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88% of sexuality education teachers be-
lieve sexual abuse should be taught by the
end of grade five, while in practice, 53%
of sexuality education teachers address
this topic in grade five. The gap also is
large for dating (40% vs. 27%) and for non-
sexual ways to show affection (54% vs.
26%). 

The gap between recommendations of
what should be taught by the end of grade
six and the actual proportions of sexuali-
ty education teachers who say they cover
certain topics, such as birth control meth-
ods, abortion and sexual orientation, in the
sixth grade is very large. For example,
while 19–31% of fifth- and sixth-grade -
sexuality education teachers think that
birth control and abortion should be cov-
ered by the end of grade six, only 3–18%
of sixth-grade sexuality education in-
structors actually teach these topics (Table
1). Similarly, while 31% of fifth- and sixth-

sexual abuse and abstinence from inter-
course are taught by 41–47% of all sampled
teachers. A very small proportion of teach-
ers (1–9%) cover birth control methods,
abortion and sexual orientation. 

Timing of Sexuality Education
•Teachers’ recommendations. The  majority
(67–100%) of fifth- and sixth-grade sexu-
ality education teachers believe that
schools should cover a number of topics—
puberty, how HIV is transmitted, STDs,
sexual abuse, abstinence from intercourse,
how to resist peer pressure to have sexu-
al intercourse, implications of teenage par-
enthood, dating  and nonsexual ways to
show affection—in grade six or earlier
(Table 1). The majority (54–97%) also say
that by the end of grade five, schools
should have taught about nonsexual ways
to show affection, STDs, how HIV is trans-
mitted, sexual abuse and puberty. 

Sexuality education teachers are much
less likely to think that topics such as birth
control and abortion should be covered by
grade five, but a larger proportion (19–31%)
believe that these topics should be taught
by grade six. Sexuality education teachers
of grades five and six are more likely than
teachers of grades 7–12 to say that each
topic should be taught in grade five or ear-
lier. For example, 97% of fifth- and sixth-
grade sexuality education teachers believe
that puberty should be taught by the end
of grade five, compared with only 81% of
teachers in grades 7–12 (data not shown).
Fifty-six percent of fifth- and sixth-grade
sexuality education teachers think STDs
should be taught in grade five or earlier,
compared with 29% of secondary school
sexuality education teachers.
•Actual timing of sexuality education. The
difference between the proportion of sex-
uality education teachers who think a
topic should be taught in grade five and
the proportion who say they teach that
topic indicates the extent to which schools
are not covering topics that teachers rec-
ommend be taught by certain grades. Sim-
ilarly, the difference between the propor-
tion who think topics should be taught
before or during grade six and the pro-
portion who say they teach those topics
at grades six (Table 1) indicates the extent
to which, by grade six, actual teaching falls
short of teachers’ recommendations. 

In all cases, sexuality education teach-
ers are less likely to teach each topic than
they are to say that each of the topics
should be covered by the end of grades
five and six (Table 1). The gap is relative-
ly small for puberty; however, it is much
larger for some other topics. For example,

grade sexuality education teachers believe
that sexual orientation should be taught
no later than grade six, only 14% do so in
grade six.

Gaps are much larger when we compare
our estimates for what all fifth- and sixth-
grade public school teachers are present-
ing with sexuality education teachers’
opinions of when topics should be cov-
ered. With the exception of puberty, how
HIV is transmitted and abstinence from in-
tercourse, our estimates of the proportions
of all fifth- and sixth-grade public school
teachers who teach specific topics are less
than half the proportions of sexuality ed-
ucation teachers who recommend the top-
ics be taught by the end of sixth grade (data
not shown). In the case of sexual orienta-
tion, birth control and abortion, the pro-
portions of all surveyed teachers who
teach these topics are less than one-third
the proportions of sexuality education

Table 2. Percentage of fifth- and sixth-grade sexuality education teachers who cover specific
skills and topics, by grade, 1999

Skills and topics Total Teaches Teaches Teaches
grade 5 grade 6 both grades

(N=617) (N=305) (N=153) (N=159)

Skills and relationships
How alcohol and drugs affect behavior 76.0 73.0 83.0 72.5
How to stick with a decision, even

under pressure 75.1 69.8 82.2 77.8
How to resist peer pressure to

have sexual intercourse 48.9 30.6 68.3 67.4
How to recognize and resist media 

pressure regarding sexual behavior 33.3 21.5 44.3 47.8
How to say no to a boyfriend/girlfriend

who wants to have sexual intercourse 30.0 16.8 41.0 49.3
Specific ways to avoid sex 23.8 10.6 36.6 41.0
The importance of both partners agreeing

to any sexual behavior 21.9 10.3 34.9 32.7
How to negotiate sexual limits 0.6 0.3 0.2 2.2

Sexuality
Sexuality is a natural and healthy part of life 66.2 59.9 74.2 70.4
Negative consequences of sexual intercourse

for teenagers 46.0 30.1 66.7 55.4
Difference between consensual

and forced sexual contact 24.6 12.9 38.1 34.8

STD/HIV
Sexual abstinence as a form of prevention 58.0 40.9 77.7 75.2
Symptoms of STDs/HIV are sometimes 

hidden, absent or unnoticed 50.6 36.3 66.5 65.7
There are many types of STDs 48.4 31.9 70.7 57.4
Only some STDs are curable 44.2 27.5 66.5 53.8
Signs and symptoms of STDs/HIV 40.6 27.7 56.6 51.0
Sexual monogamy as a form of prevention 29.8 13.8 48.6 44.4
Use of condoms as a form of prevention 27.2 17.7 38.8 34.7
STDs/HIV can be contracted during oral

or anal intercourse 15.7 8.0 22.1 27.1

Birth control
Pregnancies should be planned 19.1 10.1 29.4 28.2
The importance of using both a condom and

a more effective birth control method to 8.5 5.6 11.9 10.4
avoid both pregnancy and STDs/HIV

The importance of using a method correctly
and consistently 7.6 3.9 10.7 13.0

How individual birth control methods work 6.4 3.6 8.7 10.0

Notes: All Ns are unweighted. Teachers were asked whether they taught topics and skills, but not whether they taught a given topic or
skill in each grade. Presented here are the proportions of teachers teaching these topics and skills according to the grade level they
taught (fifth grade, sixth grade or both fifth and sixth grade). Teachers classified as teaching both fifth and sixth grade may actually cover
some topics only in fifth grade or only in sixth grade.


