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INTRODUCTION

¢ What kinds of questions about sex do kids ask?” “How would you

answer a question like that?” When the subject of sex education
comes up, these are the two most frequently asked questions which
parents, teachers and others concerned with sex education ask.

This book is designed for parents, teachers and young people them-
selves. It is based on the premise that sexual expression is a wonderful
way that people can show affection and love for each other, despite the
many conflicts and problems it may cause for the young and not-so-
young. I think it will be especially useful for those people who desire to
talk frankly to children and teenagers in their care, but are still hesitant
and embarrassed because they themselves have not experienced straight-
forward and frank discussions of sexual information. Although other
valuable books on sex education are available which advocate frankness
and honesty, mine provides parents and teachers with examples of pre-
cise and no-holds-barred responses their children will understand.

This book is based on fifteen years of experience in teaching young
people about sex, in training sex education teachers, in raising three
children and in caring for three grandchildren. Out of my own experience,
and in consultation with many colleagues and friends, I have reviewed
close to 2,500 actual questions asked by children and teenagers from
kindergarten through high school and selected those questions which
young people most frequently ask.

Some people may question the need for frank discussions of sex with
young people, given how often sex is openly portrayed in the mass
media. Yet, although often very explicit, most depictions of sex are very
unrealistic and suggest that sex has no consequences beyond the pleasure
and romance of the moment. Rarely do popular portrayals suggest that
there might be more to sexual feelings than intense physical attraction.
They almost always lack any sense of responsibility. Television and films
often arouse and exploit our young people’s sexual impulses with little
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viii Five Hundred Questions Kids Ask About Sex

regard for the resulting teen pregnancies, unwanted children or deeply
hurt feelings.

To be sure, the so-called “sexual revolution” has made it easier for us
to speak openly and frankly about sex. Nevertheless, the impact of this
“revolution” is much overrated. Over the years, I have seen how poorly
informed about sex young people are. At the beginning of the 1990s
young people ask the same questions that they did in 1967, and reveal
the same confusion and misinformation. What has changed is that now
they ask more “advanced” questions at younger ages.

Unfortunately, what has not changed enough is our willingness as
adults to provide honest responses and correct information to our children.
Strong sexual feelings are a daily reality for young people, as any adult
who thinks back to her or his teen years will remember. Yet so often
parents and teachers try to pretend that they don't exist or that they pose
no difficult problems for our children. Perhaps this is because our own
youthful sexual feelings were troubling, associated with anxieties we
would just as soon forget. Because of the reluctance of mature adults, I
have seen countless young people seriously damage their potential for
happiness and success. Sometimes they have not learned how to control
these feelings, but frequently they are simply misinformed about the
basic facts of how a woman becomes pregnant and how pregnancy may be
avoided. Because parents, teachers, counsellors and ministers are often
unwilling or uncomfortable to discuss sex in a frank and honest manner,
our children fill in the vacuum with highly distorted pictures of sex
derived from television and films.

Whether we like it or not, our young people today will learn about sex
at a young age. It is up to us to see to it that they do not learn from the
mass media that sex involves no responsibility, can be enjoyed fully
without any commitment or emotional involvement, and has no conse-
quences. One of the most difficult problems is to respond to the whole
person’s concerns, not just to the realities of his or her sexual desire. It is
often easier to give technical information about sexual activity and
sexual development than it is to respond clearly to the complex ways that
sexual feelings are involved with other feelings—the desire for emo-
tional intimacy with a member of the opposite sex, the wish to impress
one’s friends and to “belong,” the struggle for independence from one’s
elders. Ultimately, these are all issues each young person must work out
for himself or herself. I have found that young teenagers act responsibly,
if we acknowledge the reality and power of their feelings and if we show
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them our confidence in their ability and desire to understand and take
charge of their feelings and express them responsibly. It is very normal
for teenagers to want to experiment: to hug, to kiss, to stroke each other’s
sexual areas and to have sexual intercourse. It is my deepest conviction
that by acknowledging and discussing these desires openly, adults are
able to help teenagers engage in responsible sex in which the partners
treat each other with respect. It is our very unwillingness to be forthright
that leaves our young people feeling pressured to have sexual inter-
course in order to impress their friends or appear “grown-up,” to pre-
tend they already know all there is to know about sex.

I have set down the questions in much the same form that pre-teens
and teenagers ask them, and provided clear, unambiguous and compre-
hensive answers to each. I have kept the slang or “street” terms in the
questions because—like it or not—these are the words youngsters most
easily understand. One of my colleagues relishes an incident in which a
child, well schooled in the polite, technical language of sex, asked, “I
know all about the penis, the vagina, the testicles and the ovaries; but
what does my dickie do?” Youngsters have heard the slang terms for
years, and are usually more comfortable using them than the correct
terms. By not reacting with shock or disapproval to a youngster’s use of
such terms, you will make it easier to establish trust with her or him. In
my answers, I try to lead the youngster to learn and use the more correct
terminology. I have found that after continual repetition, the youngsters
themselves begin to prefer them to “street” language. I have tried to keep
repetition to a minimum. But some repetition is necessary, both to
reinforce the young person’s knowledge and to enable him or her to
connect one piece of information with another.

In answering questions it is important to remember that questions
may express not only a young person’s curiosity, but also his or her
anxiety as well. Many spoken questions often contain the unspoken
questions, “Am I normal?” “Is this normal?” Someone might ask merely
out of curiosity, “What decides if a baby will be a boy or a girl?” On the
other hand, someone may ask because of anxiety, “Will you die from
masturbating?” Sometimes a question may appear to merely express
curiosity, while in reality the young person is seeking to put to rest some
anxiety. One example might be, “At what age to boys (or girls) begin to
mature sexually?” The person may seem merely to be curious, but in
reality is wondering whether he or she has something wrong with him or
her because sexual development has not yet begun. The question “Can
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you tell a homosexual by his or her looks?” can mean that someone has
been called homosexual by a friend or class mate, or that the individual
is concerned about some supposedly “abnormal” physical characteristic.
In most of my answers, I have tried to include reassurance as well as
information. Sometimes a youngster may seem to be asking one thing
when she or he is really asking something quite different. For example,
“When is sex enjoyed the most?” may mean, “What situations make sex
most enjoyable?” or “At what age does a person enjoy sex the most?” or
“What is needed in a relationship for sex to be most enjoyable?” Some-
times a youngster of any age may ask questions to which you think he or
she already knows the answers. The youngster is probably seeking
reassurance, or may be testing you to see whether you are willing to
discuss an embarrassing subject frankly and fully. In using this book,
remember that young people need to be reminded constantly that they
are normal, that their desires are healthy, that their behavior is common,
that truly abnormal feelings or physical problems are rare.

Of course, this does not mean that you approve of that behavior, or
that you think the young person should act on her or his desire. How
you answer questions of what is right and what is wrong depends a great
deal on your relationship with the young person in question. A teacher
or school counsellor will probably be more hesitant to state absolutely
what is proper and what is improper than a parent or a minister. However,
even if you are absolutely sure what you think is morally correct in a
given situation, it is usually better to postpone setting out absolute
principles until you have listened sympathetically to the young person’s
viewpoint. As experienced adults, it is easy to think that we should be
obeyed unquestioningly. Experience shows that young people, espe-
cially teenagers, often feel quite differently about this! Often it is best to
respond to a question such as, “Is it OK for an unmarried teenager to
have intercourse?” with a question like, “Well, what do you think?”
Instead of “laying down the law,” show the other person that you respect
and are eager to hear his or her opinion; you may be surprised to find
that it agrees with yours. Even if it doesn’t, a teenager anxious to assert
her or his independence will be far more likely to take your opinion
seriously if you accord her or him the same respect. Remember that a
young person may take a strong stand against you one day, only to
completely change his or her mind the next.

The answers given are only suggestions; they are not meant to be
taken as the only right answers. When you read them, you may find
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yourself thinking, “I would never answer that question that way.” That’s
just fine—it means that you have already begun to work out your own
answers. You need to be comfortable with the explanations you give
children in your care. Moreover, if you give an answer that you are
obviously uncomfortable with, the child will sense that you don’t really
believe what you are saying. You are probably better off avoiding a
subject which you cannot discuss comfortably. But remember, it is usu-
ally wishful thinking to believe that, if you don’t discuss a sexual practice
which you find objectionable, the young person will not find out about
it. Most of the time, if you don’t respond to a child’s question with
enough accurate information, he or she will almost certainly try to learn
more from friends—friends who are often badly misinformed. Too much
information is probably better than too little, provided that you make it
clear what your own feelings are about the sexual practices you are
describing.

The book is divided into six chapters covering six topics related to
sexuality and growing up. Within each topic, the questions are given
roughly in order of progressing complexity and sophistication—it is not
necessary (and probably not appropriate) to explain to an eight-year-old
what an orgasm is or what forms sexual contact may take, when the
general facts about how babies begin, where they develop and how they
are born is all the information the child is seeking. Teenagers are more
interested in the problems which sexually colored relationships raise,
while these problems are usually of scant interest to younger children.
Of course each reader of this book will have to adjust his or her answers
to the sophistication and level of curiosity of the particular individual he
or she is addressing. However, here are some general guidelines.

Children in pre-school and lower elementary school usually live very
much in the present. Their curiosity about sexual behavior is not easily
aroused, even when there are pet animals around who may engage in
sex. Of course, they are curious about body parts and the differences
between female and male anatomy, and frequently seek assurance that
their bodies are normal. When questions concerning sexual intercourse
or “where babies come from” arise, with young children I usually stress
the role of intercourse in creating new people, not the pleasurable
aspects. Many children, when they learn what sexual intercourse is, will
ask “Why would anyone ever want to do that?” (I explain that it is
necessary to make babies.)

Often a simple, one-sentence answer will satisfy a young child’s curiosity.
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It is important, however, to make it clear that you welcome the child’s
questions and will do your best to answer them. Young children can
easily sense when their sexual questions are not welcomed, and can
quickly learn that it is unacceptable to ask about the subjects of sex and
their own bodies. If an answer is too complicated for them, they will take
what they can get out of your answer. Later, they often come back with
further questions to clear up what they found confusing —provided you
have made it clear that further questions are always welcome. By reading
stories to your children that have instances of teasing, hurt feelings,
fighting you can stimulate many kinds of questions. Your local public or
school librarian can be very helpful here.

Children in the upper elementary school grades increasingly ask ques-
tions about their development and about pregnancy and child birth.
Their interest in sexual relationships and activity also increases. Many
children at this age level are already curious about sexual intercourse
and about homosexuality. Of less interest are birth control and sexually
transmitted diseases (venereal diseases), with the exception of AIDS,
which is frequently in the news. The child is usually seeking reassurance
rather than detailed information. For some reason, fifth- and sixth-
graders have a seemingly endless fascination with birth defects.

~ Children of middle-school (junior high school age) continue to be inter-
ested in physical development, pregnancy and child birth. Heredity is
also of interest, as are sexual relationships and activity. Intercourse is a
very frequent subject of lively interest. But at this age, there is much
variation from child to child. Some seem merely to be curious, while for
others the questions have more immediate significance as they become
aware of their own sexuality. As they advance through these years, and
their physical maturity is completed, their interest generally shifts from
concern about bodily changes to concern about their sexual feelings and
about relationships. They may begin to have close relationships with
members of the opposite sex. Many of their questions show that they are
beginning to regard sex as part of a relationship with another person,
rather than just an activity you “do” like ice-skating.

Sexual practices also become an increasing area of concern toward
the end of the middle school years. Here it is especially important
to be willing to listen to the youngster’s point of view. You must be
willing to accept that young people —even your own children—may have
different values from yours. But a general guiding principle I often put
forth is,
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Anything is all right in the area of sex as long as it does not hurt you or
hurt the other person, and as long as it does not offend you or the other
person.

This definition stresses responsibility to oneself, to one’s sexual partner
and to persons with different values.

It is especially important at this age to be aware of youngsters’ needs
for reassurance and to continue to let them know that you welcome their
questions, and will try to answer them as honestly and fully as you can.
For girls, menstruation is often a source of anxious concern, although
this concern usually subsides once menstruation has actually commenced.
Many young people, believe it or not, are already considering whether
to have intercourse at this time, usually under pressure from friends.
Some youngsters are already “street-wise” about sex, and have begun to
experiment sexually. These children are especially prone to absorbing a
great deal of misinformation about sex. So it is best to bring the risks
involved to their attention. As they get older, their interest in birth
control and sexually transmitted diseases increases. Youngsters of this
age and on through their later teen years often want to hear that there is
a form of contraception that is absolutely safe. When you tell them that
only abstinence is 100% safe, they may think you are withholding infor-
mation from them. It is important to keep reiterating this point. Similarly,
they do not want to hear that teen sex during menstruation is not safe, or
that interrupting intercourse or only placing the penis near the vagina
are not reliable ways to prevent pregnancy. Although questions about
sexual diseases may not be very frequent for children just entering
middle school, it is a good idea to bring them to young people’s attention.
Here, as in drug problems, scare tactics are not usually effective. It is
better to give the facts as simply as possible, and then invite the young
person to explain how he or she would avoid the risks involved.

Children of this age are also very interested in heredity. This provides
a good opportunity for you to bring up the drug problem by discussing
the effects of illegal drugs on babies growing in the womb. At this age
and for long after, young people often have the feeling that “nothing bad
1s ever going to happen to me,” and this is as good a time as any to begin
to challenge that assumption—not only with respect to drugs, but with
respect to pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases as well.

Many high school students are fully developed physically or will
finish their growth before graduation. Many of these individuals have



Xiv Five Hundred Questions Kids Ask About Sex

lost interest in the academic side of school (witness the high dropout
rate). There is great importance placed on “going steady.” Unfortunately
this locks the young person into a relationship and keeps him or her
from experiencing relationships that would be helpful in his or her
development.

Having a peer group to belong to is also important to the teen-
ager. Often it seems that the only time the student is truly alive is when
he or she has a chance to meet his or her friends between and after
classes.

Parents say their older teenagers ask very few questions about sex, and
that it is difficult to start a conversation with them. The teenagers often
seem defensive about many things. Taking a situation from television or
the movies and asking the teenagers for their opinions may help begin a
discussion. Listening to their opinions and thanking them afterward for
sharing their opinions with you may be a novel experience and make it
easier for them to open up next time.

Sometimes trust must be established all over again on a more mature
level. You could offer to go to the Planned Parenthood clinic with your
teenager(s) to learn about contraceptives. Your teenager will probably
not wish you to accompany him or her but just the fact that you offered
will demonstrate your confidence in him or her to make a good decision.
One parent told me that she discussed contraceptives with her daughter
(in fear and trembling) and when she had finished, her daughter said,
“Well, now I know so nobody can talk me into doing something I don’t
want to do.”

High school students also hold the belief that “nothing bad is ever
going to happen to me.” Teenagers’ self-esteem still needs a good deal of
bolstering. They feel grown up but are not allowed to be adults. As
a parent, try to find five things every day that you can compliment
your teenager about. Tell your daughter or son over and over what
you like about his or her looks and what he or she is doing. You
may think the teenager will feel you are overdoing it, but he or she never
does. Studies show that people with high self-esteem make better deci-
sions for themselves. We all function better in life when we feel good
about ourselves.

Questions from older teenagers are usually about relationships. There
are many questions about respect, manipulation, power struggle and
using or being used by another person. All of these complicated situa-
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tions are very puzzling to a teenager. Sol Gordon has a book about
“lines” that can be very helpful as well as entertaining. Soap operas
are full of situations that are destructive in relationships—some teen-
agers actually believe this is the way a person is supposed to act in a
relationship.

FraNcEs YOUNGER
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