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Introduction: What to Expect in This Book






“Sooooo here’s a story from A to Z, you wanna get with me …”


Man, it’s kinda hot.


These shorts are itchy.


Wonder what Dad wants …


I wonder if I can go to the pool this afternoon …


My eleven-year-old mind was going through its usual chatter one afternoon in July 1997 when my dad sat me down on the front steps of our small-town Minnesota home. I remember it distinctly: the heat of the concrete steps, the buzz of the cicadas. I remember my dad’s kind face, and how I could smell summertime and Old Spice as I sat next to him. I even remember that he was wearing a red T-shirt with the sleeves cut off, most likely because he was planning to do some work in the garage after he took care of this piece of business. I remember thinking, Remember when Mom fell down these steps and cut her arm to the bone? And decided to give us an anatomy lesson before heading to the ER? (True story—it’s on page 66.)


I’m not certain how my parents came to the conclusion that my dad needed to have The Talk with me that afternoon—it’s not like they’d been stingy with scientific information during my childhood. They had always held the belief that if a child was old enough to ask the question, they were old enough to be given an answer, and scientific resources were abundant at my house (as you’ll discover on page 35). But for whatever reason, there I was, waiting and wondering what my dad wanted to talk to me about.


It’s funny to me that I remember this particular moment, because I actually have very few distinct memories of childhood—one of the frustrating bugs of being a human with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).


Anyway, you know that moment in a movie where the protagonist just got a momentous piece of life-changing news, and instead of continuing to hear the information they’re receiving, the audio cuts to their inner monologue? As if their brain has kicked up the volume on the voice in their head as a defense mechanism so they don’t have to hear anything else? You follow? Okay, that EXACT THING happened to me when it became clear what my dad was trying to talk to me about. When he decided it was time to make sure he could check “sex ed” off the Parenting To-Do List, my brain stepped in, and instead of hearing anything he was trying to tell me, it said, “ABSOLUTELY NOT. YOU ARE GOING TO SING THE ENTIRE SPICE GIRLS ALBUM IN YOUR HEAD INSTEAD.”


So I guess Adult Me can thank my dad and my tendency for escapism for my flawless bar karaoke execution of “Wannabe,” but when it comes to my understanding of all the ins and outs of sex (pardon the euphemism), I can’t exactly thank The Talk.


I approached my own parenting journey with that memory firmly at the forefront of my mind. I knew that I entered adulthood with much more information than many of my peers, and yet I still felt flat-footed about a lot of things. Clearly having The Talk wasn’t an effective method for my young brain, so how had I gotten the information I did? How did I know about sperm and egg, about the forty-week gestation period, about how people in relationships should treat each other? And how could I improve upon the foundation my parents gave me? How could I help my own children feel empowered and generally safe (both feelings I had as a young adult) while also helping them avoid some of the pitfalls I experienced in my early sexual years?


It was in attempting to answer these questions for myself that I decided to approach “the birds and the bees” the way I have—a firm set of requirements for my foundations and delineating the conversations into “mechanics” and “specifics.” This strategy worked well for me as my kids were growing, and in the spring of 2021, on a whim, I decided to share the result of a “mechanics” conversation on TikTok. In a 60-second video, my then six-year-old (whom I call Turkey on social media to protect her privacy) described menstruation to me. With my daughter off camera, I asked, “What happens every month in a uterus?”


“It says ‘I’m going to have a baby … I’m going to DECORATE!” she replied enthusiastically.


“ ‘I’m gonna decorate,’ and how does it do that?”


“It decorates itself and puts some tissues on, like blood!”


“Tissues on the walls, mm-hmm! And are they nutrient-rich? Are they the perfect place for a baby to grow?” I asked. Off camera, she nodded sagely.


This kid loves to share knowledge, so I encouraged some follow-up: “And then what happens?”


“And then when it finds out we’re not, it says ‘UGH, FINE,’ ” she says with all the attitude, “and it RIPS IT ALL DOWN!”


“And it comes out as …?”


“Blood,” she answers, matter-of-factly.


“And what happens if a baby goes in there? It …?”


“GROWS!”


“It grows!” I proudly confirm.


I put her to bed, added some captions to the video, and posted it to my fledgling TikTok page. I had less than a hundred followers and didn’t expect the video to go to anyone other than the friends and family who had given me pity follows when I started my page. It was my fourth or fifth video, and the ones I’d posted previously had gotten a couple hundred views at most.


In the next 24 hours, that video demonstrating how to unabashedly and unashamedly address the elephant in the room amassed over one million views.


Not only did it amass views, it amassed comments—people were blown away by Turkey’s knowledge. Some folks were against her knowing about her own body—commenting things like “Why does this baby know this stuff? Who would do that?” But the majority of people were curious about how she had developed that level of understanding, and asked questions about what else she knew or how they could help their kids develop the same education and autonomy. Over the next several months, I continued to create and post content—sometimes about body talk, sometimes parenting, and sometimes just moments with my kids or fun trends.


A few things have become clear as my page has grown. First, parents are still feeling confused about and intimidated by how to approach talking about sex and bodies with their kids. Second, parents and nonparents alike are actively seeking information on how to prepare themselves for these conversations. And third, they are doing this because they feel their own education in the subject was not what it could have been.


The following stories, chapters, and sample scripts are my attempt to meet this need in a tangible, easy-to-reference way. The book is organized in a chronological but also stand-alone way, meaning that you can read it front to back, but also use it for in-the-moment reference. The first chapters of the book are Foundations—pieces that are necessary in order to have successful conversations with your kids at all ages. Foundations are meant to address the Trust Conundrum—or, as my sister puts it, “If I can’t ask you about my penis when I’m young, I can’t ask you about where to put it when I’m older.” Foundations also address both the overarching concept of Consent and what I call Consent for Knowledge—which means recognizing that body talk and sex education need to be conversations, not lectures. Kids need to know about their bodies and about sex, but they also deserve to only know what they’re ready to know. The middle chapters are what I’ve deemed Mechanics—the earliest conversations you’ll have with your kids about How It All Works. These are the nuts and bolts (again with the euphemisms!) of how bodies function—from self-exploration to periods to the dreaded “where do babies come from?” The final chapters are Specifics—the conversations we have as children grow up, realizing the interpersonal aspects of our bodies and the human experience. This section dives further into consent and how we navigate budding romantic relationships and new feelings of attraction to others, and, probably most importantly, how to keep yourself safe as you wade into the wider world. These conversations can be some of the most difficult to have, but (as we know) they’re the most critical for giving children their best chances at being happy, protecting their health, and staying safe.


Each chapter includes not only information for you as a parent, but also at least one sample script that you can use to help plan out how to talk with your child. The scripts generally utilize the same inclusive language that the rest of the text uses, and acknowledge trans and nonbinary identities as valid and important. Through this text, unless it’s specified otherwise, “men” means all men, and “women” means all women. And while no conversation with your child is going to exactly mirror the scripts in the book, the general ideas are likely to be similar.


This book is designed as a guide for you as a parent, but also as a road map for you and your kids to use together. Sometimes even the best parent-child relationships arrive at a point where one party (or both!) feels like they just can’t say/ask/express what they need to. In those moments, I hope you feel confident reaching for this book. Though a lot of us find ourselves dreading these talks, I hope this book can help you find the humor, relax in the humanity, and ultimately enjoy the comfort of knowing you’ve armed your kids with information—something that can never be taken away from them.













PART 1

FOUNDATIONS







I know it’s tempting to jump ahead to the chapters that you think might answer all you and your children’s pressing questions, but I want you to Pump. The. Brakes. I want you to know that I’m proud of you for starting at the beginning, and if you’re someone who is coming back here to read after having skipped ahead, it’s okay—I’m proud of you, too. It’s possible you picked up this book well in advance of your kiddo asking you anything you’re not sure how to answer, but it’s equally possible that you grabbed this book off the shelf in hopes that it can help you tackle something your kid asked you at bedtime just last night.


You have to remember that in most forms of parenting, we’re playing the long game. We’re investing in little things now that turn into much bigger things later. That’s what this first section is about—the small daily foundational values that we instill in our relationships with our children that shape how the Big Things happen later. Think of it like watching Bob Ross create a masterpiece on The Joy of Painting. He starts with a canvas prepped with Liquid White and then he builds. With thoughtful, well-planned layers, considerate brushstrokes, and a few “happy accidents,” he manages to create something amazing. The same thing applies to the Foundations contained in this book.


The Foundation of Unconditional Positive Regard asks us to consider how our words and actions convey our feelings to our child daily—especially when things get difficult. The Foundation of Curiosity encourages us as parents to foster a sense of curiosity about life—from small daily interactions to the big mysteries of the universe—to increase our children’s sense of safety in asking questions. And the Foundations of Consent and Consent for Knowledge provide us guidance on how to raise children who feel confident setting and respecting boundaries for their minds, bodies, and hearts.


Altogether, this section asks you to reflect on how you relate to each Foundation both with your children and in the rest of your life. All the information you will read going forward is made more useful and personalized by having reflected on your own core values and how they interact with the Foundations here. You get to decide how you can be truthful, factual, supportive, and comfortable discussing complex topics within the framework of your own morals, values, and communication style, and always reminding your child that at the end of the day, you’ll be there for them. As you’ll soon read, “I will always love you” sounds simple, and it is … but it also isn’t.













CHAPTER 1

Unconditional Positive Regard







“I KNOOOOOOW,” my daughter groans in the kind of exasperated sigh only an eight-year-old can muster (the groans and sighs I get from my sixteen- and five-year-olds are distinctly different). “There’s nothing I can do to make you stop loving me, I KNOW … But what if I MURDER SOMEONE?”


“Well, I’ll definitely need to know WHY you murdered them—maybe it was necessary! But I’ll still love you.” I answered.


“What if I murder SANTA?!”


“Did he come down the chimney and you thought he was a robber? Or was it just like … because you could? Regardless, I’ll still love you. I just need to plan whether I’m visiting you in prison or learning about stand-your-ground law.”


It’s at this point that I’ve completely lost the plot with this kid, and she’s gotten exactly what she wanted—confirmation that I’ll never stop loving her, and attention in the form of an absolutely ludicrous conversation.


This particular example of unconditional positive regard is emblematic of how conversations with my kids regarding my feelings for them typically go. First, I remind them at some perfectly mundane time that there’s nothing they can do to get me to stop loving them. Then they roll their eyes at having to hear this exact phrase for the 50/100/1,000th time and follow up their giant sigh with some highly unlikely scenario to test the theory. We banter back and forth a bit about exactly how this ridiculous turn of events might have come to pass, but ultimately, they land right back where they started—with a mother who will never, not ever, stop loving them. Regardless of what they do, regardless of who they love, regardless of the bad choices they might make or questions they might feel uncomfortable asking me—there is nothing in the whole wide world that will make me stop loving them.


The concept of unconditional positive regard was made popular by humanistic psychologist Carl Rogers in the 1950s. Though the idea is generally used in psychology to describe the way a clinician should treat their client—providing unconditional support by recognizing their innate ability to grow and change—it’s easy to apply to caregivers and their children. Think of it this way: You, as their primary, most loving grown-up, can see both the tiny child before you and the awesomely cool grown-up they’re going to be … at the same time. That feeling—knowing your child is an unbelievably amazing future grown-up—is the beginning of unconditional positive regard.


Unconditional positive regard is not the same as unconditional love, which is the bare minimum. It’s the idea that in addition to loving your child, you also respect your child and their personhood. You recognize that they are a whole person, separate from you, who deserves your care, attention, and esteem. It does not mean that you have no boundaries for your child; it does not mean that you cannot help your child learn morality; it is not unconditional “yes” or “they’ll grow out of it” without guidance. It means specifically that you love your child enough to provide them with the safest and healthiest way to grow up that you can.


I believe that the unconditional positive regard of a primary caregiver is the first, most important foundational understanding to foster in children. This is rooted in both my experience as a parent, and also as a counselor. As a trained mental health practitioner, I’ve worked with children from early childhood all the way into early adulthood, and one of the most common themes I’ve recognized is that many children felt the most comfortable talking about hard things and asking me difficult questions when they feel sure I wouldn’t be mad at them for talking or asking. I came to the conclusion that children acted this way in part because they viewed question asking the same way they viewed any other behavior—as something that would result in a response somewhere on the spectrum between praise and punishment—and asking a “bad” question the same way they viewed making a mistake. And for many of these kids, mistakes meant shame and punishment. To me, the connection was clear: The best way for me to help my children feel comfortable and confident asking me the hard questions was to show them that asking would never be a mistake—and that mistakes don’t always mean punishment. Research shows that recognition for positive behavior not only helps reinforce positive behavior, it also aids in identity development, moral reasoning, and social thinking. So our job, then, as parents or caregivers, is to encourage the behavior we most want to see: open communication, trust, and, when the going gets tough, what my kids and I call “going toward love.” This encouragement starts by figuring out how to prove to our kids that we are worthy. We start by expressing our unconditional love and showing them our unconditional positive regard.


You might be thinking expressing unconditional love is achieved with a sentiment like “I love you to the moon and back” or “I love you more than the universe” or any of the myriad of expressions of great love. But we know that children, especially young children, tend to be much more literal than those phrases account for. While we, as adults, have the abstract thinking necessary to understand that these expressions are meant to be interpreted as boundless love, kids don’t understand them that way until they, too, have developed the ability for abstract thought (usually as they enter adolescence). That’s why the phrase we use in our house—“there’s nothing you can do to make me stop loving you”—is said the way it is. It is an explicit, unarguable, definable, and finite expression of the truth: that there is no question, thought, or action that my kids can have or do that will change my feelings for them.


As I mentioned, the way I choose to present information to children is primarily based on their cognitive development. Scientists have been interested in cognitive development—the way people learn to think—for a long time, and several theories have been proposed to explain how kids’ brains grow and change over time. One of these, Jean Piaget’s widely known theory of cognitive development, is the basis for many approaches and interventions for children, including the suggestions in this book. This theory states that cognitive development occurs over the course of the entire life span, and it can be broken into distinct stages.


The first stage of cognitive development, from birth to roughly age two, is called the sensorimotor stage. This is the time in a child’s life when they are learning the most by interacting physically with the world around them. It’s the stage of putting everything in their mouths and grabbing fistfuls of anything nearby—including your hair and their own bodies.


The next stage is the preoperational stage of development, from right about when they turn three until roughly age seven. Kids in this stage have usually learned to communicate and have the ability to express themselves, but they have a lot of difficulty understanding other people’s points of view. They struggle to recognize that people may have different feelings about a situation than they do and have to have questions answered in a way that correlates to something they already know. As they grow through this period, kids learn to understand basic concepts like simple cause and effect, and love to know “why.” They may even endeavor to answer their own questions with magical thinking instead of seeking out actual answers.


As kids gain the ability to see other perspectives and engage with ideas using logic, they enter what is called the concrete operational stage. Kids in this stage still love to know the answers to questions, but they can begin to look at evidence and come to conclusions based on the information in front of them. Kids are typically in the concrete operational stage from the age of seven until the age of eleven. While kids this age begin to demonstrate a more adult-like engagement with information, they still struggle to consider abstract or hypothetical ideas and scenarios. They do best when information can be related to a concrete example or demonstration that is familiar to them.


The stage of development that carries children into adult life is called the formal operational stage. Children (and adults) who have developed into this stage are able to mentally manipulate information presented to them and apply several modes of thinking to solve problems and find answers to their questions. At roughly age twelve, kids start engaging with hypothetical thought. They are able to consider the influence of several variables at a time, multiple outcomes, and how their thoughts and actions may influence those outcomes. Kids this age also begin to demonstrate metacognition, or “thinking about thinking”—they can gain introspection and see how their thoughts influence their own feelings, choices, and behaviors.


“There’s nothing you can do to make me stop loving you” became my family’s go-to phrase because it is easily understood starting from the moment they recognize that I have my own thoughts and feelings (right around age four). Now, I’ll grant you—the phrase is a bit cumbersome. It can be a mouthful even at the best of times, so it’s not the only expression of great love we use in our house. “I love you infinity and beyond” is tossed around with ease—so much so that I have it tattooed on my arm in my late husband’s handwriting. My eldest child understands that infinity is limitless, and my youngest children will eventually understand the abstract idea of a number that never ends—so we will keep using the expression. We also indulge in finding things we love each other “more than”: “I love you more than Indian food,” “I love you more than dance,” “I love you more than video games,” “I love you more than this house and money and our car and everything I own.” Depending on the seriousness of the mood, we can range from loving each other more than something barely tolerated—“I love you more than TOENAIL CHIP COOKIES”—to something sacred: “I love you more than my Grandpa Bear.” This phrase is almost miraculous in its utility—I can use it to defuse a tense situation, dry tears, bring giggles, and infuse even a mundane moment with love.


I also love to ambush my children with “I love you.” The game is easy enough in the beginning—the aim is to truly surprise them with an unexpected “I love you.” When the kids are little, it’s cake to win, because they never see it coming:


“Guess what?”


“What?!”


“I LOVE YOU!”


It quickly—around age four or five—starts to earn you a groan and an “I know.” But shortly thereafter the kids start trying to beat you at your own game. “Guess what?” “You love me.” Then you get to pick your reaction:


“I mean, DUH, but also—you have a booger on your nose.”


Or: “Oh, gross. Thanks.”


OR you can choose to reply:


“HOW DID YOU KNOW?!”


This response is my favorite, because it allows me to check in on the ways my child feels the most loved. Often they’ll report that they know I love them because I tell them all the time. But sometimes they’ll say “because you cuddle me” or “because you come to my recitals” or “because you are kind to my friends.” I can take mental stock of the ways my child feels the most seen and supported, and make sure I’m continuing the behaviors that help them feel loved.


Even if we’re cycling through all these expressions of great love on a daily basis, it bears repeating that they will not replace “There’s nothing you can do to make me stop loving you.” And that’s because the goal of the phrase is simple: to cultivate a sense of both safety and security in my children. I want them to know that while I may express negative emotions (“I’m sorry, you spilled what on my bed?”) or dole out natural consequences for choices that were ill-made (“You snuck extra computer time and made all of us late for the day because you couldn’t get out of bed, so the router is on lockdown starting at nine p.m. to help you develop a better rhythm”), the outcomes of their mistakes will never be “You are nothing to me. I don’t have a child with your name.”


That being said, the sense of safety and security that children feel is influenced far more by actions than promises. We want them to know that not only do we love them unconditionally, we also respect them as individuals. Our children are learning How to People, and they are going to make a lot of mistakes and missteps in the process. They are going to do things that, to us, are so obviously a bad idea, but to them … who knows what will happen?! And as my daughter Turkey will tell you, “Mistakes are how we learn!” How we as caregivers react when they make bad decisions, ask unexpected questions, and push boundaries will impact how safe they feel to come to us for guidance in the future.


So how do we live up to our promise that our love and positive regard for them is unconditional when our children make bad decisions? The model I use for my own children is very much based in what I experienced in my own childhood and young adulthood. Though there are a myriad of examples of this to choose from my earliest (and first) core memory happens to be a great example of both natural consequences and unconditional positive regard.


If you can, imagine a shopping mall in the early ’90s. Wait, make that a rural Midwest shopping mall in the early ’90s. Way less Day-Glo, way more burgundy and teal. There were only two anchor stores, and the biggest draws were the movie theater and the then thriving craft store. The craft store was really the only reason my mom ever went to the mall—she frequently made clothes for us, as well as quilts and wall hangings that she saw on public access television craft shows. My mom didn’t bother with the anchor stores—they were outside the budget and didn’t carry clothes that fit her incredibly tall children. No, the mall was really only for craft supplies and the occasional trip to the movie theater.


For my older siblings, however, the mall was a great place to find new music, shoes for various sports, and food. So even though my mother didn’t need to venture any farther into the mall than the craft store just inside the main entrance, on one fated trip, after buying my sister some new basketball sneakers, we found ourselves in the heart of the mall. I was roughly four years old, and I had (in my memory) held it together pretty well, given that I had just been forced to sit through my mother’s rigorous and extensive shoe selection process. I was granted a walk through a kids’ accessory store that for the purposes of this book shall remain nameless (okay, fine, it was Claire’s). Everything was fluffy pink, lavender, and baby blue. Earrings shaped like food adorned just about every surface, and there was an entire wall of hair accessories that only the chicest of chic Tiger Beat cover models could have pulled off.


I had never been allowed into this store before, or at least I don’t remember ever being brought in there until this fateful day. And I may not look it now, but I was peak Fancy Kid. I lived for my elbow-length satin gloves and my clip-on earrings. With eyes like dinner plates, I was perusing the irresistible wares with strict instructions to TOUCH. NOTHING. I was a Fancy Kid, but I was also a clumsy one, and it was no stretch of the imagination to envision me tipping over a display or accidentally ripping an entire shelf off the wall.


It’s worth mentioning here that one of the ideas that has changed between the way I was parented and the way I parent my children is that “don’t” statements have been swapped out for alternatives that include what the child should do. The way I phrase it for my own kids, and the rule I would’ve provided four-year-old me is: “There’s lots of breakables in this store, so your hands need to be in your pockets or behind your back.” The first few trips with this approach sound like a skipping CD, but once the kids know what’s expected of them, they do it with a single reminder.


So, there I was in Claire’s, dutifully following the rules, until I saw … it. The most beautiful headband. It was blue, with two little furry puffballs on the end of springs that bobbled around when you put the headband on. I was instantly enamored, and all my impulse control went out the window. In seconds I had the headband in my hands and was preparing to put it on my head. Naturally, at age four, I knew that to put it on my head I needed to make the bottom wide enough to go over my head. I grasped either end of the sparkly blue arch and pulled them apart. With as much force as was required to break a piece of dry spaghetti, the headband snapped in my hands.


I’ve thought a lot about what makes this a core memory for me—why, when so much of my childhood is foggy in my recollection, does this moment stick out so much? And I think I’ve figured out why—this moment was the first time I consciously remember considering lying to my mom. She had her back to me—she hadn’t seen me touch the headband, and I could’ve easily put it down in a box that was to my right. But I didn’t. I felt safe enough to walk up to my mom and show her that I had broken the headband. And her reaction was exactly what I had expected: I got a brief scolding for choosing to touch the headband after being instructed not to, and I was informed that I would be using some of my “trip money” to pay for it, meaning that I could no longer buy anything from the store.


And I. Completely. Understood.


I did not cry. I did not protest. I was very embarrassed as I handed the broken merchandise to the cashier and apologized—I knew I had made a mistake. The cashier reassured me that it was all right, and even told my mom that I didn’t have to pay for it. But—and this next part is controversial for some, but I stand by it—my mom said no. “I appreciate the offer, but she needs to pay for at least part of it—she was told not to touch things because she’s not always the most careful.” She knew that it was a frustrating, embarrassing, and maybe even a little bit sad lesson for me, but I had a history. I wasn’t just clumsy—I was her “f*ck around and find out” kid. I thought of myself as the exception—things wouldn’t go wrong for me! And often they didn’t … but I refused to admit that they even could. So this instance of things going sideways needed to be something I remembered. I didn’t need to be ashamed of it, but I did need to internalize it. That’s why she responded the way she did—a reminder of my mistake, and a natural consequence for the choice. That was it. That was the end. I wasn’t constantly reminded of it, or spanked, or told I could never go back to Claire’s, or screamed at when we got out of earshot of the cashier, or—the worst possible outcome—permanently labeled as a thief or a “naughty kid.” I had made a poor choice, but it didn’t define me. And I’ve never forgotten that.


This experience was just the first in a long line of experiences that drove home for me how vital it is that we accurately and fairly respond to our children’s mistakes. These reactions will vary by age (and by incident), but they boil down to this: our boundaries and our children’s behavior. Think of boundaries like a fence in your brain that marks what you will tolerate and what you won’t tolerate. They are our values that influence how we set our rules and expectations, and how we communicate those rules and expectations. When we discuss boundaries, we often think of phrases like “You can’t talk to me like that” or “You can’t touch this.” However, neither of those statements are boundaries because they are attempting to explicitly control the behavior of someone else. And though we can somewhat control our children’s behavior while they’re in the earliest parts of their lives, that influence fades quickly and does not have the positive outcomes we hope for.


Instead, boundaries are expressions of what you will accept from another person. “I will not listen to you speak to me like that” or “I will not allow you to touch this.” These are expressions of boundaries because they are enforceable by you—you can choose to stop listening regardless of whether the other person is still talking, and you can choose to remove the object that someone is trying to touch. Framing rules and expectations in this way (even if you only do so in your head) helps clarify the real reason why you have set a rule, and may actually help you eliminate unnecessary rules and those that have become a point of unneeded conflict. Additionally, knowing why we’ve set these boundaries and being able to communicate that “why” will help our children decide whether they will choose to respect the boundary or continue to test and resist it.


When a child—regardless of age—tests a boundary, our reaction to their choices can have a long-lasting effect. When your five-year-old tests her newfound ability to write her name … on her white bedroom furniture, you might be tempted to yell at her and pair that yelling with a punishment like taking away her bedroom furniture. When we were kids, that would have been presented as a completely acceptable end result—“You can’t handle having furniture, so you can’t have furniture.” While she might not draw on her furniture again, I wager she’s also not likely to come to you when she makes a mistake in the future.


If you’re trying instead to raise a child who feels comfortable admitting to you when they’ve messed up, you may want to consider embracing natural consequences. Rather than taking away the furniture, for example, you may require that she spend time scrubbing the marker or pen off the furniture. If this is not the first time she’s colored on something not intended for Pint-Size Picasso-ing, you may let her know that the markers and pens have to “live up high” so they can only be retrieved by a caregiver, and must be used under supervision. While she may not be happy with either of these outcomes, they are proportionate reactions that, especially when explained, leave a child feeling secure and knowledgeable about the boundaries and rules that shape her world.


In the situation of me at the store, the boundary my mom expressed—“You can’t touch anything”—may seem controlling. But upon reflection, the boundary she was setting was “It’s my job to raise you to be a functional adult, so I cannot allow you to be reckless with other people’s property.” Her boundary was there to keep me safe. I have, on more than one occasion, had to haul a child around in a shopping cart because they were overtired and refuse to stay within my eyesight. I’ve also had to lock down devices and screens because my kids figured out how to get around the parental controls and stayed up way too late. I’ve also had to inform my children that the answer to a question asked by their older sibling is not something they themselves are ready to hear—another way of keeping them safe that we will address in chapter 4. In these situations, I remind my children that my whole job as their parent is to love them, keep them safe, and raise them to be functional adults: “I love you too much to let you do this unsafe thing.” It’s simple, it’s to the point, and, again—it’s finite. I will very likely have to explain why the activity or information they’re being denied is unsafe, but this is where that self-reflection of my own boundaries comes into play. Most of the time, I have thought about the situation ahead of time and know exactly why my answer is no.


That’s not to say I can stop them from attempting all stupid things—sometimes the “f*ck around and find out” approach is the best way to learn. I try to think ahead about the different ways my children will make mistakes and push boundaries as they grow in part because I want to keep my promise to myself to (generally) react with their futures in mind and only prevent them from making mistakes that are truly harmful. As I look back on each of my children’s formative years, some mistake patterns seem almost universal. In early childhood, all of my kids proved that small children are egocentric and tethered strongly to “the now.” They had no concept of future consequences, and anything they did to hurt me in anger and retaliation was almost invariably rooted in what would hurt them. I’ve seen more than one art project torn up in a fit of “I’ll show YOU to tell me to stop coloring!” and I’ve consoled all three kids as they learned the very hard lesson that ripping up your art really only impacts … you.


I’ve watched my children test the waters of lying—sneaking treats, extra screen time, or a few more minutes of playing instead of doing what they were asked. And I’ve talked with those same children about trust and how it’s both buildable and fragile. That’s not to say I call out every lie—I don’t! There is a certain sense of autonomy and independence that comes from “pulling one over” on your mom, and if my kids can get that sense of satisfaction from a small lie that doesn’t hurt them or me, I feel like that’s a win. If I catch them out in Every. Single. Tiny. infraction or fib, why would they ever trust that I might treat them with grace and kindness when they make a big bad choice?


Because those big bad choices can and will happen. I remember naively thinking that the bond I had with my eldest child would be much more powerful than all those tropes of the tough teen years … and then he turned thirteen. Along with thirteen came pushing curfew. And Incognito Mode. And whispers with friends. And eye rolls. I didn’t know how it had happened, but suddenly, when my kid looked at me, it was with a certain level of disdain.


Okay, I say I didn’t know how it happened, but I did—like every teenager, his amygdala had outgrown the rest of his brain, as it does in early puberty. The amygdala, one of the parts of his brain responsible for his emotions, was often in the driver’s seat. He was living almost entirely out of his emotional brain, and he was reacting with whatever emotion was strongest long before his cognitive brain could catch up and help him regulate. Once I realized that this was happening, things got … I’m not going to say a lot easier, but they did get easier. When either of us felt ourselves getting heated, we could say “AMYGDALA” and acknowledge that we were being controlled by emotions, not thoughts. Our bond was still strong, and the Foundation of Unconditional Positive Regard that we had built meant that even after slammed doors and yelling fights, we both knew nothing could shake how this mom felt about her child. I also knew that I had a lot of internal work that needed doing—I was reacting (and sometimes overreacting) to him doing things that were completely reasonable for an early teenager to be doing.


When I hit that phase of life with my eldest, I knew I needed to step back and take stock in my values, boundaries, and communication skills. I needed to reflect on why I had the rules I did, what I was expecting from my children, and how I was relaying that information to them. I knew that without understanding why I felt the way I did, I wouldn’t be able to continue guiding my kids as effectively as I wanted to. So I thought about it—what really mattered to me? What was my guiding mission? And that line of thinking led me to the wish I make in every tunnel, at every wishing well, and on every falling star: that my children grow up to be healthy, happy, and successful adults. And part of that happiness means freeing them (and, by extension, myself) of shame when it comes to making mistakes.


This pre-reflection is very helpful, particularly when it comes to situations that may bring up strong emotions from us; situations that remind us of our own childhoods or traumas. If we have not reflected on our boundaries regarding the birds and the bees, we may find ourselves reacting in a way that undermines our goal of raising children who feel comfortable enough to talk to us about their mistakes and ask us the hard questions.


Take, for example, finding out that your six-year-old has played “doctor” with a same-age friend. The conversation could go a couple different ways:




Scene: At the Playground


“Amanda! What are you and Brian doing up in the castle? You’ve been up there a long time!”


“We’re playing doctor!”


“You’re doing WHAT?! Absolutely not! That’s gross and naughty and you’re NEVER going to play with him again! We’re going HOME!”





Amanda has no space to clarify that “playing doctor” means she has wrapped leaves around Brian’s “broken arm” and is listening to his heart with her ear on his chest. She doesn’t understand in the slightest why her parent has reacted this way, because she lacks the context that when her parent was a child, they were spanked after being caught playing a different kind of doctor.


Now imagine that this same parent has reflected on her boundaries and considered what her goals are for raising a child who feels safe asking questions and revealing mistakes:




Scene: Any Home Anywhere


“Amanda? What are you two doing in there? Why are Heather’s pants on the ground?!”


“We are playing doctor! I wanted to see her vulva and she wanted to see mine, so we took turns.”


“Oh goodness. Well, I know you’re curious about other people’s bodies, and it’s normal to be curious. But remember—your brain is only ready to explore your own body right now, not anyone else’s. So everyone needs to put their pants back on and we’re going to play in the living room until Heather’s mom comes back.”





In this scenario, Amanda’s developmentally appropriate curiosity is acknowledged rather than shamed; she is allowed a voice; and she has been redirected into an activity that is more suitable for her brain and her friend’s brain. This scenario has also established a boundary that will hopefully help keep her safe in the future—a knowledge that her body is for her, especially at this age, and not for anyone else. There is also security in knowing that if anyone ever does explore her body, she can tell her safe adult with no negative repercussions.


The situations we’re most afraid of our children getting themselves into are going to be the greatest tests of our love and respect. We don’t want to think about our children making the really big mistakes, but let’s face it—it could happen. I encourage you to challenge yourself with the difficult task of reflecting on what will test you the most.


Maybe it’s finding out your child holds different political views than you do.


Maybe they have changed their spiritual beliefs.


Maybe they love someone you don’t approve of.


Maybe they have hurt themselves … or are hurting someone else.


Maybe they are actively hurting you.


And then figure out how you can unconditionally love and unconditionally respect your child in those scenarios, while asking yourself what the boundaries are within that love and respect. How can you show up and support your child while also maintaining your own mental and physical well-being? Even though it is likely to be one of the most painful exercises you ever do, I encourage you to think about this, and genuinely know that there is nothing your child can do to make you stop loving them. Because that love—and that unconditional positive regard—is tied to trust.


I trust you, my child, to not do something so bad that I ever have to reconsider my love and respect for you, and to come to me when you mess up.


And you can trust me to show up for you, full stop.






CHAPTER 1: IN BRIEF


Unconditional love is expected of parents—many of us choose to be parents, and we love the people we are raising. Expressing this love should happen often and in ways that children can understand at their age level. Unconditional positive regard is different from unconditional love in that it turns an eye to the future by acknowledging the adults our children have the potential to be if they are given autonomy, respect, and boundaries along with that unconditional love.


Key Takeaways




	Young children (under 7) are very literal; children between 8 and 11 can begin to understand more abstract ideas and the perspectives of other people; and children 12 and older can engage with higher-level thinking and logic.


	Because children’s cognitive abilities change so much as they grow, ways of expressing love should, too. “I will never stop loving you” may be more understandable for a young child than “I love you to the moon and back” because measurement and distance are concepts they may not grasp yet.


	A fear of making mistakes can stop a child from asking important questions, so as parents we should foster an understanding that mistakes happen and are meant to be learned from.


	Unconditional love and unconditional positive regard happen best when parents and children have healthy boundaries and respect the boundaries of the other people in their lives.



















CHAPTER 2

Curiosity







The 1984 World Book Encyclopedia was my gateway to the whole wide world. My parents had spent the earliest part of their marriage—from 1970 to about 1980—as broke college students and parents to both their own children and a whole host of foster children. When my mom graduated from her physical therapy graduate program, they decided to splurge and purchase the full World Book set and any supplementary books available. It was a beloved collection, and it survived the big move from North Dakota to rural Minnesota where it was at my disposal on the living room bookshelf for my entire childhood. My favorite volume was the one that contained the entry for “human anatomy.” Not because it was a super-enthralling read (which I’m sure it was, but I was like … six), but because of the diagrams.


See, the edition of the encyclopedia that my parents had purchased included these clear plastic pages that had the various systems of the body printed on them that stacked together to make a whole person. When you peeled back the page that had the external view of the person, you were greeted with the muscular system. Continue turning pages, and you could see the endocrine system, the vascular system, the skeletal system, and the one that fascinated me the most: the reproductive system. I was fascinated by the parts I knew I had—I had heard the word “uterus” when my mom was pregnant with my little brother. But I was even more fascinated with the part I didn’t have … a penis. There it was, in all its glory—a transparent organ with a clearly defined urethra, testicles, and major blood vessels. As you may have guessed by now, it didn’t really look anything like what a human penis looks like in real life. But to a curious kid, it told me just enough—that a penis was Very Different, but human bodies are mostly very much the same.


That curiosity was not necessarily something I was taught—it was innate. Children are naturally curious about the world—they have to be to learn and grow! Babies put a million things in their mouths to learn their texture, taste, and function. Toddlers try climbing, pushing, pulling, tearing, smashing, and a million other verbs to see how they can impact the objects in their world. Preschool and early elementary school children ask a million questions to learn about the mechanisms responsible for everything they didn’t realize existed until recently. We are hardwired to want to learn about ourselves, each other, and our world.


While curiosity is a natural drive, it still needs encouragement—especially when it comes to the drive to seek information. Our children are going to ask a million questions, but learning doesn’t just happen from asking questions. We also learn through observation and discussion. Even the most boring or mundane activity can be turned into an opportunity to encourage curiosity.


Imagine you are standing in your kitchen, peeling potatoes for dinner while your preschooler plays pretend cook next to you on the floor. You have just a few spuds left when you notice that one has started to sprout and is not suitable to eat. You could just throw away the potato and get on with your task. It would be totally acceptable to do so, especially if you’re tired and need to get dinner on the table. But if you have the mental energy, you could use that potato to engage in curiosity with your kid instead:




“Ooooo, bud! Come look at this potato!”


“What am I lookin’ at, Mama?”





You could encourage your child to compare (see what is the same) and contrast (see what is different) the sprouted potato with others:




“Well, how does this potato look, and how do the other potatoes I have left to peel look? What is the same? What is different?”


“Hmmm … well, they both have kinda brown outsides. They both have little bumpies. They are both bigger than my hands. But that one has a … what is that, Mama?”





Now you can encourage your child to come up with a hypothesis—an idea that might explain what they are seeing, and a starting point for further experimentation or testing:




“What do you think it is, bud?”


“Ummmm, a finger?”





This exercise can go on for as long as you like—you could take it through most of the stages of the scientific method if you wanted to! Asking the child to test their finger hypothesis by seeing if the potato can point to or grab anything. You could have them collect data by identifying all the things a finger can do and seeing how many of them a potato “finger” can do. You could then help them analyze that data and determine that it doesn’t seem to be a finger because it lacks the ability to do all the things a finger is able to do.


You can also decide to share the answer with your child—letting them know that while a finger is an interesting hypothesis, what they’re seeing is a sprout, and it means both that the potato probably isn’t good to eat anymore and that if you plant the potato, it could grow into a plant and make new potatoes. Both courses of action are reasonable in part because your end goal of encouraging curiosity has been achieved in either case. I am of the opinion that as a parent, choosing to move through each day with this kind of curiosity has a twofold benefit: First, it encourages your child’s natural curiosity and helps them maintain their desire to continue learning about themselves and the world around them. Second, when you are modeling curiosity on a daily basis, it helps them learn what healthy curiosity looks like and how to go about seeking their information in a healthy way.


Modeling is a form of social learning—where people learn by watching other people—first studied in children by Albert Bandura in 1961. What modeling means in the context of this book is that children are watching how parents treat curiosity—how they behave when asked questions, and how they seek to answer their own questions. Children then use those observations as a blueprint for how they should engage with their own curiosity.


There is also a secret, hidden benefit to choosing a life of curiosity—it helps you learn new things, too! As we’ve already discussed, children are going to ask their caregivers as many questions as they feel comfortable with, and many of those questions are going to be about big ideas and how things work. If you choose a life of curiosity—thinking about things that you don’t know and looking up the answers for yourself—you can be ready to guide your child through finding answers to their questions. And sometimes, you will be able to supply the answers yourself!


When we practice curiosity ourselves and model the protocol for finding the information we seek, we’re also building a sort of mental parachute. We’ve all been at our “why” breaking point—when our child has asked the question that finally sends us over the edge and we cannot answer any more. We are tired of trying to think of the answers, and we’re definitely not in the mood to look things up. If we have modeled for our children how to seek information from reputable sources and to ask interesting questions, we can redirect “why” into other outlets to save our own sanity.




“Why, Mama?”


“Instead of telling you, I want you to try to think of all the reasons that might be why it does that. Then when I’m done going to the bathroom, we can talk about it some more.”





Or:




“Why, Mama?”


“We’ve already talked about why—I want you to think of a different question. Maybe wondering how it does that is something you haven’t considered doing!”





Having these phrases and protocols at my disposal saves my sanity and helps me maintain the sometimes delicate lines of communication with my children. While I cannot claim that I have never lost my patience and told my children I just need a break from the questions, I try to keep that kind of “answer” to an absolute minimum.


You see, I worry that if we show our children that asking us questions is annoying or burdensome or unappreciated, they may choose to stop asking us questions. And while that might feel good in the short term—I simply do not need to look up the name of that video game character’s third cousin’s second wife—in the long term, it leaves us with children who do not want to ask us about things they saw on the internet or heard from a kid on the playground. In fact, they may feel like their best source of information is the internet or that kid on the playground, and that can have undesirable outcomes.


My “kid on the playground” moment happened when I was about ten years old. I was playing at a park near my childhood home when Sharon, one of the big kids, showed up. It was the heat of August and we were all clambering for either the swings or the slide—anything to get the wind moving on our faces. Sharon, who had just turned thirteen, was recently back from camp and was taking any chance she could to share with all of us kids who had never been to camp (and likely would never be able to afford to go) how cool her experience was.


“Yeah, it was amazing. We slept in cabins and cooked on fires. It was so cool. And there were boyyyyys there.”


“BOYS? You went to a camp with girls and boys?”


“Uh, duh. I’m way older than you guys.”


“Why does it even matter that there were boys there? It’s not like you could kiss any of them or anything.”


“You guys are such babies,” Sharon said defensively. “There were boy campers there and boy counselors.”


The other kids seemed to know this was a Big Deal. I had no clue why this mattered, but I was listening intently to her story at the bottom of the curly slide just the same.


“Yeah, and the boy counselors were soooooo hot. One of them told me I was sexy.”


The other girls oohed and ahhed over this information, as if to lament, if only a boy counselor would call them sexy, life would be complete!


Sharon continued: “Yeah. And that boy counselor showed me his sperm. It was swimming around in his hand.”


This caught my attention. Not for the reason that it likely made you stop in your tracks—as an adult reading this book, you’re thinking, Oh my God, if that’s true, then that child was abused at summer camp. Did anyone report this? Is she okay? (From all accounts, this event never took place—she later stated that she made it up because she wanted us to think she was “grown up” after coming home from camp.) No, the reason I was paying even closer attention was that I knew you couldn’t see sperm with the naked eye. I had read about it in the World Book Encyclopedia! I didn’t have the guts to call her out—the other kids were taking everything she said as gospel, and I didn’t have the social status to go to war with her and all those other kids. Instead, I just made a mental note to never believe anything she said ever again.


As an adult, I have wondered about Sharon and her knowledge of the world at thirteen years old: Why did she know the word “sperm” but not how small they were? Why did she know that they “swam” but not that they were not like tadpoles in the palm of someone’s hand? And if she wasn’t comfortable finding that information for herself, why had no one in her life taught her about how any of that worked? I know now that the answers to all of these questions are likely wrapped up in the stigma around talking about sex and bodies, especially with children.


Curiosity is completely natural, even curiosity about bodies and sex. Our job as caregivers is to ensure that our children’s curiosity is guided in the direction that is healthiest for their brain development and that will facilitate their emotional and physical safety. Because curiosity about bodies, both intellectually and physically, isn’t inherently sexual—it protects our health, too. Consider how people with breasts are encouraged to do self–breast exams to look for lumps or changes that might be signs of cancer. Think about how we are taught to pay attention to our bowels and take notice if things change as a sign of nutritional demands, developing cancer, or other needs. And think about how we assess our bodies for injuries: “When I press here it’s tender, but it wasn’t before.” Without a healthy knowledge of our bodies when they are functioning at their best, we will be left unaware of changes that could be life-threatening. And how are we going to know our bodies if we are not encouraged to reflect on and explore them?


This exploration starts at a very young age—it is completely normal for a baby to stare at their hands, chew on their feet, or reach into their diaper and grab their penis or vulva. Toddlers and preschoolers continue this exploration and may discover that some sensations feel better than others. As children grow, they will continue to explore their world … and their bodies. As I’ve said before, this exploration is normal and natural, and can be directed into a healthy respect for self. Rather than treating a child’s curiosity about their body like something that doesn’t exist, acknowledging it and setting boundaries acts as a protective measure, showing the child that you are not going to shame them for being curious and that you are there to keep them safe (which we will discuss in chapter 5).


Remaining receptive and setting boundaries for safety is doubly important when it comes to your child’s intellectual curiosity. If we have encouraged curiosity in daily life and shown a willingness to answer our children’s questions, then we are likely to be at the top of our children’s lists of People Who Can Help Me Understand My World. Because, as we know, their world changes incredibly fast. They go from “What is this thing?” to “How does this thing work?” and eventually to “How do I make this thing work with someone else?” And if our children are coming to us with their questions, they are less likely to turn to spaces and people that may not have the ability to answer accurately, or, worse, do not have their best interests in mind—their friends, older children, the internet, or unsafe adults. Better that I be the one explaining to my child, accurately and compassionately, what an orgy is, rather than some faceless person on the internet.


A word of caution, though, when it comes to curiosity—the internet is a wild place. Even if your child has very strict and limited access to the internet (like mine), they will still hear things that you never expected—usually from peers whose access is more loosely monitored. Even though I am online a lot, some of the songs, sayings, and trends that have made it home with my children have taken me completely by surprise. I’ve had to google more than one Classic Vine to fully understand what they’re saying. Because you may be seeing things that you never thought you would, I think it’s worthwhile to familiarize yourself with Incognito Mode on your browser when you are seeking new information online. One rogue keyword typed in a search box, and suddenly you’re receiving advertisements left and right for erectile dysfunction … and you don’t even have a penis. (Yes, this happened to me in the course of writing this book—I’m hoping to spare you the same fate.)


As much as we may not want to admit it, we should also teach our children how to navigate seeking information on the internet. I remember being completely opposed to the idea when my eldest child was in elementary school—if he had questions, he could come to me and I would make sure he got only accurate information! While I hope he will still come to me for the big stuff (as he has in the past), it has been important for us to establish rules and measures regarding information from other places.


Ideally, I would encourage my child to ask themselves these questions before and during any sort of internet search:




	Can I ask my caregiver?


	Can I ask a different safe adult?


	Is there a nonfiction book in the library with this info?


	Do they cite their sources?


	Does it agree with other answers?


	Was it worth it?





You’ll note that I said that ideally my child would be this reflective while searching. Unfortunately, we do not live in an ideal world—even the list above is not likely to register with many teenagers. So I’ve come to the conclusion that starting with something that can be repeated and reinforced—a single, simple phrase—is often a better place to start.


Think before you click, and if what you find scares you—stop.


This mantra is repeated over and over as soon as my children gain access to any type of device. The internet is not easy to navigate for accurate, useful, and inclusive information about sex and sexuality, but kids and teenagers don’t know that. (And, as mentioned above, the internet can be a minefield even for adults who have years more experience with tech and research.) Much like abstinence-only sex education, asking our children to just … not look isn’t going to be the most effective way to guide them through seeking their own information. Instead, having an open dialogue about the experience can yield better results. This isn’t always an easy feat, but as you’ll discover in chapter 12, it is possible.


Beyond teaching our kids how to find information on their own and answer the questions they ask us, we must remember that there are going to be questions they do not even think to ask. Children, especially children who have not reached the early stages of puberty, may be less likely to ask questions about parts they do not have. A child who does not have a penis may be less likely to ask how erections happen, and a child without a uterus may not be curious about periods. This is something to keep in mind as children get older, especially given that as they approach puberty, you will be having discussions about how bodies interact. Without at least a passing knowledge of how most bodies work, it will be that much more confusing when you try to explain how they work together. This is yet another reason to normalize conversational curiosity and present interesting facts throughout our day—it helps the child feel comfortable considering information that may not directly apply to them. You can find examples of books that do this really well in the Resources section on page 285.


Providing appropriate biological knowledge about how other people’s bodies work can also be a form of protection. When children feel informed—when they feel that they already know how all of the parts work—there is nothing intriguing or forbidden about it. As much as it may terrify us to consider it, there are people who can and do weaponize what our children do not know about their own and other people’s bodies. Providing age-appropriate information makes it measurably more difficult for an ill-intentioned person to trick your child into a dangerous situation by offering information that feels illicit. No one can look at little Sibley and say, “Oh, you don’t know what an erection is? Let me show you …” You have armed them with knowledge of how bodies work and the security to come to you for open, honest answers.


We must also remember that others in society feel it is their duty to influence children to feel like they shouldn’t be curious. Having these ideals projected on them may make them worry that their curiosity makes them weird, bad, or wrong, especially if their questions or searches are related to ideas outside what is presented as “normal” in the mainstream understanding. We must remind them that wanting information about how things work does not determine who you are. To put it simply: Curiosity and behaviors in childhood do not necessarily draw a blueprint for a child’s future. Playing wedding doesn’t mean a child will ever walk down the aisle; pretending to be a farmer doesn’t mean they will ever drive a tractor; and playing fashion designer doesn’t mean they’ll have a debut at fashion week. In the same vein, as NEMOURS KidsHealth states—and in accordance with researchers and pediatric professionals—“Despite myths and misconceptions, there is no evidence that being gay is caused by early childhood experiences, parenting styles, or the way someone is raised.” Supporting a child in exploring who they are, how they feel about themselves, and their interactions with the world all while reminding them of your unconditional positive regard for them is vital in keeping open lines of communication and feelings of safety.


Unconditional positive regard and valuing curiosity can manifest in a helpful communication tool for tweens and teens: a Free Pass for questions about bodies. This hypothetical pass is particularly handy when teens start to venture into territory that may have consequences. It works like this:


“I want you to know that as a teenager you have inherited a Free Pass for questions about bodies. What this means is that you can tell me, at any point, that you have a question you need answered, but that you do not want to talk about it any further than getting the question answered. Before asking the question, I’ll verify with you that the question is not being asked in the context of something harmful or actively dangerous. If you confirm that, then I will answer the question with no follow-up, no matter what the question is. If it becomes clear that I do need to be concerned, then I will follow up, but I promise to explain why I am concerned and following up.”


Providing this card—which, for the record, does not currently exist as a physical card in my house, but I could decide to get crafty with it—allows your teenager to know that you value their privacy, respect their autonomy, and trust their judgment. It also helps your teen start to consider information and situations through a lens of safety and adds an introspective step to their knowledge-seeking process. Imagine your fifteen-year-old son comes to you with this scenario:
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