
Age-Appropriate Sexual Behavior 

It can be hard to acknowledge that all of us, even children, are sexual beings, 
have sexual feelings and are curious about sex and sexuality. Children’s 
curiosity can lead to exploring their own and each other’s body parts by 
looking and touching. 
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It can be hard to tell the difference between “normal” sexual behaviors an
behaviors that are signs that a child may be developing a problem. Sexu
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following traits: 

• The sexual play is between children who have an ongoing mutually
enjoyable play and/or school frie

• The sexual play is between children of similar size, age, and social and
emotional development.

• It is lighthearted and spontaneous. The children may be giggling and
having fun when you discover them.
When adults•
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Preschool age (0 to 5 years) 

Common: 
• Will have questions and express knowledge relating to:

o differences in gender, private body parts,
o hygiene and toileting,
o pregnancy and birth.

• ill explore genitals and can experience pleasur
• Showing and looking at private

W

Uncommon: 
• Having knowledge of specific sexual acts or explicit sexu
• Engaging in adult-like sexual contact with other ch

School-age (6-8 years) 

Common: 
• ill need W

o physical development, relationships, sexual behavior
o menstruation and pregnancy,
o personal values.

• Experiment with same-a
or role-playing.

• Self stim
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Uncommon: 

• Adult-like sexual interactions,
• Having knowledge of specific sexual acts,
• Behaving sexually in a public place or through the use of phone or internet technology.

School-age (9-12 years) 
Hormonal changes and external influences, such as peers, media and Internet, will increase sexual 
awareness, feelings and interest at the onset of puberty. 

Common: 
• Will need knowledge and have questions about

o Sexual materials and information,
o Relationships and sexual behavior,
o Using sexual words and discussing sexual acts and personal values, particularly with peers.

• Increased experimentation with sexual behaviors and romantic relationships.
• Self stimulation in private is expected to continue.

Uncommon: 
• Regularly occurring adult-like sexual behavior .
• Behaving sexually in a public place.

Adolescence (13 to 16) 

Common: 
• Will need information and have questions about

o Decision making
o Social relationships and sexual customs
o Personal values and consequences of sexual behavior.

• Self stimulation in private is expected to continue.
• Girls will begin menstruation; boys will begin to produce sperm.
• Sexual experimentation between adolescents of the same age and gender is common.
• Voyeuristic behaviors are common in this age group.
• First sexual intercourse will occur for approximately one third of teens.

Uncommon: 
• Masturbation in a public place.
• Sexual interest directed toward much younger children.

What you can do if you see warning signs:  

• Create a Safety Plan (www.stopitnow.org/safety_plan). Don’t wait for “proof” of child sexual abuse.

• Look for patterns of behavior that make children less safe. Keep track of behaviors that concern you. This Sample Journal Page can 
be a helpful tool. www.stopitnow.org/journal_entry

• See our Let’s Talk Guidebook for tips on speaking up whenever you have a concern.

• If you have questions or would like resources or guidance for responding to a specific situation, visit our Online Help Center: 
www.stopitnow.org/gethelp.
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Health Sexuality Book and Website Resource 
 

For Parents and Caregivers 
Parenting Infants and Toddlers 

● Rock the Talk: Infants and Toddlers (The Mama Bear Effect): Guidelines for protecting 

and empowering very young children. 

https://themamabeareffect.org/rock-the-talk/rock-the-talk-infants-toddlers/ 

● Talking to Toddlers and Preschoolers About Sex: 
Online guide from The Mayo Clinic.  
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/sexual-health/in-depth/sex-education/art-20044104 

● When Toddlers Touch Themselves: The Best Way to Handle a Touchy Situation 
(What To Expect):  
Why toddlers masturbate and how to address it. 
http://www.whattoexpect.com/toddler/behavior/masturbating.aspx 

 
Parenting School-Age Children 

● Rock the Talk: Grade School (The Mama Bear Effect):  

Guidelines for teaching safety, consent, and respect.  

https://themamabeareffect.org/rock-the-talk/grade-school/ 

● Who Has What?: All About Girls' Bodies and Boys' Bodies:  
Book by Robie H. Harris 

● From Diapers to Dating: A Parent's Guide to Raising Sexually Healthy Children - From 
Infancy to Middle School: 

Book by Debra W. Haffner (eBook available on Google Books) 

● It's So Amazing!: A Book about Eggs, Sperm, Birth, Babies, and Families:  
Book by Robie H. Harris 

● Early, Open, Often:  
Instructional videos and information for parents about keeping kids safeb from child sexual 
abuse. Includes Spanish-language material.  
http://www.earlyopenoften.org/ 

 
Parenting Adolescents 

● Rock the Talk: Tweens & Teens (The Mama Bear Effect):  

Information for parents on continuing the conversation about consent, laws, porn, 

online risks and safety.  

https://themamabeareffect.org/tweens-teens/ 

● A Fine Young Man: Book by Michael Gurian on what parents, mentors, and educators can 

do to shape adolescent boys into exceptional men; emphasizes sexual development and 

relationships. 

● Talking with Teens (US Dept. of Health & Human Services): Comprehensive guide with 

real- world age-specific scripts and suggestions.  

https://www.hhs.gov/ash/oah/resources-and- publications/info/parents/conversation-tools/# 

● Third Base Ain't What It Used to Be: What Your Kids Are Learning About Sex Today- 

and How to Teach Them to Become Sexually Healthy Adults:  

http://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/sexual-health/in-depth/sex-education/art-20044104
http://www.whattoexpect.com/toddler/behavior/masturbating.aspx
http://www.earlyopenoften.org/
http://www.hhs.gov/ash/oah/resources-and-
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Book by Logan Levkoff 

● Staying Connected To Your Teenager: How To Keep Them Talking To You And How 

To Hear What They're Really Saying:  

Book by Michael Riera 




