
CHAPTER 7: SEXUAL BEHAVIOR

Sex is fundamentally about pleasure, yet this aspect is often neglected by sexuality education
programs. Educators need to be careful not to fall into the trap of teaching adolescents only
about the risks and potentially harmful consequences of intercourse or giving indirect or vague
information. Many children grow up receiving contradictory messages about sex; they want—
and need—clear, honest answers. Many participants will have questions about human sexual
response and pleasure. For instance, young people and even adults wonder if women have
orgasms, if it’s okay to masturbate, how to give pleasure to their partner, or how to know if
their partner has had an orgasm. Myths abound. Addressing adolescents’ curiosity will help
them to understand their own bodies, make better decisions, and ease future communication
with partners about their sexual desires.

Masturbation is particularly important to address because it is one of the most common, if not
the most common, of all human sexual behaviors, yet it is surrounded by misinformation and
taboo. Many teenagers, girls as well as boys, will begin to masturbate during adolescence but
may feel distressed about it because of negative and threatening messages that they have
received. Such messages usually do not make people stop masturbating; they only make them
worry about it. It should be made clear that despite controversy, masturbation is in no way
harmful, and in the age of HIV/AIDS, it is clearly a safe alternative to unprotected intercourse.
Furthermore, it can help people get to know their bodies and sexual responses.

For women in particular, sexual pleasure in relationships often does not come automatically.
Expectations and reality often collide and cause disappointment or bewilderment. Teaching
about the variety of ways to experience sexual pleasure, including similarities and differences
between men and women, and encouraging communication between sexual partners can
increase the likelihood that both partners will enjoy their sexual lives. In many societies, sexual
behavior is overly focused on intercourse. Encouraging people to learn the many sources of
sexual satisfaction and different kinds of lovemaking not only offers adolescents alternatives to
sexual intercourse but can also decrease the likelihood of sexual problems in adulthood.

Teaching Tips
• Gather information about the average age at which young people first have sex and any 

other available information about the sexual behavior of young people in your country 
before teaching this topic.

• Find out your country’s laws about age of consent and other laws on rape, including 
statutory rape.

• Many young people will feel somewhat shy or embarrassed when talking about sexual 
behavior. Acknowledge this discomfort and remind them how important it is that they learn 
to talk more comfortably so that they will be able to talk with their partners.

• If participants are very uncomfortable, try moving gradually toward direct verbal 
communication by having them work in same-sex groups and doing exercises in which 
they share ideas and questions in writing.

• Be open, honest, and direct in counteracting the misinformation and incorrect and negative 
messages that young people get about sexual behavior.

• Approach this topic understanding that this may be the primary, and perhaps the only, 
opportunity your students will have to get accurate and considered information before they 
have sex.
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• Stress that decisions about sexual behavior are personal matters for individuals to make, so 
long as they respect the rights and safety of others.

Content Considerations
• Cover a range of content, including reviewing the difference between the sexual system and 

the reproductive system; myths and misinformation about sexual pleasure and sexual 
functioning; different models of sexual arousal and response; definitions of pleasure; reasons 
for having sex; and a full range of sexual behaviors that provide pleasure, including the role 
of clitoral stimulation in women’s pleasure. Help participants to recognize that sexual 
pleasure and sexual intercourse are not synonymous.

• Cover a broad spectrum of sexual behaviors, including oral and anal sex, even if you believe 
that most people in your society do not practice them. Very little is known about sexual 
practices in most countries and making assumptions based on impressions is unreliable.

• One of the most common reasons given for not using condoms is that they reduce sexual 
pleasure. Explore this idea with participants and discuss ways to increase pleasure when 
using condoms.

• Have students explore their attitudes about sexual functioning and pleasure. Examine with 
your students how gender-role stereotypes affect sexual response and pleasure. For example, 
how do they view men who experience or seek sexual pleasure compared to women who do 
so? Why? Who should be responsible for the sexual pleasure of the man? Of the woman? Why?

• Teach communication skills and emphasize that communication between sexual partners is 
one of the keys to a satisfying sexual life.

• Make use of the anonymous question box to solicit and answer participants’ specific questions.
• Bring out the predominant cultural values around sexual behavior, but remember that your 

main purpose is to help participants as individuals to clarify their own values.
• Consider providing basic information about sexual concerns and dysfunctions. Many of the 

most common are related to sexual pleasure.
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 7.1: MASTURBATION AND OTHER SEXUAL BEHAVIORS

SOURCE

“Session 16: Masturbation and Other Sexual Behaviors,” Our Whole Lives: Sexuality Education for
Grades 7–9, by Pamela M. Wilson. Boston: Unitarian Universalist Association, 1999. Reprinted
by permission of the Unitarian Universalist Association. www.uua.org

Suitable for ages 12 to 18

Summary
This lesson provides a model for how to provide adolescents with direct, clear, and factual
information about masturbation and other sexual behaviors. Unlike many lessons, it allows the
discussion of topics of keen interest to teens and includes positive aspects of sexual behavior,
including pleasure. Using participants’ own questions, collected from an anonymous question
box (or questions provided in Leader Resource 25), the facilitator answers what she or he can
and then opens up discussion to explore attitudes and feelings about sexual behavior.
Participants write any remaining questions or concerns they have on cards and the facilitator
answers their questions, including validating a range of values and attitudes toward masturba-
tion. Finally, the facilitator reads two descriptions of orgasms written by teenagers. An excellent
Leader Resource is provided.

Teaching Notes
• Read Leader Resource 26, Sexuality Facts, to familiarize yourself as much as possible with 

facts on sexual behavior in general. Read any available materials about sexual behavior in 
your country.

• In the session prior to this one, ask participants to write any questions they have about 
sexual behaviors and put them in an anonymous question box.

• Before the session, separate the questions you have into those about facts and explicit sexual 
behavior and those about attitudes and feelings. Develop clear, direct, and simple answers to 
all the questions before the session, although you will only answer those on facts and explicit 
sexual behaviors.

Adapting the Lesson
• Read over the questions provided on Leader Resource 25 and select any that your 

participants are likely to share.
• Please note that this lesson is excerpted directly from a larger sexuality education guide, 

and therefore contains minor references to materials not included in this manual (e.g., the 
homework assignment on the last page).
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