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UNMET SOCIAL
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Hide & Seek with
THE BIRDS
and THE BEES

Teenagers today are going behind their parents’ back to explore sexuality — an area perceived as taboo
by a majority of Asian parents. While the society adopts a secular approach in its forum-like discussions
over the Internet, television and newspapers, parents are continually surprised at the behaviour of their
teenage children. Farheen Mukri explores the teenage sexuality situation in Singapore and identifies how
social service agencies, schools and parents can collectively address the problem.
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counsellor at Nulife Care and Counselling
Services in Ang Mo Kio shared in a 2008
ewspaper report that children as young as
10 years old nowadays are more aware of their sexual
behaviours and tendencies than children of the same
age in 2004.! While the numbers are still small, the
trend appears to be on the rise. Interestingly, the model
of sexual involvement has also moved away from the
typical ‘young-female-with-adult-male’ combination.
Teenagers are comfortable exploring one another
these days, regardless of gender.

As testimony to this, 13-year-old female students in
a local girls’ secondary school have admitted during
counselling sessions to committing sexual acts with
same sex peers. They also openly shared that they
would use the toilet cubicles in school to ‘try out new
things’.? Interestingly, these sexual trysts began at a
tender age of 11!

While counsellors and social services provide for the
teenage mum-to-be, she may be caught unprepared
to face the life-long consequences of such sexual
experimentation. A large number of social agencies
and volunteer welfare groups advocate safe sex for
teenagers in the form of promoting abstinence and
caution (safe sex).* Awareness programmes, campaigns
and summer camps are frequently conducted with
the common objective of raising alarm bells on the
consequences of early sexual experimentation.

The increasing number of teens landing in sexual
misadventures remains of great concern even after
the launch of a sexuality education programme by
the Ministry of Education (MOE) in local schools.
The programme - known as Growing Years — has
been conducted by external service providers such
as Singapore Planned Parenthood Association
(SPPA) and the Association of Women for Action and
Research (AWARE). With the recent announcement*
on the suspension of all external sexuality education
programmes, parents are now taking a more vested
interest in the course content of sexual education. With
the new announcement, parents now have access to
what is being taught in school and can opt their child
out of the sex education programme entirely.

Role of Parents

Some parents are uncomfortable with the extent of
sexuality education programmes implemented in
schools. While the state recognises that ‘parents are
ultimately responsible for their children’, ® classroom
teachers and external education vendors assume
direct responsibility to every child due to close contact

in schools. On top of this, easy access to the Internet
enables students to access relevant information and
increase their knowledge. Whether sex education is
given in schools, students will go out there and find
out what they are curious about. The question is in the
way such information is conveyed; its scope and depth
as well as whether an element of societal responsibility
exists.

Another report® purports that parents these days
may not be the right people to convey information
regarding sexuality to their children. This sentiment
is shared by Madam Evelyn Khong, a manager and
family life educator at Fei Yue Community Services,
a centre that conducts sexuality education classes for
students. She says parents are uncomfortable talking
about sex due to their upbringing by traditional and
conservative parents.

A report by Fei Yue Community Services in 2007
showed that 82% of youth feel uncomfortable
discussing intimate issues with an adult.” Majority
of those who spoke to adults only confided in their
parents — with 75 out of 110 youth preferring to speak
to their mothers instead of their fathers. With regard
to sex education programmes, youth generally prefer
to turn to professional organisations compared to
teachers or parents.? This is in line with a 2005 report
by Imelda Lee which stated that ‘9 out of 10 youth
prefer to talk to their inexperienced (and often ill-
informed) peers about sex and sexuality rather than
with their parents or teachers.” In both instances,
there was a preference to talk to others other than
their parents or teachers. A 2001 study also highlighted
that peer-led sex education may be more effective in
assisting teenagers develop skills and set their own
standards of behaviour compared to adult educators.!
Although many children and youth homes successfully
tap on youth volunteers and mentors, the number
of teenagers engaging in early sexual involvement
continues to rise."!

Local youth organisations like Pertapis, Care Singapore
and BABES (a helpline for teenage mums) find that peer
mentorship is more effective in addressing delicate
teenage issues than sex education conducted in
schools; which is mainly carried out by adult teachers.

Social Influences

Teenagers easily form online affiliations that would
eventually lead them to become more experimentive,
sexually. This trend is not new but has escalated
over the last 15 years. Casual meetings are planned
during internet chat sessions where both parties may
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A report by Fei Yue Community

Services in 2007 showed that 82% of

youth feel uncomfortable discussing

intimate issues with an adult. Majority

of those who spoke to adults only

confided in their parents — with 75 out
of 110 youth preferring to speak to their

mothers instead of their fathers.

likely lie about their age and arrange for a blind date.
Subsequent meetings lead to more sexual involvement.
A disturbing trend in these cases is when either party
moves on to explore other sexual liaisons in a matter
of weeks.

According to teenagers aged 15 to 18 years old,
‘advice’ given is often very top-down, condescending
and without empathy for the development of sexual
feelings."? The Student Health Survey in 2006 revealed
that 24% of youth in Secondary 3 and 4 engage in
sexual intercourse more than five times in a year.”® A
majority said ‘it just happened’ (62%), 57% said they
did it because ‘it felt good’ and 47% reported to have
experimented ‘out of curiosity’." Youth are also more
sexually active at an earlier age due to the media and
peer pressure.

A study®™ commissioned by Beyond Social Services
carried out by PromiseWorks, recommended how
community initiatives at the grassroots level could
be strengthened to better protect children at risk of
abuse. It is unfortunate that despite our ‘safe society’,
there is still the possibility of teenagers facing sexual
risks from predators. The study explored the practice
tensions in Singapore’s child protection work through
in-depth interviews and a roundtable discussion. The
study recommended an action plan that aimed to
equip children with adequate sex-related choices and
information.

Public places frequented by youth such as the
foyer outside Orchard Cineleisure, Youth Park, the
underground subway crossing Citylink to Suntec City
and Marina Park all witness high youth traffic even at
night. More teenagers between 13 and 17 years old are
staying out till the early hours and have little desire to
go home. Besides enjoying their ‘hangouts’, perhaps
our youth are making another point — ‘home is not
exactly where their heart is’. It is evident that lifestyle

choices of parents impact heavily on the home as
a place for teenagers to return to. The lack of family
closeness no doubt exacerbates a loss of direction for
them.

Sex Education

The importance of sex education is increasing.
According to the Department of Sexually Transmitted
Infections (STI) Control (DSC), the incidence of STIs
among youth rose between 3% to 5% between 2002
and 2007.'" Besides subjecting themselves to the
risk of contracting STIs, more teenage girls are also
having a higher number of abortions and unwanted
pregnancies. For example, in just two years, the
number of abortions increased from 1279 in 2005 to
1391 in 2007."" Reported teenage pregnancies, also
increased from 731 in 2003 to 838 in 2006 — indicating
that more teenagers are having unprotected sex.'® At
about the same time, the number of STIs also increased
by 16% (678 in 2005™ to 787 in 2008%) for youth aged
between 10 to 19 years. While social service agencies
are providing early intervention in youth sexuality
issues, is enough being done?

There are currently several outlets for sex education.
Singapore Planned Parenthood Association (SPPA)
addresses premarital sex amongst upper secondary
school students. Family Life Society takes pro-life
and pro-family angles and has framed its programme
in ‘secular moral philosophy’ covering areas like
pornography; boy-girl relationships; pregnancy;
abortion and the value of abstinence. AWARE'’s
comprehensive sexuality education programme
focuses on a ‘positive attitude towards sexuality’ and
the consequences of teenage pregnancy and STDs.
It also covers topics on HIV and AIDS, risky sex and
explains other STDs that youth may not be aware of.
Action for Aids advises youths to draw the line between
having good clean fun and getting someone pregnant.
Especially working with AIDS patients, volunteer Justin
Ng, who volunteers with AIDS patients, cautions:
“A teenager who commits a crime can be placed
on probation but if you get AIDS, it is really a death
sentence.”

There are also other programmes run by the Health
Promotion Board (HPB), Family Service Centres as
well as a list of services for women, available through
the Ministry of Community Development, Youth and
Sports (MCYS) and National Council of Social Service
(NCSS)

Helplines of NUR, BABES,*? Crisis Shelters® and
the 24-hour service National Pregnancy Helpline
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for mums-to-be, collectively provide the necessary
emergency contact. Despite all these, there are more
and more younger teenagers getting sexually involved.
Are we missing a ‘disconnect’ between our provision of
services and the sexual trends set by our youth?

Efforts by social service agencies can achieve only that
much if other factors on the ground continue growing
in the opposite direction. Justin Ng shares in a 2006
interview? that while many issues need to be addressed,
his target group is the out-of-school youths. He shares
that while it is almost impossible to ask ‘at-sexual-
risk’ people especially students in university hostels
to abstain from sex, he provides them information on
proper condom usage instead.

So while studies point to the fact that parents may
not be the best educators, and despite several social
service provisions being made to address the issue,
everyone is awaiting for a ‘solution’ to surface. Maybe
then sex education is perceived as ‘good-to-have’ and
whether it achieves any intended result is dependent
on societal trends. Parents, the media and schools
all impact teenagers in diverse ways that cannot be
quantified.

Conclusion

There is no simple solution to deal with the factors
accounting for teenagers who are dabbling in sexual
activities. The social service sector and schools weave
a support network of sorts to educate youth and
ameliorate the consequences of wanton behaviour.
We might be missing deeper and more fundamental
issues, particularly those relative to family pathology
or incompetent parenting as a root cause. Perhaps it is
time to review the total strategy in dealing with teenage
sexuality issues, with greater focus on supporting
families as whole units rather than focusing primarily
on teenagers. <
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