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need assistance with materials, and of the
extent and type of difficulties they expe-
rience in covering particular topics. 

Approximately 40–53% of fifth- and
sixth-grade sexuality education teachers
responding to the question report that they
need some kind of assistance. The level of
assistance they need varies according to
topic (Table 5). Need for teaching materi-
als is slightly greater (29–40%) than the
need for teaching strategies (20–33%) or
factual information (15–35%). By com-
parison, 7th–12th-grade sexuality educa-
tion teachers are much less likely to need
assistance of any kind (data not shown).

A substantial minority (31–41%) of fifth-
and sixth-grade sexuality education teach-
ers report difficulty teaching certain top-
ics because of actual or potential pressure
from the school administration, parents
or the community (Table 6, page 218). The
topics they report to be
problematic are abortion
as one of several options
for pregnant teens, ho-
mosexuality, birth con-
trol methods and how to
use condoms. In com-
parison, they report lit-
tle difficulty in teaching
sexual decision-making,
sexual abuse, STDs and
abstinence from inter-
course. 
•Problems teachers face.
Pressures—whether
from parents, communi-
ty or school administra-
tion—that are being
placed on teachers also
emerged in an open-
ended question about
the biggest problems fac-

Only a small proportion (13%) of fifth-
and sixth-grade sexuality education teach-
ers report that their school’s policy allows
them both to teach birth control and to an-
swer students’ questions about it. Ap-
proximately one in five teachers (22%) say
their school administration tells them not
to teach and not to answer questions about
birth control. An additional 24% are told
not to teach birth control, but that they
may answer students’ questions about it.
(As might be expected, few teachers—less
than 1%—are told to teach birth control
but to not answer students’ questions.) A
large proportion (41%) did not mention
any of these conditions when describing
their school’s policy. Forty-four percent of
this group report that they do not teach
birth control at all, 28% report that the
teacher has discretion whether to discuss
birth control, 14% say their school directs
them to refer students to other sources and
14% did not specify a reason.
•Support and difficulties. The majority (62%)
of sexuality education teachers report that
their school administration supports their
efforts to meet the sexuality education
needs of their students (Table 4). Forty-six
percent report that parents support their
teaching and 39% say the community sup-
ports it. Nevertheless, 38% of sexuality ed-
ucation teachers say they are cautious
about what they teach because of possi-
ble adverse community reaction, 25% be-
lieve their administration is nervous about
possible community reaction to sexuali-
ty education and 21% feel that restrictions
imposed on their teaching prevent them
from meeting their students’ sexuality ed-
ucation needs. Notably, teachers who re-
port community or parental support for
their efforts are much less likely to say that
their school administration is nervous and
are more likely to say that they have the
support of the school administration (not
shown).

We asked all sexuality education teach-
ers about the kinds of assistance they need
and about their difficulties with teaching
specific topics. Some teachers who do not
teach the topics answered these questions,
possibly suggesting that their need for as-
sistance or their difficulties may account
in part for their not teaching some topics.
However, most teachers who do not teach
these topics did not answer these ques-
tions; we do not know whether these fac-
tors (need for assistance and difficulties
teaching topics) are significant reasons
why this group of teachers does not teach
these topics, or whether they are irrelevant.
Nevertheless, these results provide some
indication of the extent to which teachers

ing the respondent as a sexuality education
teacher. Twenty-four percent of teachers
say such pressures are their top problem
and 46% of teachers say they are one of the
three biggest problems (data not shown).
Problems with students are another top
concern: Twenty-three percent of fifth- and
sixth-grade teachers give this as their
biggest problem, and 42% cite it as one of
the three biggest problems. Teachers men-
tion such specific student-related problems
as apathy and lack of serious attention to
the subject; an attitude of invincibility;
misinformation; diversity of maturity; and
environmental problems, such as high
pregnancy rates and a high level of sexual
abuse.

By comparison, 7th–12th-grade sexu-
ality education teachers are much less like-
ly to report that pressures are one of their
top problems and are more likely to point

Table 4. Percentage distribution of sexuality education teachers, by level of agreement with
statement about support received from school administration, parents and community, ac-
cording to statement

Statement Agree Neutral Disagree Total

My school administration supports my efforts to
meet sexuality education needs of my students. 62.0 27.4 10.6 100.0

Parental attitudes support my efforts to meet 
sexuality education needs of my students. 46.2 36.6 17.1 100.0

Community attitudes support my efforts to meet 
sexuality education needs of my students. 38.8 40.3 20.8 100.0

My school administration is nervous about possible 
adverse community reaction to sexuality education. 25.1 25.9 49.0 100.0

Restrictions imposed on sexuality education prevent 
me from meeting the needs of my students. 21.0 20.4 58.6 100.0

I have to be careful about what I teach because of 
possible adverse community reaction. 38.4 29.2 32.4 100.0

Notes: We asked respondents to indicate the degree to which a statement reflected their situation, on a scale from 1–5, where 1=“not
at all” and 5=“a great deal.” Answers were grouped as follows: 1–2=disagree; 3=neutral; and 4–5=agree. Unweighted number of 
respondents ranged from 541 to 548, depending on response to statement.

Table 5. Percentage of fifth- and sixth-grade sexuality education
teachers who report needing assistance in teaching specified top-
ics, by type of assistance needed, according to topic; and per-
centage and number of sexuality education teachers who answered
question

Topic Assistance needed % who N

Any Factual Teaching Teaching
answered

infor- materials strategies
question

mation

STDs 53.2 30.8 37.8 20.3 65.6 319
HIV/AIDS 52.4 30.4 39.4 22.1 68.3 408
Sexual orientation/

homosexuality 50.4 19.8 33.7 32.5 22.3 158
Abortion—ethical

issues 49.1 28.9 40.1 30.3 16.2 126
Sexual abuse 48.9 26.1 36.7 29.0 54.9 335
Abortion—factual

information 48.0 34.9 32.6 21.9 18.7 138
Skills to resist

peer pressure 45.3 15.3 37.1 27.5 65.5 385
Birth control methods 43.5 24.9 31.2 25.7 21.8 161
Sexual abstinence 39.9 19.0 28.6 21.6 48.8 324

Note: Ns are unweighted.


