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Parents through the ages have flinched at the prospect of discussing sexuality with children.  My parents did not feel comfortable or have the skills to discuss sexuality.  I learned about body parts through sex education in grade school.  I was familiar with the reproductive system, as sex education was strictly how to make a baby, but did not have a clue about how the sperm got to the egg.  Ethical sexual conduct was not touched.  Children need information about how their bodies work, but they also need to understand how they feel about their bodies as they mature sexually and emotionally, and how to set guidelines about sexual relationships.  Parents need a way to tell their children about the rules and values they believe in, and they need a way to show their child how these values are expressed in everyday decision making.  Children and parents need a comfortable way of learning about each other’s feelings and beliefs about sexual situations.  There is a lot of wisdom and intimate conversation that never gets shared because parents don’t know how to bring up the topic in a way that feels acceptable.  The purpose of this article is to give you the information, tools and motivation to help your child have an emotionally and sexually healthy relationship someday.





What is sexuality?  We are all sexual from birth.  Our sexuality includes:





1.	Our bodies and how bodies work;


2.	Our genders--male or female;


3.	Our sexual orientations-gay, straight, or bisexual;


4.	Our values about life, love, and the people our lives touch.





Sexuality influences how we feel about all of these things and how we experience love, compassion, joy and sorrow.





Kids who understand their sexuality are better able to take charge of their lives and have loving relationships.  Kids learn about their sexuality from the day they are born.  Home is the most meaningful place in which they learn about sex.  It is important to let kids feel good about their sexuality from the beginning.  This will make it easier for them to ask questions about sex later in life.  It’s up to parents to give children useful information and to be able to address questions and feelings as they arise.








Many parents feel uncomfortable talking about sex.  This is not surprising considering that:





1 .  Many of us were taught sex is "dirty";


2.	Many of us are afraid we don’t have all the answers;


3 .	It is difficult for some of us to admit that our children are sexual;


4 .	It is difficult for some of us to admit that we are sexual;


5 .	Many of us fear the normal sexual feelings between our children and ourselves.





Regardless of uncomfortable feelings, we must help our children become comfortable with their sexuality.  The best approach is to be open with our children about our feelings.  It is best to start discussing sexuality as our children begin receiving sexual messages.  Believe it or not, they start receiving these messages from birth!  From am early age, children know there is something called “sex,” but their idea of what it means may vary from kissing or hugging to some hazy idea about bodies rubbing together.  However, as they get older, they get more information—especially from TV.  By the time most children have started school they have viewed thousands of different kinds of sexual references and relationships on TV.  Sexual words are a part of their vocabulary—and many of these words aren’t used in a very nice way.  As a teacher supervising playground play I heard young children call each other sexually charged names, often used as insults: “gay,” “fag,” “slut” are common school yard insults.  Children today encounter sexually explicit images on the Internet.  Kids are bombarded with sexual imagery in advertising, wherever there is a TV, radio, magazine, or billboard.  Kids today have seen so much sexual imagery that most middle-schoolers consider themselves teenage sex experts.  They may be so sure that they know “all about sex” that they don’t even ask questions.  But when you talk to them, you’ll find out that they haven’t really thought through their own values or how they’d handle specific situations.  Sexual conduct guidelines become more important as children get older and begin to interact with others who have different beliefs and desires.  Don't worry if you haven't started yet.  Just remember to be open and available whenever your child wants to talk about sex-related subjects.





Here's how to help children with sexuality at different stages of their lives:





BIRTH to TWO: We give babies a sense of themselves from birth.  We make them feel secure or insecure by:





1.	The way we hold and touch them;


2.	The way we feed, wash and diaper them;


3.	The tone of our voices;


4.	Letting them feel comfortable with their bodies and emotions.  They can develop healthier feelings about their sexuality if we do all these things in a pleasant, loving, and caring manner.





It is normal for babies to explore their bodies.  They're quick to learn that touching their sex organs feels good.  They should be allowed to enjoy this.  If we criticize them, or slap their hands, they will engage in the behavior anyway but will feel guilty.  It is also important to let kids know that bowel movements and urinating are normal and healthy functions and to react positively when dealing with these issues.





THREE to FIVE: By the time they are three, children are ready to know that women and men have different sex organs.  Talk about these the same way you you talk about elbows, noses, fingers and toes.  Always use correct names for sex organs.  Say "vulva", "penis", and "breasts" instead of slang words.  Otherwise, children may get the idea that something is wrong with these parts of the body.





Toddlers are curious about the bodies of their parents and other children.  They may play "doctor" to look at each other's sex organs.  This is a normal way for children to discover differences and learn about their sexuality.  You can choose to disallow this behavior, but it won't help to punish children for being normal.





Three year olds also start wanting to know, "Where do babies come from?" You don't have to describe sexual intercourse at this point.  Answers should be simple for now.  You might say something like, "Babies grow in a special place inside the mother.”  If a boy asks the name of his penis or why his sister doesn't have one, reply, "Boys have a penis and girls don't." As the years pass, you can slowly add other details as your child is able to understand them.





It is normal for four year olds to become very attached to a parent—even an absent parent.  Kids may even be jealous of the other parent or partner.  They can be attached to caregivers or parents of both genders.   None of the attachments means a child is gay or straight.  We should let our children be comfortable with whatever attachments they form.  It is inappropriate to tease them about having “girlfriends” or “boyfriends.”








Four year olds may want to snuggle in bed with parents.  They may also want to see them without clothes on.  You need to decide what you're comfortable with and set limits accordingly.  Children should not be punished for their desires.





FIVE to SEVEN: It is common for children to become less attached to parents and caregivers at this time.  They are beginning to realize their own femininity or masculinity.  They will begin associating with children of their own sex and become "cliquish".  That's why it is very common for them to say they hate children of the opposite sex.  Again, it's better not to tease them about this.





Children in primary school may be shy about asking questions.  Please don't assume that their silence means that they don't have questions.  Most of them have heard about such things as AIDS and child abuse.  They wonder about these issues even if they don't ask or say anything.  We need to keep talking with them.  It is important to remember that there have been no cases of AIDS caused by physical contact generally associated with children.  This includes wrestling, biting and sharing food.





Television or headlines in newspapers and magazines may help us start a conversation on the subject of sexuality.  There are many stories: teenage pregnancy, sexual abuse, gay rights, and so on.  Each of these subjects can open a line of communication between you and your child.





Sexual fantasies about family members of both genders are also common.  Children may find these thoughts upsetting.  We must assure them that just dreaming or thinking about something doesn't make them happen.





Most children touch their sexual organs for pleasure.  Masturbation is very common during this time.  We need to reassure children that it's normal to masturbate-but only in private.  You might say, “I know that feels good, but it's a private way to feel good.  Let's find a place where you will have the privacy you need.”





PRE-TEEN (8-12): Pre-teens need all the facts about menstruation, -wet dreams and other signs of maturation.  Pre-teens worry a lot about whether they are "normal." The most important thing you can do is reassure your child that no two people are the same and that it's normal to be different.  We need to let pre-teens "fit in" with their peers and we must encourage them to think for themselves.





Most 12 year olds are ready to know about sex and reproduction.  They want to know about sexual and social relationships.  They need to know about sexually transmitted infections, birth control, and the consequences of teen pregnancy.  There is a narrow window of opportunity to cover all this material.  By age 12 kids need to have all the facts.





During puberty children are often very shy with parents about what's going on with them.  They prefer talking with friends.  We have to be sure that peers aren't their only source of information about sex and drugs.  Never hesitate to open a conversation about sexuality and health with pre-teens.





Once we open discussion, we need to be prepared for questions like: "How many sex partners have you had in your life?", "What kind of birth control did you use?", "Do you masturbate?" We can ask to have our privacy respected, but when we do decide to answer, honesty is the best policy with our children and with ourselves.  Consider asking questions of your pre-teen children if they don't ask you.





Information does not encourage children to be sexually active.  Children make better decisions about sex when they have all the information they need and when there are no taboos on what to talk about at home.  Knowledge helps children make good decisions.  It will also help them protect themselves against pregnancy and disease when they are ready for and decide to have sex.





If you'd like more information and resources on sexual education, Planned Parenthood has some excellent resources. To obtain a "Sexual Health Resources" catalog call 1-800-669-0156 between 9:00 a.m. -5:00 p.m. EST or write to Planned Parenthood, Attention: Marketing Group, 810 Seventh Avenue, New York, NY 10019.  There are excellent children’s books for different age levels that cover a range of topics and can stimulate conversation and questions.  Please check with your librarian or favorite bookstore.  














