Adult Sex Education
A Needed Approach to Learning about Sexuality
By Dr. Shannon Chavez, Clinical Psychologist and Sex Therapist
Sexuality happens to be everywhere we look - from magazines, movies
and the media. Despite the bombardment of messages on sex and socalled sexual norms, the majority of people in our society find that sex
education is lacking and there is a yearning for learning. Most of the
information we learn as we grow up is limited and takes into account what
not to do vs. what to do in sexual relationships. Not to mention the
misinformation received along the way. What we do know is that learning
about our sexuality is a life-long process. From the time we are born, we
learn about love, affection, touch, and our bodies. As we develop, we
continue to receive messages about our sexuality from many sources
including family, social environment, school-based programs, religion and
culture.
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The majority of messages create shame and fear with negative consequences
of sexual behavior outside of the societal, political, cultural and religious
norms, rather than a focus on pleasure, passion and building intimate
relationships.
Sex education is not constructed for adults dealing with problems related to
finding satisfying, pleasurable, safe, meaningful, and enriching sexual
experiences and relationships. As we evolve through life, we are faced with
new sexual concerns and issues. There is constant growth in adult
relationships. The body changes, medical problems emerge, and variation
develops in sexual needs and desires as we embark on new responsibilities
and roles. Without the proper resources and information it can cause
confusion, distress, and unhappiness in our lives and relationships.
Sex education, as we know it, is either designed for ages 5-17 in school-based
programs or provided by sensational articles in popular magazines or media
by anyone but qualified sex educators. The inaccurate and confusing
information leaves adults feeling unsupported and lacking in sexuality
knowledge, resources and sexual self-esteem.
Most medical research that looks to
establish sexual function norms is not
done on a larger scale of the general
population. Statistics will show large
numbers of sexual concerns and issues
leaving individuals asking “am I
normal?”
Cultural norms influence sexuality by
messages on how often one should
have sex and the nature of sexual
response directly impacting a person’s
individual expectations. For women,
"sexual scripts" have shifted. Women
are now expected to have a similar
sexual response to men in respect of
arousal and orgasm. The term “sexual
script” refers to cultural messages that
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transmit information to
individuals about a
culture’s sexual values.
These scripts act as
guidelines for sexual
experience and behavior.
Cultural values around
virginity, abstaining from
sexual behavior until
marriage, high sex drive
expectations for men,
and double standards for
sexual conduct for men
and women are just a
few.
Most women today are
encouraged by the media
to look sexy but not
engage sexuality for
personal fulfillment,
pleasure or satisfaction.
The impact of sexual
scripts that relay negative
messages can result in
low libido, lack of sexual
desire, inability to initiate
sex, body image
concerns, ambivalence
about having sex for
pleasure, and lack of
education about sexual
anatomy and functioning.
As clinicians in the sexual
health field, we can never
underestimate the impact
of conflicting and mixed
messages about sexuality
for women.
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Parents, teachers, school administrators and
politicians all have varying opinions of what
content should be included in sex education. The
emphasis is mainly on prevention of sexual
activity and does not include the role of pleasure
and desire, sexual orientation, self-stimulation,
and skills for making healthy, responsible and
informed decisions regarding sexual behavior.
Most federal funding goes into abstinence-only
programs while comprehensive sex education
organizations such as Planned Parenthood are
being defunded. Politicians spend large amounts
of time and money determining how sexuality
should be addressed, while the rise of the porn
industry and use of sexually-explicit materials in
the media becomes the only source of
information about sexual behavior. Should we
really be focusing on abstinence while
sexualization is becoming mainstream? Where
does that leave the need for comprehensive sex
education?
The sexuality reality is that nearly all adults have
premarital sex. By the age of 44, 99% of
Americans will have had sex and 95% before
marriage. The current focus on sex education is
on abstinence-only programs that promote
abstinence from all sexual behavior. There is an
exclusion from important topics in sexual health
including safer sex, sexual response and
functioning, and sexual identity. Most abstinenceonly programs provide inaccurate and negative
misinformation regarding contraceptive use and
sexual behavior. As policymakers continue to
support abstinence-only programs, more young
people are growing up to be adults that are
lacking adequate information about sexual health
and are ill prepared to deal with sexual concerns
as adults.
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A 2007 report from the American Psychological Association found that almost
every form of media showed sexualization of women defined as
overemphasis on personal value from sexual appeal or behavior, high
standards of physical attractiveness, and sexual objectification. Sexually
explicit material is not only used for entertainment purposes but to sell
magazines, household products, and even cars. The term pornography has
expanded from being a verbal or pictorial representation of nudity to a billiondollar industry selling films, toys, and an overly sexualized image of women.
Porn continues to grow in popularity because it’s accessible, affordable, and
allows anonymity. The lure of the Internet and the growing industry of
pornography make it both a problem and an issue regarding sexuality.
Sexually explicit material is, has, and always will be entertainment, not
education.
A 2006 study of both men and women reported that exposure to common,
nonviolent pornography resulted in self-assessment reports showing less
satisfaction with their intimate partners—specifically, with a partners'
affection, physical appearance, sexual curiosity and sexual performance. In
addition, subjects assigned increased importance to sex without emotional
involvement. These effects were uniform across gender and populations.
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Sexuality and religion
are usually not stated
in the same
sentence. Most
people will agree that
there is not an
adequate sex
education outreach
within their faith
community. The
overall message is
that sex is “a secret,
kind of dirty, and
something you save
for marriage”. The
teaching in some
faiths creates
inherent fears,
misunderstandings
and guilt about
sexuality. Currently,
some faith
communities are
working to help heal
the separation and
fear. The outreach
needs to go further
as it helps to educate
adults that sexuality
is not only sexual
acts. It includes
defining sexual
health as sexual
exploration,
sensuality, sexual
identity, facets of
intimacy other than
sexual, as well as
reproduction.
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Many of the major events in our sexuality occur in
adulthood. We develop long-term relationships,
marriage, parenthood, health issues, and ways of
coping with stress and fatigue. Most adults are
not taught about the variations in sexuality such
as facets of intimacy that keep passion alive.
When we focus less on intimacy we shut off a
pathway to pleasure that disconnects us from the
rest of our bodies. Adult sexuality is impacted by
sexual health concerns, cancer, illness, obesity
and relational dynamics that make it crucial for
information and learning about healthy sexuality.

The first step in sexuality
education is to learn how to
communicate with your
self about sex. It’s crucial to
know what you want and
don’t want when it comes
to sex.
It provides attunement to sexual desire and a
guide to boundaries around sex. Having a broad
sexual vocabulary helps not only to address
needs but how to describe concerns. The next
step is to learn how to communicate your needs,
desires and concerns with a partner. Sexual
communication takes dialogue to a whole new
level by teaching vulnerability and attunement to
your partner. The positive result is feeling
validated and acknowledging your sexual self.
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Learning about your sexual anatomy and functioning through observation,
self-exploration and discovery allows you to be more comfortable with your
body and sexuality. It’s an important way to understand the way our bodies
work sexually, how they interact with other body systems and the influence
our sexuality has on our lifestyle, environment and overall well being.
Sexuality is the key to enhancing sexual pleasure, reducing the risk of serious
health problems, and being in control of reproductive decisions.

Sexual anatomy varies and is as unique as one’s personality. Most women
believe that their genitalia are not “normal”. Many gynecologists report that
women don’t understand that there is variation in size and shape of genitalia.
The fastest growing form of plastic surgery in the United States is vaginal
rejuvenation. This form of surgery along with other forms of vaginal
reconstruction are leading women to have misguided assumptions as to what
is “normal”. What most women and men need is information that supports
and nurtures the process of change that bodies encounter as they enter
adulthood. We need to move past sexualization and obsession with
abstinence and move towards teaching sexual empowerment through body
awareness.
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Adult sex education begins
with providing a framework
for sexuality that includes
sociocultural, economic,
and relational factors and
how they play a role in the
development of both
healthy sexuality and
sexual concerns. Each
person’s sexual experience
is unique and should be
viewed in the context of the
society and culture in
which he or she lives. The
work of clinicians is to
understand an individual’s
own description of what
sexuality means and place
that description in his or
her lived context, rather
than looking immediately to
diagnose the problem
within a presumed or
universal function of desire,
arousal and orgasm. To
understand one’s sexuality
includes taking into
perspective the physiologic
aspects of sexual
experience, medical factors
and investigating the social
factors, in order to provide
a comprehensive and
appropriate understanding
and diagnosis of sexual
problems and concerns.
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The first step is to make your sexual health a
priority. Many clinics and health centers are
comprised of a sexual health team model,
including specialized doctors, therapists and
sexuality educators. It should be taken into
account that sexuality varies throughout the
lifespan and that sexual experience is
subjective. Some of the tools used include
making a sexual history timeline to illustrate
how a woman’s sexuality has been shaped.
The events will include both sexual
experiences and non-sexual events including
major life changes such as starting a family,
new job, or moving to a new environment. It is
also important to provide education on sexual
anatomy and functioning, as well as variations
in female and male sexual response. Clients
can be given information on variations in
female sexual pleasure and specialized
programs that focus on libido enhancement,
recovering from sexual abuse and trauma, as
well as sexual disorders from orgasm,
arousal, and pain with intercourse.
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It is important to acknowledge that
sexuality impacts almost every aspect of
life. Be open to embracing sexuality in a
positive way and to know that sexual
development never really stops.
The greatest personal growth comes from expanding our sexuality and
integrating our sexual experiences into new domains. The physical
domain of sexuality is only one of many; sexuality integrates body as well
as mind, heart, and spirit. The relationship between spirituality and
sexuality is what brings wholeness and can create the most sexual
satisfaction.
We are all born with sexual and erotic potential. As we grow our sexuality
is shaped in the information we receive and the ways in which we
express it. Sexual maturity starts to close the gap between physiological
and psychological development as our emotional and intellectual
capabilities expand. Adults are more capable of making decisions about
sex education, sexual activity, sexual orientation and reproduction.

Adults need accurate and
comprehensive sex education not only
to prepare them for sex but because
sexual health should be a priority for
overall health and wellness.
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