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ven at the dawn of the 21st century, the sexual education of children
in America is controlled by attitudes and myths about sexual learning
that, in reality, date back hundreds of years. And despite our strong,
vibrant, and progressive traditions, many — if not most —
independent schools also remain well behind the curve on this vital

aspect of children’s lives.

The proof is present in the baseline thinking among many of the fourth and fifth
grade students I teach. Come with me to a class where I ask them as a group
to define the word “sex,” and here typically is what we’ll hear:

Sex is reproduction.
Sex is when the sperm meets the egg.
Sex is when the dick goes in the donut.
Sex is making a baby.
Sex is when a man sticks his thing in a girl’s hole.
Sex is about love.
Sex is intercourse.
People do it for money.
Sometimes it’s rape.

At first glance the students’ responses seem predictable and plausible — some maybe even “cute.” A deeper look,
however, reveals several mistaken equivalencies in the children’s mind between things that are really quite
different: sex and reproduction; sex and vaginal intercourse; sex and heterosexuality; and sex and love (although,
in truth, they can’t for the life of them explain, really, what a penis and vagina touching actually has to do with
“love”). They’re also aware that some people “do it” for money, and that others are forced — concepts,
understandably, they struggle with a lot.

Sex to them is about particular body parts rubbing, eggs and sperm joining, and things men or boys do to women
or girls. (Often, they’re not entirely happy with the verb “sticks” when they say it, but can’t think of how else to
express it.)

The question makes many of them very uncomfortable (some can’t even bring themselves to use words and
resort to hand gestures instead) and there’s a good bit of laughing, silliness, and joke making. When asked why
that’s so, some will say, “Because sex is funny!”

Where to begin? What these students reveal is what they’ve learned and concluded already about sexuality long
before they enter the classroom. They teach us that unless the immediate adults in children’s lives proactively
engage children in sexuality education well before the fourth grade, from that point on it will become,
fundamentally, a remedial discipline.
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Sexuality is perhaps the most
complex and most broadly
interdisciplinary subject, connecting

Subsequently, teachers can help them unlearn and relearn — and re-sort, re-categorize, and re-contextualize —
but very likely what they’ve learned first will stubbornly endure, with far-reaching effects. New information acquired
going forward will be filtered and understood through this earlier lens, and those new understandings will coalesce
into yet another misleading baseline upon which future misperceptions will continue to build.

Imagine how differently a fourth or fifth grade class might proceed if all students came in already understanding
firmly the following facts and concepts:

• Sexual behavior, or sex, is a special way that people bring their bodies close together. It gives people’s bodies
very warm and amazingly pleasurable feelings and under the best circumstances causes them to feel very close
to one another.

• Sexual intercourse is a kind of sexual behavior, or a kind of sex, but not the only kind. It is a very powerful kind of
sex because it can lead to making a baby. Sexual intercourse is something that two people choose to do together,
not something one person does to another.

• Sexual intercourse and making a baby are not the same things. Sexual intercourse can lead to making a baby,
but not always. Most of the time people choose to have sexual intercourse because they enjoy the feelings of
pleasure and closeness they experience, not because they want to have a baby.

• People can have sex with people of their same gender or the other gender.

• Sometimes you may see people laugh or make jokes about sex or about their own or other people’s sexual
parts. That’s because they feel embarrassed, not because sex is funny. Sex can be fun, but it can also be very
powerful, so in this family, or this classroom, we try hard to look and sound respectful when we talk about this
subject. People can talk about sex without feeling embarrassed, and even if they are embarrassed, they can
control how they express those feelings.

• Sexual behavior can be misused. For example, sometimes people try to force other people to have sex. That is
always wrong. Sometimes people let other people use their bodies for sex as a way to make money, but sex is
supposed to be about caring for and about the other person.

Our students reflect not only what they’ve learned (and not learned) from parents or other immediate adults in
their lives, but also how they’ve been taught. Somewhere along the line, the majority of them have heard “The
Talk.” Most often, though, as their responses make clear, they’ve been offered not much more than the literal
basics, with little attempt to make significant meaning or create context.

So, we should ask, why not? The vast majority of parents and teachers today do not consciously believe that
sexual knowledge is bad or harmful. However, if you listen deeply to their concerns and anxieties, especially about
teaching the youngest of our children, there is often definite unease. There persists in American culture the
misguided notion that sexual knowledge is fine — so long as it’s given in just the right way, by just the right
person, in just the right amounts, and at just the right moment. As a result, both teachers and parents, especially
because most are unsure about what “exactly” is the right time or right way or right person or right amount,
commonly treat sexuality with kid gloves, if not downright distance or avoidance. For many, if not most, adults in
our communities, free flowing, open-ended discussion, elaboration, and exploration — what we know in regard to
all other subjects to be the heart of the educational process and the foundation for later, more complex learning —
feels too scary to allow and certainly to encourage when it comes to young children.

This double standard for sexual
learning is such a stark and powerful
anomaly it behooves us to
understand its origin. Not surprisingly,
we can trace it back through the
centuries to the Puritans, but actually
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to issues of family life, health, law,
medicine, science, politics,
literature, cross-cultural studies, the
arts, ethics, history, psychology,
sociology, business,
communications, marketing,
employment, media, economics,
anthropology, and practically every
other major area of study.

not in the way people might presume.
The Puritans were not “anti-sexual”
or “sexually repressed,” as they are
often mischaracterized. What they
disdained was public discourse about
sex, and violations of their strict
taboos could bring severe
consequences to the offender.

And that remains the Puritans’ most
lasting legacy: the dread fear of what
might happen if the subject of sex
“gets out.” While indisputably a
rational source of anxiety at the time,
as the centuries passed, it morphed
into a wholly irrational fear of sexual
knowledge itself, and the

unchallenged presumption that, particularly for the young, it must be kept under wraps, tightly inside a “Pandora’s
Box,” so to speak.

Indeed, the extraordinary staying power of the concept of “The Talk” — during which an adult gatekeeper of
potentially worrisome sexual knowledge finally lets the “secret” out (Secret? Ever Googled the word sex?) — is
testament to the fact that the Puritans, long presumed dead, are alive and well in our culture.

Creating new paradigms that truly serve our students in today’s world is a matter of recognizing and casting off old
paradigms and reframing current ones, based on what we already do so well in independent school education:
pedagogy, a developmental-based attentiveness to the “whole child,” partnership with parents, and critical
thinking.

PEDAGOGY
It has been known for decades, both from studies identifying the stages of normal cognitive development and from
the anecdotal experiences of parents, teachers, and caretakers, that children as young as four, five, and six often
spontaneously ask a series of pointed and intelligent questions about how life begins, and are able, easily, to
process information about sexual intercourse as it relates to human reproduction. (Sadly, because of the limited
way we define “sexuality” in our culture, many adults believe that, by spilling the beans about how human life
begins, they have taught their children about “sex.” In reality, they’ve taught their children nothing about human
sexual interaction, except in a narrow, mechanical, body-part-focused way.)

The immediate, caring adults in children’s lives best serve children when they give themselves permission at
those “teachable” moments to place trust in knowledge and critical thinking, and in their own teaching abilities, just
as they do around all other subjects. Moreover, when adults are grounded in the truly age-appropriate cognitive
benchmarks for sexual learning, they also know that common folk “wisdom” about this subject is most often
patently absurd. Take the oft-repeated decree, “Wait until the child asks!” for example. In fourth grade math, that
admonition would be the pedagogical equivalent of instructing teachers to hold off — say, until October,
November, or even spring, if necessary — until one of the children in the class finally raises his or her hand to ask,
“What’s long division?”

When parents and teachers set in motion a spiral of learning around sexuality at the earliest possible moments,
and then continually build on it throughout the lower school years and beyond, we prepare our children in all the
right ways — emotionally, socially, and cognitively — for important later learning and for healthy, happy, satisfying,
caring, ethical, and responsible sexual lives. And, most importantly, we guarantee that the primary — as in the first
and most significant — reference points in children’s lives around issues of sexuality will be families and schools,
not peers, media, and the Internet.
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The same essential roles we play in
children’s lives — as affirmers,
information givers, values clarifiers,
limit setters, and anticipatory guides
— are the very same skills we can
apply to parenting around issues of
sexuality.

In today’s 24-7, market/media-driven, sex-saturated society, to do otherwise is virtually to guarantee that the
primary content and context for sexual learning will be shaped for our children by the default options of peers and
popular culture. And, just to be clear, popular culture is not fundamentally to blame for this state of affairs. It
merely fills a vacuum around these issues in children and adolescents’ lives created by generations of abdication
by families and schools.

The “Whole Child”

Whenever we in independent education reach an impasse or dilemma that seems intractable, it always helps to
pull out the school’s mission statement for guidance and/or inspiration. And there’s probably not a school
philosophy on record that doesn’t, in some fashion, embrace the concept of reaching, teaching, and engaging the
“whole child.”

For me, what is so extraordinarily rewarding about what we do in independent education is that it’s more about
nurturing, really, than about teaching. My work over the decades convinces me that the “whole” children who
come into our buildings every morning, from pre-kindergarten to 12th grade, bring with them five core nurturing
needs they look to us to meet: affirmation, information, clarity about values, limit setting, and anticipatory
guidance.

When we adults fulfill our roles well
— when we “get” and affirm who our
students are; provide meaningful,
relevant, and truly age-appropriate
learning opportunities; reinforce core
values and impart critical-thinking
skills about complex, value-laden
issues; establish clear,
developmentally sound, yet ultimately
flexible boundaries; and afford
students opportunities to stretch and
grow and take new risks, with just the
right kind and amount of adult
guidance — children and
adolescents thrive.

Conversely, when we shirk, avoid, or fail to recognize their core needs, the students are left to their own
resources, often with mixed results at best. When it comes to sexuality, as public health and social science
research and our own anecdotal observations demonstrate, the sad truth is that we are far from meeting students’
needs across the developmental spectrum. And, in many ways, they are not thriving.

The solution is not nearly as difficult as it may seem. We can start by recasting “sexuality education” as yet
another way we aim to affirm and support the “whole child” — the whole child, that is, who is growing up in the
world as it is, not as we might like it to be. Moreover, if our mission statements are to represent more than lip
service to catch phrases du jour, it is our obligation to do so.

Families and Schools as Partners
Of course, schools share the responsibility of meeting the core needs of children and adolescents with their
families. Indeed, as the two primary nurturing institutions in children’s lives, families (in large measure) and
schools (essentially), exist precisely for this purpose. How could we think of ourselves as anything but partners?

Once again, many schools or parents hold to a different standard when it comes to sexuality education. Often our
roles are cast, mistakenly, in either/or terms: Should the schools teach “it,” or the family? Well, since the parents
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aren’t covering “it,” I guess we’ll have to. You know, since the school is doing “it,” I guess we’re off the hook.
Whenever I hear these kinds of sentiments, I always want to know, “What exactly is the ‘it’ you’re referring to?”

If ever there were an aspect of child and adolescent development that called out both/and thinking, this would be
it. Raising sexually healthy young people is a process, not a matter of turning over a particular body of knowledge.
If it were the latter, truly anyone could impart “it.” But false dichotomies just don’t hold up when what’s at stake,
really, is helping young people come to terms with such a complex and intensely present aspect of their
development, their world, and society at large.

Figuring out the most appropriate and mutually supportive roles for families and schools is a matter of
understanding that our roles, while they do overlap, are not interchangeable and are not substitutes for one
another. Though we share a common purpose, families and schools are different kinds of institutions that meet the
core needs of children and adolescents in different ways.

Families, on the one hand, are typically small and homogeneous, and ideally provide intimacy, security, and
consistency. They are, or certainly should be, the ever-present safety net in a child’s life. Families also provide
parents or parental figures that offer constant modeling, ongoing attention, and affirmation. They also have access
to countless teachable moments in which important informal learning can take place.

Parents also have the critical role — which they alone can assume — of making clear to their children their own
particular set of values and beliefs about all of life’s important issues, including sexuality. This information is critical
for children as they become aware of alternative values and value systems, and begin to sort out the myriad and
conflicting ideas to which they are exposed. Later, as they struggle to separate their own values from their parents’
— an essential psycho-social task of adolescence — knowing clearly what their parents think and value is crucial
to the process.

Schools, on the other hand, are larger and more diverse and provide endless opportunities to confront a bigger,
more heterogeneous, and less personal world. As such, they are places where formal and informal learning can
support critical thinking about controversial, value-laden issues, while at the same time strengthening students’
understanding of core ethical values and encouraging parents and students to communicate about their own
personal values (including sexual values). Schools have teachers, who are trained to do the formal instruction in a
child’s life, and who have access to curricula and other important resources. Also, as a community of caring adults
with an ongoing presence in a child’s life, schools can provide an additional support system, with the advantage of
having somewhat greater emotional distance than do parents.

Finally, schools, unlike families, have groups of students who can be engaged through skilled teaching in
constructive conversation with one another about critically relevant developmental issues. As only peers can, they
alone provide for one another an accurate mirror of their own hidden feelings, experiences, and reactions.
Extraordinary opportunities for feedback, validation, and normalization can occur.

Critical Thinking
“Human Sexuality,” of course, goes way beyond the topic of “sex” per se. Defined as broadly as possible, it
encompasses everything in life that relates significantly to issues of sex, gender, and reproduction — and that is
practically everything in life! Indeed, sexuality is perhaps the most complex and most broadly interdisciplinary
subject, connecting to issues of family life, health, law, medicine, science, politics, literature, cross-cultural studies,
the arts, ethics, history, psychology, sociology, business, communications, marketing, employment, media,
economics, anthropology, and practically every other major area of study. Teachers at all levels — including lower
school — who come to appreciate this amazing depth and breadth, and the potential for making so many rich and
meaningful connections for their students, know they have struck gold.

So have their students. Young people growing up in American culture are exposed to hundreds, perhaps
thousands, of messages about sexuality every day — most of them out-of-context, simplistic, and sensationalized.
Skilled teaching and in-context learning opportunities are essential for children and adolescents as they attempt to
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make sense and meaning of what they see and hear.

On a more personal and practical level, decades of research demonstrate that when parents and teachers engage
in these kinds of conversations, children grow up in healthier ways. For example, they are known to postpone
involvement in potentially risky sexual behaviors significantly longer than their peers, and to manage risks and
relationships with greater forethought, care, and responsibility. I’m convinced that’s because young people who
are expected and taught how to think critically about themselves and the world around them inevitably make more
thoughtful, deliberate decisions.

Embracing Change Because We Can
Independent schools, unlike many schools in the public sector, typically are able — if they choose — to embrace
sensitive and even controversial topics when student need is clear. The dividends for our children, if and when
parents and schools decide to embrace their rightful roles as the primary sexuality educators in young people’s
lives, are incalculable. To do so, we will need to give up antiquated beliefs, misplaced fears, false dichotomies,
and double standards — but that doesn’t sound so bad, does it?

Whenever I speak to parent groups, I always divulge the big secret about communicating effectively with young
people about sexuality: There is no secret! Good parenting, I tell them, is good parenting is good parenting. The
same essential roles we play in children’s lives — as affirmers, information givers, values clarifiers, limit setters,
and anticipatory guides — are the very same skills we can apply to parenting around issues of sexuality.

My advice to schools is essentially the same. Everything we know so well about teaching and learning in
independent education applies to sexuality as well. The new paradigm we need for sexuality education is the old
paradigm we routinely apply to everything else.

Pedagogically speaking, it’s really as simple as that.

Deborah M. Roffman teaches sexuality education at The Park School of Baltimore (Maryland) and is the author of
Sex and Sensibility: The Thinking Parent’s Guide to Talking Sense about Sex (Perseus Books). She consults with
schools nationally and internationally around sexuality education.
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