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OF EARLY CHI LDHOOD PROFESSI ONALS
Heal t hy sexual ity devel opnment begins at birth. In

order to develop optimally, infants and young chil dren need
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sensitive, responsive nurturing fromtheir caregivers. Mich
of this sane inportant adult-child interaction that supports
heal t hy physical, cognitive, social and enotional

devel opnent al so supports healthy sexuality devel opnent.

One of the best ways to understand sexuality devel opnent in
young children is to relate it to all of the devel opnenta
processes (Couchenour & Chrisman, 2000).

Just as teachers of young children (birth through eight
years) play a very inportant role in physical, cognitive,
soci al and enotional devel opnent, they also have an i npact
on children's sexuality devel opnent. Surveys of early
chi | dhood teachers, however, have indicated that many of
t hem have been ill prepared to deal with children's
curiosity and behaviors related to sexuality (Couchenour,
Gottshall, Chrisman, & Koons, 1997). Teachers have indicated
surprise, not realizing that very young children are curious
about their bodies as well as those of others. Teachers
have al so expressed confusi on about the difference between
behavi ors indicative of sexual abuse and those that are
typi cal devel opnental indicators.

The authors of this proposal have recently conpleted a
book entitled Healthy Sexuality Devel opnent in Young
Children: A Guide for Early Chil dhood Teachers and

Fam lies. This book is in press with the National



Chrisman & Couchenour Healthy Sexuality 3

Associ ation for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and

wi |l be published fall 2002. Reviewers of the first draft

of the book noted the inportance of information related to
heal thy sexuality for early chil dhood educators, both in
their work with children and with famlies. The prem ses
that are uphel d throughout this work are:

1. Healthy sexuality devel opnent begins at birth.

2. Children learn about sexuality the sane way they | earn
about everything el se--through words, actions,

i nteractions and rel ati onshi ps.

3. Famlies are children's primary teachers about sexuality
devel opnent .

4. Early chil dhood professionals support children's healthy
sexual ity devel opnent both directly, as they interact
with children, and indirectly, as they work with
famlies and plan prograns.

The Hawaii | nternational Conference on Education wl|
provi de a uni que forum for sharing devel opnental information
about healthy sexuality. Additionally, these authors wll
shar e suggest ed professional devel opnent strategies for
teachers regarding this topic. Four requirenents for
pr of essi onal devel opnent (W/Ison, 1991) note that teachers
shoul d:

1. Explore their own values with respect to sexuality.
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2. @Gin relevant know edge about children's healthy
sexual ity devel opnent.
3. Learn appropriate nethods of answering children's sexual
guesti ons.
4. Practice appropriate nmethods of answering children's
sexual questions.
Based on these requirenents, the authors will provide
det ai | ed exanples for six training sessions highlighting:
the rel ationship of physical, cognitive and social -enoti onal
devel opnent to sexuality devel opnent; details of the
conti nuum of sexuality devel opnent that begins at birth;
heal t hy sexual ity devel opnent can provide a barrier against
sexual abuse or harassnent; the inportance of teacher
i ntervention when children engage in aggressive acts with
sexual content; the use of anatom cally correct |anguage
wi t hout hesitation or enbarrassnment; and, ways to support
famlies as children's first teachers regarding sexuality

devel opnent .



