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Sexuality education teachers were more
likely in 1999 than in 1988 to teach about
STDs, abstinence from intercourse and
how to resist peer pressure to have inter-
course, and they were equally likely to
cover how HIV is transmitted. In addition,
these topics were taught somewhat earli-
er in 1999 than in 1988. They were most
likely to be taught in the 10th grade in 1988,
a grade later than the most common grade
in 1999. Some 70–74% of seventh-grade
sexuality education teachers covered these
topics in 1999, compared with 36–64% in
1988. Teachers in all grades were more like-
ly to teach the correct way to use a condom
in 1999 than in 1988 (53% vs. 49%).

In contrast, the proportions of sec-
ondary school sexuality education teach-
ers covering birth control methods, abor-
tion facts, ethical issues about abortion
and sexual orientation decreased sharply.
Each of these topics was 14–20 percentage
points less likely to be covered in 1999
than in 1988. Although the likelihood that
a sexuality education teacher would cover
birth control in the ninth grade differed lit-
tle between the surveys, the proportion
decreased by 24 percentage points in the
seventh grade (from almost 58% in 1988

especially in the earlier grades. Teachers
were less likely in 1999 than in 1988 to say
that classes should cover topics related to
birth control, abortion and sexual orien-
tation in grade seven or earlier (except eth-
ical issues about abortion) or by the end
of grade 12. The largest change was in
views on teaching about sexual orienta-
tion. Teachers were 14–17 percentage
points less likely in 1999 to think the topic
should be covered at all or by the end of
grade seven than they were in 1988.

Timing and Content 
In 1999, teachers reported that sexuality
education was offered in 63–69% of
schools that included grades seven, eight,
nine and 10, and in roughly half of schools
with grades 11 and 12 (Table 3). There was
a small increase between 1988 and 1999 in
the proportion of teachers who reported
that sexuality education was taught in
their school at some time during grades
7–12 (from 90% to 93%). This increase was
concentrated in grades seven and eight.
For individual grades between nine and
12, the proportions of teachers who said
that the subject was offered did not change
significantly over time.
•Topics. When sexuality education was
taught, teachers were most likely to cover
how HIV is transmitted, STDs and absti-
nence (94–95%). All other topics were sig-
nificantly less likely to be taught in grades
7–12 overall (51–88%). In most grades in
1999, such topics as the implications of
teenage parenthood, puberty, birth con-
trol methods and nonsexual ways to show
affection were significantly less likely to
be taught than abstinence. Dating and
how to resist peer pressure to have 
sexual intercourse were significantly less
likely to be taught than abstinence only 
in some grades. In all grades, other 
topics—sexual abuse, where to go for birth
control, abortion facts, ethical issues 
about abortion, the correct way to use 
a condom and sexual orientation—were
significantly less likely than abstinence to
be taught.

The content of sexuality education thus
varies according to students’ ages. In 1999,
sexuality education teachers in grade nine
were more likely than those teaching in any
lower or higher grade  to cover a given
topic. For example, 87% of teachers in grade
nine taught students about abstinence, com-
pared with 73–75% in grades seven and
eight and 66–71% in grades 10–12. Some
76% of sexuality education teachers in grade
nine covered birth control methods, com-
pared with 33% in grade seven, 53% in
grade eight and 64–67% in higher grades.

to more than 33% in 1999) and by 12–17
percentage points in other grades.
•Comparison with teachers’ recommenda-
tions. In 1999 as in 1988, specific topics
were less likely to be covered than teach-
ers thought they should be, and they were
often covered later than teachers thought
appropriate. For example, when Tables 2
and 3 are compared, we see that the gap
between teachers’ recommendations and
the actual coverage of topics in sexuality
education courses was less than 10 per-
centage points for HIV transmission
(100% vs. 94%), STDs (100% vs. 95%) and
abstinence (99% vs. 95%). For puberty,
how to resist peer pressure to have inter-
course, implications of teenage parent-
hood, dating and birth control methods,
the gap was 10–20 percentage points. Dif-
ferences for other topics—sexual abuse,
nonsexual ways to show affection, abor-
tion facts and ethical issues, where to go
for birth control, the correct way to use a
condom and sexual orientation—were
21–30 percentage points. 
•Specific skills, concepts and topics. We asked
sexuality education teachers whether they
taught certain skills and concepts. One set
of questions asked about skills and con-

Table 3. Percentage of all sampled teachers reporting that sexuality education was taught in
their school, and percentage of sexuality education teachers who reported coverage of spe-
cific topics, by grade, according to topic taught, 1988 and 1999

Topic and year Taught in Taught by teacher
school†

7 8 9 10 11 12

1999
Any sexuality education† 93.4** 64.1** 66.6** 62.5 69.1 51.4 49.2
Puberty 80.1 70.3 58.9 74.2 60.7 54.7 52.4
How HIV is transmitted 93.5 73.0** 74.5 87.9*** 74.7*** 70.3*** 67.9***
STDs 95.2*** 74.3*** 79.3*** 86.9*** 75.3 70.9 68.2
How to resist peer pressure to have

sexual intercourse 85.7*** 70.4*** 73.5*** 82.4*** 64.1 62.5* 59.9
Implications of teenage parenthood 88.4 63.9 74.1 82.2 68.5 66.3 64.0
Abstinence from intercourse 95.2* 73.1*** 74.5*** 87.2*** 70.9** 67.9* 66.2**
Dating 80.7 69.3 70.9 76.8 57.8 58.2 55.7
Sexual abuse 78.2 58.2 62.1 76.0 61.1 59.6 58.9
Nonsexual ways to show affection 76.8 62.1 65.1 74.8 58.2 57.9 55.4
Birth control methods 77.2*** 33.3*** 52.5** 76.3 66.0*** 67.1*** 63.7***
Abortion—factual information 63.0*** 22.6 35.7 62.6 57.0 57.1 54.0
Where to go for birth control 64.9 23.6 41.7 67.5 57.7 57.7 54.4
Abortion—ethical issues 57.4*** 19.5 32.0 57.9 53.4 52.5 50.2
Correct way to use a condom 52.8* 16.3*** 29.9*** 55.1*** 47.3*** 48.0*** 44.1***
Sexual orientation‡ 51.3*** 20.9 36.7 50.3 43.4 44.0 40.3

1988
Any sexuality education† 89.8 56.6 54.9 61.8 67.2 50.2 49.4
How HIV is transmitted 94.0 63.5 69.7 81.0 85.8 83.4 84.8
STDs 82.1 46.4 50.6 68.2 76.0 70.9 72.3
How to resist peer pressure to have

sexual intercourse 79.3 35.5 41.7 58.4 61.4 57.1 57.3
Abstinence from intercourse 89.4 56.8 60.9 74.7 78.5 74.0 74.0
Birth control methods 91.5 57.7 64.4 78.4 83.2 80.8 81.0
Abortion—factual information 82.9 uu u u u u
Abortion—ethical issues 76.7 uu u u u u
Proper way to use a condom 48.5 7.7 9.6 25.7 31.1 29.0 28.6
Sexual orientation‡ 68.5 uu u u u u

*Significantly different from 1988 at p<.05. **Significantly different from 1988 at p<.01. ***Significantly different from 1988 at p<.001.
†The percentages in this row or column are based on the responses of all sampled teachers; all other, item-specific results are based
on the responses of sexuality education teachers. ‡In the 1988 survey, this topic was labled “homosexuality”; in 1999, it was labed “sex-
ual orientation/homosexuality.” Note: u=unavailable; question not asked.


