex, you can lead them toward a self-discovery of their own changing emotions and attitudes about sexuality.
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“Are we making our kid walk a sexual tightrope?”

No one can tell someone else how to be sexually—because sexuality is unique to each person. Nor can we expect that one’s sexual self is fixed and unchanging. What we find sexually attractive and fulfilling at 20 might be quite different from what we find sexually attractive and fulfilling when we are 45. While certain parts of our biology are set, our sexuality, like our personality, can develop and change. You want to instill confidence in your children so that they can embrace and express themselves in their sexuality—and, just as importantly, feel good about themselves in doing so.
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Creating the Sexual Self

In a world where few parents take on a proactive role in discussing sexuality with their kids, it is not surprising that so many children and adults are confused about sex and love. Often people use the words love and sex interchangeably, and we are left to our imagination to figure out how this really works. One of the goals of this book is to help parents and their kids clarify the meanings of these terms for themselves.

Living Words: Our Values about Sex

Our own feelings about sexual behaviors affect how we discuss issues of sexuality. Exercise 1.3 is designed to help you recognize your feelings about various sexual topics and clarify your position on them. It covers a range of potential subjects you may encounter throughout the years with your child, especially sensitive topics on which you are sure to have your own particular opinions. As I said before, sexuality is not like walking a tightrope; it’s more like navigating a beautiful, expansive sea. Your ability to be an empathetic communicator will require at least a tolerance for thoughts, ideas, and even behaviors you may not fully understand or like. Your ease in managing and discussing the issues your child brings into your life will have a big impact on the confidence and ease your son and daughter will feel in speaking with you. This doesn’t mean you have to change or hide your views, but that you communicate them gently and comprehensively.

Exercise 1.3: Sexual Values

Consider the following list of sexual topics and check off your position on these issues.

	 	Absolutely Do Not Support	Somewhat Do Not Support	Neutral 	Somewhat Support	Support
	Masturbation 	 	 	 	 	 
	Sex education in schools	 	 	 	 	 
	Condoms distributed in junior high school	 	 	 	 	 
	Homosexuality	 	 	 	 	 
	Bisexuality	 	 	 	 	 
	Premarital sexual intercourse	 	 	 	 	 
	Sex with someone you do not love	 	 	 	 	 
	Women initiating sex	 	 	 	 	 
	Abortions to terminate pregnancy	 	 	 	 	 
	Prostitution	 	 	 	 	 
	Pornography	 	 	 	 	 
	Rights of father during pregnancy (to participate and bond)	 	 	 	 	 
	Oral sex	 	 	 	 	 
	Anal sex	 	 	 	 	 
	Deep kissing (French kissing)	 	 	 	 	 
	Premarital necking or petting	 	 	 	 	 
	Masturbating each other as a couple	 	 	 	 	 
	Sexual fantasy	 	 	 	 	 
	Sexual toys	 	 	 	 	 
	Sexual exploration or experimentation by oneself or with a partner	 	 	 	 	 

After you complete the exercise, think about your consistency regarding your values and how it affects the messages you send out about sex. For example, you might belong to a religious faith that advocates virginity, sexual abstinence, and purity, yet you may find yourself laughing during a sitcom where adolescents are “hooking up.” This confuses kids. When our actions aren’t consistent with the values we claim, they don’t know what to think. They probably won’t ask, either. Our kids are faced with many different values about sex. It’s when they don’t know the basis of these values that they become confused when confronted by alternative points of view. That is why we must work to link our practices to our beliefs, and our beliefs to our formative experiences.

Communication about sex, intimacy, and love does not happen only during focused chats with our children when we directly advocate our opinions and values. It is also embedded in the daily verbal and nonverbal messages we send in our home. We’re constantly sending messages about sex, whether directly by saying, “Tia, your skirt’s too short!” or indirectly by leaving out an X-rated movie or magazine where it can easily be found or by frowning during news reports about the government’s support of abstinence-only sex education programs or ban on gay marriages. Regardless of how the messages are conveyed, it is important they are consistent. Exercise 1.4 will help you compare the messages you send and see if they are consistent. Continue to write down (and ana-lyze) messages you send your children as you keep reading this book! Chapter 2 will offer more guidance on communicating with your kids; we’ll focus on tuning into our kids and creating an environment that fosters healthy, meaningful exchanges about sexuality and values.

Exercise 1.4: Your Sexual Messages

Answer the following questions regarding the messages you currently send to your children and those you hope to send in the future.

	 	Currently	Hope for the Future
	What are your explicit messages (what you tell your children) about sexuality?	 	 
	What messages do you send when watching a love scene on TV with your kids?	 	 
	When holding your spouse’s hand?	 	 
	When kissing and embracing your child?	 	 
	When talking about sex?	 	 
	What messages do you think your kids learn from you about sex?	 	 
	Are these messages consistent?	 	 

Review the answers you wrote above. How do your explicit messages (what you said to your child) compare with your actions around the home? How do your explicit messages compare with messages conveyed nonverbally (with your eyes or facial expressions and your enjoyment or avoidance of a topic)?
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Exercise 1.2 Answers

1. True. Sperm contains the male’s half of the contribution to offspring; semen contains about 2 to 5 percent sperm and a white, milky substance from the male reproductive organ.

2. True. Both men and women experience orgasms during sleep.

3. False. Though a few women have some emission of fluid at orgasm, they do not experience the spurting of ejaculate in orgasm as men do.

4. False. The hymen may stretch out of place by an injury or even with the insertion of fingers or tampons.

5. False. Though sexual frequency often decreases with age, desire does not decrease.

6. False. The jury is not in regarding the causes of sexual orientation, yet hormonal levels seem to be a significant factor.

7. True. Both vaginal lubrication and erections are normal experiences of infant girls and boys.

8. False. Masturbation rarely has harmful effects. Such effects are usually confined to ritualistically driven and uncontrollable repetition.

9. False. Drugs may reduce the symptoms of pain and swelling, but the virus remains in the body throughout the person’s lifetime.

10. False. Pregnancy may occur any time when intercourse occurs—from the first time until menopause is complete.

11. False. A person cannot contract HIV from sex unless his or her partner is HIV positive.

12. True. While approximately 3 to 4 percent of men and half that number of women identify themselves as homosexual, 25 percent of men have had one or more homosexual experiences.

13. False. Ejaculate containing semen is usually released before a man’s orgasm.

14. True. While in recent years great strides have been made to fight testicular cancer, teenage boys and men should screen for lumps in their testicles monthly, and should consult a doctor if a lump is found, especially if it is only on one side.

15. False. The average length of an erect penis is 6.5 inches.

16. True. While individual athletes report differences, athletic performance is not weakened.

17. False. STIs are sexually transmitted infections that can be transmitted from one person to another through intimate sexual contact and are not limited to HIV or AIDS.

18. False. Alcohol, as with most drugs, deadens nerve endings and affects sexual performance. However, for some people, a small amount of alcohol may decrease inhibition and increase sexual comfort.

19. False. The urinary system is separate from the reproductive system and its normal functions do not affect pregnancy. (However, urinating after intercourse can help prevent a woman having bladder infections.)

20. False. Violent material may lead to increased aggressive acts, but criminal behavior is not correlated with sexually provocative materials.

21. False. Though some medical schools provide instruction regarding sexuality for their students, many do not.

22. True. It is well within the norm and part of sexual self-awareness for boys to measure the size of their erect penis.

23. False. Puberty has gradually occurred at younger and younger ages over time. For females today the onset of puberty occurs between 8 and 13 years of age and for males between 91/2 and 14.

24. False. Teens have higher-risk pregnancies and more health problems with pregnancy than older women.

25. False. Fertilization normally occurs in the fallopian tubes.
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