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INTRODUCTION

Today’s youth may very well be the most sexually open-minded and tolerant generation. Issues of gender identity and sexual behavior are increasingly prominent in various spheres of popular culture and media consumption. As such, youth are inundated with a barrage of sexual images, content, and ideologies, making sex a topic that is more openly discussed and, therefore, a more significant aspect of young people’s everyday lifeworlds compared to previous generations. While sexuality has always been an important part of adolescence, notions of sexuality have become more fluid and flexible. The sexual experiences of youth are considerably less bound by the limitations of conventional gender norms and heteronormative sexual scripts. With access to the Internet, young people around the globe can readily obtain virtually any and all information they seek concerning sex and sexuality. Gender and sexuality have thus become increasingly salient aspects of identity formation for contemporary youth. Many young people are more openly expressing their gender identity, testing boundaries, and challenging traditional societal norms and the didactic gender constructs of femininity and masculinity. This has led to considerable social debate about not only feminine and masculine identities, but also transgender identities among youth. Indeed, the loosening of gender boundaries and the sexual liberation of youth has not come without backlash. As the present volume of Sociological Studies of Children and Youth was coming together, issues of equality as they relate to sex, gender identity, and sexual behavior have been at the forefront of national political debate in the United States as well as other countries around the world. From discussions about limiting women’s reproductive rights, to efforts to curtail the progress that has been made in terms of legal protections for those in the LGBTQI +  community, the rights of those who do not conform to traditional hegemonic standards of masculinity, femininity, and heterosexuality are being challenged, once again. Amplified effort to control the sexuality of youth is especially exemplified by a recent vote in the House of Representatives to pass legislation that would send teens who sext (or send naked pictures) to jail for a minimum sentence of 15 years. While all of the democrats voted in opposition, only two republicans voted against this harsh measure aimed at punishing teens for engaging in unconventional sexual behavior. In this book, we explore some of the evolving issues concerning sex, gender, and sexuality in the lives of children and adolescents.

Religious groups and leaders have long been concerned with how to best control and monitor the sexual behavior of young followers. In the chapter, “‘Dare to Be Different’: How Religious Groups Frame and Enact Appropriate Sexuality and Gender Norms among Young Adults,” Rhys H. Williams, Courtney Ann Irby and R. Stephen Warner investigate how adults in positions of religious authority attempt to shape the gender norms and sexual behavior of the youth they work with in the face of what they see as an increasingly hypersexualized culture. Through numerous observations and interviews with religious young adults and religious leaders from Muslim, Hindu, and Protestant Christian religious groups, the researchers identify three organizational styles used across the religious traditions to promote traditional understandings of gender, heterosexuality, and marriage.

While there has been growing social acceptance and advocacy for LGBT rights in recent years, many youth continue to experience negative reactions and rejection from family members. Timothy Stablein provides a comprehensive review of the literature concerning the experiences of homeless LGBT youth in the chapter, “Estimating the Status and Needs of Homeless LGBT Adolescents: Advocacy, Identity, and the Dialectics of Support.” After identifying the logistical problems with accurately estimating the extent of the problem, research concerning the experience of homelessness among LGBT youth and issues of advocacy and support are addressed. Stablein then concludes with some practice and policy recommendations intended to help improve the situation of this vulnerable and understudied group of young people.

Youth who have been identified as intersex at birth or as a child represent another group that researchers have neglected to study. As conveyed by the 16 youth interviewed by Georgiann Davis and Chris Wakefield in the chapter, “The Intersex Kids Are All Right? Diagnosis Disclosure and the Experiences of Intersex Youth,” growing up intersex is not as detrimental to gender identity development or sense of self as doctors and parents once feared. Rather than withholding this information as was often done with children diagnosed as intersex a generation ago, all of the youth in this study were made knowledgeable about their diagnosis at the time of diagnosis. As Davis and Wakefield discover, heightened activism and the greater ability to connect with others in the intersex community has had a remarkably positive impact on today’s intersex youth helping them to confront and embrace their intersex status.

Stigma surrounding gender-nonconformity has also lessened over the last decade or so as the topic has gained more public visibility, calling attention to how children can influence parents to develop and accept alternative notions and understandings of gender. In the chapter, “Examining the Family Transition: How Parents of Gender-Diverse Youth Develop Trans-Affirming Attitudes,” Krysti N. Ryan conducts interviews with parents of gender-diverse and transgender children. Mothers, in particular, expressed overwhelming feelings of being caught between the competing mandates of mothering a well-adjusted or “proper” child by hegemonic standards of gender and demonstrating unconditional love, acceptance, and emotional support.

The taboo subject of transactional sexual relations among youth is explored by Ciann L. Wilson and Sarah Flicker in the chapter, “Let’s Talk about Sex for Money: An Exploration of Economically Motivated Relationships among Young, Black Women in Canada.” Relying on multiple sources of qualitative, empirical data, Wilson and Flicker demonstrate the existence of a transactional subculture among a group of Black youth in the Northwestern part of Toronto. Transactional or economically motivated sexual relationships take many forms and are increasingly facilitated by the widespread availability of the Internet, related websites, and social media. While these relations are not specific to any race or class, Wison and Flicker argue that limited resources and access to job opportunities as well as other structural barriers, such as institutional racism, increase the likelihood of women engaging in economically driven relationships.

Using nationally representative longitudinal data (AddHealth), Mollie T. McQuillan extends upon previous research concerning advantages in educational attainment among nonheterosexual youth in the chapter, “Educational Attainment and Sexual Orientation in Adolescent and Young Adult Males.” Compared to their heterosexual counterparts, most sexual minority men are found to have higher educational attainment. Arguing for the parsing of sexual identification categories instead of lumping all sexual minorities into one group, McQuillan finds unique differences between young men who identify with varying levels of homosexuality and heterosexuality. Interestingly, those who inconsistently identified as heterosexual or homosexual reported lower levels of educational attainment compared to those with more stable reports of sexual identification. Early identification of sexual orientation and stability of sexual orientation over time appears to be positively associated with higher levels of educational achievement.

The intersection between queer sexual identity and disability among adolescents has rarely been explored. Youth are often perceived as asexual or sexually pure, especially youth with disabilities. Using data collected from a case study with a young gay man with cerebral palsy undergoing queer affirmative therapy, Rebecca Harvey, Paul Levatino, and Julie Liefeld illustrate some of the challenges of experiencing multiple intersecting marginalized identities in the chapter, “‘To Feel Him Love Me’: Emerging Intersections of Identity, Queerness, and Differing Ability.” The model of therapy presented offers experiential insight and direction for practitioners and clinicians working with queer youth who are differently abled.

As children and adolescents have traditionally been viewed as sexually innocent, there has always been debate about how much and when information about sexuality should be disclosed to young people. Since talking to teens about sex can be quite difficult for many adults, young people are often unprepared for their first sexual experiences and, as a result, more susceptible to negative consequences. In the chapter, “Sexual Debut Education: Cultivating a Healthy Approach to Young People’s Sexual Experiences,” Yvonne Vissing promotes the “sexual debut” framework, a child rights-based approach to sexual education intended to empower young people and give them greater control in decision-making regarding the sexual activity they partake in by arming them with honest and accurate information. This comprehensive approach to sexual education can help to protect youth from victimization, promote greater communication before sex with partners, encourage more satisfying sexual relationships, and increase the overall health and emotional well-being of youth.

Dating violence is one of the deleterious consequences of being poorly educated about sexuality and healthy sexual relationships. In the chapter, “Breaking Up Is Hard to Do: Teen Dating Violence Victims’ Responses to Partner Suicidal Ideation,” Jessica M. Fitzpatrick presents key findings from interviews with 16 young women who had been involved in abusive relationships during their teenage years where their boyfriends threatened suicide when they feared the relationship was ending. The themes that emerge through the interviews demonstrate the need for prevention education to address the connection between dating violence and teen suicide.

Despite a growing body of literature concerning the influence of media on gender and sexual socialization, there is a relative dearth of research on the socializing effects of children’s literature. The manifest and latent content in children’s books can significantly shape how children come to see and understand normative gender and sexuality constructs. In our final chapter, “Two by Two: Heteronormativity and the Noah Story for Children,” Sarah M. Corse analyzes 47 different books about the story of Noah and the flood to demonstrate how traditional gender norms, as they relate to patriarchal hierarchy and a gendered division of labor, and heteronormativity are normalized and reinforced.

Overall, the 10 chapters that have been included in this volume of Sociological Studies of Children and Youth offer considerable insight into various issues concerning sex, gender, identity, and sexual behavior among contemporary youth. Many thanks are due to all of the authors for their contributions to this volume, the anonymous reviewers who offered thoughtful and detailed reviews, and the editorial staff at Emerald Publishing.
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