
  

How to Talk with Your Children About Sex 

How to Talk with Your Children About Sex — At a Glance 
• It’s best to start talking with children about sexuality in early childhood — but it’s never too late. 

• Try to be open and available when a child wants to talk. 
• Start conversations with "teachable moments". 
• Don’t let fear get in the way of talking with your children.  

We want our children to have healthy and rewarding lives. And we know that teaching them about sex is very 

important. But for many of us, it's hard to talk about sex — especially with our own children. 

Here are some questions parents often ask about how to best talk with their children about sex and sexuality. 

We hope the answers help you when talking with the children in your life.  

Why Do Children Need to Know About Sex and Sexuality?  

Understanding sexuality helps kids cope with their feelings and with peer pressure. It helps them take charge 

of their lives and have loving relationships. It also helps protect them from sexual abuse — and from 

becoming sexual abusers. 

Home can be the most meaningful place to learn about sexuality. We can help our kids feel good about their 

sexuality from the very beginning. Then they will be more likely to trust us enough to ask questions about sex 

later on in life. 

Young people are less likely to take sexual risks if they have: 

• a positive view of sexuality 
• information that they need to take care of their sexual health 
• clarity about their own values and an understanding of their families’ values  

• self-esteem and self-confidence 
• interpersonal skills, such as assertiveness and decision-making abilities 
• a sense that their actions affect what happens 

• a connection to home, family, and other caring adults in their community, school, or religious 
institution 

When's the Best Time to Start Talking with My Children About Sex and 

Sexuality? 
It's best to start as soon as children begin getting sexual messages. And they start getting them as soon as 

they're born. Children learn how to think and feel about their bodies and their sexual behavior from things we 

do and say — from the way we hold them, talk to them, dress them, teach them the words for their body parts, 

give them feedback on their behavior, and behave in their presence. 

But don't worry if you haven't started yet. It's never too late. Just don't try to "catch up" all at once. The most 

important thing is to be open and available whenever a child wants to talk.  

How Do I Start a Conversation About Sex and Sexuality? 
Some parents look forward to talking with their children about the wonders of human reproduction and human 

sexuality. But many find it difficult to talk about important topics like relationships and sex and sexuality. The 

good news is that, if we pay attention, we can find many everyday moments in our lives that can prompt 

conversations about these topics: 

• Our favorite TV show may feature a character going through puberty. 

• Our neighbor or friend may be pregnant. 

• Models in print ads or on billboards may make us think about and question our own bodies and 

body image.  



 

Some parents call these “teachable moments.” Take time to recognize the teachable moments that give you 

opportunities to talk about sex and sexuality with your child. Spend a week or so noticing how topics you‘d 

like to discuss come up in your family’s everyday  life. Think about what you might ask your child about them 

to get conversations going. And think about your own opinions and values about these topics, and how you 

can express them clearly to your child. 

After you’ve thought about what you want to say on a subject, use the next teachable moment that comes 

up. The first few times you do this, children may be cautious and ask, “Why do you want to know?” Or they 

may search for an answer they think will please you. It may take several tries before you can speak 

comfortably together. The following tips may help you and your child learn to talk more easily with each 

other. 

 
Some Conversation Starters 
Sometimes asking your child a question is a great way to open up a conversation. Here are a few 
questions you might ask: 

 

YOUNG CHILDREN 
• Do you know the names of all your body parts? 

• Do you know why girls look different than boys? 
• Your aunt is pregnant. Do you know what that means? 

 

PRETEENS 

 

• People change a lot during puberty. What have you heard about the changes of puberty? How do 
you feel about going through puberty? 

• At what age do you think a person should start dating? Have any of your friends started dating? 
• Do you think girls and boys are treated differently? (If yes …) How? 

 

TEENS 

 
• How have you changed in the last two years? What do you like and what do you not like about the 

changes? 

• At what age do you think a person is ready to have sex? How should a person decide? 
• At what age do you think a person is ready to be a parent? 

 

 

What If I’m Uncomfortable Talking About Sex with My Kids? 
Don’t let fear get in the way. Being open and available about subjects such as sex and sexuality can be 

challenging. Some common fears that many parents have are 

• Looking dumb. Many of us weren’t taught about sex and sexuality, yet we may feel that we 

should know all the answers. But if our children ask us about something we don’t know, we can 
simply say, “I don’t know. Let’s find out together.” 

• Feeling embarrassed. It’s very common for parents or children to feel embarrassed when ta lking 

about sex and sexuality. The best way to handle it is to admit how we’re feeling — we can simply 
say, “I might get a little tense or uncomfortable during this conversation, and you might, too. That’s 
okay for both of us — it’s totally normal.” 

• Encouraging sexual experimentation. There is a myth that information about sex is harmful to 
children and that it will lead to sexual experimentation. The fact is that our children won’t be more 
likely to have sex if we talk about it. In reality, kids who talk with their parents about sex are more 

likely to postpone having sex. 
• Feeling as though talking won’t make a difference. Children look to their parents to teach them 

about sexuality. Most young people prefer to hear about it from their parents than from other 



people. In fact, young adolescents place parents at the top of their list of influences when it comes 
to their sexual attitudes and behaviors. 

 
 

 

What Should I Tell My Children — And When? 
Children have different concerns about sex at different ages. They also have different abilities to understand 

concepts — and different attention spans. If your five-year-old asks, “What is birth?” you might answer, “When 

a baby comes out a mother’s body.” If your 10- year-old asked the same question, your answer would have 

more detail, and might begin, “After nine months of growing inside a woman’s uterus …” 

Preteens and teens often spend a great deal of time wondering if they’re “normal”. We can help them 

understand that it is "normal" for everyone to be different. In fact, the most important lesson we can share with 

our kids is just that — being different is normal. 

When deciding how much detail to give, parents can rely on what they already know about their child’s level of 

understanding. Reading about what children need to know at different ages could help you decide what is 

age-appropriate. Reading tips for talking with your children about sexuality and how to answer their questions 

also may be helpful. 

One thing is for certain — if a child is old enough and knowledgeable enough to ask a question, the child is old 

enough to get a truthful answer. Children with developmental delays and disabilities also deserve truthful 

answers in language that they can understand. 

Tell your children what you believe in and why. Share your values with them. Many studies show that 

teenagers are affected by their parents’ values. When parents share positive feelings about birth control, 

adolescents are more likely to use birth control if they have sex. When parents have negative views of teen 

pregnancy, teenagers are less likely to give birth. 

Take time to understand your own values, feelings, and beliefs. Find a friend who will listen and help you get 

clear about what you think and feel. Never pretend that your values are facts — for example, “You can’t trust 

men when it comes to dating,” is not a fact, it is a value. Your children will understand that, and they will stop 

listening to your values and stop trusting your information. 

Remember that children learn by observation, so how you express yourself non-verbally is just as important 

as what you say to them. For example, showing them affection with a warm hug or kiss sends the message 

that you are open and value the closeness that you share. 

 

Try not to just talk with your child about the potential negative aspects of sexuality — like sexually 

transmitted infections. Talk about the positive aspects — like intimacy, mutual respect, sexual 

pleasure, and health benefits of sex, too. For example, you can talk about the thrill of falling in love 

with your partner. 

 

Where Can I Get More Information About Talking with My Kids About Sex and 

Sexuality? 
If you want more help talking with your child about sex and sexuality, try talking with your partner, someone in 

your family, a friend, a trusted religious adviser, or a counselor. You may also find a list of resources for 

parents helpful. 

Planned Parenthood educators may be able to help you find resources in your community.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Sex Education in School 

Schools can play an important role in teaching kids about sexuality — even when parents are doing a 

good job. Medically accurate school-based programs allow kids to 

• get facts about sexuality 

• develop and think about their attitudes and values about sexuality  

• learn and practice skills, like how to talk about sexuality with their peers 

• get answers to questions that they may not want to ask at home 

 

Parents can play an important role in advocating for effective sexuality education in their children’s 

schools.  Learn more. 

 

 

 

Puberty 101 for Parents 
Puberty 101 for Parents — At a Glance 

• Children need basic facts about puberty. 

• Body changes are the most obvious signs of puberty. 
• It’s important to talk about the emotional and sexual changes during puberty, too.  

 

Puberty can be a challenging time for children and their parents. Many of us wish we had a “Puberty 101” 
course to help us through this time. Families who know what to expect and who talk about puberty together 
will find this time easier. 

 
Whether you have a child entering puberty or you’re just curious about puberty, you may have many 
questions. Here are some of the most common questions we hear parents ask when they want to talk with 

their kids about puberty. We hope you find the answers helpful.  

 
What Is Puberty? 
Puberty is the time between childhood and adulthood when girls and boys mature physically and sexually. It is 
the period when a girl is becoming a woman and a boy is becoming a man. Puberty is marked by changes 
such as breast development and menstruation in girls and facial hair growth and ejaculation in boys. 

 
Puberty is also the start of adolescence, which is a longer period of emotional change.  

When Should I Start Talking with my Child About Puberty? 

There’s no magic age at which to have “the talk” about puberty. In fact, it is a good idea to have many talks. 
Try to talk with your child before any signs of puberty develop so that they don’t come as surprises. If your 

child knows what to expect ahead of time, the changes that come with puberty will be easier to deal  with. 
 



Some parents wait until their child asks questions. If your child is shy, or doesn’t ask questions, you may have 
to take the lead. And if changes happen before you get to talk, your child may become confused or frightened. 

You may find it helpful to read tips about talking with your children and how to answer their questions about 
sex. 

When Does Puberty Happen? 

Puberty happens to everybody, but it doesn’t happen to everybody at the same time. Generally, girls start 
puberty earlier than boys. The bodies of some girls begin changing at age eight. Others don’t start changing 
until they are 14. Boys’ bodies start changing between ages 10 and 12. Most often these changes are 

complete before a person is 16, but puberty can go on throughout the teens.  

What Changes Can Girls and Boys Expect During Puberty? 
In many ways, puberty is similar for girls and boys. During puberty, both will  

• grow taller quickly 
• develop pubic hair and underarm and body hair 
• notice more body odor probably get pimples on their faces, backs, chests, or buttocks because of 

changes in sweat and oil glands 
• see their body shapes change — wider hips for girls and broader shoulders for boys 
• find that their voices become deeper — this usually happens much more suddenly for boys 

• become more sexual 

Girls and boys often worry about being normal as they go through puberty. Some children begin puberty 
months or years earlier than their friends and classmates. Others begin much later. We should reassure our 

children that even if they go through puberty at a different time or a different rate than their friends, it’s 
perfectly normal. 

As girls and boys go through puberty, they also begin to go through big changes in their thoughts and feelings. 

Their emotional changes will continue through adolescence until they reach adulthood. During this time, peers 
become more and more important in our children’s lives. They may spend lots of time trying to be like their 
friends and classmates. They may also spend a lot of energy exploring how they are unique and independent. 

 
Hormones cause the physical changes we call puberty. They also affect children’s feelings. Hormone shifts 
may give children strong emotional highs and lows. We can help our children deal with their shifting moods by 

being patient and by validating their feelings. Remember that their feelings are real and may be confusing or 
overwhelming to them. Good family communication can help girls and boys deal with all of their changes more 
easily. 

 
At some point, most girls and boys begin masturbating as they explore their changing bodies. Children usually 
begin masturbating long before puberty, but it becomes much more sexual during adolescence. It’s important 

for children to learn that masturbating is normal, is not harmful, and will not hurt their bodies . 
 
In early puberty, girls and boys also become curious about the bodies of their peers — same-sex and other 

sex. It is common for them to look at each other’s sex organs. It is less common for them to touch each other’s 
sex organs, but this is normal, too. When children engage in this kind of normal touching, they usually do not 
do it frequently. 

What Happens to Girls During Puberty? 
Breast growth is usually the first sign of puberty for girls. Girls may develop breast “buds”, or swelling and 
soreness around the nipples. This usually happens between the ages of eight and 13. Pubic hair may develop 

shortly before or, more usually, after. The fastest growth spurt happens when a girl is about 12.  

Breasts will grow slowly over several years. One breast may be a little larger than the other. This is not 
unusual. Parents can reassure girls that their breasts may not be as different from one another when they are 

older. 



Most girls begin menstruating between the ages of 10 and 16. The time of a girl’s first period is called 
“menarche.” A girl may notice cramps in the weeks or days before her first period. She may also notice that 

she has more vaginal discharge in the weeks before her period starts. Some girls don’t get any early signs.  

Girls need to be prepared for their periods before they happen. Family members can teach girls how to use 
sanitary pads, tampons, or menstrual cups. 

Pads are usually easiest for girls to use at first, and it’s a good idea to get some pads and look at them 
together. Girls may have questions about 

• how to put a pad in their underwear 

• how long to wear a pad before changing it 
• how to throw out used pads 

Girls can carry a pad in their purse or backpack if they’re concerned about their period starting unexpectedly. 

We can also help girls become more comfortable with their periods by helping them learn about the menstrual 
cycle. 

As girls sexually mature, their vaginas start lubricating when they are aroused. They also start having erotic 

dreams. Girls should know that this is perfectly healthy and normal. 

What Happens to Boys During Puberty? 
At first, boys will probably notice their testicles growing larger or some pubic hair appearing. These early signs 

of puberty generally happen between the ages of nine and 13. 

Later, a boy will begin to notice his penis growing larger. He’ll then have his fastest growth spurt when he’s 
about 14. Body hair will appear on his underarms, face, or chest. Some boys’ breasts will become larger and 

more feminine for a while. This is called gynecomastia. 

As boys’ hormones change, they will get erections more often. It’s common for erections to happen at any 
time, even when a boy is not thinking about sex. These are called spontaneous erections. Boys may worry 

about having them in public. We can let them know that these erections will only last a few minutes. We can 
also let him know that a well-placed jacket or book bag can prevent others from noticing. 

Boys generally begin producing semen between the ages of 12 and 16. They might have their first 

ejaculations while masturbating or during a “wet dream” — ejaculation during sleep. Wet dreams are also 
called nocturnal emissions. 

It’s important to tell boys about wet dreams before they happen. Otherwise, they may find them quite 

disturbing. 

What Are Children’s Biggest Concerns During Puberty? 
Children going through puberty need lots of reassurance that they are normal. We need to help them 

understand that every person is different from every other person and that being different is normal. 

During puberty, children need most of all to know that their bodies and body functions are normal. Girls and 
boys need help in developing healthy feelings about their bodies. They need to know that breasts, penises, 

nipples, labia (lips of the vulva), testicles, and clitorises come in many different shapes, sizes, and colors and 
that they are all normal. They need to know that menstruation, erotic dreams, wet dreams, orgasms during 
sleep, and masturbation are normal, too. 

Should Boys Learn About Girls? Should Girls Learn About Boys? 

Absolutely. Understanding what’s happening to both sexes helps satisfy children’s healthy curiosity, helps 
them understand that everyone goes through puberty, and helps build their respect and understanding about 

the other sex. Learning about puberty in both sexes also deepens children’s understanding of human 
reproduction. 



Is It Okay to Talk with My Child About Puberty If We’re Not the Same Sex? 
Yes. This is a great way to show our children that healthy adults know about the bodies of both women and 

men. 

Children may ask different questions of different people in their lives. And different opportunities for discussion 
may arise when children are with different people. If you are in a relationship, your child may ask your partner 

one thing and you another. If you are a single parent, your child may talk to you about most things, but also 
ask questions of another trusted adult. If your child has older siblings or other family members, your child may 
talk to them about their questions, too. Ultimately, our children benefit from learning different points of view 

and from the closeness formed by talking about sexual health issues. 

When Does Puberty End? 
Puberty is usually complete before the age of 16. During the rest of their adolescence, teens’ thoughts and 

feelings about themselves and their relationship to other people will continue to change dramatically. They 
may look and think like adults one moment and like children the next. It helps to remember that the brain 
keeps developing until kids are in their 20s. 

Puberty is exciting and challenging. We can help provide information and support for our children so they don’t 
feel quite so alone as they go through it. 
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