
nence promotion. We asked districts with
a sexuality education policy which of the
following best describes how their policy
addresses abstinence:
•as one option in a broader educational
program to prepare adolescents to become
sexually healthy adults; 
•as the preferred option for adolescents 
(when contraception is discussed, it is pre-
sented as an effective means of protecting
against unintended pregnancy and STDs
or HIV for sexually active individuals);
•as the only positive option outside of mar-
riage (when contraception is discussed, its
ineffectiveness in preventing pregnancy and
STDs or HIV is highlighted); or 
•as the only option outside of marriage (all
discussion of contraception is prohibited).
Since there were too few of these cases (36
unweighted districts, or 6% of all weight-
ed districts with a sexuality education pol-
icy) to separately analyze them, we com-
bined this category with the previous one
to create a single abstinence-only category.

We also used this continuum to catego-
rize districts into two general groups re-
lated to policies on instruction about con-

regions—North, South, Midwest and
West—and by nine subdivisions within
these regions. 

The level of missing data on overall sex-
uality education policy is quite low. For ex-
ample, among the districts with a policy,
only 4% did not supply details about how
abstinence is taught. We did not impute
missing data, but assumed that the re-
sponses on those few items that were miss-
ing would be similar to those of the re-
sponding districts. The item with the
highest level of nonresponse was that ask-
ing districts with a sexuality education pol-
icy for the single most influential factor in
establishing that policy (26%); in contrast,
only 10% were unable to provide data on
any factor influencing such policies.

We categorized districts along a con-
tinuum of how much emphasis their sex-
uality education program gives to absti-

traception. Districts whose policy fell into
the first two categories on the continuum
were put into the “contraception as effec-
tive” category. In contrast, districts whose
policy fell into the latter abstinence-only
categories were grouped under “contra-
ception as ineffective.”

We also conducted multivariate logis-
tic regression analyses to determine the
combined impact of region, district size
and metropolitan status on the likelihood
that school districts would have a policy
to teach sexuality education. Addition-
ally, among districts having such a poli-
cy, we used multivariate analysis to ex-
amine the likelihood that their policy
would be an “abstinence only” policy.

Results
Sexuality Education Policies
Among all U.S. school districts, more than
two-thirds (69%) have a policy to teach
sexuality education (Table 1). The re-
maining 31% leave policy decisions con-
cerning sexuality education to individ-
ual schools within the district or to
teachers.* A disproportionate number of
students reside in districts that have poli-
cies to teach sexuality education. Among
all U.S. students attending a district of-
fering grade six or higher, 86% reside in
school districts that have such a policy,
while the remaining 14% attend schools
in districts that leave these policy deci-
sions to individual schools or to teachers
(data not shown).

By region, school districts in the North-
east are the most likely to have a district-
wide policy to teach sexuality education
(86%, or 17 percentage points higher than
the percentage for the country as a whole).
Conversely, Midwestern school districts
are the most likely to leave policy deci-
sions to individual schools or teachers
(41%). School districts in the South and
West did not differ significantly from the
U.S. average in the proportion having a
policy to teach sexuality education.

These policies vary widely by subre-
gions, however. For instance, while the
South as a whole closely parallels the na-
tion, almost all districts in the South At-
lantic division have a policy (99%), while
far fewer in the East South Central sub-
division have one (40%).

Similarly, while the proportion of all dis-
tricts in the Midwest having an explicit
policy is significantly below the national
average, this difference is true for the West
North Central subdivision only (48% vs.
69%, p<.01), but not for the other Midwest
subdivision (76% vs. 69%, a nonsignificant
difference). The Northeast, meanwhile, is
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*Approximately 0.5% of school districts have a policy that
prohibits the teaching of sexuality education altogether.
Because this group was too small to be analyzed sepa-
rately (it contained only eight unweighted cases) and was
too different from the other groups to be combined, we
excluded it entirely from the analysis.

Table 1. Percentage distribution of U.S. school districts (and weighted and unweighted num-
ber of districts), by type of policy on the teaching of sexuality education, according to district
characteristic

Characteristic Sexuality Decision is Total Weighted Unweighted
education left to school/ N N
is to be taught teachers

All 68.8 31.2 100.0 13,493 817

Region
Northeast 85.9** 14.1** 100.0 2,371 115
South 68.4 31.6 100.0 3,090 282
Midwest 59.1* 40.9* 100.0 5,316 227
West 73.2 26.8 100.0 2,716 193

Division
Northeast

New England 87.7** 12.3** 100.0 987 45
Middle Atlantic 84.5** 15.5** 100.0 1,383 70

South
South Atlantic 99.3** 0.8** 100.0 800 124
East South Central 40.2** 59.8** 100.0 672 44
West South Central 64.9 35.1 100.0 1,617 114

Midwest
East North Central 76.3 23.7 100.0 2,053 110
West North Central 48.2** 51.8** 100.0 3,263 117

West
Mountain 65.4 34.6 100.0 1,227 74
Pacific 79.5 20.5 100.0 1,490 119

Enrollment size (no. of students)
Large (≥25,000) 95.1** 4.9** 100.0 223 186
Medium (5,000–24,999) 91.1** 8.9** 100.0 1,550 314
Small (<5,000) 65.3 34.7 100.0 11,719 317

Metropolitan status
Central city 83.6 16.4 100.0 614 173
Suburban 80.9** 19.1** 100.0 4,915 353
Nonmetropolitan 60.1* 39.9* 100.0 7,964 291

*Differs significantly from national total at p<.05. **Differs significantly from national total at p<.01. Notes: In this and the following tables,
the states (including Washington, DC) within each subdivision are: New England—CT, MA, ME, NH, RI and VT; Middle Atlantic—NJ,
NY and PA; South Atlantic—DC, DE, GA, FL, MD, NC, SC, VA and WV; East South Central—AL, KY, MS and TN; West South Cen-
tral—AR, LA, OK and TX; East North Central—IL, IN, OH, MI and WI; West North Central—IA, KS, MN, MO, ND, NE and SD; Moun-
tain—AZ, CO, ID, MT, NM, NV, UT and WY;  and Pacific—AK, CA, HI, OR and WA. The total number of U.S. districts does not include
the 68 weighted (and eight unweighted) districts that had a policy to prohibit teaching sexuality education.


