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Praise for Yes, Your Kid

“Debby Herbenick says it herself, this is ‘compassion-rich sexuality education’ filled with prompts, real world examples, and suggestions that normalize conversations about sexuality between adults and the kids in their care. No topic is taboo. No question is unaskable. This phenomenal resource offers guidance for talking with kids of any age about how to value themselves, how to value others, and how to create a world that uplifts rather than tears down. It’s a must-have for every adult who’s ever asked, ‘How do I talk with my kid about that?’”

—Al Vernacchio, author of For Goodness Sex

“This is the book parents and caregivers need to feel more confident raising kids in today’s tech-, sex-, and social media–saturated world. Loaded with practical tips and helpful scripts, backed by research, this is a must-read for becoming an askable, informed adult to young people.”

—Melissa Pintor Carnagey, LBSW, founder and lead educator at Sex Positive Families and author of Sex Positive Talks to Have with Kids

“As a college health and STD expert, I regularly see the challenging consequences of hormone-, alcohol-, and/or drug-fueled impulsive choices. These topics are frankly awkward or uncomfortable for most, but parents need to know what Yes, Your Kid reveals. This book takes parent sex ed to a whole new level with practical dialog, frank discussions, and especially the extra layer of unexpected potential legal ramifications.”

—Jill Grimes, MD, FAAFP, author of Seductive Delusions and The Ultimate College Student Health Handbook

“Parents need not dread ‘the talk’ about sex any longer. In Yes, Your Kid, Debby Herbenick provides us with the skills we need to become the ultimate ‘askable parent’ when it comes to sexuality. Full of wisdom, cutting-edge research, and practical advice, Yes, Your Kid is an essential read for parents, educators, and anyone else trying to support our teens’ sexual health in a complex and increasingly digital world.”

—Ina Park, MD, author of Strange Bedfellows

“There is a lot of new, sometimes scary, ground to cover as we do our best to prepare young people to have healthy and fulfilling relationships, explore their sexuality in safe and enjoyable ways, and avoid causing or experiencing sexual trauma. In Yes, Your Kid, Herbenick, a nationally respected sexuality researcher, college professor, and mom presents facts, real-world insights, and advice that is practical, judgment-free, and wrapped in compassion. Her coauthors share legal insights that every teen and young adult should understand. Yes, Your Kid should be the trusted resource for all parents who care about guiding their tweens and teens toward healthy exploration of relationships and sexuality. Some of it may seem shocking, but so is the sexual content our kids are growing up with. Every page is deeply rooted in facts, research, and the unique insights of the authors who work with college students every day. Read it cover to cover, then come back to it as a reference book to address each of the issues at the right time for your child and your family. Parenting teens and young adults involves a lot of tough talks, and Yes, Your Kid is a perfect guidebook for talking about relationships and sexual health.”

—Melisa Holmes, MD, FACOG, pediatric and adolescent gynecologist, mother of three, cofounder of Girlology, and author of You-ology

“Yes, Your Kid is an exceptionally well-researched and well-written text addressing the challenging issues facing our young people. Using a conversational approach, Debby Herbenick and her coauthors do not shy away from unpacking difficult and yet crucial topics such as consent, puberty, sexual and reproductive health, sex and technology, pornography, and many more. Yes, Your Kid is the book I wish I had had when my three daughters were growing up as it provides parents with the language and the tools to broach these topics with confidence and knowledge. A must-have book for all parents and carers.”

—Jayneen Sanders, author of My Body! What I Say Goes! and Let’s Talk About Body Boundaries, Consent, and Respect

“Yes, Your Kid is a must-read for every parent that wants to protect and empower their child. Media and the internet are having a profound impact on situations teens are facing with peers and those wishing to exploit. To protect their kids, parents must inform themselves and educate their children. Dr. Herbenick clearly explains the changing sexual landscape in our country, and gives practical advice on how to talk with youth at each stage to equip them in protecting themselves while simultaneously building strong, caring, and mutually protective relationships. Special attention is given to neurodiversity, pornography, the increase in nonconsensual rough sex, and resources. Parents, teachers, caregivers, and coaches: Do yourself a favor and read this book! Equip yourselves to equip your teens.”

—Dr. Tina Schermer Sellers, PhD, LMFT, CST-S, author of Shameless Parenting

“Parenting today is not for the faint of heart—and that’s where Yes, Your Kid comes in to save the day. With common-sense and research-based advice about how to talk to kids and teens about sexuality, it’s the resource parents need right now. With discussions around sexuality so different from when today’s parents were kids, and so many changes in technology, we all need more information than what we learned in sex ed class so long ago. Sometimes our Gen Z kids use terms around sexual identity many Gen X and even Millennial parents have never heard of! Our kids need better information about sex, but many parents just don’t know what to say—that’s where Yes, Your Kid can help. An engaging and very helpful read.”

—Jean M. Twenge, PhD, author of Generations
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INTRODUCTION

One morning last spring, I woke to the sound of raindrops lightly pitter-pattering against our windows. I stayed in bed for several minutes, relishing the quiet and anticipating the sounds of our children who would soon be up and about, getting ready for school. Then I reached over to the nightstand to find my phone and check the time. Overnight, my screen had filled with messages from a childhood friend.* “I’m sorry to bother you but I need your help!” read the first message, sent after midnight. The messages that followed described how my friend and her teenage daughter have an understanding that allows my friend to check her teen’s phone on occasion, which she said she had done only rarely because previous checks had turned up nothing of concern. This time, however, she came across a detailed text exchange between her daughter and her daughter’s boyfriend in which they’d discussed how much they both like when he slaps her during sex. “I didn’t even know they were having sex,” my friend wrote. “I wish she would have come to me first. But mostly I’m freaking out about him slapping my daughter, which scares me. She’s doing great in school, she has friends. Between Fifty Shades of Grey and internet porn, have times just changed? Am I overreacting? What should I say to her?”

My friend reached out not because we are especially close—in fact, it had been several years since we’d seen one another in person—but because she was surprised by what she learned about her daughter’s sexual experiences and not sure where else to turn for well-informed, nonjudgmental help. Perhaps you’ve found yourself in similar shoes, trying to figure out how to address a challenging parenting conundrum while staying close and connected with your child (and not wanting to risk seeming out of touch or overly panicked).

As a sexuality researcher and educator, it is literally my job to understand human sexual behavior, including the sexual lives of teenagers and young adults. I’m a professor at the Indiana University School of Public Health, where I lead the National Survey of Sexual Health and Behavior—a large US nationally representative survey that tracks Americans’ sex lives from adolescence through advanced age. I also teach college courses in sexual and reproductive health, which means I’m surrounded by students who keep me current on new sexual trends and terms. And, as a mom, I love hearing my own children’s questions and curiosities about the world, including about puberty, pregnancy, dating, sexual behavior, and love. Even at young ages, they’ve asked both difficult questions (“What if someone becomes pregnant but they don’t want to be pregnant?”) and funny questions (“When you and dad put your vagina and penis together to make us, did you have to be naked? What day was it on?”).

But it’s not only children who are full of questions. People of all ages have questions and concerns about sexual feelings, attractions, and their health, regardless of age. Because of my work, I often hear what’s on the minds of friends, family, colleagues, students, and readers—many of whom are parents. I’m asked questions like:


	“Our daughter is in kindergarten, and we haven’t yet talked about vaginas or penises or how babies are made. Where should we start and what should we say?”

	“When should we talk with our son about pornography? We don’t want to introduce the idea if he hasn’t yet seen pornography, but we also don’t want to wait until it’s too late to talk about it.”

	“My sixth grader asked me to buy her a vibrator. I want to normalize masturbation, but this also seems far too young for a sex toy. Is it?”

	“How do I prepare my transgender son for getting their period, when they don’t want to even think about having a uterus or vagina?”

	“Why are so many kids coming out as LGBTQ+ these days? What’s changed?”

	“I overheard my sixteen-year-old talking with a friend, and it sounded like one of them may have nude pictures of a classmate on their phone. I’m worried that he could get expelled from school or in trouble with the law. What should I do?”

	“My teenager was messaged by a stranger on Instagram who offered to pay her $200 for nude pictures of herself. I’m glad she felt she could tell me, and she’s already blocked him, but I’m still in shock. Help!”



Fielding questions from parents trying to navigate conversations with their child around bodies or sexuality is typical in my world, and it has been since I began working in this subject area more than twenty years ago. Yet, so much about sex has changed in the past decade that the questions themselves are now considerably different. Technology has shifted in ways that were unimaginable back when many of us were watching The Jetsons and other cartoonish visions of the future. With changes in technology came changes in sex, including how people meet, date, flirt, and explore their sexuality. These days, teens and young adults aren’t just grappling with decisions about if or when to become sexually active, but also whether they should send nude images to a classmate, fully aware that digital footprints can last forever. Alarmingly, the decision of whether to send a sexy image often comes as early as age nine or ten. Some changes have been positive (more effective forms of birth control, greater social acceptance of LGBTQ+ people) and others frightening (adults approaching teens online, cyberbullying, political backlash around LGBTQ+ rights).

Having been raised with very little information about sex, it feels meaningful for me to support families on their parenting journey. Indeed, while writing this book, it dawned on me that I was writing the book that I wish my parents had had at home when I was growing up—a book that would have offered my parents the skills, information, and confidence to talk with me about puberty, relationships, and sexuality. Like many of us, my childhood home was marked by silence when it came to these topics. I had to figure out most things on my own, including what a menstrual period was and what the kids at school meant by “first base” and “second base” (it turned out not to be kickball). And when I wanted to switch from pads to tampons to make swim practice more feasible, I secretly rode my bike far beyond my quiet suburban neighborhood in Miami, Florida—against my family’s explicitly stated rules—so that I could buy tampons at a convenience store. Although I was a kid who generally followed the rules, in this case breaking the rules seemed easier than breaking my family’s culture of silence.

Having parents who felt comfortable and equipped to talk with me about bodies and sexuality would have made my adolescence a lot less confusing. However, their silence shaped me into the sexuality researcher and educator I am today: a person who believes in offering people fact-based information to support them in understanding their bodies and sexual feelings and in navigating their choices. I think it would have meant a great deal to my parents if someone had said, “Talking about puberty and sexuality may feel awkward at first, but you can do this. Here’s how.” And this book aims to do exactly that, by providing up-to-date information about some of the most pressing sexuality issues facing young people today, as well as easy-to-follow tips for having even the most difficult conversations with your child.

PARENTS’ ROLE IN SEX EDUCATION

Parents and caregivers are always teaching their children about sex, even when they don’t realize it. Young people learn from observing how those around them talk about their own and others’ bodies and show affection, as well as when they laugh or cringe while watching certain kinds of movie and television scenes. They notice when adults directly answer (or nervously sidestep) questions about pregnancy, marriage, divorce, sexy song lyrics, or unfamiliar terms that seem to have something to do with sex. Gender roles are understood from the media they are exposed to as well as by observing who in their family cooks meals, clears the table, takes out the trash, works at a paid job, or helps with homework.

The question, then, is not whether you should teach your child about sex, bodies, and gender; you’re already doing that. Instead, it’s about what you may be conveying to your child, whether through words or silence. Ask yourself:


	To what extent does your child think of you as approachable or easy to talk to when it comes to questions about sex? Are you someone your child can ask questions of without feeling shamed or blamed?

	In what ways do your family’s comments and conversations about sex, gender, and relationships reflect your family’s values, such as respect, acceptance, care, compassion, gender equity, responsibility, or doing the right thing?

	How do your conversations with your child reflect the realities of what sex is like today and what they need to know to feel supported and thrive in today’s world?

	Does your family communicate about sex, gender, and relationships in ways that are likely to help your child create consensual, caring, and pleasurable experiences if or when they decide to have sex?



If your answers to some of these questions are marked by doubt or uncertainty, you’re not alone. Many parents of teens and young adults didn’t grow up with smartphones, social media, or widely accessible pornography. This is new territory! And it is shifting all the time. Yet, in a recent US nationally representative survey, 60 percent of eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds said they’d never had a conversation with their parents about their family’s values around sex.1 And when it comes to talking about sex, studies find that teenagers want their parents to say something rather than nothing (though they could do with fewer fear tactics).

That so few parents talk with their children about sex is unfortunate. After all, parents are the single biggest influence on their teens’ choices about sex—decisions such as when and with whom to become sexually active, the kind(s) of partners they date or hook up with, and even whether they use condoms or other forms of birth control. Teens whose parents have talked with them about safer sex tend to make safer choices, including postponing becoming sexually active with a partner and being more likely to use condoms or other forms of birth control when they eventually have intercourse.2 Yet, it can be difficult for parents to figure out how much to say and when—especially when efforts to start a conversation are met with awkward silence, eye rolls, or a dismissive “I already know that.” Teenagers are experts at appearing bored on the outside, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t interested in what their parents have to say. They may just feel uncomfortable talking about sex. It’s important to talk with them anyway.

THIS BOOK IS FOR YOU

Yes, Your Kid is meant to support you in talking with your child about a broad range of sexuality topics—especially those topics that, at first glance, might seem relevant to some other child, but not your own. Even if you suspect your child is too young, not yet interested in sex, or more focused on school or sports than dating, this book is still for you. All children benefit from learning age- and developmentally appropriate sexuality information. Although the focus of this book is on tweens through the college years, even parents of young children will find relevant tips throughout. If you’d like to grow more comfortable and confident talking within your family about sexuality topics, you’ll find concrete advice for becoming a more askable, approachable parent. Take what works, shape it to align with your family’s values, and leave what doesn’t fit. Yes, Your Kid is full of fact-based information on varied topics to support conversations at different stages of development.

Even if you already feel comfortable talking about sexuality basics with your child, you have likely realized that sex has changed dramatically since you were growing up, making updated information vital for family conversations. Consider Yes, Your Kid your sex education catch-up. Most parents have no idea what sex is like for young people today. You can’t know what you don’t know, so this book is here to fill in those gaps. What you do with that information is up to you. Between sexting, easily accessible pornography, social media, and a rapid increase in rough sex practices among teens and young adults, the evidence is clear: young people need sexuality education that reflects the kinds of sex they are seeing on screens and contemplating (or already having) in real life. And, as many schools aren’t allowed to teach about some of the most basic sexual health topics (STIs, birth control, sexual orientation), parents are left with a lot of ground to cover. To help with that, I’ve included sample conversations and up-to-date information, and I’ve suggested ways that parents can band together to create community-based sexuality education rather than always going it alone.

As middle schools, high schools, and colleges create more policies that address sexting, image-based sexual abuse (sometimes referred to as “revenge porn”), sexual harassment, and sexual assault, it’s also important for families to talk with their children about these school rules (as well as other state/province and federal laws). To support parents with these conversations, Yes, Your Kid also highlights real-life case examples from Kristina Supler and Susan Stone, attorneys who have worked nationwide on hundreds of sexual misconduct and sexual assault cases. Some have been criminal cases and others have been campus misconduct cases involving students in elementary school (yes, believe it or not), middle school, high school, college, and graduate school. A subset of these have been tried simultaneously in both criminal courts and campus proceedings.

Kristina, Susan, and I first connected because some of the cases they had worked on brought them to find my research on changing sexual norms—specifically the rapid rise in both consensual and nonconsensual rough sex practices. We shared what we were each seeing in our respective professional spheres and discussed the stark realities of the sexual choices young people now have to navigate (Do I send them nudes? Will they lose interest in me if I’m not more sexually adventurous?), as well as how different these realities are from the way sex is presented in young people’s very limited school-based sex education. It became apparent to us that young people aren’t being adequately prepared for the world they’re growing up in.

After these initial conversations, I invited Kristina and Susan to give a guest lecture in my class about the realities of sexual misconduct and assault cases. Given the confidential nature of campus sexual misconduct proceedings, many people have limited information about the kinds of sexual situations that come before these boards, let alone their options for a satisfactory resolution process (no matter what side of an allegation a person is on). Most people only hear about the most high-profile cases—the harrowing accounts of assaults by Harvey Weinstein, the conviction of Stanford swimmer Brock Turner, the discredited story of the gang rape at the University of Virginia. And I felt that my college students would benefit from hearing how some of the ways that people approach sex—and even view as norms—may actually be coercive or constitute assault.

After Kristina and Susan spoke to my students, I heard from a young woman in my class who was a survivor of sexual assault. She shared that, although she had initially felt wary of hearing from attorneys who hadn’t just represented survivors but also those accused of sexual assault, she appreciated that Kristina and Susan were using what they had learned from their cases to educate others about sexual consent with the goal of preventing future sexual assaults. I also heard from men in my class who described having epiphanies where they realized they had previously done things during hookups that it hadn’t occurred to them could make people feel frightened, overpowered, or coerced. Some described how hearing about the legal cases made them change how they approach sex—being more attentive to power dynamics, sexual communication, and consent. One shared that he didn’t want to inadvertently harm someone by copying something he had seen in porn or learned to do from a friend.

Throughout this book, Kristina and Susan share some common kinds of sexual misconduct and sexual assault cases, with valuable insights that may shift some of your family’s approaches to sensitive topics. In sharing these stories, none of us are trying to scare you. However, these are realities that must be considered, no matter how difficult the messages may be to hear and to discuss with one’s child. It’s just part of parenting today.

WHAT’S HERE AND WHAT’S NOT

As important as sexual consent is, this book addresses sexual consent as just one of many important conversations to have. Like others who have written on related topics (Christine Emba in Rethinking Sex, Lisa Damour in Under Pressure, Katherine Angel in Tomorrow Sex Will Be Good Again), I want to be clear: Consent is the bare minimum expectation when it comes to sex. It’s important, but it’s not sufficient for “good” sex that leaves people feeling valued or like their pleasure matters.

Yes, Your Kid is both an invitation and an update. It’s an invitation to become closer with your child by being someone they can come to with questions, curiosities, and conundrums. To this end, you will find easy-to-follow ideas for conversations with your child—at every age and stage—related to bodies, puberty, boundaries, consent, sexual and reproductive health, technology, pornography, partnered sex, and more.

This book also provides an update to existing sex education materials, something that all parents need, whether they know it or not. There are many terrific sex education books for parents, but most were written in the “before times”—before sexting, before the COVID-19 pandemic, and before rough sex became the new norm. Given all that’s changed in the world, parents need to learn what contemporary sex is like for young people. In writing this book, it also felt important to dedicate space to considering sexuality issues in the context of neurodiversity and, more specifically, autistic teens and young adults. In recent years, research and sexuality curricula have increasingly centered autistic voices. These insights are offered here to guide parents to support both neurodiverse and neurotypical kids.

Yes, Your Kid is not, however, a prescription. All children, and all families, are unique. Thus, I’ve included general recommendations for talks to have and approximately when to have these talks, making space for the flexibility to figure out what works for your family regarding your values, religion, and culture. It also feels important to note that this book is not “about” gender identity or approaches to gender affirmation. These are important topics, but they are also complex topics that deserve (and have) their own dedicated spaces in gender-focused books and websites. In Yes, Your Kid, the focus is on sexuality. However, where possible, I have shared research on how the sexuality topics addressed here are experienced by both cisgender and gender-diverse youth, as well as how parents can better support transgender and nonbinary kids on topics such as puberty, relationships, and sexual behavior.

In sections titled “What Do I Say?” I highlight some of the more common questions that children and parents ask as well as responses and perspectives for your consideration. In sections titled “Collective Wisdom,” Kristina, Susan, and I highlight key messages to consider. Given my work as a sexuality researcher and educator, my day-to-day is often marked by young people asking questions about their bodies, romantic and sexual feelings, relationships, and breakups. Although students confide in me about their difficulties, too, I mostly get to hear about joy, love, curiosity, consensual sexual exploration, and questions along the lines of “Am I normal?” As attorneys, however, Kristina’s and Susan’s daily caseloads involve supporting young people and their parents as they navigate crisis situations related to sexual misconduct, sexual harassment, or sexual assault. Given our vastly different experiences, we don’t always take the same perspective on a situation, and that’s okay. In “Collective Wisdom,” we find our areas of agreement and share them with you.

Having information about what sex is like for young people today and having tools to support these vital conversations can reduce your anxiety and boost your confidence as a parent. More than anything, I hope that reading this book helps you to feel like you and your family can learn to proactively talk about sex more comfortably and openly—not just through a single “talk” but through countless conversations. I hope that you feel better able to help your child avoid harmful situations but, should they occur, that you feel less alone and have some information on how to support them and what to do next. Romantic and sexual development are part of growing up. Being able to hear your child’s questions, delight in their curiosity, and offer tools to think through complicated choices is a gift—both for them and for you. Let’s begin.



* Names and identifying details of friends, students, and clients have been changed throughout the book. In some instances, composite examples have been created for anonymity.




1

“I Love That Question!”—Becoming an Askable Parent

Young people don’t need their parents to be sex experts. However, they do benefit from having parents who are safe, loving people they can trust with their questions, worries, and big feelings about sex, bodies, and relationships. For simplicity, we’ll call these “sex questions,” even though they’re so much more than that. Sex educators refer to this sense of openness as being an askable parent. Being askable doesn’t mean always having the right answers. And sometimes there are no right answers. That’s okay too. Being askable just means that your child sees you as someone who is open, approachable, caring, and welcomes their questions, curiosities, and observations.

HOW TO BECOME MORE ASKABLE

Becoming askable is a skill, and it’s one we can learn, practice, and improve. What follows are some ideas about how to do that.

It Starts with Love

When I surveyed some college students on how parents could better support their teens when it came to sexuality issues, a first-year student said, “Just be an open ear. Sometimes you don’t have to say anything. Just listen to your teen’s experience and be a warm, comforting figure.” Teens who have a close, caring, and supportive relationship with their parents tend to take fewer sexual risks and wait longer to have partnered sex.3 Being supportive does not mean giving your child everything they want, shielding them from the consequences of their actions, or enabling bad behavior. Those responses hurt over time rather than help. Having a supportive relationship means that your child feels like you show them love and admiration. Young people who feel supported by their parents can be sure that their parents won’t mock them or be overly critical of them—especially in front of their friends—such as by making fun of them for missing a goal or feeling afraid of the dark.

Showing affection is easy for some people and difficult for others. Even if your own family of origin was lacking in affection or support, you have a second chance with your own child. Showing affection might include patting them on their back, offering hugs or kisses, or saying “I love you.” Showing admiration might involve saying:


	“I admire how much you care for your friends.”

	“I’m impressed by how carefully you approach your schoolwork.”

	“I’ve noticed how hard you work to improve at soccer and I’m proud of you.”

	“Coming out to me and your mom took courage, which I admire in you.”



Everyone needs to feel loved, cared for, and seen. Finding ways to show love and admiration are important parts of a supportive parent-child relationship.

Encourage Curiosity

Curiosity about romantic relationships and sexuality is developmentally normal, including for children and teens. Whether a child’s parents are still together or apart, they often enjoy hearing origin stories about how their parents met, fell in love, and came to have children. And that curiosity can be a natural lead-in to important conversations about having children, finding a mate, nurturing a relationship, and what makes a relationship healthy or troubling. Unfortunately, children are sometimes shamed for this natural curiosity when they ask about sex.

In other contexts, parents often reward their child’s curiosity by praising them for asking questions. When a child asks how long bears hibernate, a parent might say, “Great question!” and then either answer the question or look up the answer and learn together. Supportive responses teach young people that curiosity and learning are valued. Yet, for many parents, sex questions feel different, embarrassing, or stressful.

If you feel unprepared to respond to sexuality-related questions, you’re not alone. I regularly hear from people who are facing challenging sex-related conversations with their child and want advice. “What do I say?” they ask. Or, “I thought I had a few more years before this would come up.” Fortunately, with a little practice, you can become more calm, confident, and askable—no matter the question.

Even if you already feel open and approachable, be sure to broadcast this. When your child asks a question, respond with appreciation, encouragement, and shared curiosity. If their question feels distressing, take some breaths and find your center. Try to look calm, collected, and glad for their question; a warm smile helps. Say, “Great question!” or “I’m glad you asked that.” Encourage them to share their ideas by asking, “What do you think?” or “What’s your best guess?” Science-minded kids might have fun being asked, “What’s your hypothesis?” In doing so, parents can engage them in the process of learning rather than always positioning themselves as experts who hold all the answers.

Asking what your child thinks also buys you time to breathe and collect your thoughts. It helps to follow up a “Good question!” by asking, “What have you heard about that?” This may give some context as to where the question came from: friends, cousins, television, the internet, or overheard on the school bus, for example. Having this information will help you understand what happened (Was it a developmentally appropriate situation? Did content filters fail? Might they have been abused?) as well as next steps you may need to take (answer the question and move on, fix content filters, or seek professional support).

If you don’t know the answer, offer to learn more and circle back. This encourages your child’s curiosity and shows that you take their questions seriously. With younger children, looking up information on your own may be preferable to searching the internet together as searches involving sex-related terms may bring you to websites with adult content. Say: “I’m going to search this privately first because the internet has some pictures and information that are only for grown-ups.” That gives you time to find, sift through, and then share age-appropriate information or videos from which you both can learn. With teenagers, it can help to search the internet together—assuming you have filters or content settings applied to screen out adult content such as pornography. Searching with your child models how to find information, decide which websites are trustworthy, and critically evaluate what you learn.


Encouraging Responses to Kids’ Questions


	“I’m glad you asked that. What have you heard?”

	“Great question! What are your thoughts?”

	“I love that you asked that question!”

	“Isn’t that interesting to think about? Here’s what I’ve heard.”

	“What a neat thing you’re wondering about! What’s your hypothesis?”



Another option is to respond with “say more” or “tell me more about that.” These are simple, easy, and nonjudgmental, an open invitation to hear what’s on your child’s mind.



Be Present

From puberty through adulthood, young people experience many milestones. Going with your child to purchase period products or showing them how to shave can lead to conversation as well as foster intimacy and trust. In contrast, avoiding any mention of these changes can create distance, unless a child shares that they’d prefer to manage something on their own. Respecting their privacy is important too.

Even if you don’t fully understand what your child is going through, being a source of support rather than conflict means so much. Some of my students share that they counted the days to arriving on campus, not just because college felt like an exciting next stage of life for them, but because they wanted to get on birth control, get on PrEP (an HIV-prevention medication discussed in Chapter 3), or stop hiding their condom stash. These students’ stories stand in stark contrast to students who felt, even in high school, that they could go to their parents for information or support, talk openly with them about their dating lives, count on them for healthcare needs (like birth control or hormones), and not have to hide who they are. When a child feels they need to hide something important from a parent, it’s often because they’re worried their parent won’t love them for who they are. Even when you disagree with your child’s choices, emphasize that you love them.

Stick to What They Ask

Kids want an answer—not a monologue. Stick to short, simple, and straightforward responses that use age-appropriate words and concepts. This provides the information they asked for while keeping them from feeling overwhelmed or bored by a lengthy response. If a child wants more information, they will usually ask follow-up questions. Let them lead the way.

Let’s consider some examples. When young children ask how babies are made, it’s often enough to say that some bodies make sperm and other bodies make eggs and, when the sperm and egg meet and join together, they may find a place in the uterus to grow into a baby. Some children might ask how the sperm and egg find one another, in which case you might say, “Most of the time, the sperm swim into the vagina, travel into the uterus and fallopian tubes, and then find the egg.” Having simple, fact-based conversations is easier when a family uses body part terms such as vulva, vagina, penis, scrotum, and uterus; it’s also helpful for neurodiverse kids when adults use clear terms like these rather than euphemisms like balls or wee-wee.

Older children might ask how sperm leave the body to find an egg. You can say that sperm leave through an opening at the end of the penis, and that this is the same opening that lets out pee. A child who has this foundational knowledge may one day grow curious and ask how the sperm leave the penis and get to the egg; this might lead you to share information with them about vaginal intercourse. Some parents may describe intercourse but invite curiosity by saying that vaginal intercourse is “the most common way that babies are made, but there are other ways too.” Some kids will leave it at that; others will have their interest piqued by the “other ways,” which may prompt questions about other forms of conception. This opens the door for conversations about donor-conceived pregnancies, surrogacy, adoption, and the various ways that families grow—especially important if one of these applies to your family.

Some children are ready and interested to hear about the various ways that babies are made at young ages, whereas others don’t ask these questions until they are older. Most children ask for just one or two pieces of information at a time; they don’t usually want the entire story the first time they ask. Also, it’s common for children, as with adults, to retain only bits and pieces of what they’re told, so don’t be surprised if you find yourself answering the same questions at different ages.

When to Say More

A friend’s six-year-old daughter, who had previously learned about sperm, eggs, and intercourse through a series of questions, one day posed a new question for her mom: “What do people do if they want to put their penis and vagina together, but don’t want to get pregnant?” Keeping it short and simple, her mom said, “Great question!” and described birth control in age-appropriate






WHY WE TALK ABOUT SEX





	Talk more comfortably with their parents about sex and relationships, leading them to feel closer with their parents and develop a better understanding of their family’s values;

	Realize that it’s okay to not be interested in sex, even if it seems like everyone around them is sexually active;

	Communicate more openly with their sexual partners, including discussing the kinds of sex they do or do not want to try, asking partners to stop something they don’t like or that hurts, and asserting their boundaries;

	Learn how to create fun, pleasurable, respectful, and loving intimate relationships;

	Feel more comfortable disclosing their sexual orientation to a healthcare provider as well as seeking healthcare for their sexual health needs, including birth control, sexually transmitted infection (STI) testing, and help for painful sex.




HOW TO SHARE SEXUALITY INFORMATION


Listen Closely

















DESCRIBE RATHER THAN JUDGE



DELIBERATE DISCUSSIONS



	Take time to cool down, especially if you’re feeling shocked, scared, or triggered.

	Look for the positives. After all, if you found birth control pills in your teen’s backpack, at least they are trying to be safe.

	Talk with your spouse, co-parent, or best friend.

	Prepare yourself. If you want to learn about a certain topic (STIs, birth control methods, school policies, what’s typical for your child’s age), take the time to do so. If it would help to role-play a conversation with a friend or co-parent, do that.

	Ask yourself questions like “What do I want my child to know?” and “How do I want them to feel?” and “What values do I want to share with them?”





Teachable Moments




Make Books Available




Five Minutes a Week



“I Learned Something New”



Sex Ed in the Car



Let Them Listen In








WE ALL MAKE MISTAKES





	You can do this! If you’ve found yourself saying, “I should talk with my child about (fill in the blank),” this is an opportunity to make a plan for a conversation, and change your “I should” to an “I will.”

	Start with love. A loving, supportive relationship with your child gives them someone to bring questions to; it also gives them a trusted person to turn to if or when something difficult happens to them. If your child groans and gives you the “Stop being weird!” treatment when you try to connect, say, “I understand it can feel weird, but I love you and this information is important to your health and future relationships, so I want to be sure I share it with you.”

	Let them see you sweat. Having an awkward conversation shows your child that it can be done. It feels difficult at first, we learn we can do it, and then we grow more confident as a result. That’s a wonderful thing for your child to witness.

	Don’t feel pressured to answer personal questions. It’s healthy to draw boundaries as to what you are and are not comfortable sharing with your child, just as they will understandably draw boundaries with you. If they ask a question that feels too personal, say, “I understand your curiosity, but that’s private.” You might be comfortable sharing certain things (such as how you decided on a form of birth control or traits that were important to you in a partner) but feel that other things are off-limits. Setting healthy boundaries is good for everyone.
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