
© COPYRIGHT 2015 EYESOPENIOWA 
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. THE MATERIAL MAY NOT BE REPRODUCED OR DISTRIBUTED, IN WHOLE OR IN PART, WITHOUT PRIOR WRITTEN PERMISSION OF 

EYESOPENIOWA. 

 

 

 

 



Welcome! 

Puberty and adolescent sexual health are often difficult subjects to talk about for parents/caregivers. This 

guide will provide tips and tools to talking with your child about puberty and the changes they can expect to 

go through. Adolescents and young adults deserve to know about their body and be provided with correct 

information! Parents/caregivers have a large role in ensuring their children receive quality and medically 

accurate information so they can become happy, healthy and responsible adults. We hope this guide will 

offer you tools and resources along this journey. 

 

Parents You Matter! 

Parents or caregivers are often their child’s first sexuality educator, a job not to be taken lightly. People 

often have different thoughts when they hear the word sexuality. Sexuality is a broad term that refers to far 

more than sexual behaviors and body parts.1 It encompasses how people feel about themselves and being 

with others, how they see their gender and sexual identities, and how they interact with other people.1 

Sexuality is present across the lifespan and something parents and caregivers should have continuous 

open conversations about with their child.  

The most important thing to know about talking to your child about their sexual health is that you don’t need 

to know everything! Your child may ask a question that you don’t know the answer to, and that’s okay! You 

can simply say, “Great question, I don’t know, but I’m going to find out and let you know.” Parents are often 

unsure of what their child needs to know. It’s important to listen, your child may drop clues by the types of 

questions they’re asking or behaviors they’re displaying. Remember, just because your child is not asking 

doesn’t mean they aren’t wondering. 

Talking to your child about sexuality and their sexual health provides many benefits to parents, including 

the opportunity to: 

 Start the conversation (early and often) 

 Communicate your own values 

 Provide correct and factual information 

 Better understand your child’s perspective and feelings 

 Reinforce information taught in school 

 Tailor information to meet the needs of your child. 

 

How & When Do I Start? 

Sexuality happens across the lifespan; therefore, conversations about body parts, sexual health, and 

sexuality should begin very early in a child’s life. Children will learn how to think and feel about their bodies 

from the things we say and do. Providing them with an open space to share questions and feelings is 

important. Using proper language to name body parts and not “slang terms,” is one way to help your child 

be comfortable with their body and allows them to accurately describe if something is hurting or 

uncomfortable.  



Parents can use “teachable moments” to begin discussing sensitive topics with their child. For example, 

maybe a friend or family member is pregnant, this gives an opportunity to discuss pregnancy in a more 

natural way. You could start by saying, “What do you think about Aunt Abby being pregnant?” Or maybe 

your child is watching a TV program with a character who is going through puberty. You could say, “Wow! It 

looks like Nick is going through a lot of changes, how do you think he feels?” Or maybe they’re reading a 

book about two teens in a relationship, you could ask, “Do kids at your school date? What do you think 

about that?” There are also many books and resources you and your child can read together to get the 

conversation started. (There is a list of resources at the end of this guide.) 

Many parents ask, “But, what do I tell my child and when?” It’s always best to be open and honest with your 

child, depending on their age and level of understanding will depend on how in-depth your responses may 

be. Remember, you know your child best! 

To learn more about what is appropriate at various age levels visit Advocates For Youth: 

http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/growth-and-development-psec 

 

Ten Tips for Talking to Your Child from Advocates For Youth: 

 First, encourage communication by reassuring your children that they can talk to you about 

anything.   

 Take advantage of teachable moments. A friend's pregnancy, news article, or a TV show can help 

start a conversation.   

 Listen more than you talk. Think about what you're being asked. Confirm with your child that what 

you heard is in fact what he or she meant to ask.   

 Don't jump to conclusions. The fact that a teen asks about sex does not mean they are having or 

thinking about having sex.   

 Answer questions simply and directly. Give factual, honest, short, and simple answers.   

 Respect your child's views. Share your thoughts and values and help your child express theirs.   

 Reassure young people that they are normal—as are their questions and thoughts.   

 Teach your children ways to make good decisions about sex and coach them on how to get out of 

risky situations. 

 Admit when you don't know the answer to a question. Suggest the two of you find the answer 

together on the Internet or in the library. 

 Discuss that at times your teen may feel more comfortable talking with someone other than you. 

Together, think of other trusted adults with whom they can talk. 

 

Puberty 

Puberty is a time of rapid change for young people. Puberty begins when the brain signals the pituitary 

gland to release specific hormones. For boys, these hormones travel to the testes to signal the production 

of sperm and the hormone testosterone. For girls, these hormones travel to the ovaries to signal maturation 

http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/growth-and-development-psec


and release of eggs and the production of the hormone estrogen. Typically, puberty begins between the 

ages of 8 and 13 for girls and 9 and 14 for boys.  

Children should be given basic information about puberty and what changes they can expect before they 

begin to go through the various changes as a way to calm fears and provide children with knowledge and 

the opportunity to ask questions. There are many books and resources that you can use to help your child 

learn about puberty. (Resources are listed at the end of this guide.) 

Below is a list of changes that boys and girls can expect to go through: 

Changes Girls Can Expect Changes Boys Can Expect Changes Both Can Expect 

Ovaries begin to release an egg 
into the fallopian tube about 
once a month. 

Shoulders broaden. Grow taller. 

Hips broaden. Sperm production begins. Oilier skin, acne. 

Menstruation begins. Nocturnal emissions may begin. 
(wet dreams) 

Perspiration, sweat. 

Start producing vaginal 
discharge. 

Ejaculation begins. Pubic hair. 

Breast development. Hair grows on face. Underarm hair. 

 Some boys may experience 
breast development. This usually 
goes away. 

Darker, thicker hair on arms and 
legs. 

  Genitals enlarge. 

  Crushes/attractions may begin. 

  Sudden mood changes may 
begin. 

  Want more independence.  
Please consult your physician if you have concerns about your child’s sexual development.  

Menstruation- Girls should know about menstruation (periods) before they begin. It’s important to remind 

your child that menstruation is a normal part of the growing process and they can still do their usual 

activities while menstruating. Explain to girls that during their period they will bleed for a few days and that 

there are supplies to help them during these days. Keep a supply of feminine products and show your 

daughter how to use them. Share a variety of options so that your daughter can find the product that is right 

for her. When a girl first starts her period, it will often be irregular. Help your daughter track her period on a 

calendar. Creating a hygiene pack/period kit (clean underwear, pads, wipes, deodorant, etc.) with your 

daughter can also be helpful, this hygiene pack should be in an accessible place (back pack, locker, purse, 

etc.). Make sure to discuss with your daughter the importance of hygiene and cleanliness, especially 

changing pads regularly. Pads should be changes every 3-4 hours, tampons should be changed every 4-6 

hours. Additionally, let her know it’s important to have good hand washing before and after using a pad or 

tampon. 

Breast Development- This is usually one of the first signs of puberty. It’s important to discuss breast 

development with your daughter and help her to choose a bra that is comfortable for her. Remind her that 



her breast are a private body part and should remain covered in public areas. Some boys may develop 

breast tissue during puberty, this is normal and typically goes away. 

Masturbation- Both boys and girls may masturbate. This is when someone touches or rubs their genitals 

for pleasure, and it is a normal behavior. Each family may have different values around masturbation, it’s 

important you discuss this with your child. 

Nocturnal Emissions (Wet Dreams) - Boys may experience nocturnal emissions. A nocturnal emission 

when semen is ejaculated, while asleep or dreaming. This is normal and may happen to some boys and not 

others. Discuss nocturnal emissions with your son and if possible show your son how to change his 

clothing and bedding if this happens.  

Shaving- During puberty many girls and boys want to begin shaving. Hair growth on the body is normal, 

especially during puberty. One area where young people will see hair growth is in the pubic area. It’s 

important to have discussion with your child about shaving and ensure they are safe. When to begin 

shaving is a personal choice. 

Acne- Many young people and teens develop acne. Acne is caused by overactive oil glands in the skin and 

a build-up of oil, dead skin cells, and bacteria, which leads to inflammation in pores. Help your child 

establish a skin washing routine and see a dermatologist if needed. Also remind your child that acne is a 

normal part of growing up and often genetic, having acne doesn’t make a person “dirty.” 

-It’s important to remember that each child will develop through puberty at their own pace, and that it is a 

process and not an overnight change. Remind your child that they are not the only person going through 

these changes and that they shouldn’t compare themselves to their peers as everyone develops differently. 

Reassure your child that what they are going through is “normal.”  Most importantly, let your child know that 

you are there to help and support them.  

 

Additional Resources  

Books: 

For Children/Teens- 

 Boy’s Guide to Becoming a Teen- American Medical Association 

 Girl’s Guide to Becoming a Teen- American Medical Association 

 The What’s Happening to My Body Book for Boys and Book for Girls by Lynda Madaras 

 What’s Going On Down There? And The Period Book by Karen Gravelle 

 It’s a Girl Thing by Mavis Jukes 

 What’s Happening to Me? By Peter Mayle 

 The Care and Keeping of You: The Body Book for Girls, American Girl Library 

 The Care and Keeping of You 2: For Older Girls, American Girl Library 

Online Resources for Adults- 

 EyesOpenIowa- www.EyesOpenIowa.org 

http://www.eyesopeniowa.org/


 Parent Resources on Kid’s Health (including sexual development)- www.KidsHealth.org 

 American Sexual Health Association- http://www.ashasexualhealth.org/parents/ 

 Parents Sex Ed Center- 

http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=108&Itemid=206 

 Office of Adolescent Health- Puberty Information- http://www.hhs.gov/ash/oah/resources-and-

publications/info/parents/just-facts/puberty.html 

Websites for Kids: 

 Kids Health- www.kidshealth.org 

 Being Girl- www.beinggirl.com 

 Girl’s Health- www.girlshealth.gov 

 Young Men’s Health- http://www.youngmenshealthsite.org/puberty.html 

 Stay Teen- www.stayteen.org 

 

 

Glossary of Terms 

A glossary of terms from the American Sexual Health Association can be located at 

http://www.iwannaknow.org/teens/glossary_a_d.html  

A glossary of terms from SexEtc with Rutgers University can be located at http://sexetc.org/sex-ed/sex-

terms/?pageNum=1&alphabet=%23 

Breast- A set of glands on the chest that produce milk. Males may develop breast, however they don’t 

produce milk. Breast development is an early sign of puberty. 

LGBTQ- The acronym for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer (or questioning). 

Penis- The external male sex organ. 

Puberty- A time of great physical and emotional change when a child’s body matures into an adults.  

Pubic Area- Area between the legs of a boy (male) or girl (female) where their genitals are located. 

Ovaries- Part of the female reproductive system, stores ovum (eggs). 

Scrotum- The loose bag of skin beneath the penis that holds the testes and regulates their temperature. 

Sex- Refers to either a person’s physical sex (male or female), or the act of sex (anal, vaginal, oral sex). 

Sexuality- A broad-based term referring to more than biological sex or the act of having sex. 

Sperm- Male sex cells. 

Vagina- The internal female sex organ. 

Vulva- The external female sex organ. Includes the outer lips and inner lips (what can be seen). 

http://www.kidshealth.org/
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*This information is only a guide, each child develops differently, please discuss any questions and concerns with 

your physician. 
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The mission of EyesOpenIowa is to lead Iowa communities in advocacy, education and collaboration to 

ensure adolescent sexual health. To learn more and for additional resources please visit 

www.EyesOpenIowa.org.  
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