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Welcome! 

Puberty and adolescent sexual health are often difficult subjects to talk about for any parent. 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, the changes that will happen, 

decision making, private vs public acts and sexual hygiene. Parents have a large role in ensuring their 

children receive quality and medically accurate information so they can become happy and responsible 

adults. We hope this guide will offer you tools and resources along this journey. 

 

Parents You Matter! 

Parents 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 also refers to 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 

across the lifespan and something parents 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.   

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

 allows you the opportunity to start the conversation (early and often) 

 allows you to communicate your own values 

 allows you to provide correct and factual information 

 allows you to better understand your child’s perspective and feelings 

 allows you to reinforce information taught in school 

 allows you to 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?” 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 how in-depth your responses may be. 

Remember, you know your child best! 

An important thing to remember when talking with your child about their body and sexual health is to use 

multiple forms of communication. For example, use pictures and drawings to help them get a visual 

understanding. Read books and watch videos to stimulate conversation and questions. Allow your child the 

opportunity to role-play situations, like how would they say no to a friend who’s peer pressuring them. Think 

about the ways in which your child learns best and use that in your on-going conversations. 

Ten Tips for Talking to Your Child About Sexuality: 

 Start early and often! Have continuous, open and honest communications about sexuality and 

sexual health. 

 Keep is simple! Provide honest and direct answers, keep it simple, long explications can be 

confusing. 

 Listen! Listen more then you talk! Make sure you know what your child is asking and clarify they 

understand your answer. 

 Use correct terms! When talking to your child about sexuality use correct terms. Slang terms can 

be confusing and makes it hard to communicate. 

 See your child as a whole person! Navigating sexuality can be difficult, remember to see your 

child as a whole person regardless of differing abilities. 

 Use multiple teaching techniques! Remember to include pictures, books, movies, role-play, etc. 

 Don’t forget consent! Helping your child to powerfully say no (or yes) is an important skills, take 

the time to discuss consent and help them practice. 

 Discuss family values! Be open to listening to your child’s point of view, and share your point of 

view. 

 Encourage independence! Give your child the support to make their own decisions. Help them to 

set boundaries and learn to respect themselves and others. 

 You don’t need to know it all! There are many resources and people that can help you through 

this journey, don’t worry about knowing everything. 

 

Private versus Public 

Helping children distinguish the difference between private versus public can be tricky to both teach and 

learn, but it’s an extremely important concept. Children not only need to learn what body parts are private 

and public, but what spaces are private and public and what actions are private and public. 



Private body parts are usually considered the body parts covered by a swimsuit. The breast, buttocks, 

penis and vulva.  

Public places are places when there are two or more people. These are places where you are likely to see 

other people; school, grocery store, church, shopping mall, kitchen, cafeteria, bus stop, living room, etc. 

Private places are when there is just one person. These are places where you are usually alone like, the 

bathroom and your bedroom, as long as the door is closed. 

Private behaviors include things like: bathing, going to the toilet/bathroom, getting dressed/undressed, 

shaving, cleaning your nose, kissing, touching your private parts, and talking about sexual feelings. 

Public behaviors include things like: eating lunch, watching TV, washing dishes, riding the bus, reading a 

book. 

You may have different public/private expectations in your home, it’s important to discuss these with your 

child. One activity you and your child can do together is label the places in your home that are public and 

private. 

It’s important to remind children that: 

 No one can touch their body parts without their permission. 

 No one can see their body parts without their permission. 

 They should not show their body to anyone who doesn’t want to see it. 

 If someone sees or touches their body parts without permission, they have the right to tell someone 

they trust.  

 

 

Public and Private Cards: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PRIVATE PUBLIC 



Puberty 

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

gland to release hormones. For boys, the hormones travel to the testes to signal the production of sperm 

and the hormone testosterone. For girls, the hormones travel to the ovaries to signal maturation 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. Young people with intellectual disabilities show the biological signs 

of maturity within the typical age range of their peers without disabilities. 2 Generally, children with 

neurodevelopment disabilities are 20 times more likely to experience early pubertal changes. 3   

Puberty is a sensitive time for all children and adolescents. The gap between physical maturity and social, 

intellectual and emotional maturity may begin to widen for children/teens with developmental or intellectual 

disabilities. 2 This makes it ever more important  for parents to provide additional attention and spend extra 

time preparing young people for the changes they are about to go through and help them practice new 

skills like self-care.  

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 except 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. 

  Genital 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. 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, you can use a doll to model this.  When a girl first starts her period it will often be irregular, help your 

daughter by tracking her period on a calendar. Creating a hygiene pack (clean underwear, pads, wipes, 

etc.) with your daughter can also be helpful, this hygiene pack should be in an accessible place (back pack, 

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

changing pads regularly. When talking to your daughter about public versus private, remind her that her 

period is a private event, other family and friends don’t need to know about her period.  

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.  

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

for pleasure, and it is a normal behavior that should be done in private. If your child masturbates in a public 

area address this issue in a calm way and remind your child that this is a private activity. 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, 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.  

It’s important to remember that each child will develop through puberty at their own pace, 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. Most 

importantly, let your child know that you are there to help and support them.  

Additional Resources  

Books: 

For Parents- 

 The Facts of Life…and More: Sexuality and Intimacy for People with Intellectual Disabilities- Leslie 

Walker-Hirsch 

 Sexuality: Your Sons and Daughters with Intellectual Disabilities- Karin Melberg Scwier & David 

Hinsburger 

 Doing What Comes Naturally? Dispelling Myths and Fallacies About Sexuality and People with 

Development Disabilities- Orieda Horn Anderson 

 Girls Growing Up on the Autism Spectrum: What Parents and Professionals Should Know About 

Pre-Teen and Teenage Girls- Shana Nichol, with Gina Marie Moravcik & Samara Pulver 

Tetenbaum 

For Children- 

 Changes in You- Peggy C. Siegel 

 Those Are My Private Parts- Diane Hansen 

 Amazing You! Getting Smart About Your Private Parts- Dr. Gail Saltz 



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

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

 The Care and Keeping of You- American Girl 

 Girls are Girls and Boys are Boys, So What’s the Difference?- Sol Gordon 

 My Body…My Choice- Shirley Paceley 

 Respect: A Girl's Guide to Getting Respect & Dealing When Your Line Is Crossed- Courtney 

Macavinta and Andrea Vander Pluym 

Online Resources- 

 10 Tips for Talking About Sexuality with Your Child who has Developmental Disabilities- 

http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/parents/172?task=view 

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

 America 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 

 

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. 

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). 

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.advocatesforyouth.org/parents/172?task=view
http://www.kidshealth.org/
http://www.ashasexualhealth.org/parents/
http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=108&Itemid=206
http://www.hhs.gov/ash/oah/resources-and-publications/info/parents/just-facts/puberty.html
http://www.hhs.gov/ash/oah/resources-and-publications/info/parents/just-facts/puberty.html
http://www.iwannaknow.org/teens/glossary_a_d.html
http://sexetc.org/sex-ed/sex-terms/?pageNum=1&alphabet=%23
http://sexetc.org/sex-ed/sex-terms/?pageNum=1&alphabet=%23


This information is only a guide, each child develops differently, please discuss any questions and 

concerns with your physician. 

 

References: 

1. Sex Terms. (2015). Sexetc.org 

2. The Facts of Life…and More: Sexuality and Intimacy for People with Intellectual Disabilities. (2007). 

Leslie Walker-Hirsch 

3. Sexuality of Children and Adolescents with Developmental Disabilities. (2006). American Academy of 

Pediatrics 

 

For more information please contact EyesOpenIowa at www.EyesOpenIowa.org or 515.276.6788. Or 

Bobbie Jo Sheridan, Training & Education Coordinator at BobbieJo@eyesopeniowa.org 

http://www.eyesopeniowa.org/

