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likely than other teachers to cover topics
related to STDs and birth control. For ex-
ample, 14% of nurses and 19% of special-
ized teachers cover the importance of
using a condom correctly and consistent-
ly, compared with 4% and 7% of fifth- and
sixth-grade classroom teachers, respec-
tively (data not shown). 

Personal Skills and Teaching Approaches
Educators now recognize that decision-
making and communication skills should
be covered in sexuality education curric-
ula.12 While we did not address these com-
ponents of sexuality education in-depth
in the survey, we obtained information on
a few key personal skills. Seventy-six per-
cent of sexuality education teachers say
they teach fifth- and sixth-grade students
about how alcohol and drugs affect be-
havior; a similarly large proportion (75%)
of sexuality education teachers also discuss
how to stick with a decision even under
pressure. Fewer fifth- and sixth-grade sex-
uality education teachers (49%) discuss
how to resist peer pressure to have inter-
course. Even smaller proportions of teach-
ers (approximately one-third) discuss how
to recognize and resist media pressure re-
garding sexual behavior and how to say
no to a boyfriend or girlfriend who wants
to have sex. Still fewer teachers  (22% and
24%, respectively) say they discuss the im-
portance of both partners agreeing to any
sexual behavior and specific ways to avoid
sex (Table 2). Generally, teachers respons-
ible only for grade five are much less like-
ly to cover these skills than are sixth-grade
teachers or those who teach both grades
(Table 2). 

We analyzed the use of teaching ap-
proaches according to whether teachers

teachers who recommend the topics be
taught by the end of sixth grade. 

School Setting and Teacher Specialty 
The grades offered in a school make rela-
tively little difference in whether most
general topics, including personal skills,
are covered in sexuality education (data
not shown). For example, among fifth-
and sixth-grade sexuality education teach-
ers who teach in schools where the high-
est grade is six, 32% cover the topic “how
to recognize and resist media pressure re-
garding sexual behavior,” which is very
similar to the proportion of fifth- and
sixth-grade teachers who do so in schools
that include some secondary grades (36%).
However, coverage of some more ad-
vanced topics related to sexual relation-
ships, STDs, HIV and birth control is
somewhat greater in schools that include
secondary grades than in those that do
not. For example, among fifth- and sixth-
grade sexuality education teachers who
teach in schools where the highest grade
is six, 24% cover the topic “how condoms
can be used as a form of prevention of
STDs and HIV,” which is substantially
lower than the proportion of fifth- and
sixth-grade teachers who do so in schools
that include secondary grades (36%). 

Compared with sixth-grade classroom
teachers, fifth-grade classroom teachers
are significantly less likely to cover all top-
ics except for the most basic skills. Al-
though nurses generally are less likely
than grade six classroom teachers or spe-
cialist teachers to teach sexuality educa-
tion, a moderate proportion (20–40%) of
those who do teach the subject teach many
topics. However, both school nurses and
specialist teachers are somewhat more

covered specific decision-making and
communication skills to assess the extent
to which teachers who cover these skills
use approaches that are most appropriate
for the subject matter. While almost all use
lectures and class discussions, many sex-
uality education teachers also incorporate
small-group discussions and role-playing
or simulation techniques—approaches
that have been shown to be effective, es-
pecially for teaching communication and
decision-making skills.13 Almost half of
fifth- and sixth-grade sexuality education
teachers use small-group discussions and
more than a third use role-play or simu-
lation. Although our analyses cannot lead
us to conclude what proportions of teach-
ers use a specific teaching approach for
particular subject matter, they indicate that
large proportions of teachers who teach
personal skills do not use the teaching ap-
proaches that are considered to be the
most appropriate for teaching such skills.
For example, among teachers who discuss
how to stick with a decision, 42% use role-
playing or simulation techniques (Table
3)—with 8% doing so often and 34%
sometimes (data not shown).

Environmental Influences 
•Policy. Among fifth- and sixth-grade sex-
uality education teachers, most (83%) re-
port that their school districts have a sex-
uality education policy. The remaining
17% report that the district’s policy is to
leave the decision to provide sexuality ed-
ucation to individual schools or individ-
ual teachers (data not shown).

Almost all teachers (95%) in schools that
have a sexuality education policy report
that their school engages parents in deci-
sions regarding sexuality education. The
most common policy, mentioned by 92% of
sexuality education teachers, is to give par-
ents the opportunity to review curriculum
content. In addition, most teachers (89%)
report that their school informs parents that
they have the option to remove their child
from sexuality education classes; 87% say
their school requires that parents be noti-
fied of the topics that will be covered in sex-
uality education. Fifty-two percent of teach-
ers are in schools that require written
parental permission for students to attend
sexuality education classes (also called an
“opt-in” or active consent policy).

More than two-thirds (69%) of fifth- and
sixth-grade sexuality education teachers
are in schools that have a required cur-
riculum. Among these teachers, 49% re-
port that their school restricts their abili-
ty to answer students’ questions on topics
not included in the curriculum.

Table 3. Percentage of fifth- and sixth-grade sexuality education teachers who teach personal
skills and, among those who do so, percentage who often or sometimes used various teach-
ing approaches, by skill

Skill % who Class Lecture Audio- Small- Role-play/ Outside
teach discussion visual group simulation speakers
skill materials discussion

Total na 95.6 90.5 90.6 48.2 36.0 39.2
How alcohol and drugs

affect behavior 76.0 97.3 91.5 88.5 51.8 41.5 42.3
How to stick with a decision,

even under pressure 75.1 96.4 92.1 89.0 52.1 42.2 41.9
How to resist peer pressure

to have sexual intercourse 48.9 97.5 94.0 92.7 52.9 43.5 38.6
How to recognize and 

resist media pressure
regarding sexual behavior 33.3 99.0 93.3 88.5 56.5 49.3 37.5

How to say no to a
boyfriend/girlfriend who
wants to have
sexual intercourse 30.0 97.1 94.0 94.8 54.0 52.2 39.1

Specific ways to avoid sex 23.8 92.1 96.9 95.0 56.8 51.7 42.9

Notes: We did not ask teachers about their use of teaching approaches for specific skills, but for teaching in sexuality education class-
es in general. na=not applicable.


