
Talking with young people about sex 

can be uncomfortable and difficult 

at times. But it is important that you 

establish yourself as a trusted source of 

reliable information for the child in your 

care. Here are some valuable tips for 

talking about sexuality with your young 

person.

Relax.
Don’t worry about having all the right 

answers for your young person’s ques-

tions regarding sex. The most important 

thing is to begin a dialogue. If you are 

able relax while you talk, your respons-

es to his or her questions can encour-

age the child to open up.

Be clear about your 
own sexual values and 
attitudes.

It’s okay to let your child know your 

attitudes and values about sex and 

sexuality. It can serve as a good point 

of reference as they develop their own 

values.

Children learn by 
observation.

It’s nearly impossible to keep chil-

dren from viewing sexual situations on 

television shows or movies, and from 

hearing sexually suggestive lyrics in 

some music. But you can help them 

keep these observations in perspective 

by showing how your life is enhanced 

by your own values. And remember — 

your actions speak louder than words. 

Set an open tone and 
answer directly.

It’s important to set an open tone 

for your conversations. Make sure you 

answer each question directly — don’t 

tiptoe around the subject by using 

vague generalities. 

Words send important 
messages.

Use the correct names for genitals 

and for sexual acts and behaviors. If 

you are uncomfortable using correct 

terminology, practice saying the names 

of sexual body parts out loud or in front 

of a mirror.

Reassure your child 
that it’s normal to have 
questions about sex.

Your child may feel that he or she is 

the only one that age who doesn’t know 

all about sex. Help your child feel com-

fortable about asking you questions by 

telling him or her it’s normal to be curi-

ous about sex.

Use teachable moments.
Take advantage of a television show 

dialogue that mentions sex or implies 

sexual issues to help start a conversa-

tion. Or, use the example of a pregnant 

neighbor to introduce the subject of 

sex. 

Ask questions.
Don’t let your discussions be one-

sided. Ask your child or teen what he or 

she thinks and feels about a situation 

or issue. 
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Answer questions 
honestly and accurately. 

Remember, you are a trusted source 

of information for your child. Your hon-

esty and reliability is key to keeping 

your child’s trust.

It’s okay to say that you need time 

to think about a question or issue, and 

that you will be ready to talk about it in 

an hour, after dinner or the next day. 

Then be sure to have that conversation.

 

Listen carefully to all parts 
of a question.

Often, a young person’s question will 

include a fact that he or she has heard 

or read. Use this opportunity to find out 

what he or she knows about the topic 

before you answer the question. 

Be available.
Let your children and teens know that 

you’re available for them whenever they 

have questions. 

Be honest but sensitive.
Express your thoughts and feelings, 

and give them opportunities to do the 

same. 

Be clear and truthful about your own 

feelings but be sensitive to your child’s 

feelings. Although you may not agree 

with what a child says, it is important to 

show that you value his or her feelings, 

and that you are glad for the chance to 

talk openly. 

Be gentle.
Mistakes are opportunities for learn-

ing. If your child has made a mistake 

in judgement, turn this into a learning 

opportunity. Show your child an alterna-

tive behavior or action that he or she 

can use when faced with the problem 

again.

Keep the lines of 
communication open.

If you are upset or worried, say so 

and ask if the conversation can con-

tinue later. Don’t shut down. Take time 

to form your thoughts or to look for 

resources on a topic that you’re unsure  

of or uncomfortable talking about.

Learn about your child’s 
world.

Learn more about the activities your 

child participates in. You can use these 

opportunites to get to know your child’s 

friends better. Try to understand the 

pressures your child may be facing.

Be patient.
Children hear and learn about sex 

from many different sources: peers, 

television, music, videos and school. 

Often  some of this information may 

conflict with what you have told your 

child. You may have to repeat informa-

tion and give more details as he or she 

grows older.

Keep your sense of 
humor.

Your ability to see humor in some 

situations will show your child that you 

are comfortable in talking with them 

about sex. This comfort and openness 

can help keep the lines of communica-

tion open for future talks.
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This guide was written by Veronica 

Stovall, Center on Adolescent 

Sexuality, Pregnancy and Parenting, 

University of Missouri Extension.

■ Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension Work Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the United States Department of 
Agriculture. Michael D. Ouart, Director, Cooperative Extension, University of Missouri, Columbia, MO 65211. ■ University of Missouri Extension 
does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, or marital or 
family status in employment or in any program or activity. ■ If you have special needs as addressed by the Americans with Disabilities Act and 
need this publication in an alternative format, write: ADA Officer, Extension and Agricultural Information, 1-98 Agriculture Building, Columbia, 
MO 65211, or call (573) 882-7216. Reasonable efforts will be made to accommodate your special needs.

$.25	 GH6005	 New 4/08/2M


