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Sex education for adolescents in school
Michael Reiss

Background

The teaching of sex education in schools presents a number of issues. For one thing,
whether it should even be taught is questioned by some. Then, the precise aims of sex
education vary greatly. Other issues include the age at which school sex education should
start, the teaching approaches to be used, the moral framework within which it should
take place, the rights of parents to withdraw their children from school sex education,
whether classes should (sometimes) be single sex, who should teach it, the training which
teachers of sex education should receive and where within the school curriculum it should
be taught. In addition, there are conceptual difficulties in deciding how best to evaluate
sex education. I cannot deal with all these issues now, so will focus on questions of

especial importance for those training to be teachers or early in their teaching career.
Should sex education take place in schools?

UK surveys consistently show that the majority of parents and pupils want sex education
to be provided in schools. Those who believe that it should not take place in schools
generally hold that sex education is the responsibility of parents, and that schools have
neither the right nor the competence to teach about it. In particular, those who argue that
schools should not teach sex education are frequently unhappy about what they perceive
as the amoral, or even immoral, framework adopted by many schools when they do teach

sex education.

However, it can be argued that all schools inevitably engage in sex education, simply by
their being a community of sexual people each with attitudes and behaviours shaped by
their own personal history, by the ethos and composition of the school in which they find
themselves and, more generally, by the collective values of the societies in which they

grew up and presently exist. What is at debate, if this point of view is accepted, is not
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whether school sex education should occur, but what sort of sex education should take

place.

Recent school sex education programmes have varied considerably in their aims. At one
extreme (rarely found in the UK but common in the USA), abstinence education aims to
ensure that young people do not engage in heavy petting or sexual intercourse before
marriage. At the other extreme, some sex education programmes challenge sexist and
homophobic attitudes, and try to help young people make their own decisions about their
sexual behaviour. Although a diversity of aims in almost any branch of education may be
healthy, too great a range of possible aims can confuse both teachers and learners, and in

this case is perhaps indicative of alack of clarity about the precise functions of sex education.

Where in the curriculum should school sex education be taught and how?

Most sex educators agree that the best provision for sex education occurs when schools
teach it across the curriculum, in a number of traditional subjects (including science,
English, religious studies, history and geography), in PSE (personal and social education)
or PSHE (personal, social and health education) lessons and in tutor groups or form

periods. Accordingly, all teachers in a school have a role to play in sex education.

Materials used in schools vary greatly in terms of how they treat human sexuality. Some
are sensitively written, comprehensive and helpful. Others, though, are sexist, fail to tackle
personal issues to do with menstruation, ignore lesbian and gay issues and either omit or
fail adequately to deal with cultural issues. One approach for teachers who use published
materials to help them teach sex education in a secondary school is to get their pupils to
critique the materials by discussing among themselves and with the teacher such questions
as:

What useful things do these materials contain?

What angle do the authors seem to be taking? (E.g. ‘Don’t engage in sexual

intercourse until you are ready for it * or ‘There is more to sex than sexual

intercourse ’.)
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Are there any ways the material could be better? Are there other things
which it would have been good for the author to have included?

Published materials can be useful but they shouldn’t dominateteaching about sex education.
One of the great things about school lessons, when they go well, is that they provide an
opportunity for pupils to discuss and reflect on important issues more deeply than they
often can outside of school. If teachers find it difficult to get discussions going, they can
try bringing into school a ten minute (no longer!) video extract from almost any soap

operaand get pupils to discuss various sex-related topics than crop up.

If teachers are comfortable with role plays, these can work wonderfully well, especially if
pupils are encouraged to play roles different from those that they normally occupy. For
instance, pupils (both boys and girls) could role play being young mothers. Often some of
the most important learning takes place when pupils are given the chance to talk

subsequently about what it felt like to be in role.

A final technique which works well is to get pupils to write anonymous questions which
they put into a box at the end of a lesson. This gives the teacher time to think about which
ones they want to deal with next lesson and, if needs be, to find someone who can help

them answer some of them.

The golden rule for any beginning teacher when teaching sex education is to discuss it
with an appropriate established member of staff (e.g. Head of Department or Head of
Year) first. Team teaching may be a possibility.

The legal position aboutsex education in UK schools

There is, though, much more to successful sex education teaching than following the
suggestionsin the previoussection. Teachers should know about the legal issuessurrounding
sex education (this section) and have thought about a moral framework for their teaching
(next section).
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Unfortunately the recent history of the legislation concerning sex education in the UK
means thathas been considerable confusion among teachers aboutwhat is oris not permitted.
A classic instance of this arose in relation to The Local Government Act (50/1) 1988,
Section 28 of which states that “A local authority shall not - (a) intentionally promote
homosexuality or publish material with the intention of promoting homosexuality; (b)
promote the teaching in any maintained school of the acceptability of homosexuality as a
pretended family relationship by the publication of such material or otherwise”.

Many teachers became concerned that they might fall foul of the law simply by referring
to issues of sexual orientation; other teachers reacted with fury both at the perceived
injustice and prejudice and at the crude assumptions implicit in phraseologies about “a
pretended family relationship”; a minority of teachers welcomed the Circular. However, it
then transpired that this part of the Local Government Act (generally referred to as “Clause
28”) does not apply to schools as Section 18 of the Education Act (No. 2) 1986 - which gave

school governors responsibility for decisions on sex education in schools - takes precedence.

Section 18(2) of the Education (N. 2) Act 1986 stipulated that the governing bodies of
county, controlled and maintained special schools should consider whether sex education
should form part of the secular curriculum for the school. Circular 11/87 stated that
“Teaching about the physical aspects of sexual behaviour should be set within a clear
moral framework in which pupilsare encouraged to consider theimportance of self-restraint,
dignity and respect for themselves and others, and helped to recognise the physical,
emotional and moral risks of casual and promiscuous sexual behaviour ... Pupils should
be helped to appreciate the benefits of stable married and family life and the responsibilities
of parenthood”. This Circular also specified that “There is no place in any school in any
circumstances for teaching which advocates homosexual behaviour, which presents it as

the “norm”, or which encourages homosexual experimentation by pupils”.

Not surprisingly, Circular 11/87 met with much the same wide range of responses that
greeted Section 28 of The Local Government Act (50/1) 1988. Circular 11/87 was then
superseded by Circular 5/94 which built on Section 241(2) of the Education Act 1993.
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Though parts of Circular 5/94 were severely criticised and it has now been replaced,
overall it was received more positively than Circular 11/87 by organisations which work
in the field of school sex education in the UK (e.g. the Sex Education Forum). A key point
that remains today is that secondary schools are required to provide sex education, but

parents are given the right to withdraw their children from such sex education.

A moral framework for sex education

Circular 5/94 set sex education in a “moral framework”, the tone of which is indicated by

the following quotation:

... schools’ programmes of sex education should therefore aim to present facts in an
objective, balanced and sensitive manner, set within a clear framework of values
and an awareness of the law on sexual behaviour. Pupils should accordingly be |
encouraged to appreciate the value of stable family life, marriage and the
responsibilities of parenthood. They should be helped to consider the importance of
self-restraint, dignity, respect for themselves and others, acceptance of responsibility,
sensitivity towards the needs and views of others, loyalty and fidelity. And they
should be enabled to recognise the physical, emotional and moral implications, and
risks, of certain types of behaviour, and to accept that both sexes must behave
responsibly in sexual matters.

While some may be deeply suspicious about such phrases as “he value of stable family
life” and “the importance of self-restraint”, such language is open to profitable discussion
and interpretation. Further, the Circular made no explicit reference to homosexuality.
Instead, it simply stated that:

The law does not define the purpose and content of sex education other than
declaring that it includes education about HIV and AIDS and other sexually
transmitted diseases. In secondary schools sex education should, in the Secretary of
State ‘s view, encompass, in addition to facts about human reproductive processes
and behaviour, consideration of the broader emotional and ethical dimensions of
sexual attitudes ...



It is difficult to produce a single classification or typology which manages validly to map
the various positions that exist with respect to what should be the moral framework for
sex education. Two widely used, and useful, classifications are the conservative / liberal

one and the religious / secular one.

The conservative position can be characterised by its belief that what is best can generally
be discovered by learning from history. It maintains that traditional values have much in
them that is of value, and that if changes are to be made, they should be made slowly and
with a high degree of consensus. Further, the conservative position suspects that too high
a value can be placed on autonomy, suspecting that one person ‘s autonomy can lead to

costly mistakes and much suffering.

The liberal position stands in opposition to the conservative one. A liberal is scornful of
too great a respect for tradition, holding that a perpetuation of yesterday’s values may
serve merely to maintain inequalities of power and knowledge. With particular regard to
school sex education, a liberal is likely to press for a greater emphasis on individual rights
and for more open discussion on such issues as contraception, homosexuality and the

roles of men and women.

The secular position (which can be either conservative or liberal) holds that religious
values are of little relevance in modern societies. The way forward comes from rational
debate unencumbered by religious views which are frequently old fashioned and
unintelligible to most people. An atheist involved in sex education may react with
exasperation to theological arguments which are likely to be perceived as being of, at
most, marginal relevance for the great majority of people. For example, Roman Catholic

agonisings over natural theology and contraception may be considered bizarre and

irrelevant.

The religious position (which is often conservative but can be liberal) also holds that
rational debate is essential but is less confident about the power of human reason. It

maintains that there are other sources of wisdom and knowledge including those revealed
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in the scriptures and those discerned by communities of believers and their leaders down

the years.

Teaching about sexual orientation

Finally, I would like to say a little about one of the most controversial aspects of teaching
about sex education, namely whether schools should provide teaching about sexual

orientation.

There are a number of reasons that can be put forward in favour of schools teaching
explicitly about homosexuality as well as about heterosexuality. First is the argument that
the absence of such teaching is deeply hurtful to homosexuals. Adult gays and lesbians,.
when asked, often tell of the pain that they felt by their apparent non-existence at school;
in the structured silence that surrounds their sexual identity. Often, even explicit teacher-
controlled discussions on sexuality omit any reference to gay and lesbian orientation and
behaviour. There is also some evidence that lesbian and gay teenagers are several times
more likely both to attempt and to commit suicide than their heterosexual counterparts
even though lesbian and gay adults seem to score at least as well as their heterosexual
counterparts on psychological measures of self-esteem. It has been suggested that sex
education that explicitly addressed issues of sexual orientation might help to reduce the

incidence of teenage suicide.

It is difficult to be certain, but a conservative estimate would suggest that at least 4% of
adult males and 2% of adult females are exclusively or very predominantly homosexual.
In other words, while homosexuals are undeniably a minority, they are a sizeable one. As
such they deserve the attention and curriculum space when teaching sex education that

should be accorded to religious minorities when teaching religious education.

Asecond argument in favour of teaching about homosexuality is that even if the percentage
of people who are exclusively or predominantly homosexual is not large, several times

this number have at least some homosexual tendencies and this may be especially true of
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teenagers.

A third argument is that all of us, whether or not weare homosexual, need to know about
homosexuality in order, as citizens, to understand and be able to make an informed
contribution to such questions as  ‘Should homosexuals be permitted in the Armed
Forces? ’, ‘Should the age of consent be the same for homosexuals and heterosexuals?’

and ‘Should marriage be an option for homosexuals? ’.

A fourth argument is that such teaching may help to prevent homophobia and reduce the
incidence of physical violence experienced by gays and lesbians. A 1994 survey of over
4200 lesbians, bisexuals and gay men from all over the UK found that 34% of men and
24% of women who took part had experienced violence in the last five years on account of
their sexuality. Teenagers were espedially at risk. 48% of respondents under the age of 18
had experienced violence, 61% had been harassed and 90% called names because of their
sexuality. While one cannot extrapolate quantitatively from the results of such a survey
(over 50 000 copies of the survey were distributed via Gay Times and other lesbian and gay
publications and databases with only 8% being returned), the detailed personal accounts
make harrowing reading.

On the other hand, there are arguments against teaching about homosexuality. One is the
belief that such teaching cannot be balanced. Just as Peace Studies and Environmental
Education promote peace and the responsible use of the environment, so, it is believed,

teaching about homosexuality is likely to lead to its advocacy.

A related fear is that teaching about homosexuality, unless simply to condemn it, results
in its implicit legitimisation. We do not teach at school in an even-handed way about
slavery, murder or child abuse. Indeed to teach about such issues in a ‘balanced * way is
wrong, precisely because we hold such behaviours to be unacceptable. Similarly, it can be
argued, we should not even help students to consider the arguments in favour of

homosexuality.

" Further objections are thata significant number of parents do not want their children to be
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taught about homosexuality, even though other aspects of sex education are widely

supported and that many teachers feel uncomfortable teaching about homosexuality.

A different objection is that teaching in this area might even increase homophobia and
prejudice. Professor Mark Halstead has argued that three types of controversial issue can
be distinguished: (a) situations where there is agreement over the existence of a particular
moral imperative, but disagreement over how to interpret it; (b) situations where there are
conflicting moral imperatives and uncertainty over which should take priority; (c) situations
where disagreement arises because groups do not share the same fundamental moral
principles. Now it isn ‘t always easy to place any particular instance of controversiality
into one of these three categories, but it seems likely that the issue of homosexuality may,
at least for some people, fall into type (c). The significance of this is that discussion about
type (c) controversies are especially likely to inflame the situation rather than inform the
participants. Such discussions may be counterproductive.

While these objections to teaching about homosexuality should not be dismissed, I doubt
that they are sufficient, always, to outweigh the arguments in favour of teaching about
homosexuality. However, to be acceptable, teaching about homosexuality should (i) be
balanced; (ii) be undertaken only by suitably trained teachers who wish to teach about it;
and (iii) be part, where possible, of the explicit curriculum so that parents do not suddenly
find that such teaching has been foisted on their children without their being aware of it.
In addition, (iv), it should perhaps continue to be the case, as it currently is in England
and Wales, that parents have the right to withdraw their children from school sex education
(as discussed above); and (v), teaching in this area should be evaluated, particularly in
terms of its acceptability to those receiving it. If a sex education programme of any sort

proves highly divisive or unacceptable to a significant number, it needs amending.
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