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Young Adult Looks Back
HOW SEXUALITY EDUCATION CAN PREVENT EATING DISORDERS
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1996. I am in high school. I am sitting in health class.
Health is a required course, and it is held in the basement of
the gym. The room looks like a large concrete box. There
are no windows in health class. I am sitting next to the boy
who eats orange peels and talks to himself. I am getting an
“A” in health, but the only thing I’ve learned of value as far
as I’m concerned is to splash cold water on my face after
washing to close up the pores and prevent blackheads.

I haven’t eaten in three days. I consider this a victory
although I haven’t seen any results yet besides a sticky
mouth that tastes like bile. I don’t mind the taste so much.
It reminds me of my strike on food. But I don’t kiss my
boyfriend anymore, just in case it bothers him.

We have a guest speaker in class today. She is short
with a platinum bob and a figure that brings to mind the
phrase “roly-poly.” She’s going to talk to us about sex.
There is a hush in the room followed by a few snickers and
eyes start shooting around the room.We’ve pretty much all
had sex. The boy who eats orange rinds taps me on the
shoulder and flicks his tongue at me. It has pieces of peel
on it. I doubt he’s had sex. The woman is talking and
pointing to an overhead of male and female silhouettes.
They are just outlines with the sex organs drawn in.

I think I’m thinner than that girl on the overhead.
I’ve been comparing myself to all the girls lately.
Especially since my boyfriend told me that he doesn’t
think I’m fat, but he knows other people who do. So far,
I’ve realized that there are a lot of girls who are thinner
than me, but I haven’t met anyone who has the willpower
I do. I’ve plastered pictures torn from magazines on the
walls of my bedroom. I need the constant reminders, or I
will be tempted to eat. I know I’ll have to eat eventually
or this fight between my mind and my body will end in
the death of my body. I’m dreading the time that I’ll have
to eat! “I just want to be attractive,” I tell myself.

The sex-ed teacher has turned off the overhead. She’s
not talking anymore about fallopian tubes and ovaries or
even condoms and IUDs. She’s talking about responsibility,
respect, and choices.This is the first sound that has reached
me in three days. Safe sex, she tells us, is having a respect
for ourselves and our bodies. We need to be making
responsible choices about our bodies, our relationships, and
our futures, she says. I sit there looking at this voluptuous

woman, the aesthetic opposite of what I aspire to be and
am overwhelmed with admiration.

She does not talk about sex as if it were dirty or even
as if it were sterile. She talks about it as it really is: scary
and important, emotional and physical. She asks us what
we think are the important components of a healthy sex
life.We start talking and are grateful there are no windows
in this concrete box. I see my hand go up and hear myself
saying,“Trust and friendship.” I realize that these are things
I have not afforded even myself lately. I do not value myself
for who I am and what I look like. I do not trust my body
to be acceptable in a sexual situation. I go home and eat. I
feel responsible, powerful, smart. And I think to myself,
“What a beautiful woman I am turning out to be.”

Eating disorders are about power, over the body, over
sex, over public and private space, over participation in work
and play.This power becomes inscribed onto the bodies of
young girls as they eat, barf, starve, gossip, desire, play, and
die.The girls of the twenty-first century are no longer made
of “sugar, spice, and everything nice” as the song goes, but
skin and bone. Naomi Wolf argues that dieting and a “thin-
is-in” culture are the latest way women are being oppressed.
If women are busy learning the newest make-up trends,
starving themselves to fit into the latest fashions, and worry-
ing constantly about being desirable, they will be too tired
and distracted to really achieve equality.

Beauty and sex have become commodities in our
society. In order for women to access power, they have to
mold their appearances and their bodies, sexuality, and
desirability. Young women living within these confines
reveal that eating, the very act of sustaining life, can
become tangled with life-denying, negative associations.
Desire, then, is not merely imposed on the body; it is mate-
rialized in the body through power.

Sexuality education, at its very root, is about a work-
ing knowledge of and a respect for the body. It is about
valuing yourself and being honest with yourself. It
encourages open communication and gives people like
myself the tools to make informed, responsible decisions
about our bodies. I believe, too, that it gives young women
permission to respect, honor, and love themselves…some-
thing the media (and sometimes even our own boyfriends)
does not encourage.


