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SCENARIO ONE

Imagine a case where you do not discuss
sexual health with your child, and one day that
child becomes a victim of sexual abuse, or
gender-based violence.

What do you think the implications might be?
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SCENARIO TWO

Imagine a case where you do not discuss
sexual health with your child, and one day your
child becomes a perpetrator (whether he or she
is aware of this or not).

What do you think the implications might be?
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The Difficulties
Parenting is arguably one of the most difficult jobs in the world. From
handling tantrums, toilet training or the teenage years, at one point or
another we all need support in our parenting journeys.

One of the most arguably difficult parts of parenting is discussing sexual
health with our children. Many of us don’t bother doing it at all. This
happens for many reasons: it’s awkward or uncomfortable, we just plain
don’t know the answers, we feel ashamed when talking about taboo topics
or feel like it’s socially or culturally unacceptable to discuss these things.
You might actually avoid sexual health conversations for multiple reasons,
including those which aren’t listed here. Whatever the reason, it’s
important to address that discussing sexual health, sexuality and genderequality with your children is a crucial step in raising them. In fact, by not
discussing it with your children, you might be doing more harm than good.
The umbrella of sexual health includes anatomy, reproduction,
menstruation, consent, contraception, abortion, sexually transmitted
diseases, gender roles and more.

It’s easy to tell kids not to do things that we’re uncomfortable about.

‘Don’t hang around with that crowd.’

‘Don’t have sex (before marriage).’

‘Don’t get pregnant.’

‘Don’t do this.’

‘Don’t do that.’

SHEWILLSURVIVE.COM

We expect our kids to listen and abide by our rules, but if we don’t give
them more information, we leave them confused and wanting to know
more. Children push boundaries because it’s natural to want a reaction.
They need us to make them feel safe and secure. Our children take comfort
in knowing that we know what is best for their well-being, that we
genuinely want to do right by them. And we genuinely do. But that doesn’t
make having awkward conversations any easier.

Of course we want to protect our children. We want to keep them safe,
sheltered from the knowledge of war, pain, and all the suffering in the
world. We want to shield them from crime, abuse, bullying, violence, and
anything else that can harm them. So why don’t we properly equip our
children to deal with all of life’s hardships? Because it’s hard. It’s horrible to
have to face that our children might have to deal with hardships someday.
Broken hearts, being used, being abused, having difficult relationships,
difficult jobs, and the list goes on and on.

It’s not easy to discuss the grim realities that life can involve. But if we don’t
properly prepare our children for dealing with them, we are essentially
sending them out onto the battlefield unprepared and unarmed. This is
quite possibly one of the worst things you can do as a parent.

The Importance
Teaching a child about sexual health is important for many reasons. Sexual
health education would be best coming from a reputable source, such as
an informed parent or sources backed by research, rather than inaccurate
sources, such as your child’s peers or pornography.

Most education curriculums around the world include some form of sexual
education, but there are many gaps and they tend to not be very effective
at properly educating students about sexual health. In many conservative
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countries where religion significantly influences the local culture, shamebased approaches are applied to sex education.[1] Abstinence is
encouraged and sex or sexuality can be associated with guilt or have
negative connotations. In countries like this, children tend to be left
uninformed or left with many unanswered questions. Other countries only
take a shallow approach, only covering the basics of biology and leaving
much else to the imagination. Teaching young people about sexuality is not
compulsory in many places in the world, which can stigmatise sex, sexual
preference, bodily functions or even basic human contact. Not teaching
young people about sexual health causes confusion and shame or can even
encourage abuse.

What’s wrong with your child learning about sex from his or her peers?
Gender stereotypes give children unreasonable ideas about what is
expected of them. Girls are often raised to think that their worth lies within
their appearance and that their virginity is some kind of unattainable prize
that determines her worth. Meanwhile, boys are often raised to suppress
their emotions, to be strong, macho, in charge, domineering, and to strive
to conquer the ultimate quest: girls. So what happens when girls abstain
and boys try to conquer? We inadvertently contribute to rape culture. Rape
culture is essentially ‘a society or environment whose prevailing social
attitudes have the effect of normalizing or trivializing sexual assault and
abuse.’[2]** Additionally, we have to assume that there is a lot of
misinformation out there. Kids all over the world (eventually) learn about
sex in different ways. Some learn about sex in negative ways, such as being
victimised. It’s important to remember that the way we learn about sexual
health can normalise how we think about sex and gender-equality.

And then there is the danger of sex education through pornography.
According to a report by the UK’s National Union of Students, 60% of
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students turn to pornography to learn about sex.[3] This is extremely
problematic. Young people are turning to porn instead of going to their
parents or reliable sources to answer their questions or fill in their
knowledge gaps about sexual health. This is a huge problem because
pornography is not reliable reference material. Porn regularly normalises
violence against women, fetishises forceful sex (without consent, or even
when consent has been explicitly denied), and it sets completely unrealistic
expectations about sex and gender-equality. Now imagine that your
children learn everything they need to know about relationships and
sexuality from porn, and you can see how this is a huge problem.

According to Fight The New Drug, a research-based charity which spreads
awareness on the harm caused by pornography, 'among the effects of the
use of pornography are an increased negative attitude toward women,
decreased empathy for victims of sexual violence… and an increase in
dominating and sexually imposing behaviour.'[4] Effectively, if your kids
learn about sexual health from pornography, they will learn that it’s normal
to demean and devalue women. They may even come to accept that
abusing or sexually dominating women (or men) is normal, or even
expected behaviour.

A survey of 5,000 18- to 24-year-olds in India conducted by sex education
provider Love Matters, determined that 92% of all respondents had
watched porn online. The same survey found that 84% of young women
had watched porn online, compared to 97% of young men. About half of the
young men and women who responded to the survey said that they had
“sexted” before. Roughly 28% had sent or received a “dick pic”.[5] Just
because it’s not discussed, doesn’t mean it is not happening. Unfortunately,
porn consumption is rampant in just about every society around the world,
and this is primarily where uninformed youths are being (mis)educated
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THE DATA
about sexual health. According to a publication by Pauline Oosterhoff for
the Institute of Development Studies, ‘to develop a comprehensive sex
education strategy for young people that aims to reduce maternal and
child mortality, unwanted pregnancy, sexual violence and includes the
realities of sex and pleasure, policymakers and sex educators need to
engage with new and traditional gatekeepers, porn distributors and young
people themselves.’[6]

The Benefits
There are many benefits to providing children and young adults with
comprehensive sex education. Benefits include reduced maternal and child
mortality, reducing sexually transmitted diseases or infections and of
course, overall improvement of sexual health and awareness. It doesn’t stop
there. Teenage or unwanted pregnancy rates drop, child marriage rates
decrease, and young people can become empowered against sexual
violence or abuse, when they are comprehensively educated about sex.
Teaching children about their reproductive systems, gender fluidity and
sexual preference can lead to an increased understanding and awareness
of others. Less girls miss school due to the stigmas associated with
menstruation when girls (and boys) are informed and not ashamed. Girls
not dropping out of school for menstruation-related reasons has a knockon effect that can reduce child marriage and female genital mutilation
(FGM) rates. The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) found that some
sexual education programmes delayed initiation of sexual intercourse by
37%, reduced the frequency of sex by 31%, reduced the number of sexual
partners by 44% and increased the use of condoms and contraception by
40%. Not equipping children with the knowledge they need to deal with
their unanswered questions can cause guilt, shame, isolation, and can
contribute to bullying or stigmatisation of sexuality or basic biological
functions. Informed decision making alleviates perilous behaviour. Well-
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informed people tend to make better decisions. Comprehensive sex
education is a great thing.

The Summary
In an ideal world, all our children would be safe and protected from all
possible harm. The reality is that we cannot incubate our kids to shield
them from the world. What we can do is educate them, and give them all
the tools they need to handle any problem that life sends their way. This
means learning to recognise when you need help, and knowing where to
go to get that help (for example, reaching out to your parents, friends,
family or a professional if you or your children need support).

If you don’t teach your children about sexual health, they will inevitably
learn it elsewhere. You cannot control the source of that information. This
means that if you want your children to have healthy, gender-equal views
about sexual health and their bodies, the information needs to come from a
reputable source. That source should be you.
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**Rape culture can impact anyone, regardless of gender but for the
purpose of this article on raising children, I’m generally referring to boys
contributing to a culture which normalises abuse towards women or girls.
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REFLECTION

How might scenario one play out differently if
your child is fully informed about sexual
health?

Write down your thoughts below:
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REFLECTION

How might scenario two play out differently if
your child is fully informed about sexual
health?

Write down your thoughts below:
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REFLECTION

An abuser may not know what they are doing is wrong if
they can’t even recognise abuse or consent. They might
not even know that something bad has happened. Even an
abuser can be impacted negatively, including feelings of
shame, guilt, remorse, etc.

A victim may not know that what they’re being forced to
do or forcibly having done to them is wrong if they aren’t
even familiar with what it is. A victim might later
reciprocate or act out. He or she may or may not feel
comfortable confiding in you or anyone else. It may never
even be reported if it’s not something they recognise as
bad or if they’re uncomfortable speaking out about what
has happened.

SHEWILLSURVIVE.COM

REFLECTION

If we can prevent bad or abusive behaviour by educating
our children and giving them safe spaces and the comfort
to ask questions and learn about sexual health in a positive
and inquisitive way, we can potentially prevent genderbased violence and other abusive behaviours.
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