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TALKING WITH YOUR KIDS
ABQUT SEX, RELATIONSHIPS
AND VALUES IS AWKWARD,
CONFUSING AND DIFFICULT.
_< AND IT'S OKAY IF YOU
DON'T FEEL READY. WE'LL
HELP YOU TELL THEM
EVERYTHING YOU

WANT THEM TO KNOW.
\ BY KAREN TROCCOLI
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P ;'! be even tougher for other pa.nents

Expect the unexpected. orai
people, | should know that. But | nearly drove off the
road when my then-8-year-old daughter started asking
about sperm barks. “1 mean,” she said, “is it like
Wachovia or something?” And days later, when my
11-year-old son declared he knew his father and I had
“done it" twice because we have two kids, I had to
quickly take a deep breath so | wouldn't laugh out loud.
It’s not as if 1 haven't had plenty of experience with
kids and unfiltered moments like these, I've been working
in the field of teen health and sexuality for 18 years. Yet |
still sometimes' have trouble talking to my own two
children about sensitive Subjects—and [ know that it can

Yet we can't let our discomfort keep us from speaking
to them about these important topics because the stakes
are just too high. Kids today are facing an onslaught
of sex-related information—and misinformation—that
simply wasn't out there when we were teens. The news
blares intimate details about people. This week a famous
teen gets pregnant. Next week a politician has been caught
cheating on his wife. At home, plugged-in teens (and even
tweens), unwittingly or deliberately, happen upon raw,
graphic images online. They may listen to music lyrics
boasting sexual conquests and check out Facebook
pages to see who is this week’s winner in the relationship
wars. Maybe they open their cell phones to find they've
been “sexted™—sent explicit photos of peers. Or they
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watch TV shows like Gossip Gird, where
having multiple partners is no big deal,
“There's more information coming at
kids faster, and at the same time, families
have so many activities that there are fewer
opportunities to sit down and talk
about what they're experiencing,”
says Elizabeth Casparian, Ph.0, execu-
tive: director of HITOPS, a youth health
center in Princetan, New Jersey. “l don't
think parents fully realize the risks and
challenges today’s kids are facing" And
teens are taking risks: Forty-six percent of
ninth- to twelith-graders report having
had sexual inter-
course, according to a
study by the 1S, De-
partment of Health
and Human Services,
(The older the teen,

FC FACTS

* 31% of
women were
pregnant at

least once the more likely he or
before age 20, She 15 to have had
sex) Yet other re-
8 60% ofteens  goarch shows that
whohavehad  half of the parents of
sex wish they sexually experienced
had waited. eighth- to eleventh-
b o il graders are unaware
e CUTERT thar their teens have
\-..u I) |“ .l” boys Nad gax.
say they've That today's kids
never had a

are putting them-
conversation selves  in physical
with a parent danger—at risk for
about sex, pregnancy as well as
Saurce: sexually transmitted
"9 inf {8TI's)—is

only part of the prob-

lem. What also troubles experts are the
emotional causes and consequences.
The most obvious example of this is
hooking up. “Kids are engaging in sexual
behaviar, looking for fun without any of
the emotional baggage,” says Laura Ses-
sions Stepp, author of Unhooked: How
Young Wamen Pursue Sex, Delay Love and
Lose at Both (Riverhead Books). “They
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may interact with one person once or
many times, It can range from kissing to
oral sex to intercourse and anything in
between. The partner may be someone
a kid just met. Or the two may already
know each other—and become ‘friends
with benefits." " This use of sex as recre-
ation waorries experts, because of the
potential for psychological repercus-
sions kids don't anticipate. “Girls end up
very depressed” says Stepp. “They
think they decided not to feel anything
for the guy, but they do. When nothing
happens after the hookup, they feel bad
about themselves.”

What's the answer? There is a pow-
erful antidote to the information glut and
the too-much-too-soon behavior: Yow
“Teens congistently say that their par-
ents have the most influence over their
decisions about sex—not the media, not
their boyinend or girtfriend and not their
best buds m school,” says Sarah Brown,
CEQ of the National Campaign to Pre-
vent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy.
“But if parents don't step up to the plate,
teens are going to get information that's
unedited, without context and often in-
correct—from wherever they can find

LLC <

TO BE SURE YOU'RE GIVING YOUR KIDS THE BEST INFO, ASK YOURSELF:

it." Not ideal. So are you ready to have
the first and last word en how your chil-
dren leam about sex, relationships and
intimacy? These guidelines will help you
give your kids what they need.

Forget about “the talk.” There is no
eve-of-the-13th-birthday sit-down at the
kitchen table. Instead, you need to estab-
lish an ongeing dialogue. "Kids can ab-
sorb only so much at any one time,” says
Casparian. “They need to hear things,
think about them and come back again
to ask or talk from a different perspec-
tive.” The opportunities are everywhere
once you start looking for them. While
you're driving the carpool, for instance,
kids may discuss TV shows, parties or
social situations at school. Later you can
say to your child, *1 couldn't help over-
hearing you and your friends in the car,
and | was wondering what you thought
about ...” And they need you to address
all the themes relevant to sex. “The con-
versation can't be just about biology. It
also has to be about values, ideas, beliefs,
experiences and respect.” says Brown.
Which means it isn't enough just to lay
down the law, observes Barbara Fick, a
Bethesda, Maryland, mother of three,
ages 14, 9 and 7. "1 think too many par-
ents only make rules, like you can't date,
and then think they've talked to their kids
about sex.” she says. “Then kids go be-
hind their parents’ backs because they're
afraid of getting into trouble.”

Phote: Jio WcRyan ity images.

Suzi Peterson Steward, a mother in
Ann Arbor, Michigan, says she’s had her
best successes keeping things casual. °]
often bring topics up with my 17-year-cld
daughter when we're cooking.” she says.
“She acts as if she’s just allowing me to
blather on, but later she'll ask a related
question, which shows me she's pro-
cessing what we've talked about.” How-
ever you get the conversation going, be
sure to keep it two-way. “Zero in on what
they're asking and why, and give short,
simple replies,” suggests Casparian. “If
you lecture and don't listen to their re-
sponses, they'll tune you out.”

Avoid knee-jerk reactions. One
reason kids don't ask parents about sex
is they're worried you'll ically

sations when you feel it's
warranted. You could say,
“You may feel like I'm prying
by asking you some ques-
tions about sex, but because
I'm your parent [ need to
make sure you're not putting
yourself in harm's way.”

Give males equal time.
Adults used to think these
issues mattered more for
girls. But parents need to re-
ject that stereotype, along
with the “boys-will-be-boys”
attitude, “Not talking to guys
sends the message that girls

FOR MORE INFO
Prepare byincreasing your 1.0 ot saying noiis a
ownknowledge.Tythese ey oprion and that it
sources: doesn't mean that there
v Sexand Sensibility: The  is  something wrong
Thinking Parent’s Guide to with them.”
Talking Sense About Sex
(Da Capo Press) Exploit the media.
" Third Base Ain't Headlines about public
What It Used to Be figures; reports about
(New American Library) teensandSTI'sorpn_:g-
v From Diapers foDating: "2 2nd local stories
about kids in trouble for
A Parent's Guide to Raising sexting are great con-
Sexually Heaithy Chldren versation-starters. Call
(Newmarkat Press) attention both to posi-
+ talkingwithkids.org tives (loving, respectful
V' teenpregnancy.org behavior} and negatives

are the only ones responsi-

assume they're having it. Peppering them
with “are you or aren’t you?” questions
will likely derail the conversation and
make them less likely to come to you in
the future. Ce ly, avoid i

ble for keeping it all safe,” says Caspari-
an. What's more, adolescent males need
help dealing with huge pressures from
peers. “They're afraid their male friends
will call them a “wuss' if they turn down

that your kids aren't having sex if they
aren't talking about it. If they do bring it
up, a good first response is, “I'm happy
you felt you could ask me that.” Then see
where your teen steers the conversation.
And between talks, always monitor who
they're with, where they are and what
they're doing so you can initiate conver-

ani i girl,” says Stepp. Similarly,
a boy may have to deal with a girl who
thinks provoking his interest in her will
prove she's valuable and attractive. “Par-
ents often don't recognize how sexually
aggressive some girls are,” says Rosalind
Wiseman, a Family Circle contributing ed-
itor and author of Queen Bee Moms and
Kingpin Dads (Crown). “Boys need to be

PARENTS HAVE ALL KINDS OF REASONS FOR NOT TALKING WITH THEIR
KIDS. HERE ARE FIVE COMMON ONES—AND THE REAL STORY.
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(thoughtless, abusive or
irresponsible actions). “Two-thirds of
teens report that television shows and
characters make them think about the
consequences of sex,” says Bill Albert,
chief program officer at the National
Campaign to Prevent Teen and Un-
planned Pregnancy. “Use it to your ad-
vantage.” As in, “What did you think
about that girl's decision?” “"How do you
think that boy handled that situation?
Music lyrics are also useful, says Molly
Love, outreach coordinator and social
worker at Teen and Young Adult Health
Connection, in Silver Spring, Maryland.
“Keep the car radio tuned in to their
favorite station and ask your teens what
they think of the lyrics,” she says.

Face the discomfort. Yours, that is.
And theirs. Nobody said this was going
to be easy, but it doesn’t have to be tor-
ture either. Accept that you're going to
have some missteps—and that you can
always backtrack and make corrections.
More important than being perfectly
poised and absolutely articulate is giving
kids essential info, listening, talking about
why we have the values we do and keep-
ing the conversation going.

Believe in your kids. I have great
faith in my two—and in kids in general.
If they get the information they need, [
really do think they can learn to make
good decisions. @




