A LOOK AT HOW SCHOOLS ARE TALKING TO KIDS ABOUT SEX TODAY—
AND HOW PARENTS CAN GET IN ON THE CONVERSATION
By Catherine Warmerdam
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IT’S BEEN MORE THAN THREE DECADES SINCE
I SAT THROUGH A SEX EDUCATION CLASS,
BUT I STILL HAVE VIVID MEMORIES OF THE
EXPERIENCE: THE AWKWARDLY NARRATED
FILMSTRIP ON MENSTRUATION IN FOURTH
GRADE. THE SLIGHTLY EMBARRASSING
WORKSHEETS ON WHICH WE HAD TO LABEL
REPRODUCTIVE ANATOMY IN SIXTH GRADE.
THE APPALLING SEXIST AND HOMOPHOBIC
REMARKS SHARED BY MY EIGHTH GRADE
TEACHER. IT WAS 1980S RURAL CALIFORNIA
AND, FOR MOST OF US, THIS WOULD BE OUR
ONLY FORMAL INSTRUCTION ON THE TOPIC
OF HUMAN SEXUALITY.

lot has changed about sex education since
then. In 2016, state legislators enacted the
California Healthy Youth Act, mandating
comprehensive sexual health and HIV prevention
education in public middle and high schools. Before
the law went into effect, offering sex education was
optional in California middle and high schools. (It is
still noncompulsory in the state’s elementary schools.)
As sex education goes, California is considered a
pioneer of sorts. It is one of just 17 states that require
sexual health and HIV education to be medically
accurate, according to the Guttmacher Institute, a
research and policy organization dedicated to advancing reproductive and sexual rights. And California
is one of just nine states that require sex education
programming to be culturally appropriate and not
biased against any race, sex or ethnicity.
Whereas a generation ago sex education focused almost exclusively on a just-the-facts
approach to anatomy, puberty and conception,
the curriculum taught in California public school
classrooms today looks much more broadly at
human sexuality and its place in overall well-being.
Students are taught not only about pregnancy,
contraception and sexually transmitted infections
but also topics such as sexual assault, human trafficking, sexual orientation, gender identity, consent,
the harm of negative gender stereotypes, and maintaining healthy relationships.
Advocates for this holistic approach to sex education say that it gives kids better information and skills
with which to make healthy choices.
“The new law puts greater emphasis on teaching
healthy decision-making and how to communicate
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curriculum is critical. “What I always say is that
sexual health is not just about the ‘bits and pieces.’
It’s about relationships and how we feel about ourselves. I consider myself to be a sex-positive person,
which to me means that every person has a right to
understand how their body functions and how to
keep it safe, and that each person is deserving of
feeling a sense of belonging and attachment to other
human beings.”

effectively with friends, family and dating partners
in today’s world,” explains Violeta Gonzalez, senior
health educator at Planned Parenthood Mar Monte.
“Youth are receiving messages about sex, relationships
and intimacy everywhere, so it’s really vital that sex
education at school as well as the conversations at
home help youth navigate and make sense of what
they’re hearing.”
“The Healthy Youth Act gives us the opportunity
to include nontraditional aspects of health education
in instruction,” according to Aaron Pecho, science
coordinator for Sacramento City Unified School District. “We of course teach the science behind things
like conception, but we also teach things that support
kids making healthy decisions. That is the goal. The
gap that once existed around the social pieces (impacting health) is addressed in this law.”
Kara Haug, who offers sexual health education
workshops to schools, families and congregations
through her private practice, Reframing Our Stories:
Sexuality Education and Counseling, asserts that the
new standards for sex education in California are
a vast improvement from how the topic was
taught when she was coming of age.
“I know that there are some people who don’t
agree with some of the teachings, but I have a
lot of parents come to me wanting their children
to be taught better than they were taught,” she
says. “I think people are recognizing the disservice
of not having had comprehensive sexual health education when they were younger, and they want a
different experience for their children.”
Haug adds that including discussions about forming healthy relationships in the sex education

n spite of the many advancements made to broaden the scope and improve the quality of sex
education in California, there are still gaps in how
the subject is taught in schools. For example, because
there is no requirement by the state to offer sex education curriculum in elementary school, some
children will go without any instruction about puberty until seventh or eighth grade—in some cases
well past the onset of their own bodily changes.
Locally, instruction outside of the state-mandated
grade levels is spotty. Whether a child will receive
sex education before middle school depends largely
on what school district they are in.
San Juan Unified School District, for example,
teaches sex education to all fifth graders districtwide.
Elk Grove Unified School District, meanwhile, offers
sex education to all fifth and sixth graders in the
district through its comprehensive health and wellness classes.
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The “Kids Want to Know” questions come from professional sexual health educators Violeta Gonzalez of Planned Parenthood and Kara Haug of Reframing Our
Stories: Sexuality Education and Counseling. They have had every conceivable
question about sex thrown at them by kids. Gonzalez says queries typically fit into
one of four categories: information seeking, permission seeking, personal beliefs
and shock questions. With the last, “there’s usually explicit language or a term
they’ve heard that they want the educator to say out loud,” says Gonzalez. “In those
instances, it’s important to rephrase the question with appropriate language.”

“A lot of that decision was based on research that
says when puberty begins,” explains Kelli QuanMartin, EGUSD’s program specialist overseeing K–12
science and health education. “We thought it would
be appropriate to address the topic of puberty in fifth
grade, building on it in sixth and then continuing in
seventh. That way, our students would have access
to information that would be pertinent to where they
are in their development.”
At Sacramento City Unified School District, however, sex education instruction outside of the
state-mandated grade levels (middle and high school)
is not required by the district and is offered only when
a particular school site decides to offer it. The district
does not track which elementary schools teach sex
education to elementary students, nor does it offer
stand-alone health classes where this subject matter
would naturally reside. Any curriculum that is taught,
however, must align with the Healthy Youth Act.
When that law was enacted, “other districts already
had a structure in place” for teaching sex education
in health classes, explains Pecho, who sees the value
of teaching sex education sooner than middle school.
“I understand the frustration around the slowness
because our kids can’t wait. We want to work with our
community to find a way to do this right so we can put
something forward that everyone can get behind.”
Jessica Martinez, a lecturer on child development at
Sacramento State and the mother of a teenage boy,
believes there’s great value in teaching sex education
to younger students. “When you consider that the
curriculum is teaching about healthy relationships,
you want those discussions to start early,” she says.
Although she has always talked candidly with her
own child about sexual development and relationships, Martinez knows that for some kids, school is
the only place they’ll receive factual information
about sexual health. “Not everyone is going to get a
parent like me who’s going to talk to them about it.”
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IF THE IDEA OF TAKING TO YOUR
CHILD ABOUT SEX MAKES YOU SWEAT,
YOU ARE NOT ALONE.
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Martinez cautions, however, that teachers who
lead sex education classes must be well trained
to talk about the sensitive subjects that are bound
to come up in classrooms. In some cases, it may
be sensible for a school to invite a trained sexual
health educator—someone who is unbiased and
won’t be left nonplussed by difficult questions—to
lead the instruction.
Martinez also respects parents’ right to opt out of
instruction when they feel it isn’t a good fit for their
family—a choice that is protected under state law. “I
can appreciate that people’s different cultural or
religious backgrounds make it so that the school
curriculum isn’t right for them.”
Parents who don’t know whether their school offers
sex education before middle school or what the classes entail should feel emboldened to ask a teacher or
principal about it. In many cases, schools offer parent
preview nights during which parents have an opportunity to ask questions about the curriculum.
In instances where a school is unable or unwilling
to offer sex education classes to lower grades, parents
who feel daunted by tackling the subject on their own
might consider hiring a sexual health educator to
lead a workshop with their child and his or her peers.
As Haug puts it, “As parents, we want the best
academic education for our kids as possible. So why
wouldn’t we want to have that same education for
their bodies when it would have even more of an
influence on their lives than their academia?”

"THE SOONER PARENTS
START TALKING THE BETTER."
—Violeta Gonzalez
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o matter what sex education curriculum is
made available to a child in school, parents
still have an important role to play in being
their child’s first teacher on matters related to sex.
Gone are the days when parents and kids were
confined to having “the talk.” Today, experts urge
parents to engage in ongoing, developmentally appropriate discussions with their children from an
early age. “Of course, the sooner the parents start
talking the better,” says Gonzalez. “However, it’s never
too late.”
Haug believes that teaching kids about forming
good relationships starts in a child’s infancy through
positive touch and attachment. From a young age,
children should use accurate terminology when discussing body parts. “When we make up names (for
genitalia), we’re saying that part of the body is weird,”
says Haug. “My son is 6 and he knows what a vulva
is and what a vagina is.” Normalizing family discus-
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HAVE QUESTIONS ABOUT SEX EDUCATION? THESE BOOKS AND WEBSITES HAVE ANSWERS.

for kids

for parents

for kids

“Period. A Girl’s Guide”

“Beyond Birds & Bees”

“Will Puberty Last My Whole Life?”

“For Goodness Sex”
by Al Vernacchio

youngmenshealthsite.org

“Sex, Puberty and All That Stuff”

“Talk to Me First”

youngwomenshealth.org

“It’s Perfectly Normal”

talkwithyourkids.org

by JoAnn Loulan and Bonnie Worthen
by Julie Metzger and Robert Lehman
by Jacqui Bailey

by Robie H. Harris

“Celebrate Your Body”
by Sonya Renee Taylor

“The Boy’s Body Book”

by Bonnie J. Rough

by Deborah Roffman

kidshealth.org
healthychildren.org

iwannaknow.org
goaskalice.columbia.edu

amaze.org
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sions about sex helps remove the stigma and shame
that often surround the topic.
If the idea of talking to your child about sex makes
you sweat, you’re not alone. “Speaking with parents,
I’ve learned there are a number of barriers that keep
them from talking openly with their kids,” says Gonzalez. “One of the things I hear a lot is that maybe
they didn’t have conversations when they were growing up, so it may be difficult for them to initiate them
with their own children.”
Gonzalez suggests that parents can broach the
topic by asking a child what they already know or
what they are learning in school. She adds that teachable moments may also arise while a family is
watching TV or a movie. “Talking about situations
that a character is going through is a way to open up
the conversation,” she advises.
If you feel uncomfortable or embarrassed by the
topic of sex, it’s probably best to own up to that feeling, but don’t let it prevent you from connecting with
your child. “All of us want to have positive, enduring
relationships,” says Haug, “so we have to learn to just
get through the awkward and talk about it.”
Thankfully, there are more resources than ever
available to parents to support them in communicating with their kids about sex. Not only do many sex
education curriculums in schools have a parent discussion component, but professional sexual health
educators like Gonzalez, Haug and others are available to work with families and individuals who need
support and information.
Teaching kids about sex will probably never be
easy, but it doesn’t have to be awful. Just keep in mind
this sage advice from Gonzalez: “Remember to
breathe and just know that it’s going to be OK.”

by Kelli Dunham
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