
Sex small talk

for parents and carers of children aged between 4 and 11



Why is this leaflet important?

Thinking about the questions your children are likely to ask
you about relationships and sex helps you prepare
responses that are right for them.
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Introduction

Educating children about sexuality and relationships is about
developing their confidence and self-esteem, knowledge of their
bodies and the skills they need to build relationships. One of the
main ways that children learn about relationships and sexuality
is from their parents or carers. Even if parents don’t talk about
sex with their children, they give out strong messages about it.
Most children are naturally curious, and from the age of about
two they will ask questions - Why? What? Where did I come from? 

Talking can really help. A study carried out by Southampton
University has shown how important it is for parents or carers to
talk to their children about relationships and sexuality. Children
whose parents did not discuss relationships and sexuality
began having sex earlier than children whose parents or carers
were open.

This booklet is to help you, as a parent or carer, think about
how you would like to deal with relationships, sexuality and
growing up with your children - in a way that respects your
values and beliefs, and theirs. Helping your children means
finding ways to talk to them about relationships and sexuality 
in day-to-day life.
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Children need help to:

• become aware of their bodies;

• develop a sense of self-worth;

• protect themselves; 

• respect differences; and

• cope with changing feelings and relationships.

Some parents or carers find the whole business of talking to
children about relationships and sexuality difficult and
embarrassing. But if you can talk freely to your children early
on, you will find it much easier to deal with their questions as
they get older.

This booklet cannot do the work for you but it will help you to
think through your approach so that you and your children feel
comfortable!
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Your role: relationships and 
sex education

What is my role in sex and relationships?
Your role is to be prepared to talk to your child about
relationships and sexuality when the time is right, and
encourage a two-way discussion.

Think like a child.
Imagine what the world looks like to your child. What are the
important things to them? The world of a very young child is
self-centred and a simple response to questions is usually fine.
Children can manage more detailed explanations as they get
older. 

Any age is right.
From an early age most children already have an idea of the
differences between boys and girls - and a natural curiosity
about the world. When a child is mentally and emotionally
ready for information, it is good to talk.

There is no ‘best’ person for this talking and listening.
Some people feel that dad should handle boys’ questions and
mum should talk to girls. But life is not that simple. Not every
family has a mum or a dad. You might also want to share your
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approach and this booklet with anyone who cares for your
child, such as a grandparent or childminder. 

It’s a two-way street.
The approach here is to encourage a healthy two-way
discussion between you and your children about relationships
and sexuality that you can build on as your child gets older. A
good starting point for discussion can be “What do you know
already?”

By the time your child is 11 (towards the end of their
primary-school years), it is a good idea to have discussed:
• conception;
• HIV and AIDS, and sexually-transmitted infections;
• what to expect at puberty and menstruation;
• romantic relationships, marriage and permanent

relationships;
• gay and lesbian relationships; and
• abusive relationships and self-protection.

There is no set timetable for discussing any of these issues,
but your openness in talking about them will help your child
deal with the challenges of growing up.
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Your role: attitudes to relationships

What about my own attitudes to relationships and sexuality?
You give out strong messages to children all the time about
relationships and sexuality, even when you do not say a word!

• Your attitude to sexual matters is affected by lots of things -
your own experiences (good and bad), your upbringing,
your religion, your family’s values and the influence of
friends. This booklet encourages you to reflect on your own
attitudes before talking to your child about sensitive subjects.

• As a parent or carer, you share in the happy and not so
happy experiences your children have as they grow up. 
While we cannot protect our children from everything, we
can be open which will help them make wise decisions
throughout their lives.

• Your behaviour affects your children in all sorts of ways -
from your attitude to nudity in the house to your own
experience of marriage, partnerships and relationships. 
So, if there is a difference between what you say and what
you do, children may notice this, especially as they 
get older.
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• Sometimes, a problem for parents or carers is finding the right
words to use when talking about relationships and sexuality.
Some families make up their own names for intimate parts
of the body. As children get older, they may need help in
learning the proper words to prepare them for coping with
adult life. The list on page 29 may help you consider the
vocabulary children will be introduced to at school.

Your role: making the right choices

How can I help my child make the right choices in
relationships? 
You can help your child make the right choices by encouraging
them to feel good about themselves and to cope positively
with influences upon them.

• You should help children understand the different changes
they will experience - in their own bodies and minds and in
their relationships with others.

• Apart from you, some other influences are school, their
friends, TV, magazines and the internet. These influences
can be positive and negative.
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• Relationships can be good and bad. Bad relationships use
power or influence to get children to do things they would
rather not. Good relationships respect them as children, so
they don’t need to do grown-up things.

• If children have developed a sense of self-esteem and know
about sexuality and relationships, they will be better
prepared to build their own healthy relationships.

Your role: building healthy
relationships

How can I help my child build healthy relationships? 
You can help your child build healthy relationships through
your love and care and by being ready to talk openly about
relationships and sexuality.

• If the people who look after children give them love and
acceptance, they will grow up being able to love others. 

• Children are born sexual - this is just expressed in different
ways at different stages.



• A parent’s role is to help children learn what is a good way
of behaving in some places and not others. For example,
there are some things you can do at a party that you would
not do in the supermarket!

• Young children sometimes explore their own bodies in
masturbation. This is natural, but young children do have to
learn where it is appropriate to do this. Children play at
‘doctors and nurses’ in an innocent way. This is not likely to
be damaging as long as no child is pressurising another, 
but children need guidance about appropriate behaviour
between each other.

• Children learn to pick up messages about sexuality from
you so if there is something you find difficult, it can be a
good idea to talk this over with someone else before talking
about it with your child.

• Some children will introduce issues about sexuality with
questions such as “Where did I come from?” Others never
seem to be curious at all. This does not mean that they are
not interested. Whatever way your child reacts, it is a good
idea for you to be ready to raise the subject in a 
matter-of-fact way, perhaps when there is a prompt such
as something on the TV or news.
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Sex education

What are schools expected to do about relationships and
sex education? 
Your child’s school will have received documents about
relationships and sex education from the Scottish Executive.
You may want to find out what your child’s school is doing
about this.

All schools are supposed to provide relationships and 
sex education, and consult parents about their relationships
and sex-education programmes, although this varies from
school to school. The Scottish Executive has provided
guidance for local authorities, schools and parents which says
that sex education should present facts in an unbiased,
balanced and sensitive way.

At school, sex education builds on what children already know.
It is an important part of health education, education for
personal and social development, and religious and moral
education programmes.
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The main features of a primary-school sex-education
programme are likely to be:

• respecting themselves and others;

• respecting individual differences;

• ways to express and deal with feelings and emotions;

• ways to keep safe; and

• positive and supportive relationships.

Schools may have their own programmes that include
contributions from others, such as the school nurse or other
health professionals.

Although all schools should be covering similar aspects of
relationships and sexuality education, the topics may vary from
school to school and may not be the same everywhere.

As a parent, if you have any issues about the sex-education
the school is providing, the first thing to do is to discuss them
with your child’s head teacher.
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What messages should your child
understand and hold on to?

• You are a special person, whatever you think and do.

• Be kind and respectful to other people and look after
yourself.

• Your feelings about sex and boys and girls change as you
get older.

• Talk to a grown-up you can trust if anything happens that
you do not like.

• There are lot of types of touching, good and bad. You can
say no to a touch from anyone that does not feel right.

• Your body is valuable and worth looking after.

Talk to your children. Keep it simple when they are younger -
you can give them more details as they get older.
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When should I start?

The right time to start talking about relationships and
sexuality is not the same for every child.

But

• If you raise your child in an atmosphere of love, support 
and openness, this will prepare them as well as anything for
their future development. These are the building blocks to
education about relationships and sexuality.

• Don’t wait until your child brings up the subject of sex
education. Sometimes, you have to be the first one to raise
the subject. Talk about this in relation to their age. You can
use the many opportunities there are in the media to raise
the issues around relationships and sexuality. (See the
question and answer section.)
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How should I answer questions?

Ask your child what they know - don’t assume anything!
Has your child’s school seen this booklet? Education about
relationships and sexuality is not a one-off topic but part
of an ongoing relationship with your child.

Before you have a look at some of the sample questions on
the following pages, here are some basic points about
questions children may ask about sexuality and relationships.

• Many of the scenarios come from parents themselves - they
won’t all apply to your situation.

• Your child gets information about sexuality and relationships
at school, in magazines, in the playground, from other
family members and on the internet and TV. Remember this
as you think of your own responses - a good start is to ask
your child what he or she knows already.

• It is impossible to prepare for every question.

• The way you answer a question will depend on your child’s
age and stage of development. 
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• The question they have asked may not be the one you are
expecting to answer. They may also ‘test the water’ first by
asking a slightly different question to the one that interests
them. Listen carefully and find out more before you answer.

• Being truthful is the best policy - making things up will just
confuse your child. If you do not know, say so and find out.
You will find useful addresses and numbers on pages 30 to
33 of this booklet.

• Think about your own attitudes and behaviour, and
remember the strong influence these have on your child.

• Remember, your own sex life is private for you - you do not
have to answer questions about this. Being too open can
be as disturbing for children as not being open enough.

• Ask your health visitor, nursery or school for ideas and help
on answering questions.
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Questions and answers

On the following pages we have looked at some typical
questions that children ask their parents.

Some parents have given examples of how they would respond
to their children. They are not ‘model answers’ as there is no
one right answer, but this may help you think about what you
would say in similar circumstances.

They are just examples. As the parent or carer, you know your
child best and can only respond in the best way you can to the
likely issue he or she might bring up.

Remember, the way you respond will often depend on what
you are doing and how you are feeling at the time.
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Questions about sexuality and
relationships

1 “Where did I come from?” (asks your four-year-old)

2 Your seven-year-old comes back from school and asks:
“Am I sexy?”

3 While watching the TV, your eight-year-old turns to 
you and asks: “What does gay mean?”

4 Your ten-year-old child sees a newspaper headline
and asks: “What does paedophile mean?”

5 Your three-year-old child is touching her genital area
while sitting outside in the sun. Your seven-year-old
says: “It is disgusting to touch yourself!”

6 Your ten-year-old sees a red ribbon for World AIDS
Day and says: “How do you get AIDS?”

7 Your eleven-year-old daughter says that her best friend
has just started her periods. When will she start?
When will she get breasts?
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8 “How do you stop having a baby?” (asks your 
eleven-year-old)

9 “My friend’s Mum is getting married again - she is
going to be a bridesmaid. Why do some people get
married and other people do not?” (asks your 
nine-year-old)

10 “What does having an abortion mean?” (asks your 
ten-year-old)

You can find ideas on how to answer these questions on
the following pages.
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This booklet is not giving you answers - you have to judge
the right time and place for your child. But here are some
things for you to think about so you can be as ready as
possible to talk to your child about sexuality and
relationships.

Question 1

“Where did I come from?” (asks your four-year-old)

This is the classic question! Before you start, it is a good idea
to check the question by asking your child one such as “Do
you want to know how you were made when you were a baby?”

A four-year-old child takes things literally so it is important to
choose your words carefully and give simple responses. If your
child is older (over eight), he or she may be ready for a more
detailed answer. 

Mandy: “Mummy and Daddy made you. You started very small
and grew in Mummy’s tummy till you were big enough to come
out.”

Tracey: “You grew inside your Mummy. A baby begins to grow
when an egg from Mummy and a seed from Daddy get
together.”
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Question 2

Your seven-year-old comes back from school and asks:
“Am I sexy?”

There are various sources that reflect society’s obsession with
being attractive. Even young children pick up these messages
and can feel anxious and insecure about their appearance. 

You may need to check what lies behind this question.

Katy: “You’re too young to be sexy, but you’re beautiful.
Where did you hear about being sexy?”

Tom: “No, but you will be when you’re older.”
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Question 3

While watching the TV, your eight-year-old turns to you
and asks: “What does gay mean?”

Children usually have no difficulty in accepting a variety of
adult relationships. However, they are sensitive to your feelings
and attitudes so if this is an area where you have difficulty, you
will need to think through your response carefully.

You can find out where your child came across the word ‘gay’
as this is a chance to deal with any prejudice or intolerance. 

Tracey: “Well, some men want to marry or live with women
and some women want to marry or live with men. If you’re a
gay man, you want to be with another man, and if you’re a gay
woman, you want to be with another woman. What do you
think about that?”

Katy: “Well, when you are grown-up, a man can fall in love
with a woman and a woman can fall in love with a man. 
But ‘gay’ is when a man falls in love with another man and a
woman falls in love with another woman. Our friends, Michael
and Paul, are gay.”
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Question 4

Your ten-year-old child sees a newspaper headline and
asks: “What does paedophile mean?”

Children are likely to pick up the fear and loathing attached to
the label ‘paedophile’. However, there is a lot of hysteria about
this term, as more children are likely to be abused by someone
they know than by strangers. 

This is an opportunity to reinforce messages your children will
have received in school about keeping safe. 

Tom: “A paedophile is a person who wants to have sex with
children when they are far too young to do that.” 

Jane: “A paedophile is a person who likes to take children’s
clothes off and touch their private parts. It’s not nice and it’s
against the law.”
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Question 5

Your three-year-old child is touching her genital area while
sitting outside in the sun. Your seven-year-old says: “It is
disgusting to touch yourself.”

Masturbation can be a very difficult issue for parents because
of messages picked up in their own childhood. Small children
explore their genitals from a very early age as part of the
normal process of development.

The way you react to situations like this can be important. You
need to be able to set limits for what is private behaviour in an
open and matter-of-fact way without any suggestion of this
being ‘dirty’ or ‘harmful’.

Jane: “No, it’s not. Your sister is only little and doesn’t know
that she shouldn’t do that in front of other people.”

Maggie: “It’s not disgusting. It’s just something big boys and
girls like you know to do in private.”
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Question 6

Your ten-year-old sees a red ribbon for World AIDS Day
and says: “How do you get AIDS?”

At primary-school age, few children will have heard about
sexually-transmitted infections but more will have heard about
HIV and AIDS. However, some will have picked up the wrong
ideas and prejudices about AIDS, particularly about gay men.

As a parent, you do not have to feel that you must give an
elaborate technical answer to this question. Children are
naturally curious and will not expect a ‘school-type’
explanation from you.

Mandy: “It’s an illness people may get from someone if they
share dirty needles or have unprotected sex without using a
condom.”

Jane: “You can catch a disease called HIV, which turns into
AIDS, by having sex with someone who has it without using a
condom. Do you understand that? There are other ways too.
Do you want to know about them?”
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Question 7

Your eleven-year-old daughter says that her best friend
has just started her periods. When will she start? When
will she get breasts?

It is important to be open with your daughter from her first
question about menstruation, no matter how young she is.
Girls need to be aware that it is perfectly normal for periods to
start at any time between 10 and 15 years. (Also, do not forget
boys who may have their own concerns and are often left out
of these particular discussions.)

Children feel anxious when friends develop at different rates.
This is when a child needs an understanding grown-up to help
them.

Katy: “Everyone develops in their own time. Have you noticed
any changes in your body that you want to talk about?”

Maggie: “It could be any time from now on. It will almost
certainly be before you are 16. It tends to be the same in
families and I started when I was around 14, so you probably
will too.”
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Question 8

“How do you stop having a baby?”(asks your eleven-year-old)

This kind of question is unlikely to come from a younger child.
However, children at school may have heard some things
about condoms as a joke.

As with other questions, it can be helpful to get an idea of
what lies behind the question. You do not need to go into a
very detailed explanation as if you were a family-planning
nurse, but a willingness to be open is helpful.

Katy: “You use something called contraception. There are
different kinds of contraception, but if the man wears a
condom, it can protect against catching diseases as well.”

Tom: “Well, you know how babies happen, don’t you? It is
possible to stop the man’s sperm and the woman’s eggs from
getting together to make a baby. There are a few different
ways. One is a pill that a woman can get from the doctor. She
has to take it every day and not forget. Another is for the man
to use a condom. It’s a special cover for his penis, which
catches the sperm. It’s rubbery - a bit like a balloon! I’ll show
you one.”
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Question 9

“My friend’s Mum is getting married again - she is going to
be a bridesmaid. Why do some people get married and
other people do not?” (asks your nine-year-old)

There are many different kinds of family structures. Your child
will experience many of these differences through their
classmates at school. This may trigger a curiosity about these
differences as your child compares them to himself or herself.
On the other hand, you may find yourself doing the same as
your own views about relationships and marriage are
challenged!

Jane: “There is no law that says everyone must get married
but a lot of people want to because they feel that a wedding
makes being a couple more special. Some of our friends are
married and some are not. People who are not married love
each other just the same as people who are.”

Tracey: “Mostly it’s just a choice. Different people think
different things. If people are religious, they may think it’s
important.”
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Question 10

“What does having an abortion mean?” (asks your 
ten-year-old)

This is not the kind of question a younger child will ask.
However, an older child may hear the issue of abortion
discussed on the TV, radio or other media - and pick up on 
the controversial nature of this for some people. 

You may need to be clear about where you stand on this 
issue - but you can do this without going into complicated
details.

Mandy: “If you get pregnant by accident and you decide not
to have the baby, the doctors can take it away before it grows
into a baby.”

Jane: “If a woman is pregnant with a baby inside her, there
can be lots of reasons why she can’t go on to have the baby.
The operation to stop her having the baby is called an abortion
or termination.”
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Language about sex

There are many different terms used for sexual body parts and
different sexual behaviours. As well as the ‘correct’ medical
terms, children may have heard all sorts of different terms at
home and through their friends and the media. They may be
confused about the meaning of some terms and not
appreciate that some words can cause great offence, although
very young children will quickly learn their significance through
your reaction to them.

As a parent, there may be words that you feel uncomfortable
about. Look at the list opposite and tick those words you have
difficulty saying. Are there other words you could use? Do you
know the slang terms for these words? 

You do not have to compromise your own

standards but, as a parent, you are responsible

for your child and he or she will no doubt learn

slang words about sex in the playground.
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• Breasts

• Clitoris

• Condom

• Ejaculation

• Erection

• Homosexual, gay, lesbian and transgender

• Masturbation

• Orgasm

• Penis

• Period

• Pubic hair

• Sexual intercourse

• Sexually-transmitted infections

• Testicles

• Vagina



Where can I go for information 
and support?

You can also visit the NHS Health Scotland* ‘Think about it’
website for young people on sexual health. The Healthy
Respect website can also give advice to parents. Here are
some other websites and other contacts that may be helpful. 

British Institute of Learning Disabilities
Campion House, Kidderminster DY10 1JL
Phone: 01562 723010
Website: www.bild.org.uk

ChildLine Scotland
Phone: 0800 1111 (24 hours)
Website: www.childline.org.uk

*formerly HEBS (Health Education Board for Scotland)
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Family Planning Association Scotland
Unit 10, Firhill Business Centre, 76 Firhill Road
Glasgow G20 7BA
Phone: 0141 576 5088 (helpline) 
Website: www.fpa.org.uk

Healthy Respect @ Lothian NHS Board
148 Pleasance, Edinburgh EH8 9RS
Phone: 0131 536 9454
Website: www.healthy-respect.com

The Hormone Factory
This is a website for children aged ten to twelve explaining
sexual and reproductive development and the physical,
emotional and social changes associated with puberty. 
It presents information in a clear, straightforward and 
light-hearted way to answer the questions this age group 
often ask ... and the ones they don’t (but still wonder about). 
Website: www.thehormonefactory.com 
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Know the Score
This helpline and website provide information about drugs in
Scotland.
Phone: 0800 587 58 79
Website: www.knowthescore.info

Learning and Teaching Scotland
Gardyne Road, Dundee DD5 1NY
Phone: 01382 443 600
Website: www.ltscotland.org.uk/sexeducation

NHS Health Scotland 
Woodburn House, Canaan Lane, Edinburgh EH10 4SG 
Phone: 0131 536 5500
Website: www.hebs.com/thinkaboutit 

Parentline
Phone: 0808 800 2222
Textphone: 0800 783 6783
Website: www.parentline.co.uk
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Parent Network Scotland
19 Smith’s Place, Edinburgh EH6 8NT
Phone: 0131 555 6780
Fax: 0131 555 6780
E-mail: parent.network.scotland@care4free.net

Sexual Health Line
Phone: 0800 567 123
Website: www.playingsafely.co.uk

Sheffield Centre for HIV and Sexual Health
This website for parents gives useful answers to some of the
questions your children might ask you. It is aimed at parents of
teenagers. 
Website: www.crush-onu.co.uk/parents.html

UK Parents
Website: www.ukparents.co.uk
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Healthy Respect @ Lothian NHS Board
NHS Lothian, Deaconess House, 148 Pleasance
Edinburgh  EH8 9RS  Phone 0131 536 9454 
E-mail healthy.respect@lhb.scot.nhs.uk

www.healthy-respect.com

Plain English
Campaign’s Crystal
Mark applies to the
wording only and 
not the design.

Vision “To help young people in Lothian develop a positive
attitude to their own sexuality and that of others, and a
healthy respect for their partners, with the aim of reducing
unplanned teenage pregnancies and sexually transmitted
infections.”


