
education (84% and 69%, respectively), they were less

likely than others to prefer such education (0.5 and 0.2,

respectively).

Levels of support for comprehensive sex education

were also high among all ideological subgroups (Figure 3,

page 171): Very conservative parents expressed the least

support (71%), followed by those who were somewhat

conservative (88%), while those who were moderate to

very liberal expressed the most support (95–96%). Very

conservative parents were less likely than others to prefer

the comprehensive approach (odds ratio, 0.2), whereas

both moderate and somewhat liberal parents were more

likely than others to prefer this approach (2.5 and 3.4,

respectively).
dDepth. Large majorities of both abstinence-only and

comprehensive sex education supporters (94% and

80%, respectively) reported having very strong or

extremely strong feelings about the issue. Similarly, large

majorities (91% and 69%, respectively) considered this

issue very or extremely important in their decisions

regarding school board elections. On average, abstinence-

only supporters reported stronger feelings about the

issue and its importance as a voting issue than did

supporters of comprehensive sex education; however,

because of themuch greater proportion of the latter in the

sample, the majority of these strong feelings were associ-

ated with support for the comprehensive approach.

Almost three-quarters of respondents preferred compre-

hensive sex education and rated their feelings as

extremely strong or very strong, and nearly two-thirds

preferred such education and felt that this was an

extremely or a very important voting issue.

In addition, respondents rated the importance they

attributed to the teaching of selected sex education topics;

parents were randomly asked about instruction in either

middle school or high school. Most parents thought

teaching about avoiding pregnancy and STDs was very

important (94%), with no variation between school

levels (Table 2). A large majority of parents also thought

teaching about avoiding sexual intercourse (85% and

71%, respectively) and having a healthy and positive

relationship with a dating partner (75% and 85%,

respectively) was very important at the middle school

and high school levels; lower proportions of parents

thought the topic of avoiding dating relationships was

very important at either of these levels (48% and 34%,

respectively).

Respondents also indicated the earliest school level at

which they thought selected topics should be taught.

Although support for the teaching of various topics

depended on school level, at least 96%of parents thought

that most of the topics—including contraception and STD

protection, as well as abstinence—should be taught by the

time students are in high school (Table 3). Fourteen

percent of parents completely opposed teaching about

homosexuality; this opposition ranged from 8% in Los

Angeles County to 23% in the North/Mountains region

(not shown). We also found regional differences in

support for teaching specific topics at the elementary

school level; for example, only 8% of parents from the

South versus 20% from the Central Valley thought it was

appropriate to teach about STDs at this level.

Although 11% of surveyed parents reported a prefer-

ence for the abstinence-only approach, only 4% said that

‘‘information about birth control pills, condoms and

other types of protection, and their role in preventing

pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections’’ should

not be taught at any school level.

TABLE 2. Percentage distribution of respondents, by their
rating of the importance of teaching selected sex education
topics at different school levels

Topic and importance Middle school
(N=620)

High school
(N=663)

Having a healthy and positive relationship
with someone a teenager is dating***
Very important 74.6 85.4
Somewhat important 15.0 11.2
Not important 7.8 2.9
MIssing/don’t know 2.6 0.5

Avoiding dating relationships***
Very important 48.2 34.2
Somewhat important 30.6 29.7
Not important 20.3 34.7
MIssing/don’t know 0.9 1.4

Developing healthy and positive
attitudes about sexuality
Very important 77.1 80.4
Somewhat important 16.0 13.9
Not important 5.5 5.0
MIssing/don’t know 1.4 0.7

Avoiding sexual intercourse***
Very important 85.2 71.3
Somewhat important 11.8 22.8
Not important 3.1 5.4
MIssing/don’t know 0.0 0.5

Avoiding pregnancy and STDs
if sexually active
Very important 93.5 94.0
Somewhat important 3.5 4.4
Not important 2.1 1.1
MIssing/don’t know 0.9 0.5

Total 100.0 100.0

***Distributions are significantly different at p<.001.

TABLE 3. Cumulative percentage of respondents, by school level at which they be-
lieve sex education topics should be taught

Topic Elementary
school

Middle
school

High
school

Not at all

Reproductive facts 44.4 90.9 98.5 0.9
Puberty changes 44.5 93.8 98.5 0.6
Importance of responsible relationships 17.3 68.8 97.4 1.9
Sexual decision making 16.8 70.9 96.8 2.4
Pregnancy and childbirth 12.5 65.4 97.0 2.8
Parenting responsibilities 13.8 58.8 97.6 2.2
Abstinence 18.1 80.5 96.6 2.6
Contraception and STD protection 9.4 67.4 95.8 3.7
STDs 12.9 73.9 98.9 1.0
Sexual abuse and assault 40.5 79.1 99.1 0.5
Homosexuality 18.0 60.8 84.3 13.7
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