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Sexting, porn, consent and social media — its not just
a chat about the birds and the bees: Sex education in
2021 is a minefield for parents. Anna Maxted reports

orget the birds and the bees.
Forparentsin 2021, sex educa-
tion involves conversations

not just about sex itself, but :
about subjects such as social :
media, porn and consent :
Even the most modern clued- -

up parents might be forgiven for feeling
i

slightly out of their depth — but burying :
your head in the sand isn't an option. Nor :

is reading them your well-thumbed copy

of Mummy Laid an Egg and hoping for the

best. Sex education now is about a con-

tinuing conversation between you and :
your child that starts young and through

which hopefully they will learn a positiv

attitude to their bodies and their relation- ©

ships. Research shows that children really
do want to hear what their parents have t

say. Here we ask the experts how best to

want their father to be their main source of :
information about sex when they're @
growing up,” says Lucy Emmerson. “Yet :

: only 3 per cent are getting that, so there’s :
< abig gap. Forty per cent of girls would like
¢ their mother to be their main source of
* information about sex. In reality, 14 per :
: cent are getting that” :

Also, boys are missing out, and it :

: matters. Typically, she says, mothers :
: undertake the bulk of sex education and :
: they often talk more to daughters than :
: sons. “Boys are being done a disservice.” If
¢ we want them to be responsible, we must

include them, or “it sets in motion this

: pattern of giving girls more information :
< and potentially more than half the burden
: of responsibility for staying safe, or man- :
: aging contraception, or managing the :
: situation”. The ion, E

talk to your child. s-ys."‘l:ﬂef:smbeequal but d.i'ﬂ‘erenl.ialed. X

= : They will have slightly different questions :
They might roll their ¢ because of gender roles in society and :
eyes but Kids really ; different bodies’, :
want you to talk to : The conversation starts
them about sex

“Children want reliable adults to talk to,”

: when they are tiny
: and doesn't stop

says Lucy Emmerson, the director : Sex education is a process that starts from
- Sex Education Forum, a charity that ¢ thebeginning of achilds life as we educate
works with gani such as schools : them about their bodies. It isn't about
t&helpbpmde{m;tyﬂds:"m:‘d&m : having one talk at a milestone moment,

p education for 7  Emmerson says.
peopleh;nnm wdm.}t{, get an- Young Chﬂdr [ e 'lﬁacon;::t mo{ubedng Itshould be
swers media nfortu: ife so parents are
Mmmmmm should be i to children’s natural curiosity
on from, : al their bodies: finding names for body
NATSAL (National Survey of Sexual ats- - AlTTied With : parts; helping them to understand, articu-
Lifestyles) study, which found : S >

!ln(!lpereunoﬂhoseagedlmozuol
their main information about sex from
their mates.

“Twenty-three per centaofboys say they © LNIEIF body

* late and manage their feelings and recog-
: nise feelings in other people; giving them
: autonomy around consent — learning you
: must respect other people’s wishes in

: terms of touch” i
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relationships may be clothed in euphe-
misms.” In fact, she says, “when they
infant school they should be armed with
yocabulary to describe their body. Giving
children words that everybody will
understand safeguards your childcen and
empowers them to talk about their bodies
and each other’s.” y
If a child can use terms like “my vulva

and “my vagina” correctly, you can l_;eﬂer
explain boundaries — the idea that “your
bady belongs to you, and other people
bodies belong to them”. It means as teen

intimate relationships”, Emmerson says.

S C
CA|

. Talk to them about po!
_before they seedit |
In a report commissioned by the BBFC

Board of Film Classification) more :

agers “they're better able to prepare for :

I

S

than half (51 per cent) of 11 to 13-year-olds

had seen pornography. As a parent you

needwmhmywhwehﬂam%
about sex before

conversation sex then.
to your child about porn by the age
iz e

ouse and watch porn, they might feel
scared and guilty. But they'll also feel
htotell you. Ith

natural thing to talk about. They know

sex is about””
Make sure that adolescents know that

ould

erson says. “If they go to a friends ° - 2
- Sexting is
-normal in

you won't judge them or jump down their :
throat. Then you can say, ‘That’s not what -

e

“d

relationships.
But you have

whatthey seein pornisnotsex, Shahnavaz tO tel them
: says. Explain that “porn is not normal sex. :

how to be safe

: to “not now” or “I'll let you know when I
: do". A person can change thei
: they are presented with the cup or after
: they've taken a sip. There’s no circum-
: stance under which you'd dream of trying
: to make them drink it.

: says. “There are
+ barrelling over that line*

Sex and sexuality is about showing love,
care and feelings towards each other. It’s
not just an animalistic act.” Make sure they
know that sex should be
both parties — porn doesn
women enjoying the process

How to make sure they

really understand
177 O

" '

Journal of Sexuality Education. “Tell them

that when you're in a relationship with :
someone you can never pressure them to :
: faceisn't on it. Because if you di

dosomething they don't want to do. When

they say no the first time, you back off :
: immediately.” She adds: “This is the time
: when they're really concrete thinkers so
: you haveto spell it out for them, otherwise
* they don't get it”

The cup of tea analogy is clear and help- :

ful There is an excellent animation online
for anyone struggling to understand con-

sent. You are asked to imagine a scenario

where instead of initiating sex, you're
making someone a cup of tea. If you ask
someoneif they wouldlike a cup of tea, the
answers that aren't a yes
or no can be anything from “I'm not sure™

ir mind when

Keep talking to your children as they get
older, says, ising that

. P d E h oeder, i haven't evenstarted. They do send images
an award-winning sex education expert
and a co-founding editor of the American

e for parents

and

body. and you know what you do
don’t want, there’s no reason 1o be fearful

to them about

Vi “Its a very normal,
on thing for teenagers in relation=""
ps — even in relationships that

of themselves.
Freaking out doesn’t help. "Saying,
‘That’s awful, don't do that, isn't going to
stop them. I say to teenagers, ‘If you want
to send images of yourself, make sure your
up,
your photo could be circulatedIt’s part of
the courtship and flirtation and quite nor-
‘mal. But for them to
e safe — so their face isn't shown, they
don'tshowtoo many of their private parts.”
Shahnavaz says that she advises teen-
agers that if they are to send flirtatious
photos, to wear underwear. -
Itsi tol know
the law on sexting. And that conversation
should start when they're 11 or h
line’s website, childline. . €
thelaw clearly. If you're under 18 it s illegal
to send nudes or sexual videos of yourself
toanyoneelse. Itsalsoillegal foranyone to
save or share a nude or sexual video of you
(and you can also get into trouble for
threatening to share a nude), even if it’s
aselfie, and they’re under 18 too. Although
it's unlikely the police would prosecute
eilh‘erpfyw if you're both under 18 and in
a hi

“when you're nolfme i!yoln ?'we some-
ucould end up hurti
]

Schroeder s reminding teen-
tiating and checking in. “I know we've
done this together sexually — are you still
OK with that?” We too can't afford to be
coy. “Its always a fine line between
respecting privacy and being parents,” she

Parents don’t talk
enough to boys

about puberty

Wetalk to girls about periods, puberty and
pregnancy, Emmerson says. “Theres a lot
of attention on girls' bodies and their
changing bodies and their bodily needs
but not much around boys' bodies. There
are wet dreams, theres hair, theres

we have to go

: A lot of teenage girls

are now scared by the

thought of sex

1t's hardly surprising today, with stories of :
upskirting, revenge porn and coercion, :
k 1 Bightened : who has morning "
byl.he(houzhlofsuBul.SlEhquz.uys. : rning wetness in the bed, and

dy shape and voice. But are we

‘talking to boys about their bodily changes,

how their bodies feel? The risk is you're
giving boys the message, ‘No you can't
come and talk about your feelings, we're
not expecting to hear what they are, we
can't respond to them.”

Pubescent children will have questions
and you need to be approachable and
proactive. Shahnavaz says: “A young boy

his father hasn't spoken to him about it,

and they don't do that”

To help girls to reclaim their sexuality,

Shahnavaz says, we should emphasise

that it is something enjoyable for both :
: people. Mothers, she says, should “be :
: more open and talk about sex and sexua-

¢ lity, and what might be pleasurable and
: what might not be, what a girl can expect

: and demand from the boy, and that it has °
: to be about her own pleasure as well as

: giving pleasure”.

She says: “I often say to girls | work

; wiu}. ‘Make sure you are enjoying it
: You're not doing someone a favour! If you
: feel empowered and in control of your :

this. She advises that mothers reassure had
girls: “There are really nice boys out there, :

: @52 parent is to spell out that sex can

But, shesays: “If thefather
had spoken ‘to him it, very
casually, he wouldn't have been fright-
ened. He'd have been, ‘OK, I'm

up.” Parents must, she says, “talk about al|
of these things to normalise them”,

Don't forget to remind
them that sex is
something to enjoy!

“One thing young people tell is: is sorely
missing from sex education is discussion
about pleasure” Emmerson says. So per-

haps the most important thing you can do
wonderful. “Not can be,” Shahnavaz: y :

“Should be” w2



