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contraception’s ineffectiveness or prohibit
discussion of contraception outright.

When all school districts in the country
are taken into account—including those
that do not have a policy to teach sexuali-
ty education—10% of U.S. school districts
have a comprehensive sexuality education
policy, 34% have an abstinence-plus poli-
cy, 23% an abstinence-only policy and 33%
have no policy (data not shown). Among
all U.S. students attending a district that in-
cludes grade six or higher, 9% are in dis-
tricts that have a comprehensive sexuality
education policy, 45% are in districts with
an abstinence-plus policy, 32% in absti-
nence-only policy districts and 14% in dis-
tricts that have no policy (data not shown).

There is considerable regional variation
in how districts address the issue of ab-
stinence. For instance, 55% of Southern
school districts with a policy address ab-
stinence as the only option for adolescents
outside of marriage, a level 20 percentage
points higher than the national average;
in contrast, only 20% of districts in the
Northeast with a policy have an abstin-
tence-only policy—almost 15 percentage

more homogenous in having a policy than
the South or Midwest. School districts in
both New England and the Middle At-
lantic division are more likely than the na-
tion as a whole to have district-wide poli-
cies (88% and 85%, respectively). Finally,
the Mountain and Pacific subdivisions of
the West  do not differ significantly from
the national average.

More than nine of 10 large-enrollment
and medium-enrollment districts (91–95%)
have a district-wide policy to teach sexu-
ality education, compared with just 65% of
small-enrollment districts. Because the vast
majority of U.S. school districts have en-
rollments of fewer than 5,000 students,
however, this percentage among the small-
enrollment districts is not significantly dif-
ferent from the national average.

The proportion of school districts with
a policy was significantly lower for those
located in nonmetropolitan counties (60%)
than for those in either central city (84%)
or suburban counties (81%). The propor-
tion of suburban school districts with a
policy is significantly higher than the na-
tional average, while the proportion of
nonmetropolitan districts is significantly
lower than the nation as a whole. The pro-
portion among central city districts does
not differ from the national average.*

Abstinence Policies
Among districts that have a policy to teach
sexuality education (Table 2), 14% re-
ported that their policy addresses absti-
nence as one option for adolescents to
avoid pregnancy and STDs in a broader
sexuality education program that includes
discussion of contraception to prepare
them to become sexually healthy adults
(hereafter referred to as a comprehensive
sexuality education policy). One-half of
districts (51%) with a policy promote ab-
stinence as the preferred option for ado-
lescents; this policy allows contraception
to be discussed as effective in protecting
against unintended pregnancy and STDs
or HIV (referred to as an abstinence-plus
policy). Slightly more than one-third (35%)
reported that their policy requires that ab-
stinence be taught as the only option out-
side of marriage; discussion of contra-
ception is either prohibited or its
ineffectiveness in preventing pregnancy
and STDs or HIV is highlighted (referred
to as an abstinence-only policy). Thus, in
terms of specific policy toward providing
contraceptive information, 65% of districts
with a policy allow discussions to portray
contraception as effective in preventing
pregnancy and STDs (the sum of the first
two categories), while 35% either highlight

points below the national average. The
South also has the lowest percentage (5%)
of districts that direct that abstinence be
taught as part of a comprehensive sexu-
ality education program; while the per-
centage of Northeast districts that have a
comprehensive policy is greater than the
national average, this difference is not sta-
tistically significant. School districts in the
Midwest and West do not differ signifi-
cantly from all U.S. districts in how they
address teaching abstinence.

In terms of regional subdivisions, the
areas with the highest proportion having
abstinence-only policies are both in the
South—the West South Central subdivi-
sion (60%) and the South Atlantic subdi-
vision (54%). (The third Southern subdi-
vision, East South Central, does not differ
from the national average.) While the pro-
portion with an abstinence-only policy is
lowest in New England (14%), the high-
est proportion of districts teaching absti-

Table 2. Percentage distribution of U.S. school districts with a policy to teach sexuality edu-
cation (and weighted and unweighted number of districts), by how that policy addresses teach-
ing abstinence and contraception, according to district characteristic 

Characteristic Sexuality education policy Total Weighted Unweighted

Contraception  Contraception 
N N

as effective as ineffective

Comprehensive Abstinence- Abstinence-
plus only†

All 14.4 50.9 34.7 100.0 8,910 652

Region
Northeast 25.4 54.5 20.1* 100.0 2,035 99
South 5.2** 39.8 55.0** 100.0 2,030 238
Midwest 11.5 53.6 34.9 100.0 2,940 153
West 17.0 54.7 28.3 100.0 1,905 162

Division
Northeast

New England 18.8 67.2 14.0** 100.0 867 40
Middle Atlantic 30.3 45.0 24.8 100.0 1,170 59

South
South Atlantic 13.4 32.1* 54.4* 100.0 753 120
East South Central 2.2** 64.2 33.6 100.0 226 23
West South Central 0.0** 40.0 60.0** 100.0 1,050 95

Midwest
East North Central 14.7 50.1 35.3 100.0 1,478 91
West North Central 8.3* 57.3 34.5 100.0 1,462 62

West
Mountain 11.6 48.1 40.3 100.0 765 56
Pacific 20.6 59.0 20.4* 100.0 1,140 106

Enrollment size (no. of students)
Large (≥25,000) 3.4** 56.3 40.4 100.0 208 174
Medium (5,000–24,999) 12.1 46.8 41.1 100.0 1,383 280
Small (<5,000) 15.2 51.5 33.3 100.0 7,320 198

Metropolitan status
Central city 9.1 55.8 35.1 100.0 496 156
Suburban 15.1 52.7 32.3 100.0 3,860 305
Nonmetropolitan 14.4 48.9 36.7 100.0 4,555 191

*Differs significantly from national total at p<.05. **Differs significantly from national total at p<.01. †Combines the two categories “as
the only positive option outside of marriage” and “as the only option outside of marriage.”

*Suburban districts differ significantly from the nation,
but central city districts do not because there are fewer
central city districts; therefore, the standard errors for
those estimates are larger.


