The Changes of Adolescence

Adolescents everywhere experience tntense sexual curiosity and desire.

—_Leonore Tiefer, Human Sexuality: Feelings and Functions

¢ What was adolescence like for you? -
4 How do you feel about the way you transited it?

¢ When you think about your adolescence, do you feel ashamed,
pleased, angry?
4 How did you express your sexuality as an adolescent?

¢ Was your sexuality harmed by unwanted or unfortunate experi;
ences in adolescence? If so, how has your sexuality been affected?

¢ Did you have intercourse as an adolescent? If so, were your sex-
ual relationships with peers, or were you seduced by a person
who was older?

4 Was your sexual experience in the context of a genuine, deep, on-
going relationship with mutual empathy?

4 Did you use birth control/prophylactics?

4 Did you feel in charge of your sexuality?

¢ If you are bisexual or homosexual, when a:nd how did you firét
figure out your sexual orientation? How did you feel about this
realization? If you told your parents during your adolescence,
how they did react?
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A Transformation

Adolescence is a time of great change. Even if your family did a fine job of
creating a nurturing environment, helping you to feel good about yourself,
handling power, providing you with appropriate knowledge of sexuality,
and encouraging your social skills, you may have floundered anew during
the special strains of adolescence. Adolescence is a pivotal stage in a child’s
development, when several tasks must be accomplished before entering
aduithood.

As an adolescent, you needed to come to terms with your chaﬁging
body and your changing sexual urges. You had to separate emotionally
from your family of origin, establishing autonomy as well as fitting in with
your peer group. Adolescence is a time of exploration, when sexual behav-
ior, both self-stimulation and parinered, generally increases. Over the last
four decades, there has been an increase in the number of adolescents who
have experienced intercourse, although almost a third of adolescents have
not had sexual intercourse by the age of nineteen.

If your adolescent sexuality was wildly destructive or distorted, then
the factors underlying the psychological, social, and sexual wreckage began
earlier. Problems with trust, empathy, control, guilt, and/ or gender iderdity—
to name just a few—began well before your teenage years. Emotionally
neglectful families tend to totally abandon adolescents, as if they are old
enough to be on their own entirely, and can cause the adolescent to with-
draw, becoming even more socially isolated. Other neglected adolescents

tend to act out sexually, in an attempt to get love and attention they are de-
prived of at home.

During adolescence, I was out in left field. My parents’ criticism, and my
general low self-esteem, and the way I felt about how I looked made it too
frightening to try to get in with any of the crowds at school. I just refreated
into fixing cars and riding my motorcycle. It took me until my second year
of high school to come out of my shell. A girl named Gaby liked me, and she
included me with her friends. I finally found out what I had been missing.

~Kyle, 27

Any less-than-ideal family sexual environments (as described in chap-
ter 7) greatly impacts a child’s adolescence, and can impair their sexual de-
velopment into adulthood. Negative environments, where sexuality was
seen as dirty, can create guilt and fear and difficulty coming to terms with
surging sexual impulses and integrating them into one’s sense of seif. Se-
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ductive and overtly abusive sexual environments OVerencourage and
over-stimulate sexuality, which can lead to feelings of disgust about sexual-
ity in adulthood.

When I look back at it, my mother was just off the wall zin the way she
reacted to my adolescence. It was like she was in some kind 'cof sexual
competition with me. She started talking about sex all the time. It gave me
the creeps, actually. 1t went way past what would have been a heai'thy, open
discussion about sexuality. I felt like she was prying into my sex life, to get
off sexually herself. She just wouldn't leave me alonel!

—Annie, 29

Your Changing Body

Do you remember the feelings with which you greeted the femergence of
your first pubic hair, first ejaculation, or first menstrual period? Had you
been prepared inadvance for these occurren.ces? Do you remember the way
your family reacted to the normal changes i your body?

Gizls mature an average of two years before boys, and parents fre-
quently are caught off guard by their daughter’s sexual _development. Most
boys have their first ejaculation between twelve and thirteen, usually from
masturbation or sexual dreams at night. The same hormonal chalnges that
stimulate the physical development from child to adu?t also bring other
normal changes: intensified sexual feelings and fantasies, more freqi-iex}t
spontaneous erections, increased vaginal lubrication, and a higher inci-
dence of masturbation.

These changes in your body had social significance, because adoles-
cence is the time when society atlarge, your parents, peers, the schools, and
the media recognized your sexual capacities. Socioiogi.st ]f)hn Gagnon,
Ph.D. (1972), emphasizes that to some extent, the sexualization of adoles-
cence is invented—a social construction. The truth is, even thougl} the ca-
pacity for orgasm (as separate from ejacuiatiox} in males).is avaflab}e 1;(;
younger children, there is no sense in which society recognizes this sexu
capacity in preadolescent children. _

In early adolescence, social and sexual developr.nent at times geems
quite uncoordinated. It is possible for young boys to stil be 'piayu?g tag aﬂ-d
using Playboy to masturbate, and for girls to still be piay%ng with Barbie
dolls or take stuffed animals to bed as they are also talking about boys.
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Sometimes the meanings of the physical changes are more important than
the changes themselves.

Undoubtedly, though, the physical changes that mark the beginning
of adolescence are quite variable. Developing much faster, or slower, than
your peers can be a terrible source of embarrassment or shame.

Twas growing up in this tiny school in rural Utah. I already felt different. I
was the smartest girl in the whole school. I had no friends. And to make
matters even worse, when 1 was twelve, I grew these really huge breasts, [
was 2 32D. The boys wouldn't leave me alone. They snapped my bra
everywhere, in the hallways, in classes. I couldn’t escape. To this day, Iam
paranoid about passing sirange men, and do the best I can to camouflage
my body.

—Barbara, 35

1 absolutely hated to go to gym in the ninth grade. I was still so short, and I
hadn't developed at all. T hardly had any pubic hair, and I didn’t have
muscles, and my penis was tiny. And there was a group of boys who, I
swear, were seven ot eight inches taller than me, and fully developed. It was
torture. They laughed and made snickering comments in front of me and
behind my back.

1 had a growth spurt when [ was in college, and 1 wound up to be five
feet eleven inches tall, but in my mind, I'm still back in ninth grade. My
body image is of a tiny, skinny boy. I still feel vulnerable in group showers.

—Tom, 26

The reactions of your parents to these physical changes had a big role
to play in how you felt about them yourself. Those responses depended on
the rules of their subcultural and ethnic group, and also on your parent’s
feelings about their own lives and their sexuality.

Obviously, families which had provided ideal, open environments for
the discussion of sexuality all along would be likely to handle the adoles-

cerit issues well. But these families tend to be in the minority in the United
States.

During my teenage years, 1 was never given any information about sex, nor
permission to ask. This left me wondering what was normal, right, and
appropriate.

—Blair, 36
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When I was twelve and thirteen, my father was overly concerned about my
sexuality and had exaggerated fears about my behavior with boys. I felt
some sense of guilt in dating, and also a wish to act out for revenge.

—Bobbie, 35

My father would say negative things about women who dressed in an
overtly sexual way —a great deal of makeup, short skirt, tight pants, a
revealing or low-cut blouse. Mostly, he commented about strangers, but
occasionally about my mother or myself. It made me believe that a woman
looking sexual was wrong, bad, and shameful.

~-Jan, 29

I had a lot of confusion over what is acceptable, what is respectful. I gained
weight to be less sexually provocative.
—Alma, 46

Parents’ Reactions to Girls

Far too many teenage girls are absolutely ignorant about their own
bodies and have no interactions with their mothers with regard to explicit
instructions about their sexual organs. Often, in childhood, boys and their
dads stand side by side, each holding their penis to urinate—permission to
touch is taken for granted. Girls and their moms, however, don't have any
parallel interaction. This is quite unfortunate, and can hinder a girl’s under-
standing of her own anatomy as well as her learning to feel comfortable
touching herself and being touched by others {whether it be during a rou-
tine gynecological exam or during her sexual encounters).

My mother is very modest. She never taught me anything about my body.
She could never even stand o talk to me about my period, and she never
talked to me about tampons.

Needless to say, when [ went alone to a gynecologist to get some birth
control, 1 was totally unprepared for the whole ordeal. I had no ideq that I
was going to have to get up on that table, in a position like that. And I ,.get
really scared when I saw the speculum. I had no idea that they were going
to put it into me. I was really frightened.

—Sarah, 23
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Mothers respond to the start of menstruation in vastly different ways.
One mother slapped her daughter across the face. Her daughter found out,
later, that this was an old Italian custom, but at forty-nine, it still brings
tears to her eyes when she thinks about it. Another mother proudly asked
the daughter if she could tell the father (the daughter said no), and then
took her out to a special lunch to celebrate. Yet another mother chose that
moment to make a big deal out of how important it was to wash the blood
stains out of your panties right away, and gave her daughter a washing les-
son that very instant. And still another responded with a searing lectur
about premarital sex. :

Once I got my period, my mother seems to have gotten frantic about the
possibility that I would get in trouble, even though I was impossibly shy.
She would make me frightened of any kind of social contact with boys. She
would say things like, “Sylvia was sitting on boys’ laps. And you know
what THAT means. And Joanna stayed out too late with her boyfriend, and
you know what THAT means . . .” She made me so frightened of my own
sexuality that I wasn't even able to enjoy kissing a boy, all the way through
high school.

—Benita, 40

A teenager’s budding sexuality affects the parents’ feelings about
themselves and each other. Ideally, the parents react with pride and joy to
watching their children at the brink of adult life.

Joe remarked at how beautiful, and how sexual, his daughter
looked:

“Wow, I look up, and here is my little baby girl, Jennifer, go-
ing out to a party, in a dress. And, I mean, she’s a knockout. And
she has no idea. She has no idea how she looks, no idea how much
she has changed, no idea how men will respond to her. I feel like,
boy, I've got to pay attention to what I'm thinking and feeling. And
Jennifer still likes to come over and sit on my lap, like old times. I
guess I'll have to find some way fo tell her she is getting a little too
old to sit onmy lap. .. .*

Joe, being a father who has a lot of insight, responds to his
daughter’s budding beauty and sexuality, and his own sexual at-
traction, by complimenting her on how gorgeous she looks, and by
taking note of his own sexual feelings. In addition, he shared his
emotions about the transformation in his daughter with his wife,
with whom he is close.



172 Sex Smart

At sixteen, Francesca was getting ready to go on a sunimer vaca-
tion with the family. She had just gone out shopping with her best
friend and had bought herself a very tricky two piece bathing suit.
Tt was an unusual color, brown and white checks. And although
the suit was not teeny and covered her completely, it was daring in
that the top sections covering her breasts were held together with a
metal loop in the middle of the chest, and the bottom half had simi-
Jar metal loops on the sides keeping the front and back pieces to-
gether. The suit was stunning and would attract a lot of attention.

She tried it on for her mother. Her mother was overwhelmed
with how Fran had grown up and startled at how gorgeous she
looked. She told Fran that she looked great and that she should
show her Dad. Dad was equally startled at what had become of his
litdle girl, but simply opened his eyes wide, said, “Wow!” and
whistled.

Many adult women have memories of their fathers or mothers, less
mature and giving, or more anxious about their own sexuality, or moze up-
set about their own lives, reacting to the girl's developing body in negative
or competitive ways. “Watching their children, at the brink of adult life,
with all options open to them can bring up feelings of discontent at how the
parent’s own lives have turned out,” comments psychologist Lawrence Stein-
berg (1994, 91).

I had the sense that my mother was fearful of my becoming sexual and that
tales were bad, evil. Especially wales that I didn't know and iy mother
didn't know. Now I sense my mother was struggling with recailing her
own early sexual experiences. 1 still wonder what, if anything, happened to
her to create this fear. One particularly upsetting event for me was her
intense reaction to a boy asking me to a dance. She yelled, screamed and
forbade me to go, as I feared she would —not a pleasant feeling.

—Lucille, 62

Ideally, as the child’s body changes and the child becomes a young
adult, parents will celebrate their burgeoning sexuality and give them good
feedback about how they look, which helps to build sexual self-esteem. Un-
fortunately, because of societal rules about girls needing to be pretty, and
the double standard of sexual behavior, a great number of adolescent girls
get disturbing, harmful sexual feedback in adolescence, that can have seri-
ous repercussions in their adult sexual life.
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Tabitha came into sex therapy to get over severe inhibitions which
prevented her from experiencing sexual excitement. She loved her
husband, and could get quite aroused. But somehow, before she
actually had her orgasm, she would turn herself off.

As she was looking at her past experiences in her family, she
came up with memory after memory of her father acting as if a
woman with sexual feelings was a whore. When she was about
ten, she recalls him looking up ather older sister, aged abouf eight-
een, who was dressed up and getting ready to go on a date with
her steady boyfriend, and muttering something about her sister
being “like a damn bitch in heat.”

Tina came into psychotherapy because she could not enjoy sexual
relations with her husband. In fact, she had never felt comfortable
being sexual with a boy, ever. Part of the problem may have been
Tina's relationship with her father. He believed men should rule
the roost and was controlling, and not warm at all. More impor-
tantly, however, he filled her with deep terror of men’s sexuality.

Tina comunented, “When I became a teenager, my father
filled me with fears about being with men. He told me they would
put a drug in my drink and then force me to have sex while T was
defenseless.”

Parents’ Reaction to Boys

There is a dramatic difference in parents’ reactions to their sons’ emer-
gence as sexual beings, since North American society and many parents
hold a double standard. Boys don’t need to be virgins at the time of mar-
riage. Boys aren’t usually raped. Boys can’t become pregnant. So most
mothers and fathers don't react to changes in the boys’ bodies with panic.

It veally makes me furious fo think of the different ways that my brothers
and I were treated when we hit our teenage years. When he was fifteen or
sixteen, Bobby dressed like a punker and was drinking a lot and coming in
the wee hours. He was going out with two different girls, and sleeping with
both of thewm, as far as I can tell. Tommy, who was eighteen, had a steady
girlfriend, and they were always necking in our TV room. Mom and Dad
didn't say a thing. :
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But ] wasn't allowed to “act cheap” or “look cheap.” I couldn’t wear
red lipstick. Theve was this big fuss over my clothes, the tightness :Zf my
sweaters, the shortness of my skirts. And I had to be in by eleven o clock,
even when I was eighteen. Their rules and their averprotectivene_ss made me
the buit of all my friends’ jokes, and I feel like 1 lost out on some important
experiences with boys that I'm trying to make up for now.

--Judy, 26

But neither do parents prepare boys or respond to the obvious changes
in adolescence with the needed information.

My father was so cold that I didn’t feel comfortable with him. When I had
my first wet dream, I really wanted to talk fo my Tnother. But she got
embarrassed, and she blushed, and she just went in to her book shelf a?zd got
2 book and gave it fo me. ] never asked her about anything sexual again.

—Jonathan, 57

Boys need to know that wet dreams are normal, that most boy§ have
them, that nothing is physically wrong with them, and what to do with the
messy sheets. Between ten and twelve, most boys discover the_ pleasures of
masturbation, and parents must be comfortable talking aboutit. Se-x educa-
tor Mary Calderone believes that when parents canmot allow the'xr young
sons to discover their bodies as a source of pleasure, these sons will be un-
able to find satisfaction in their adult sexual relationships.

Parents tend to minimize their adolescent children’s questions abf:«ut
sexuality and their changing bodies. In Raising a Child Canservat_wely ina
Sexually Permissive World (1983, 215--216), authors/sex educatcr:s, Sal and Ju-
dith Gordon asked a group of twelve-year-old boys in an Chio suburban
school system to submit a list of questions they had about sex. Common
questions were

« What is an erection?

»

Is it normal to jack off?

I haven’t had any wet dreams. Why?

*

What is 4 play?(sic)
« My friends talk about cum (sic). What is cum (sic)?

Most parents in North America are not comfortable answering these
kinds of basic questions for their sons. (Justas they are not comfortable talk-
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ing about sexual pleasure—as opposed to reproduction—with their daugh-
ters.)

However, as adults, boys from reasonably loving but sex-evasive or
sex-negative families may tend to have fewer sexual inhibitions than girls
from such climates. First of all, boys’ sexual organs are less mysterious than
girls’, and boys are more likely than girls to discover and practice mastur-
bation in childhood and adolescence, even when parents’ overt or covert
messages forbid it. Wet dreams and involuntary ejaculations may be
frightening but they are often linked with sensations of pleasure, while
girls” first experience of menstruation may link blood with pain. Finally,
boys’ sexual expression is more social in nature, and boys who aren’t taught
about wet dreams and ejaculations at home can talk about it (and practice
masturbating) in groups with their friends.

Although it may not cause sexual inhibition, boys’ parents’ inability to
talk frankly with them about sexual urges or masturbation hinders boys in
another way in adolescence and adulthood, diminishing their skills in re-
sponsibly integrating sexuality into relationships. Without comfortable
parent-child discussions of sexuality, boys have no model of talking or ne-
gotiating about sexual wants and needs. In addition, parents miss the op-
portunity to teach boys that intercourse belongs in the context of a loving
relationship, and that they can use masturbation to curb their sexual urges
at times when intercourse is not appropriate.

Parental Competition

Unfortunately, parents sometimes feel competitive with their chil-
dren. Just as the teenagers are coming into young adulthood, physically
blossoming, with dewy skin and pert breasts, or with new beards and slim,
muscled bodies, parents are confronting age-related changes in their looks.

My mother adored my boyfriend, Bill. I really wonder whether she was
totally out of love with my father at that point. But she was really into
eriticizing me. As I think back on it niow, I realize that the whole time I was
. going out with Bill, for those three years, she was on top of me about my
weight. And how fat could I have been? ['ve always worn a size eight.

But you know, when I get my period, and I gain a pound or two, T
never feel slim enough to make love . . . and I think it goes back to my
mom’s comments when I was in high school. Wow. It's really pitiful to
think that it didn’t occur to me until my thirty-sixth birthday that she was
Jfealous of me!

—=Erin, 40
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Establishing a Sense of Autonomy

Another central psychological task of early adolescence is becomning an in-
dependent person—separating emotionally from one’s parents. By the time
they have become twelve or thirteen, most teenagers want to control their
own day-to-day lives, including activities, friends, and values.

Relationships Outside the Family

In early adolescence, as described in a previous chapter, kids begin in-
timate friendships outside the family based on empathy, trust, and self-
disclosure. It is in this period of socialization that friends become the most
important people in the teenager’s social world.

Teaching teenagers about sexuality is important, and studies show
that this does not contribute fo promiscuify. Unfortunately, however,
teaching teenagers specifically about sexuality is not sufficient, because it
does not necessarily teach them about intimacy.

By middle adolescence, teenagers begin to be more sophisticated
about people and to appreciate that their friends have idiosyncrasies. Ado-
Jescents turn to their friends when they are disappointed, angry, or in diffi-
culty. They learn about the ups and downs of friendship, and how you can
go to different friends with different needs. At best, they learn which
friends are true friends, and which friends aren’t to be trusted. Early lessons
about trust, empathy, and forgiveness are learned in the family-—by adoles-
cence, the give and take of relating to peers is the major arena for learning
relationship skills.

While it will probably always be true that teenage boys will be more
cavalier about sexual relationships than teenaged girls, in general, adoles-
cents who didr’t have empathic relationships, good modeling, and good
communication in their family of origin are more likely to get into ill-
advised, shallow sexual relationships and less likely to be able to have inti-
mate (nonsexual or sexual) relationships.

Sexual coercion with a peer can contribute to negative associations to
sexuality—disgust, detachment—that can take intensive work to undo as
an adult.

My mother and father were really kind of cold. I didn't feel very good at
home. There weren't all that many kids my age around; we lived way out in
the sticks. And in this rural avena where I lived, it was common for kids to go
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off and drink and drive their cars really fast, and goof off. There was not
much else to do.

So I got involved with this crowd of older kids, with this boy, Chuck
who I thought was cool, who had a really cool car. I felt like somebody wkz’zn
Twent out with him. We mostly just drank. We really didn’t talk. But 1
thought it was fun.

But then he really turned on the pressure for intercourse. I was onrly
[fifteen. The first time, he veally forced me. We were out in the woods. After
that, we were boyfriend and girlfriend, but I kept getting coerced into doing
sexual stuff. I never really felt like it. '

—Debby, 25

Early and middle adolescents who have the basic social skills, as well
as parental modeling of intimacy, self-esteem, and confidence learn how
p(?werful these peer relationships can be. They learn that close connections
with peers can include enjoying each other's company, mutual trust, un-
derstanding, confiding experiences and feelings to each other, and gein
spontaneous in the relationship. A self-assured adolescent who realizes i:hge
depth of feeling possible with a peer is less likely to settle for a shallow sex-
ual relationship, just to be in the in-crowd, or to avoid rejection.

Integrating Your Sexuality into Your Identity

‘ Because of the relatively puritanical sexual socialization in American
fsoﬂety, many adolescents need to separate emotionally from their parents
in order to feel free to be sexual in healthy ways, to integrate their sexuality

into their identity. Not separating from parents with very rigid sexual val-
ues can cause later sexual problems.

Morrie grew up well-loved in a highly educated, analytical, some-
what obsessive and cautious family. Rationality was prized. He re-
spected his parents and loved them very much. His mother was
-warm and concerned about him, his father was a hard worker. So
when they told him he should abstain from premarital sex, he took
them quite literally. I
An older brother, much more of a family rebel, tried to en-
courage him to separate from his parents and to help him feel more
comfortable being sexual and “wild.” But Morrie just felt that his

brother was “being evil and trying to corrupt me.” Morrie wanted
to be the “good” kid.



