“Askable Parents” Help Combat Childhood Sexual Abuse

Child Sexual Abuse is a problem that most of us wish would just go away.

Many of us are sad and angry to find out that our families, and communities are not always the
safe, happy, caring places that we thought they were. It is hard for many of us to imagine a friend
or loved one ever touching our children in a sexual way.

It is much easier to believe ‘bad strangers’ sexually abuse children, rather than family and
friends.

It is also easier to think that we can protect our children from abuse, by teaching them “never talk
to strangers” and enrolling them in self-defense classes.

But, because our children are more likely to be molested by people in our own homes and
communities, we need to talk to our little children about their bodies. We must also teach them
about asking for help if a person tells them to keep a ‘touching secret’.

Although these ideas sound simple, many people find them difficult to carry out.

When telling children about their bodies in the past, many families never mentioned the genitals.
In families that did mention ‘those parts’, nicknames were often used. Many adults are still
uncomfortable saying the words penis or vulva (the dictionary word for the outer parts of the
female genitals).

Parents and toy makers, in North America have also decided to leave off or cover up the genitals
of dolls, and storybook, puzzle, and dressing toy pictures.

All of this cover-up and secrecy in the past has made it easy for child molesters to get kids to “be
quiet” about sexual touching.

Children, by school age, may have learned that “we don’t talk about those parts”. Many children
are too embarrassed to even mention their genitals, when asked to list the parts of their bodies.
Some have learned that they can send adults up the wall by using ‘street words’ to refer to sexual
body parts and acts. Children, therefore, when exposed to sexual abuse, have a hard time telling
adults about the experience.

So, What Can You Do to Change Things?

1. When you are talking to your children and naming their body parts for them (from birth
onward) try to include words like: nipples, breasts, penis, vulva, vagina, testicles,
scrotum, anus.

2. Buy or make toys and books for your children that are ‘anatomically correct’ (i.e. include
the genitals).
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3. Don’t make up “fairytales” when children ask questions such as “Where do babies come
from?”, and “Why doesn’t she have a penis?”

Correct answers don’t need to be complicated. They just need to be honest, i.e. “Grown-
ups can make babies. They grow inside the mommy’s uterus.” (Avoid saying ‘tummy’,
because many little children think of the ‘tummy’ as the place where food goes.) “Girls
and boys have many body parts that are the same, and a few that are different. A boy has
a penis and testicles. A girl has a vulva and vagina.”

If you don’t know how to answer a question, tell your child that you don’t know, but will
try to find out. (Call your local Health Unit or check out the books in your library).

By talking to our children about these topics from the beginning, they learn that we are
‘askable parents’. Then they are more likely to ask for help if they are confused about

sexual touching or talk that they see, hear, or experience.

Other helpful messages that we can give to our children are:

. Touching never needs to be a secret.

. It’s fine to talk about and ask for hugs and strokes and touches that make us feel
warm, and comforted, and loved. They aren’t secrets.

. We know that little children need help with many things. It’s no secret that adults

have to touch children to help them with bathing, toileting, and dressing.
However, adults are not supposed to ‘play with’ a child’s penis, or vulva, or other
‘private parts’.

. Older children and adults can look after their own bathing, toileting, and dressing.
They don’t need help from children. If an older child or adult needs help with
their ‘private parts’, they should ask another adult, not a child.

. It’s not okay for people to hurt one another. People should always ask for help if
they are being hurt.

If you would like more information, call the
Family Healthline at the
Peterborough County-City Health Unit
(705) 743-1000.
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