It takes more than one conversation
— and a little courage — to discuss sex
with vour child

By Kate Jonuska

MNew emotions well up in your stomach, and
the heat of embarrassment flushes vour cheeks
red. You feel unsure, unprepared and slightly
unwell, standing in front of someons you're afraid
will judge vou — someone you're not quite sure
vou can relate to as an equal, sexual being

And you're the parent, right? Um, right?

There’s nothing like talking about sex with
your child to make a parent devolve into an
uncertain, uncomfortable person. And of course,
while talking about sex is the exact wrong dme
ta dissclee in such a way.

“The research tells us that youth who have
access to accurate information about sexuality
— especially those able to talk to their parents
about sex — are more likely to delay the onset
of sexual activity and are also less likely to have
an unintended pregnancy or an STD,” explains
F.ebecca Koon, educational program manager for
Planned Parenthood of the Rocky Mountains.

But kneing that it’s necessary doesn't make it
casy. Sexuality is simply so fraught with moral,
emotional and physical meanings that a parent
might not know where to begin. Koon and Peggy
Vegil, physical education and health curriculum
facilitator for School Districe 11
Springs, otfer some advice.
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Know when

The differences between bovs and girls, where
babies come from — these are questions children
begin to ask as early as their toddler years,
which is when a parent needs to start cratting a
conversation about sexuality.

“Don't wait untl vour child is an adalescent,”
advises Vegil. “Start talking about reproduction
as carly as possible.” But don't feel vou need 1o
reveal everything from the start: Smaller bits of
information are appropriate for smaller kids. “You
don't have to give them the l'nig picture, bt small
bits of information often.”

Pluralize the talk

“In an ideal world. it would be an ongoing
comversation. It wouldn't be one talk,” says Koon,
who advises looking for “teachable moments™ in
evervday life.

“Cerminl}' within that, there :|11ig]1l.' be a -_'n:-up]r:
of really intentional talks where vou sit down
with your child and sav “these are the facts of lite’
or ‘let’s have a conversation about contraception.”
But really, it should be an ongoing dialag.”

Use the media

While many bemoan the media's ability to
bombard kids with sexual content from an early
age, parents can tlip the tables and use the media
a5 1 stepping stone to Conversation.

“Parents need to take advantage of little
opportunities to build into bigger topics.” says
Vegil. “When a parent is watching TV or a
movie with a child, that would be a grear time o
maybe address something the child seems to be
contused about.”

Quiz yourself

“Peeally think about what you're going to say
beforehand and practice how vou might answer
questions that come up,” says Koon, even if
practicing in front of a mirror feels silly.

Besides, practicing beforchand will hr:lp vou
consolidate what issues are important to convey.
In addition to scientific facts about egEs, sperm
and menstruation, vou need to be prepared with
vour values and opinions about the facts, too.

“Ume of the things that's really important for
parents to do is really sit down betore they wlk
to their children about sex to really examine their
own values,” Koon continues, “asking themselves,
“What do I think about sex and marriage? What
do T think about homosexuality? What do I think
about unintended pregnancies? What do I think
about teens having sex?™
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“When a parent is
watching TV or a
movie with a child,

that would be a
great time to maybe
address something
the child seems to be
confused about.”
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Broaden the discussion

Vegil, who knows School District 115 sex-ed curriculum
intimately, can testify that schools are required to provide
medically accurate, science-based and age-appropriate information
about reproduction, human sexuality and — thanks to a new law
passed in early 2007 — contraception. (District 11 only brings the
latter up at the cighth-grade level.)

But kids’ questions range far beyvond the mechanics and dangers
of sex to issues about puberty, relationships, peer pressure and
what's normal.

That’s why Wegil says schools broaden the discussion to
emphasize lite skills, which give children the ability to make
healthy decisions in the future in sexual situations — and beyond.
“Yes, we're talking about human sexuality, but this also relates
to taking drugs, or the consequences, for instance, of ditching a
class to go off with a friend.” she continues.

What's really valuable

But no matter how thoroughly or properly a school handles sex
education, values “can’t be taught in school. That has to come
from the parents,” says Vegil. “We hope as educators that parents
have this talk with their kids way before they even get into school
e.o. When teaching life skills, we hope we are just giving booster
lessons.”

“Kids might get information about sex from school,” Koon
adds, “but really the values arcund sexuality should come from
the home. Whether that’s religious values or cultural values or
wherever those values come trom, it's the parents’ job to insdll
those values in their children.” %



