
In keeping with established national
guidelines for sexuality education curric-
ula,16 puberty is the topic that sexuality ed-
ucation teachers in grades five and six are
most likely to cover, followed by the trans-
mission of HIV. Certain other topics are
also highly likely to be covered—for ex-
ample, STDs, sexual abuse, abstinence
from intercourse and the view that sexu-
ality is a natural and healthy part of life.
In contrast, topics related more specifically
to sexual activity are less likely to be cov-
ered, especially specific birth control top-
ics. Given how many schools do not pro-
vide sexuality education at these grades,
at most just slightly more than half of all
fifth- and sixth-grade public school teach-
ers cover any sexuality education topics—
even a subject like puberty.

Educators increasingly recognize that
personal skills and strategies to resist pres-
sure are very important components of
any sexuality education curriculum. A
large proportion of sexuality education
teachers cover two basic skills—how al-
cohol and drugs affect behavior and how
to stick with a decision, even under pres-
sure. Teachers are much less likely to teach
other skills that relate directly to decisions
about sexual behavior. However, the qual-
ity of the instruction likely varies sub-
stantially, because many teachers do not
use the teaching approaches that are most
effective in teaching such skills—for ex-
ample, role-playing, simulation and small-
group discussions. External factors such
as large class size, too little time allocated
to sexuality education and insufficient
training also constrain teachers’ ability to
use the more effective teaching strategies.

Environmental factors may influence
sexuality education and are likely to vary
significantly across and within commu-
nities. This makes it difficult to apply any

standardized curriculum and requires
teachers to adapt and improvise. More-
over, even within classrooms, children of
a similar age will vary in their develop-
ment and growth, making it difficult for
sexuality education teachers to provide in-
formation that is appropriate for the age
and developmental level of all children in
a particular class.

The teaching of abstinence from inter-
course in fifth- and sixth-grade varies
widely. Two in five sexuality education
teachers report that they do not teach it,
while almost one in five teach that it is the
only alternative for preventing STDs and
pregnancy; another two in five present ab-
stinence as the best alternative or as one
alternative. The proportions of sexuality
education teachers who cover abstinence
at grades five and six are significantly
smaller than the proportions of 7th–12th-
grade teachers who do so—nine in 10 of
whom teach abstinence and about one in
four of whom teach that abstinence is the
only alternative. 

There is a large gap between the pro-
portion of teachers who think topics
should be taught by grade five or earlier
and the proportions of teachers who say
they teach the topics at that grade. This gap
is especially large for sexual abuse and for
nonsexual ways to show affection. There
are also large differences between what
teachers recommend that students be
taught by the end of grade six and what
teachers say they teach in what grades,
particularly for birth control, abortion, sex-
ual orientation and condom use. Interest-
ingly, fifth- and sixth-grade teachers think
that some topics should be introduced at
an earlier grade than what 7th–12th-grade
teachers recommend. It may be that fifth-
and sixth-grade teachers, who have day-
to-day interactions with students in these
early grades, are more likely to understand
the needs of this age-group than are teach-
ers of older students. 

Fifth- and sixth-grade sexuality educa-
tion teachers say their schools try to in-
volve parents in their children’s sexuali-
ty education: Most schools notify parents
about sexuality education, inform them
of the option to remove their children from
such classes and allow parents to review
the curriculum. Slightly more than half of
the teachers say that their schools have an
“opt-in” policy, suggesting that the ad-
ministrative demands of ensuring writ-
ten parental permission is obtained from
each student are substantial.17 Further-
more, if a large proportion of parents ne-
glect to complete and return the necessary
paperwork for their children to participate
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to student-related problems as the biggest
problem they face. Other common cate-
gories of problems for fifth-and sixth-
grade teachers were not having enough
time and lacking up-to-date, appropriate
and readily available teaching materials
(data not shown). 

Discussion
The large majority of fifth- and sixth-grade
public school teachers report that sexual-
ity education is taught at these grades,
with more than half reporting that sexu-
ality education (very broadly defined) is
taught in fifth-grade classrooms in pub-
lic schools and nearly two-thirds saying
it is taught in sixth-grade classrooms.
However, the fact that almost three out of
10 teachers work in schools that do not
provide sexuality education to students
in grades five and six may in part reflect
the public’s ambivalence about sexuality
education for younger students. In a pub-
lic opinion poll about sexuality education,
93% of adults supported sexuality edu-
cation courses for high-school age stu-
dents and 84% supported courses for ju-
nior high school–age students, but only
48% supported courses for older elemen-
tary school–age students (ages 9–11).14

Nonspecialist, or classroom, teachers are
the largest category of sexuality education
teachers in fifth and sixth grades, consti-
tuting three out of four of all those who say
they teach the subject. Depending on the
extent of their training in sexuality edu-
cation, both classroom teachers and oth-
ers who cover the subject may not be ad-
equately prepared to teach it.15 Thus, it is
not surprising that the majority of fifth-
and sixth-grade sexuality education teach-
ers report that they could use some assis-
tance—such as factual information, teach-
ing materials or teaching strategies.

Table 6. Percentage of fifth- and sixth-grade sexuality education teachers who reported expe-
riencing difficulties in teaching sexuality education topics, by type of difficulty, according to
topic; and percentage and number of sexuality education teachers who answered question

Topic Difficulty experienced % who N

Any Insufficient Personal Pressure
answered

information reasons (actual/potential)
question

How to use condoms 64.4 9.0 19.9 40.8 20.0 145
Abortion as one of

several options for
pregnant teenagers 62.3 13.8 20.8 35.5 19.0 134

Sexual orientation/
homosexuality 48.5 10.4 12.1 31.7 25.9 173

Birth control methods 44.1 7.5 8.0 31.1 28.5 192
STDs 20.0 12.7 8.4 8.2 54.9 345
Sexual decision-making 18.7 5.7 2.6 11.1 48.0 303
Sexual abuse 14.7 6.7 1.8 6.6 57.1 330
Abstinence from

intercourse 12.9 3.6 0.9 8.4 54.9 348

Note: Ns are unweighted.


