Talking to Teens about Sexual Orientation

During adolescence, teens learn to relate to their peers as friends and potential romantic or sexual partners. This is a normal part of adolescent development. The sexual thoughts can be intense or confusing. This may be true for young people who are having sexual thoughts and feelings about someone of the same sex.  

What is sexual orientation?
Sexual orientation refers to the gender (male or female) that a person is attracted to. Teens have a sexual orientation even if they aren’t yet sexually active. People usually consider themselves in 1 of 3 ways:

· Heterosexuals are attracted mainly to people of the opposite sex. Heterosexual males are attracted to females, and heterosexual females are attracted to males. Heterosexuals are sometimes called “straight.”

· Homosexuals are attracted mainly to people of the same sex. Females who are attracted to other females are known as lesbians. Males who are attracted to other males are known as gay. The term “gay” is sometimes used to describe homosexuals of either gender.

· Bisexual people are attracted to are romantically and physically attracted to both males and females.  

How can I help my teen feel more comfortable talking about sexuality?
· The most important thing is to let your teen know that you love him.

· Some teens will tell a sibling or cousin before they tell a parent, and often they will choose one parent to tell first. It’s important that you respect that your teen will tell someone he feels comfortable with.

· Be available and open-minded if your teen wants to talk about sexual orientation, but don’t force the issue. 

· Consider talking about sexuality after watching a television show or reading a book with a homosexual theme. This can be a helpful way to let your teen know that she’s loved no matter what her orientation. 

· Encourage your teen to talk about sexual health with a pediatrician, family doctor, other health care provider or trusted adult. They may also be able to help her find ways to deal with any peer pressure, harassment, and bullying she faces.

Are there health issues I should worry about if my teen is homosexual?
Just being homosexual does not have any health risks. However, gay and lesbian teens are at a higher risk of depression and suicide. 

· All sexually active teens should be routinely tested for sexually transmitted infections (STIs). 

· Anyone who has unprotected anal sex has a high risk of STIs. Safer sex practices, such as using a condom, help reduce the risk of other infections.

· Girls between 9 and 13 years of age should get the human papillomavirus (HPV) vaccine. To work best, the vaccine needs to be given before any sexual activity starts.  The HPV vaccine is approved for use in boys in Canada. Speak to your health care provider for more information.

· Although lesbian teens are less likely to get STIs than heterosexual teens, they may have sex with males (for many reasons), which increases their risk. 

· All females who have had sex with males or who have shared sex toys with someone who has sex with males should have a Pap test. Pap tests are recommended for females 21 years of age and over, or three years after becoming sexually active. During a Pap test, cells are collected from the cervix and then examined to make sure they are normal and healthy. A sexually active lesbian who has not has not had sex with a male should still have a Pap test done in her early 20s. 

· Encourage your teen to talk to a trusted health care provider about all options for safer sex.  

Thinking sexually about both the same sex and the opposite sex is quite common as teens sort through their emerging sexual feelings. This type of imagining about people of the same or opposite sex doesn't necessarily mean that a person fits into a particular type of sexual orientation.
Do People Choose Their Sexual Orientation?

Most medical professionals, including organizations such as the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) and the American Psychological Association (APA), believe that sexual orientation involves a complex mixture of biology, psychology, and environmental factors. A person's genes and inborn hormonal factors may play a role as well. These medical professionals believe that — in most cases — sexual orientation, whatever its causes, is not simply chosen.

Not everyone agrees. Some believe that individuals can choose who they are attracted to — and that people who are gay have chosen to be attracted to people of the same gender.

There are lots of opinions and stereotypes about sexual orientation. For example, having a more "feminine" appearance or interest does not mean that a teen boy is gay. And having a more "masculine" appearance doesn't mean a girl is lesbian. As with most things, making assumptions just based on looks can lead to the wrong conclusion.

It's likely that all the factors that result in someone's sexual orientation are not yet completely understood. What is certain is that people, no matter their sexual orientation, want to feel understood, respected, and accepted — particularly by their family. That's not always easy in every family.

What's It Like for Gay Teens?

For teens who are gay or lesbian, it can feel like everyone is expected to be straight. Because of this, some gay and lesbian teens may feel different from their friends when the heterosexual people around them start talking about romantic feelings, dating, and sex. They may feel like they have to pretend to feel things that they don't in order to fit. They might feel they need to deny who they are or that they have to hide an important part of themselves.

These feelings, plus fears of prejudice, can lead teens who aren't straight to keep their sexual orientation secret, even from friends and family who might be supportive. Kids and teens who are gay are likely to face people who express stereotypes, prejudices, and even hate about homosexuality.

Coming Out

Some gay or lesbian teens tell a few accepting, supportive friends and family members about their sexual orientation. This is often called coming out. Many lesbian, gay, and bisexual teens who come out to their friends and families are fully accepted by them and their communities. They feel comfortable about being attracted to someone of the same gender and don't feel particularly anxious about it.

But not everyone has the same feelings or good support systems. People who feel they need to hide who they are or who fear rejection, discrimination, or violence can be at greater risk for emotional problems like anxiety and depression.

Some gay teens without support systems can be at higher risk than heterosexual teens for dropping out of school, living on the streets, using alcohol and drugs, and even in some cases for attempting to harm themselves.

Where can I get support in or near Milwaukee?
AIDS Resource Center of WI 

820 North Plankinton Avenue
Milwaukee Wisconsin 53203
414-273-1991
http://www.arcw.org
Diverse & Resilient
2439 N. Holton St.,
Milwaukee WI 53212
414-390-0444
http://www.diverseandresilient.org
Gay Youth Milwaukee

414-265-8500 
http://gayyouthmilwaukee.tripod.com/
The LGBT Center of Southeast Wisconsin

1456 Junction Ave.

Racine, WI 53403
262-664-4100

http://lgbtsewisc.org/
Milwaukee LGBT Community Center

252 E. Highland Ave.
Milwaukee, WI 53202
414-271-2656
http://mkelgbt.org/
Parents, Families & Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG) Milwaukee

315 Court Street, Suite 101,
Room 112
Milwaukee WI 53212
414-299-9198
http://www.milwaukee-pflag.org/
UWM LGBT Center

UWM Union WG-89 Street level, between the Women's Resource Center and Neighborhood Housing Office at the west end of the Terrace Cafe.
414-229-4116
http://www.aux.uwm.edu/lgbt/
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