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condoms are ineffective for that purpose.
More than two-thirds (69%) of all fifth-
and sixth-grade sexuality education teach-
ers do not cover either of these issues (data
not shown). However, among the ap-
proximately one-third of teachers who
teach these topics, 17% of those who teach
that abstinence is the only alternative for
preventing pregnancy and STDs empha-
size the effectiveness of both means of pre-
vention, compared with 52% of those who
teach that abstinence is one option or is the
best option (data not shown).

We asked teachers whether they agreed
or disagreed with several statements re-
lated to the impact of teaching about ab-
stinence and contraception on students’
behaviors. Most sexuality education teach-
ers view both abstinence and contracep-
tion as effective messages. Seventy-two
percent of teachers say that students who
receive education that stresses abstinence
are less likely to have intercourse than stu-
dents who do not, and 86% of teachers say
that students who learn about contracep-
tives are more likely than those who do
not to use contraceptives if they are sex-
ually active (data not shown). However,
as many as one in five teachers (22%) think
that students who receive both of these
messages are more likely to become sex-
ually active than students who only re-
ceive the abstinence message. 

A large majority of fifth- and sixth-grade
sexuality education teachers discuss how
HIV and AIDS are transmitted: Approxi-
mately two-thirds (65%) teach this topic to
fifth-grade students and 80% teach it to

sexual contact, and only 10% of fifth-grade
and 35% of sixth-grade teachers discuss
the importance of both partners agreeing
to any sexual behavior (Table 2).

With the exception of puberty, a larger
proportion of sixth-grade teachers than
fifth-grade teachers cover sexuality edu-
cation topics. Between 54% and 68% of
sixth-grade teachers—compared to 26–41%
of fifth-grade teachers—cover topics re-
lated to decisions about relationships and
sexual intercourse, including abstinence
from intercourse, how to resist peer pres-
sure to have intercourse, dating and non-
sexual ways to show affection (Table 1).
Among this group of topics, abstinence
from intercourse is the most likely to be
taught, by 68% of sixth-grade teachers and
41% of fifth-grade teachers.

On a direct question about their overall
approach to teaching abstinence from in-
tercourse, 43% of fifth- and sixth-grade
teachers say they do not teach abstinence,
36% say they teach that abstinence is the
best alternative for preventing pregnancy
and STDs, 17% report that they teach that
it is the only alternative and 4% say they
present it as one alternative (data not
shown). Eleven percent of fifth-grade teach-
ers and 37% of sixth-grade teachers discuss
specific ways to avoid sex (Table 2). 

We also asked teachers whether they
emphasize that birth control can effec-
tively prevent pregnancy or, conversely,
that birth control is ineffective; and
whether they emphasize that condoms
can be an effective means of preventing
STD and HIV infection or, conversely, that

sixth-grade students (Table 1). In addition,
a majority of sexuality education teachers
(66%) discuss the broad topic of STDs,
though the proportions are somewhat
smaller than those who teach about HIV.
Fewer teachers discuss specific aspects of
STDs, such as that only some STDs are cur-
able and that symptoms of STDs and HIV
are sometimes hidden, absent or unno-
ticed: Approximately one-third of fifth-
grade teachers and almost two-thirds of
sixth-grade teachers cover these topics
(Table 2).

Overall, the proportions of fifth- and
sixth-grade sexuality education teachers
who cover the broad topics of birth con-
trol methods and factual information on
abortion are quite small (7–18%) at both
grades (Table 1). Slightly larger propor-
tions—10% of fifth-grade and 29% of sixth-
grade sexuality education teachers—teach
that pregnancies should be planned. How-
ever, very few cover specific aspects of
birth control—for example, how methods
work (Table 2). While 62% of fifth- and
sixth-grade teachers discuss both absti-
nence and STDs and HIV, half of these do
not cover birth control at all, and most of
the remaining half only answer students’
questions on birth control but do not teach
the topic (data not shown).

Estimates for All Teachers
So far, we have discussed the extent to
which sexuality education teachers cover
various topics of sexuality. To estimate the
extent to which all fifth- and sixth-grade
public school teachers in the United States
teach sexuality education, we adjusted the
proportion of teachers who say they cover
each topic by the proportion of teachers
who report that sexuality education is
taught in their school in either fifth or sixth
grade (72%). These estimates give a rea-
sonable indication of the extent to which all
fifth- and sixth-grade public school teach-
ers in the sampled categories teach sexu-
ality education and cover particular topics.

As may be expected, for all topics, the ex-
tent to which a topic is covered by all fifth-
and sixth-grade teachers in the sampled
specialties is much lower than the propor-
tion of sexuality education teachers in our
survey who say they teach each topic. Pu-
berty and how HIV is transmitted are the
only topics taught by half or more of all
fifth-and sixth-grade public school teach-
ers. These topics are taught by approxi-
mately 66% and 55% of all sampled fifth-
and sixth-grade teachers, respectively (data
not shown), compared with 93% and 77%
of all fifth- and sixth-grade sexuality edu-
cation teachers (Table 1). The topics STDs,

Table 1. Percentage of all public school fifth- and sixth-grade sexuality education teachers who
cover specific topics, by grade; and percentage of public school fifth- and sixth-grade sexu-
ality education teachers who think specific topics should be taught by grade five or earlier or
by grade six or earlier, 1999

Topic % who cover topic % who say topic should be
taught in specified grades

Grades 5/6 Grade 5 Grade 6 ≤grade 5 ≤grade 6
(N=617) (N=420) (N=296) (N=617) (N=617)

Puberty 92.9 88.9 80.7* 96.5 99.6**
How HIV is transmitted 76.8 65.4 79.8** 70.7 90.5***
STDs 65.6 51.2 73.0*** 56.1 83.8***
Sexual abuse 62.4 53.0 63.0 88.2 95.0**
Abstinence from intercourse 57.3 41.2 67.9*** 47.8 75.4***
How to resist peer pressure
to have intercourse 48.7 30.0 63.1*** 42.2 73.4***

Implications of teenage parenthood 45.3 30.1 56.1*** 37.0 67.0***
Dating 45.1 26.7 58.3*** 39.6 74.2***
Nonsexual ways to show affection 41.3 26.4 54.3*** 54.0 77.5***
Birth control methods 12.7 7.1 17.7** 12.5 30.8***
Abortion—factual information 11.5 6.7 16.4** 10.3 29.1***
Sexual orientation/homosexuality 11.2 6.9 14.3* 11.7 30.8***
Abortion—ethical issues 8.3 2.7 14.3*** 8.3 25.9***
Where to go for birth control 3.3 0.7 5.8* 5.2 20.2***
Correct way to use a condom 1.8 0.5 2.9 4.6 19.2***

*p<.05. ** p<.01. ***p<.001. Notes: All Ns are unweighted. For proportions of sexuality education teachers who teach various topics,
comparisons are between grade five and grade six. Data for teachers who teach both grades five and six are included in the values for
teachers who teach grade five and in the values for teachers who teach grade six. Teachers were asked about their teaching of each
topic at each grade. It was therefore possible to identify precisely the grade in which topics were taught.


