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1 Executive summary
The 1st National Survey of Secondary Teachers of Sexuality Education involved nearly 300 secondary 

school teachers from every jurisdiction in Australia including government, Catholic and independent 

schools.

The key findings are arranged under the themes of teaching workforce, the content of sexuality 

education, barriers and support, teachers’ views and opinions and school policy requirements.

Sexual Health Teachers

According to this sample the vast majority of sexual health teachers in Australia are female Health and PE 

teachers aged 20 to 39. This indicates that sexuality education still is delegated to female teachers and 

therefore following the traditional context in which sexuality education was taught. Only a quarter of the 

teachers in this sample team-taught or engaged external organisations for delivering sexuality education. 

This means that most teachers in fact deliver sexuality education themselves without external support. 

However, sixteen per cent of the respondents had no training in teaching sexuality education and the 

majority of teachers in the sample relied on in-service training, which is often a one off session, of short 

duration and with a specific focus. Thus, this research supplies a strong argument for well designed 

pre-service teacher training which provides teachers with similar basic teaching skills and ensures that 

a consistent message will be delivered to students. Finally, one third of teachers in the sample did not 

assess their teaching against curriculum standards. This was either due to a lack of school support or a 

lack of knowledge that there were assessment criteria for this subject area.

Content of Sexuality Education

A list of 30 sexuality education topics was provided. A seemingly positive result was that all of the 

listed topics were more likely to be taught than not. Facts-based topics (STIs, HIV/AIDS, safe sex 

practices, reproduction and birth control methods) as well as social aspects (managing peer influence, 

relationships and feelings, alcohol and decision making, sexual activity and decision making and dealing 

with emotions) were among the most frequently taught topics. In addition, abstinence from intercourse 

until being ready is still an integral part of today’s sexuality education. Topics were most likely to be 

covered in years 9 and 10 of secondary school, with the exception of puberty, reproduction and body 

image, which were covered earlier. Hardly any sexuality education took place in years 11 and 12. The 

pleasure of sexual behaviour/activity was taught by less than 50% of respondents. This suggests that 

Australian sex education programs focus more strongly on negative outcomes of sexual behaviour, as do 

most of the traditional education programs.

Perceived barriers and challenges

Over half of the teachers in the sample gave time constraints and exclusion from the curriculum as 

reasons for not covering a sexuality education topic. About a fifth of the teachers also named a lack of 

support in either training, resources or by management/policy as a reason for not teaching a topic. Just 

under 50% of teachers said that they were careful about the topics they taught because of possible 

adverse community reactions. The majority of teachers said that they needed some assistance with a 
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third of the 30 sexuality education topics listed in the survey. Not surprisingly for the more sensitive topics 

(eg. sexual abuse, same sex attraction) and topics that have recently grown in importance (impact of 

communication technology and media) a higher proportion of teachers indicated needing assistance. As 

topics became more personal (e.g. discussing behaviour, emotions and feelings) teachers felt a greater 

need for support with teaching strategies whereas for topics involving mostly factual information teachers 

wished for more teaching material.

Teachers’ views and opinions on sexuality education today

Teachers indicated that sexuality education should start in primary school and cover topics such as 

relationships and feelings, names and functions of body parts and reproduction. For most of the topics 

listed in this survey teachers stated that they should be taught earlier than they were actually teaching 

them as per curriculum. Teachers were generally satisfied with the curriculum that they taught (91% 

somewhat or very satisfied) and the support they received from their school (81% somewhat or very 

satisfied). Lowest satisfaction levels showed for the availability of training, resources and external support 

networks when teaching sexuality education. While the majority of teachers (51%) thought sexuality 

education was very effective in increasing knowledge and understanding in sexuality and sexual health, 

they judged sexuality education programs less effective for teaching young people about exploring 

and clarifying feelings, values and attitudes, developing and strengthening skills and promoting and 

sustaining risk-reducing behaviour.

School policy requirements

Almost a quarter of teachers in the survey were unsure whether their school followed a policy and 12% 

of teachers followed no policy for teaching sexuality education. Despite its proven importance, only 43% 

of the policies promoted a whole school approach. The strongest influence on the content of sexuality 

education programs came from the faculty/curriculum area. For the majority of teachers the external 

factors such as higher authorities, parents and the media had either no or only little influence on the 

content of sexuality education. Topics that teachers would like to see explicitly included in the teaching 

curriculum were same sex attraction, pleasure of sexuality, communication and negotiation skills, sexual 

decision making, respectful relationships and contraception.

Improvement opportunities

In general, respondents would like to see sexuality education being included in the school curriculum 

and a part of the mandatory content in health education. When asked for improvement opportunities the 

most frequently mentioned areas were about; up to date teaching material and the availability of online/

interactive activities, more time allocated to sex education to be able to cover all of the important content, 

increased curriculum and policy support, having clear guidelines on teaching content and approach and 

finally more and accessible professional development and training. 
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2 Introduction
“I have had several students both within my classes and outside of them who have benefited from sexual 

education.  It is something that desperately needs to be covered in classes without the assumption that 

they will learn from their parents or elsewhere.  Too many kids are falling pregnant or contracting various 

STIs before they even reach year 10.  Not enough is being done in this area!!!”

A survey respondent

It is widely acknowledged that high quality sexuality education delivered by well trained and supported 

teachers remains the best means of educating young people about sexual and reproductive health.1-4 In 

fact, young Australians themselves nominate school programs as one of the sources they most use for 

information on sexuality education.5 In a time where information about sexuality and sexual behaviour is 

readily available to young people, but not necessarily reliable, school programs are the best infrastructure 

for providing students with accurate information and helping them to make decisions. 

However, to date little is known about who teaches sexuality education in Australian schools and what 

and how it is taught. This study gathered representative information about the workforce of sexuality 

educators, the content and practices of teaching sexuality education and the difficulties teachers 

experience in this field. It provides an evidence base that will assist in the further development and 

refinement of appropriate health education programs to improve young people’s knowledge about 

maintaining physical/sexual health and wellbeing. The findings will contribute to a partial evaluation of the 

health education programs that are currently undertaken in Australian secondary schools. They further 

may help to revise curriculum and policy guidelines and provide enhanced support for teachers in health 

and sexuality education. 

This is the first survey of its kind in Australia. The survey was developed in consultation with a group 

of experts in academic research, education and policy-making. Representatives from government 

authorities of each state and territory were given the opportunity to comment on the survey instrument 

throughout the development stage. A comprehensive desk research of international studies supported 

the development of the survey questionnaire. Key studies from the United States and Canada were used 

to cross-validate the survey instrument.6-9

This study complements the series of Secondary Students and Sexual Health surveys conducted four 

times with the first survey in 1992 and the most recent survey in 2008.5 The data collected in these 

surveys has been widely used throughout Australia to inform educational policy and practice in the sexual 

health area and by health departments to plan interventions for young people. Many sexual health and 

youth health services draw on this data for evidence-based service planning and health promotion. The 

1997 study informed the development of the national policy framework Talking Sexual Health, and the 

supporting classroom resources, professional development manual and parents’ guide. Following the 

release of the 2002 data, states and territories have produced a range of curricula and resources to 

support best practice programs in schools and a whole school approach to promoting positive sexual 

health. 

The findings of the most recent survey provide evidence for the complex nature of change we observe 

in the sexual behaviour of young people. More young people are sexually active and some of those are 
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having sexual intercourse with more partners than was the case for their counterparts in 2002. Similarly 

with oral sex, more young people have engaged in it and the proportion of those who had oral sex with 

three or more people in the previous year has increased markedly from what was reported in 2002. We 

know that there has been an increase in the encounter of unwanted sex and that the role of alcohol in 

unwanted sex is becoming increasingly prominent. While the number of non-drinkers has increased 

since 2002, so has the number of young people reporting binge drinking on three of more occasions in 

the previous two weeks. Regarding young people’s knowledge the survey shows that knowledge about 

HIV is high but stable, knowledge of STIs and hepatitis is poor but improving and knowledge of HPV and 

cervical cancer alarmingly low. 

In the light of the negative aspects of the findings it is important to note that young people, in the main, 

manage their sexual health very well. If they are sexually active, they generally participate in safe sexual 

encounters about which they are largely pleased and well informed and generally make good decisions 

about their sexual behaviour. However, with the patterning of behaviour change that was apparent in the 

previous three surveys breaking down, this most recent survey indicates that there might not only be an 

increase in the rate of change but also an increase in the diversity of the patterns of change. To make 

sexuality education more effective it is particularly important to respond to these changes when teaching 

this subject area at school. 
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3 Methodology and sample
The survey questionnaire

The survey was developed by a group of experts in academic research, education and policy making. 

This instrument was reviewed twice. First, representatives from government authorities of each state and 

territory confirmed the appropriateness of language and structure of the survey. Second, a pilot test of the 

online survey instrument helped to further improve the survey design and content. 

The survey comprised five sections. Section A analysed a series of questions about who taught sexuality 

education at school, in what format it was taught and how many hours teachers spent on teaching 

sexuality education from year 7 to year 12. Three questions in this section were used as a filter to 

establish that only teachers with recent experience in curriculum based teaching of sexuality education 

responded to the survey. Section B of the survey provided a list of sexuality education topics and asked 

if and in what year level these topics where taught in the school year 2009. Respondents were also 

encouraged to provide the most common reasons for not teaching certain sexuality topics. Section C 

consisted of questions covering teachers’ views and opinions about teaching sexuality education. This 

included areas such as teachers’ perceptions on where they need assistance, when specific sexuality 

topics should be taught for the first time, and what the main barriers of teaching sexuality education 

were. This section also measured respondents’ level of satisfaction with their teaching environment as 

well as the degree of effectiveness of today’s sexuality education. Section D included questions about 

the schools policy for teaching sexuality education while Section E covered demographics and school 

characteristics. 

On three occasions throughout the survey respondents were given the opportunity to provide their written 

comments to the following questions:
• Name three things that would help you most in improving the delivery of sexuality education to 

secondary students. (Section C)

• Is there any information that is not included in your sexuality education curriculum that you feel 
students need to know? (Section D)

• Is there anything else that you would like to tell us? (Section E)

The questionnaire used in this study is included in Appendix A.

Sampling method and participation rates

Two different sampling strategies were used for data collection. The first method used a representative 
random sample on the school population. This sample was based on the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
data. Schools were randomly selected with a probability proportional to size of the target population. The 
smaller states and territories were over-sampled to improve the precision of the results derived for those 
states and territories. Schools in the sample were contacted and principals were asked to provide their 
consent for their school to participate. Within all eligible schools all teachers involved in or responsible for 
sexuality education were invited to respond to the survey. 

For the second sample, a snowball sampling technique was used, in which teachers were directly invited 
to participate in the survey. Teachers were contacted by using mailing lists of the State Departments of 
Education and Family Planning Australia as well as topical websites such as the Ansell Sex Ed website 
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(http://www.ansellsex-ed.org.au). An invitation to take part in the survey was forwarded by email and 

posted on relevant websites.  

Overall, 328 educators logged in to the survey. Of those, 157 were accessed via the random sample and 

171 were from the snowball sample. A comparison of the two samples showed that they did not differ 

substantially in their respondent characteristics. Hence, it was decided to merge the two samples for the 

purpose of this report.

Some respondents, however, had to be excluded from the analysis. Twenty-one were exited by the 

filter questions in the survey because they had not taught sexuality education in year 2009. A further 

47 respondents only logged in to the first page of the survey but didn’t respond to any questions. They 

were regarded as invalid responses and deleted. Since it was the aim of this study to include school 

staff responsible for implementing and teaching curriculum based education, a further 34 respondents 

had to be excluded from the sample because they identified as school nurses or wellbeing staff. The 

sample was consequently reduced to 226 valid respondents. These included 49 incomplete surveys of 

respondents who discontinued before they reached the final survey page. Higher levels of no responses 

are therefore expected for questions in later parts of the survey, such as the demographic section. There 

are various reasons for not completing the survey. Respondents might have felt discomfort with the topic 

or a specific question, they might have lost interest throughout the survey or they were interrupted and 

didn’t have the time to complete the survey. Since respondents dropped out at different stages in the 

survey it is likely that individual rather than group related reasons caused the decision of discontinuing 

the survey.  

As demonstrated in Table 3.1, the two samples reached comparably different distributions of teachers 

across states. In the snowball sample Victoria was highly over-represented. To account for large 

differences in the distribution of responses by state, a weighting variable was applied to the snowball 

sample. This weighting variable used the distribution of the responses across states from the random 

sample as the true distribution to reduce over- and under-representation of the states in the snowball 

sample. Table 3.1 below shows the distribution of responses by state before and after weighting the 

data. Since no general statistic on this population is available to date it remains uncertain to what extent 

the weighted data reflects the true population of all school-based teachers of sex education in Australia. 

One aim of this survey was therefore to collect this data in order to develop a better understanding of 

the workforce characteristics of these teachers. All of the data presented in this report are based on the 

weighted sample.

Table 3.1: Sample size and participation rate in each state

State Random sample 
unweighted %

Snowball sample 
unweighted %

Merged data  
weighted %

Australian Capital Territory 8.5 0.0 4.9

New South Wales 21.7 9.3 23.2

Northern Territory 1.6 2.1 1.7

Queensland 5.4 0.0 3.1

South Australia 3.1 13.4 3.3

Tasmania 10.9 1.0 11.6

Victoria 23.3 46.4 24.9

Western Australia 6.2 5.2 6.6

Unspecified 19.4 22.7 20.8
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Survey administration

For the first phase of data collection, school principals were sent a letter inviting their school to 

participate. The letter contained a description of the survey and its background, as well as the processes 

involved in its administration. The principal was asked to nominate a school contact person to facilitate 

the survey administration at the school. Once agreement was gained from the individual school, research 

staff sent the survey information and the survey invitation message to the school contact person. School 

contacts arranged for the invitation letters to be forwarded to all teachers involved in or responsible for 

sexuality education at their school. The school contact person was in most cases a teacher or subject 

coordinator or sometimes the school principal. To protect confidentiality of the responses, the survey was 

designed as an anonymous online survey. Only the school contact person knew the names and contact 

details of the teachers that were invited. No reminders to complete the survey were sent. In this first 

phase the survey was accessible from 2nd August to 6th September 2010. 

In the second phase of data collection, an email was sent to potential respondents by contacts in 

government and private organisations and agencies working in education and health. The email included 

the information letter and invitation to participate in the survey. Teachers could access the survey by using 

the online link that was included in the invitation letter. To protect confidentiality, the invitation emails were 

sent by external facilitators within the respective organisations or agencies. In this phase the survey was 

open for completion from 7th September to 31st October 2010.  

When logging in to the survey, teachers could set up a password that would allow them to return to the 

survey at a later time, should they not be able to complete the survey in one session. The survey took 

about 15 minutes to complete. 

Data management and analysis

The survey was hosted on the La Trobe University server using the University’s online survey system. 

Paper forms were available to teachers upon request. Completed paper forms were collected by mail 

and the data was manually entered into the database. Only four completed paper surveys were received. 

Coding of open-ended data and general data cleaning was undertaken by trained research staff.

The data analysis involved a detailed description of the merged data. The data analysis was performed 

using the PASW advanced analytics statistical packages.  

Demographic characteristics of the sample

Table 3.1 shows the sample sizes and response rates achieved in each state and territory for the merged 

sample. About half of respondents were from Victoria (25%) and New South Wales (23%). Tasmania was 

represented by 12% of the teachers in the database. Queensland (3%), South Australia (3%) and Western 

Australia (7%) had disappointingly low responses considering their population size. A relatively large 

number of respondents (49 respondents or 22%) decided not to reveal their state. Some of these were 

respondents who did not fully complete the survey.  
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Table 3.2: Descriptive statistics for school characteristics in the sample

What type of school do you currently work at?

Count Percent

Government 98 54.6

Independent 38 21.0

Catholic 44 24.4

Total 179 100.0

Is your school for boys, girls or co-educational?

Count Percent

For boys only 6 3.4

For girls only 28 15.5

Co-educational 145 81.1

Total 179 100.0

Is your school regional or metropolitan?

Count Percent

Capital city 80 45.2

Regional town or city 67 37.9

Rural area 28 16.0

Remote area 2 0.9

Total 176 100.0

Number of students at school

Count Percent

Up to 680 62 35.8

681 to 1000 students 60 34.7

Over 1000 students 51 29.5

Total 173 100.0

Table 3.2 shows the sample distribution by school type, location and size. The majority of teachers 

came from government schools (55%). The remaining teachers were almost evenly distributed across 

independent and Catholic schools. Four out of five teachers in the sample taught at co-educational 

schools while 16% of teachers worked in girls-only schools. Only six teachers were from boys-only 

schools. Regarding their regional distribution, most respondents were either from a capital city (45%) 

or regional town (38%). As can be expected, schools from remote or rural areas were in the minority 

(17%). Based on the number of student enrolments the sample was split into thirds and the schools were 

categorised as small (up to 680 students), medium (between 680 and 1000 students) and large (over 

1000 students) secondary schools. By definition the sample is therefore evenly distributed across the 

three school sizes, with the weighting causing a slightly stronger representation of small and medium 

sized schools. A little more than a fifth of the respondents did not identify their school characteristics. 

Note therefore that the total number of respondents in Table 3.2 can vary as some respondents might 

have chosen not to respond to these questions.  
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Limitations of the survey

The 1st National Survey of Teachers of Sexuality Education provides data relating to the content of 

sexuality education and the associated challenges including school policies, curriculum guidelines, 

training and support as well as personal challenges.

The survey is most useful to help reviewing curriculum and policy guidelines and providing enhanced 

support for teachers in health and sexuality education. It will support the further refinement and 

development of appropriate programs to increase young people’s knowledge about maintaining sexual 

and physical health. It is the first survey providing a comprehensive overview of the workforce of sexuality 

education teachers in Australia including government, independent and Catholic schools. There are, 

however, some limitations to this research.

The response to the survey was unexpectedly low. These days there are high demands on schools to 

participate in research and evaluation studies organised by the State Departments of Education or other 

Government bodies. This creates survey fatigue in many schools, especially for school staff. With the 

random sample it was difficult to reach school principals and to convince them to approve this research 

within their school. Many schools indicated they were too busy and teachers wouldn’t have the time 

to participate in the study or that they were already participating in other research projects with the 

Department of Education or other universities. 

Furthermore, the pre-selection process of participating schools by the school principals might mean 

that the sample is biased towards schools where sexuality education is generally supported by the 

leadership team. Assuming that principals who are not supportive for sexuality education at their school 

were more likely to refuse participation of their teachers in this study, the sample might create an overly 

positive picture of sexuality education in Australia. This self-selection bias was also likely to occur with the 

snowball sampling technique, since interested teachers will have a higher motivation in participating in 

the survey and sharing their views. 

When the nature of research discourages participation of particular groups of people for personal or 

cultural reasons non-response can also affect survey results systematically. For this survey there were 

some people who started the survey but dropped out at different stages in the survey or didn’t respond to 

some questions. The non-responses are therefore more likely to have been caused by individual reasons 

such as a lack of time to complete the survey, being interrupted while completing the survey or a loss of 

interest, as opposed to being of systematic nature (the type of survey questions or design). 

Finally, since this is the first study of sexuality education teachers in Australia little is known about 

the characteristics and demographics of this population. Hence, the data collected was a first 

snapshot of the workforce of teachers involved in sexuality education. With some states and territories 

possibly being under-represented with respect to the relevant teacher population, concerns about the 

representativeness of the sample for Australian sexuality education can be raised. A larger sample and 

a wider spread across states would improve the certainty of having representative data on sexuality 

education in secondary schools today. However, since those data have never been collected before and 

only little is known about the characteristics of sex education teachers in Australia, this research provides 

the first important step in developing a comprehensive evidence base of knowledge and understanding 

of sexuality education in Australia. For future research with schools including teachers or students it 

might be necessary to develop alternative recruitment strategies that can help to increase the number of 

responses and therefore representativeness of the sample data. 
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4 Sexual Health Teachers
Key findings

• The vast majority of sexuality education teachers in the survey (80%) were trained Health and 
Physical Education teachers. 

• Correlating with the high numbers of Health and PE teachers in the sample, sexuality education 
was taught as part of the health education program in 91% of cases.

• An important supporting group for sexuality education were the school support staff (school 
counsellor, school nurses, welfare staff and school chaplains). This group made up 25% of 
nominations for other people being involved in teaching sexuality education.

• The majority of teachers in the sample (two out of three) were women.

• The sample shows higher numbers of teachers in younger age groups, from 20 to 39 years of 
age, and correspondingly with fewer years of teaching experience in sexuality education (36% 
of teachers had only 1 to 5 years of experience in teaching sex education).

• Only a quarter of teachers included in this study team-taught. For most respondents, team 
teaching included engaging an external organisation in teaching sexuality education.

• Most commonly, sexuality education teachers received undergraduate training (48%) rather 
than post-graduate training (13%) related to sexuality education. 

• 16% of all respondents had no training in sexuality education. If teachers received training 
related to sexuality education they were most likely to do in-service training (54%) rather than 
pre-service. 

• One third of teachers did not assess their teaching in sexuality education against curriculum 
standards.

• Among the most common reasons for not assessing sexuality education teaching was that 
assessments were not required or not supported by the school. In addition, some teachers 
were unsure or didn’t know that there were any assessment criteria for this subject.
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Workforce characteristics

Not much is currently known about the characteristics of sexual health educators in Australian schools. 

This study is the first in Australia to provide an overview of the teaching workforce in sexuality education. 

The data in this section presents statistics on the subject area, general demographic characteristics, as 

well as on the teaching approach. The total number of respondents can vary for each question since 

respondents might have chosen not to respond to some questions.

Subject area

Table 4.1 shows that the majority of respondents (80%) were Health and Physical Education teachers with 

the remaining 20% spread across various subject areas such as Science, SOSE/Humanities, English, 

Home Economics, Religious Education and other subjects. 

Table 4.1: Subject area of sex education teachers

Subject area Count Percent

Health and physical education 180 79.5

SOSE or Humanities 12 5.4

Science 11 5.1

Religious Education 7 3.2

English 4 1.7

Home economics 2 1.1

Other teachers 9 4.0

Total 226 100.0

When asked who else was teaching sexuality education at their school (see Table 4.2) respondents 

indicated most often other Health and Physical Education teachers (38%), followed by Science teachers 

(15%). As a group, school support staff such as school chaplains, school nurses, counsellors and welfare 

staff played an important role in the delivery. They made up 25% of nominations of people at the school 

who were involved in teaching sexuality education topics. 

Table 4.2: Who else teaches sexuality education at school?

Subject area Count Percent

Health and physical education 

teacher

190 38.1

Science teacher 75 15.0

Student welfare staff 41 8.2

School nurse or Sexual Health Nurse 40 8.0

School counsellor 31 6.2

External provider 22 4.5

SOSE or Humanities teacher 16 3.1

School Chaplain 14 2.8

English teacher 12 2.4

Home economics teacher 11 2.3

Food technology teacher 9 1.8

Civics and citizenship teacher 6 1.2

Other 32 6.5

Total 499 100
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Teacher demographics

Regarding teacher demographics, the majority of survey respondents (66%) were women. They were 

also more likely to be younger (60% of teachers were aged between 20 and 39 years) and hence more 

likely to have spent less time in teaching sexuality education (36% of teachers had taught sexuality 

education for 5 or fewer years). Table 4.3 provides a detailed overview of the demographic statistics on 

gender, age and experience.

Respondents were also asked whether they had completed any training related to sexuality education 

(Table 4.4). They could choose more than one response option if applicable. The options were: no 

training, undergraduate training, post graduate training and in-service training. The vast majority of 

teachers (193 respondents) indicated that they had received some level of training. Of those, about a 

third (60 respondents) had received training more than one format.  However, 16% of all respondents had 

no training whatsoever, which may mean that these teachers would have gone into teaching sexuality 

education without comprehensive knowledge in this area. With research showing that training is a major 

influence on teacher’s confidence in teaching the sensitive topics involved in sexuality education this is 

likely to have a negative impact on the topics that were taught and the intensity and quality of teaching.10, 

11 If teachers received training related to sexuality education they were most likely to do in-service training 

(54%). 

A broad range of training institutions ranging from universities to private training centres were named 

when asked who provided the training received. Among those named frequently were ACHPER, Shine, 

Family Planning and various universities.

Table 4.3: Teacher demographics: gender, age and experience

Gender

 Count Percent

Male 61 34.0

Female 118 66.0

Total 179 100.0

Age 

 Count Percent

20 to 29 years 52 29.6

30 to 39 years 53 29.7

40 to 49 years 35 19.7

50 and over 37 20.9

Total 177 100.0

Teaching experience in years

 Count Percent

1 to 5 years 80 35.9

6 to 10 years 56 25.2

11 to 15 years 26 11.6

16 to 20 years 25 11.4

over 20 years 35 15.9

Total 222 100.0
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Table 4.4: Training related to sexuality education

Training Count Percent

Completed no training related to sexuality education 35 15.5

Completed undergraduate training related to sexuality education 108 47.7

Completed post-graduate training related to sexuality education 29 12.6

Completed in-service training related to sexuality education 122 53.8

Total 293

Note: Due to multiple response options percentages may not add up to 100%.

Teaching approach

Since most teachers in this sample were Health and Physical Education teachers, it is not surprising that 

most sexuality education was taught as part of the health education program (91%). Only a few sexuality 

education sessions or events were held and most of these were provided by external facilitators. When 

sexuality education was taught in another subject (12% of teacher), it was most likely to be in Religious 

Education, Personal Development or Biology/Science.

Table 4.5 Format in which sex education was provided

Format of teaching sexuality education Count Percent

Sex Education as part of the health education program 203 91.0

Sex Education as part of another subject 27 12.1

Sex Education as one special session/event 10 4.5

Total 240

Note: Due to multiple response options percentages may not add up to 100%.

Team teaching was not very common in our sample with just over a quarter of the teachers indicating that 

they team-taught (Table 4.6). However, when asked with who they team-taught, the majority of teachers 

indicated that they used an external organisation rather than someone from within the school. The 

organisation named highly correlated with the state/territory in which the school was located. Frequently 

named organisations were Family Planning, SHINE SA and several universities depending on the location 

of the school.

Table 4.6: Team teaching

Team teaching Count Percent

Yes 60 26.6

No 165 73.4

Total 224 100.0

Finally, two thirds of teachers in the sample said that they assessed their teaching against existing 

curriculum standards. The remaining third of teachers gave various reasons for not having assessed their 

teaching. The most common reasons were: it wasn’t required by the school or not supported within the 

school. Some teachers were also unsure or didn’t know whether there were assessment criteria for this 

subject. 
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Table 4.7: Proportion of teachers who assessed their teaching against curriculum standards

Assessment Count Percent

Yes 136 66.1

No 70 33.9

Total 206 100.0
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5 Sexuality Education: what, 
when, how and how much 

Key findings

• All sexuality education topics addressed in the survey were more likely to be taught than not. 

• The only topic covered by less than 50% of teachers in the survey was ‘the pleasure of sexual 
behaviour/activity’. 

• Factual topics as well as social aspects were amongst the 10 most frequently covered topics, 
taught by at least 95% of teachers participating in this survey. These topics were:

o Factual including: STIs, HIV/AIDS, safe sex practices, reproduction, and birth control 
methods, and

o Social including: managing peer influence, relationships and feelings, alcohol and decision 
making, sexual activity and decision making and dealing with emotions when sexually 
active.

• Abstinence from intercourse until being ready is still an important message in school-based 
sexuality education with 94% of teachers in this survey having taught this topic.  

• The majority of the topics were most likely to be covered in years 9 and 10, whereas puberty, 
reproduction and body image were more likely to be taught earlier (in years 7 and 8). 

• Correspondingly, most time spent on sexuality education was in years 9 and 10, with only little 
time spent in years 7 and 8 and hardly any teaching of sexuality took place in years 11 and 12.

• The top three teaching methods for teaching sexuality education at secondary school were 
class discussions, information sessions and small group work.

• The most commonly used teaching resources were Websites (80%) and DVDs (74%). 

• The sequential program most often used was Talking Sexual Health (62% of teachers in the 

survey). 
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What is taught in Australian Secondary Schools

“I believe that real education on this issue is very important. Surprisingly, many students have NOT 

discussed these things with parents, so whilst I would like to see parents become more involved, I believe 

that education should be available through one or more subjects at school. However, whilst it is necessary 

to provide accurate information on these topics (contraception, disease, etc), I also feel it is important 

to present a conservative view of the matter, too. There is nothing wrong with encouraging students to 

take precautions when risk-taking, but there is also nothing wrong with supporting the idea of waiting to 

become sexually active until a later stage. What influence we have on this topic could be used in a positive 

way to balance all of the media influence and peer pressure that young people are facing. I think there 

should be a greater emphasis placed on taking things slow in this area whilst children are underage. 

I sense too many people are eager to teach them the basics and tell them to ‘use protection’ without 

deepening their understanding of the emotional issues involved. I believe that both a thorough education 

on the topic and an emotional compass of sorts could be provided.”

A survey respondent

A core question of the survey asked teachers which topics they taught in sexuality education and also at 

which year level these topics were taught. Thirty topics were listed.  Table 5.1 shows the likelihood for a 

topic to be taught as well as how frequently it was taught in each year level. Teachers could select more 

than one year level, if applicable. The topics are ordered from highest to lowest likelihood of coverage in 

secondary school sexuality education.

A positive result is that, with only one exception, the listed topics were more likely to be taught than 

not. It is not surprising that the more traditional topics, including factual information, rank amongst the 

topics with highest likelihood to be taught. For example STIs, HIV/AIDS, safe sex practices, reproduction, 

and birth control methods were covered by at least 95% of teachers. However, social aspects such as 

managing peer influences, relationships and feelings, alcohol and decision making, sexual activity and 

decision making and dealing with emotions when sexually active were also taught by 95% of teachers. 

Therefore, school-based sexuality education seems to provide a combination of factual information and 

social skills that young people need when becoming sexually active. 

While abstinence from intercourse until ready is taught by almost 94% of teachers, abstinence until 

marriage is far less common but still highly likely to be taught (68% of teachers). This result may indicate 

the adaption of teaching content to cultural and social changes in recent decades. Today, most people 

do not get married before their late twenties or early thirties. Teaching abstinence until getting married 

therefore seems less applicable since the age gap between becoming sexually active and getting 

married is substantial for the majority of the population.

The topic that was least likely to be covered in sexuality education was the pleasure of sexual behaviour/

activity. More than half the teachers (52%) said that they would not cover this topic in their teaching 

curriculum. However, practical examples such as the Long Live Love Program in the Netherlands 

demonstrate that comprehensive programs that accept young peoples’ sexual desire as being normal 

and teaching about mutuality and pleasure in sexual relationships can be very effective. Within Europe 

the Netherlands has the lowest rates of teenage pregnancy, abortion and STIs among young people.12 
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Table 5.1: What topics were taught and when

Sexuality topics Topic 
not 

taught

Taught 
in year 

7

Taught 
in year 

8

Taught 
in year 

9

Taught 
in year 

10

Taught 
in year 

11

Taught 
in year 

12

Sexually transmissible infections other than 

HIV/AIDS
2.5 9.0 32.4 64.5 56.3 12.9 5.9

How to manage peer influences 2.6 42.9 53.6 71.3 47.7 9.3 3.6

Relationships and feelings 3.1 46.1 49.8 61.5 56.1 11.7 5.0

Effects of alcohol/drug use on decision 

making
3.4 13.5 46.1 62.8 56.1 13.3 7.1

Birth control methods e.g., use of 

contraceptives and condoms
3.6 16.1 35.4 62.8 54.6 12.6 7.0

Safe sex practices including using condoms 4.1 8.2 35.6 64.2 61.1 13.3 6.8

HIV/AIDS 4.3 11.2 33.7 59.3 53.7 13.9 10.0

Reproduction (babies, pregnancy and birth) 4.6 53.1 41.8 34.7 25.2 9.8 5.2

Decision making specific to sexual activity 5.0 8.8 32.9 63.6 55.0 13.0 7.6

Dealing with emotional issues and 

consequences of being sexually active
5.4 13.9 32.8 57.9 60.9 16.1 7.5

Puberty 6.1 63.3 51.3 21.0 7.5 3.2 0.5

Abstinence from intercourse until ready 6.2 26.7 41.0 62.2 57.3 12.3 6.1

Body image 7.6 40.3 51.1 44.4 21.5 5.0 2.1

How to avoid unwanted or unplanned sex 8.1 6.4 32.0 57.9 56.9 12.4 5.9

How and where to find trustworthy information 

on sexuality issues
10.3 23.3 34.0 56.6 52.2 9.6 5.4

Communication and negotiation skills with a 

sexual partner
10.4 8.0 19.7 55.2 56.8 12.7 5.8

Where to go for birth control 11.3 13.4 30.2 59.4 54.0 12.1 5.6

Emergency contraception 12.3 2.2 19.5 56.7 51.5 11.8 5.9

Gender roles and stereotyping 12.9 23.9 38.6 47.3 29.5 9.1 3.4

The impact of media on sexuality and identity 13.5 11.2 21.2 53.6 40.6 11.2 6.0

Sexual abuse and protective behaviour 14.6 10.9 24.5 54.0 45.2 14.1 5.9

Sexual orientation/ same sex attraction 15.5 13.8 19.9 55.6 44.2 14.2 8.3

Sex acts other than intercourse 25.4 5.6 17.1 50.5 38.7 8.5 4.6

The impact of communication technology on 

sexuality and relationships
25.5 11.4 19.3 46.8 35.7 7.5 5.4

Teen parenthood 28.4 4.6 9.6 34.7 41.6 11.2 5.4

Sex and ethics 31.3 4.3 15.9 41.0 36.8 10.9 9.9

Abstinence from intercourse until married 31.7 11.6 16.9 44.2 36.0 8.2 5.4

Communicating with parents about sexuality 

issues
32.6 10.8 25.1 48.2 36.7 7.8 2.5

Factual information about termination of 

pregnancy
40.6 2.6 5.8 32.5 36.9 9.3 8.5

The pleasures of sexual behaviour/activity 51.8 3.5 9.3 30.1 29.0 6.1 2.9

Note: The figures present the percentage of teachers that chose a response option. Due to multiple  response options  
row percentages may not add up to 100%. 
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Most of the topics were likely to be covered in years 9 and 10. Only few topics were taught more often 

in early secondary school (years 7 and 8). These were puberty, reproduction (babies, reproduction 

and birth), and body image. Also taught in early secondary school to at least some extent were how 

to manage peer influences, relationships and feelings, abstinence from intercourse until ready, how 

and where to find trustworthy information and gender roles and stereotyping. Only very little teaching 

of sexuality education happened in years 11 and 12. One explanation is that the focus for teaching 

in these years is on preparing students for their final exams and teaching for academic results. Also, 

some students leave school-based education after year 10 and would therefore not be exposed to any 

teaching happening in these last years of school education. However, some teachers strongly support 

the inclusion of sexuality education in senior high school.

“Sadly lack of parental involvement with respect to sexual health leaves a large portion of the development 

to be conducted by schools. Most schools are lucky to get 35 hours of contact in HE for a year group and 

most get none in Y11/12. It is vital that HE becomes a compulsory part of the curriculum in Y11/12.”

A survey respondent

In fact, research shows that romantic relationships are more common during adolescence than usually 

has been assumed and that the percentage of romantic relationships increases during teenage years 

with 70% of 17 year-olds having had a special romantic relationship in the previous 10 months.13, 14 

This finding is supported by the 2008 Australian secondary student survey of sexual health where 60% of 

year 10 and 12 students said that they had their most recent sexual encounter with their current steady 

partner.5 Thus, it is important for young people in these later years of schooling to learn about and get 

support with dealing with feelings and relationships.

Overall, the high likelihood for almost all topics to be covered in secondary school sex education is a 

very positive result. However, when compared with the hours spent on teaching sexuality (Table 5.2) and 

given the range of topics, it seems unlikely that all topics have been covered in depth. One respondent 

commented that he/she selected ‘none’ for some of the topics in Table 5.1 because he/she didn’t feel 

the topic was adequately covered or explicitly planned for. This kind of response behaviour might not 

have occurred with all respondents and might have created a more positive picture than actually exists. 

For example, we know from other research with schools and students in this field that areas such as 

same sex attraction are still overlooked by many schools. However, 84% of teachers said that they taught 

this area in 2009. It may be that some topics were just mentioned but not actually taught or discussed. 

With many topics, but especially behaviour related topics, the intensity and format of teaching plays an 

important role for teaching success.  

It should further be noted that there is a positive correlation between the total number of responses 

and the likelihood of the topic to be taught. The less likely the topic was to be taught the lower was the 

number of responses regarding this topic. This might indicate a non-response bias. Teachers who did not 

teach a topic might just have chosen to not respond at all instead of revealing that they haven’t taught it. 

Hence, the proportion for this response option would be under-represented and the remaining options 

over-represented. 
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How much sexuality education is provided

Table 5.2 summarises the hours spent by teachers on sexuality education across the year levels 7 to 12. 

The results were mostly consistent with the discussions above. The largest amount of sexuality education 

takes place in year 9 with an average of 11 hours of teaching sexuality education followed by year 10 with 

10 hours of teaching on average. In these year levels about a quarter of respondents taught more than 

10 hours in 2009.  Most teachers, about 40%, indicated for years 7 and 8 that they taught between 6 and 

10 hours in year 2009 and only between 11% and 16% exceeded 10 hours of teaching in these years. 

The least teaching showed for years 11 and 12, with the majority of teachers (56% in year 11, and 72% 

in year 12) indicating sexuality education was not taught at all in these years. The maximum hours spent 

on sexuality education per year level varies. At some schools sexuality education programs reached 

120 hours in years 9 and 10. However, this was only the case for very few programs and can be seen as 

outliers.

Table 5.2: Distribution of hours for sexuality education by year level

Year level Not at all 1 to 5 
hours

6  to 10 
hours

More 
than 10 
hours

Total % of 
teaching 

hours

Average 
hours of 
teaching

Median 
hours of 
teaching

Maximum 
hours of 
teaching

Year 7 17.2 30.9 41.4 10.5 18.6 6.17 6 22

Year 8 20.1 26.1 37.9 15.9 19.1 7.26 6 40

Year 9 12.8 20.9 39.8 26.6 20.1 11.19 10 120

Year 10 11.9 35.1 28.4 24.5 18.9 9.95 6 120

Year 11 56.3 30.1 9.4 4.1 12.2 2.58 0 32

Year 12 71.6 19.5 5.7 3.1 11.2 1.49 0 20

All years 26.7 27.3 30.0 15.9

Note: median is the middle value in a set of numbers arranged in increasing order.

Methods and resources applied in teaching

The top three teaching methods when teaching sexuality education were class discussions, information 

sessions and small group work. The majority of teachers indicated they would often use these methods in 

their teaching. The least common teaching methods on the other hand were: inviting an outside speaker, 

running excursions, and other methods. Teachers used these seldom or never. In the majority of cases 

values clarification, interactive sessions and fictional texts or case studies were sometimes included in 

classroom teaching. In this question respondents did not specify what they meant by ‘other methods’. 
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Table 5.3: Teaching methods that are used when teaching sexuality education

Teaching methods applied never seldom sometimes often always Median

Class discussion 0.0 0.3 7.8 62.7 29.2 often

Information session 5.5 4.0 21.9 48.3 20.3 often

Small group work 1.0 4.5 33.8 44.5 16.2 often

Audiovisual material 1.0 6.1 34.2 50.0 8.7 often

Values clarification 5.1 9.4 48.4 29.7 7.5 sometimes

Interactive session 14.1 17.8 29.1 34.1 4.8 sometimes

Fictional text or case study 4.6 6.9 55.0 30.8 2.7 sometimes

Outside speaker 36.6 35.3 23.1 4.6 0.3 seldom

Excursion 74.4 17.7 6.8 1.1 0.0 never

Other 68.8 11.2 15.2 4.8 0.0 never

Note: median is the middle value in a set of numbers arranged in increasing order.

Teachers were also asked what resources they used in their teaching of sexuality education. A list of 

resources was provided for respondents to choose from. They could choose as many as applicable 

and were also able to specify additional resources that they used. The most commonly used teaching 

resources were Websites (80%) and DVDs (74%). Least popular in teaching sexuality education was the 

use of Interactive Whiteboards. Only 11% of teachers indicated using whiteboards in their teaching. Other 

resources specified by teachers were choicez media’s DVD ‘It’s your choice’, Catholic Education Office 

documents, contraceptive kit, self-made or self-collected material, guest speakers and textbooks. The 

sequential program most often used was Talking Sexual Health (62% of respondents). 

Table 5.4: Teaching resources used by teachers of sex education

Teaching resources Count Percent

Websites 177 79.9

DVDs 163 73.8

Talking Sexual Health 136 61.7

Family Planning materials such as Teach It Like It Is 101 45.9

State curriculum package (e.g. Catching On, Growing and Developing 

Healthy Relationships)

86 38.7

CD Rom’s 47 21.4

Interactive Whiteboard resources 25 11.2

Other 42 18.8

Total 777

Note: Due to multiple response options percentages may not add up to 100%.
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6 Barriers and challenges in 
teaching sexuality 

Key findings

• The most common reasons for not having taught a sexuality education topic were that the topic 
was not included in the curriculum or there were time constraints. Both reasons were selected 
by 54% of teachers.

• Between 16% and 20% of teachers also named a lack of support in training, resources or by 
management/policy as the reasons for not teaching a topic.

• Overall, the majority of teachers in the sample felt supported by their school administration and 
by parents in teaching sexuality education that meets students’ needs. 

• The main negative forces on teaching sexuality education were a perceived lack of time and 
adverse community reactions. Sixty-five percent of teachers agreed that there was insufficient 
time for teaching the amount of sexuality education needed and 44% of teachers were careful 
what they taught because of possible adverse community reactions.

• For a third of the sexuality topics listed in this survey, the majority of teachers said that they 
need some assistance. Not surprisingly for the more sensitive topics (eg. sexual abuse, 
same sex attraction) and topics that recently gained importance (impact of communication 
technology and media) a higher proportion of teachers indicated needing assistance.

• On the other hand, for the more traditional topics of sexuality education focussing on factual 
and physical information such as puberty, reproduction and safe sex practices only a fifth of 
teachers in the sample indicated needing assistance. 

• Across the board teachers indicated that they need less assistance with teaching strategy but 
more with teaching material. 

• As topics become more personal (e.g. discussing behaviour, emotions and feelings) teachers 
in the survey needed more support in teaching strategies than it was the case for topics 

involving mostly factual information.
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Reasons for not teaching sexuality education

Whether and to what extent sexuality education is taught at a school can be influenced by many 

factors. Research shows that time constraints within the curriculum, lack of resources and training, 

and external pressures such as parental and community needs are likely to occur and affect teachers’ 

comfort, confidence and willingness to teach sexuality education.6, 10 The following comments of survey 

respondents demonstrate some of the issues identified in this survey:

“Most teachers feel uncomfortable with the finer details and do not have the available PD in Sexual 

Education.”  

“A major issue is that Health Ed is taught by non-trained teachers, and health education is considered a 

‘filler’ subject so there is too much teacher turn over each year and therefore not enough consolidation of 

health education teaching skills.”

“I really enjoy teaching sexuality education and follow VELS but these guidelines are not specific enough 

for each and every lesson plan whilst allowing for individual class learning needs.”

In the survey we asked teachers what their most common reasons were for not teaching certain sexuality 

topics. In total, 197 teachers responded to this question. The two most common reasons were that the 

topic was not included in the curriculum and that there was not enough time. They were chosen by over 

50% of respondents. Further, between 16 and 20% of respondents indicated a perceived lack of support 

in training, resources or by management/policy for teaching sexuality education. Only a small number of 

teachers (19 out of 197) agreed that they were influenced by pressures from the community/parents in 

their decision not to teach a topic and only 16 teachers revealed they felt uncomfortable with teaching 

certain topics. Other reasons specified by teachers for not teaching a topic were the school values/ethos, 

personal values, that the topic was covered in other year levels or teaching units, or that the topic did not 

seem relevant to students learning needs.

Table 6.1: Reasons for not teaching specific sexuality content

Reasons Count Percent

Topics were not part of the curriculum 107 54.2

Time constraints 106 53.6

Lack of school policy support 39 19.8

Lack of resources or funding 35 17.5

Lack of training 32 16.2

Topics were covered by another teacher 22 11.3

Pressure from community/parents 19 9.5

Felt uncomfortable 16 8.1

Other reasons 18 9.3

Total 393 199.6

Note: Due to multiple response options percentages may not add up to 100%. 

One respondent commented: “Sometimes a topic may come up in conversation and it will be answered 

accurately and scientifically in a science class. What is queried varies from year to year. Occasionally 

some of these topics have been discussed in relation to an honest question.” This comment shows that 

some topics might not be included in the curriculum and therefore won’t be taught but information will 
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be provided once the question is raised by the students. This may mean that these areas that are not 

explicitly part of the sexuality education curriculum are likely to be taught inconsistently and teachers may 

be ill prepared to respond appropriately and accurately.

To investigate how teachers felt about teaching sexuality education and what positive and negative forces 

they encountered, the survey respondents were given six statements and asked to indicate their level of 

agreement with each statement on a five point rating scale. 

In general, teachers feel supported by their school administration (81% somewhat or strongly agree) and 

by parents (73% somewhat or strongly agree) in teaching sexuality education that meets students’ needs. 

Teachers also highly agree with having access to the right training to provide the sexuality education 

needed (68% somewhat or strongly agree). This result corresponds with the finding of 16% of teachers 

(32 out of 197) indicating a lack of training as a reason for not teaching certain sex education topics (see 

Table 6.1). However, teachers have a diverse perception about students feeling comfortable talking with 

them about sexuality.

Table 6.2: Perceived forces on teaching sexuality education

Teachers’ personal situation Strongly 
disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Neither 
disagree 

or nor 
agree

Somewhat 
agree

Strongly 
agree

Median

I am careful what sexuality 

topics I teach because of 

possible adverse community 

reaction.

17.0 14.9 23.9 34.3 9.8

Neither 

disagree/ 

nor agree

I have full support of my school 

administration to meet the 

sexuality education needs of 

my students.

0.5 7.6 11.0 32.4 48.4
somewhat 

agree

Parents generally support my 

efforts to meet the sexuality 

education needs of my 

students.

0.7 2.0 24.2 44.9 28.2
somewhat 

agree

Students don’t feel comfortable 

talking with their teacher about 

sexuality.
23.1 37.7 13.1 22.2 3.8

somewhat 

disagree

I have access to the right 

training to provide the sexuality 

education needed.

3.2 12.6 15.9 47.3 20.9
somewhat 

agree

There is insufficient time 

for teaching the amount of 

sexuality education needed.

7.3 14.7 13.1 35.1 29.7
somewhat 

agree

Note: the median is the middle value in a set of numbers arranged in increasing order.

The main negative force for teaching sexuality education was that there was insufficient time for teaching 

the amount of sexuality education needed (65% somewhat or strongly agree). Some teachers (44% 

somewhat or strongly agree) also indicated that they were careful about what they taught in sexuality 

education due to possible adverse community reactions. This finding indicates that some teachers were 

uncertain about what is acceptable and they may fear ‘getting into trouble’ if stepping outside the norm 

and teaching more controversial and sensitive topics.
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Where teachers need assistance with sexuality education

Since prior research found that teachers often feel ill prepared and unsupported by school policy and 

curriculum guidelines, it was important to include a question in the survey investigating where teachers 

feel they need more assistance in order to teach specific topics effectively and confidently. The same 

30 topics that were presented in Table 5.1 were listed again and teachers were asked to indicate 

whether they needed assistance with any and, if so, what kind of assistance would be required (factual 

information, teaching material, and teaching strategy). Table 6.3 shows the perceived level of assistance 

needed for each topic ordered from highest to lowest. 

For a third of the topics listed, the majority of teachers said that they needed assistance. The more 

sensitive a topic was, the more often assistance was needed by teachers. About two thirds of teachers 

needed assistance for teaching sexual abuse and protective behaviour. Just above 60% of teachers 

needed assistance with teaching sexual orientation and same sex attraction, information about 

termination of pregnancy and sex and ethics. Furthermore, for topics that recently gained in importance 

such as ‘the impact of communication technology on sexuality and relationships’ and ‘the impact of 

media on sexuality and identity’ assistance was desired by more than 50% of teachers. Sixty-nine percent 

needed assistance with the first while 54% needed assistance with the latter. Communicating with parents 

about sexuality issues and dealing with emotional issues and consequences of being sexually active 

were also two areas in which the majority of teachers needed help. 

On the other hand, even for the more traditional topics of sexuality education focussing on basic factual 

and physical information such as puberty, reproduction (babies, pregnancy and birth) and safe sex 

practices about a fifth of teachers indicated a need for assistance. Further, between a fifth and a third of 

teachers liked to get support for teaching the following topics: where to go for birth control, birth control 

methods, relationships and feelings, sexually transmissible infections other than HIV/AIDS, effects of 

alcohol/drug use on decision making, abstinence from intercourse until being ready and emergency 

contraception.

Generally, teachers found they needed most assistance in teaching material whilst teaching strategy and 

factual information were less concerning. However, for topics that involve discussing behaviour, emotions 

and feelings teachers were more likely to need support in teaching strategies than it was the case for 

topics involving factual information.
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Table 6.3: Teachers’ perceptions on assistance needed for teaching sexuality education topics

Sexuality topics Topic not 
covered

No 
assistance 

needed

Factual 
information 

needed

Teaching 
material 
needed

Teaching 
strategy 
needed

The impact of communication technology 

on sexuality and relationships
9.9 30.9 27.4 43.3 22.8

Sexual abuse and protective behaviour 3.8 32.8 27.7 41.1 26.7

Factual information about termination of 

pregnancy
15.8 36.5 35.1 27.1 8.9

Sex and ethics 5.8 36.7 23.4 42.7 29.6

Sexual orientation/ same sex attraction 8.5 38.8 19.8 37.0 27.3

Communicating with parents about 

sexuality issues
6.6 42.1 14.3 37.9 25.9

Teen parenthood 10.0 42.8 16.6 37.6 15.6

The pleasures of sexual behaviour/activity 17.2 44.5 17.4 29.8 23.5

The impact of media on sexuality and 

identity
2.1 45.7 14.9 42.2 16.5

Dealing with emotional issues and 

consequences of being sexually active
2.7 47.6 13.8 35.0 21.4

Communication and negotiation skills 

with a sexual partner
4.2 52.7 7.8 35.5 22.7

Sex acts other than intercourse 14.6 54.5 11.6 25.1 16.0

Decision making specific to sexual 

activity 
3.4 57.0 6.4 32.3 22.5

How to manage peer influences 1.7 57.1 6.8 32.2 24.3

Gender roles and stereotyping 2.8 58.4 13.3 28.0 19.2

Body image 1.2 60.5 12.7 31.1 17.8

Abstinence from intercourse until married 17.4 60.6 6.0 15.3 7.5

How and where to find trustworthy 

information on sexuality issues
3.3 60.9 22.1 20.3 6.6

How to avoid unwanted or unplanned sex 4.6 62.4 8.8 25.8 20.2

Emergency contraception 8.2 67.6 15.8 11.2 4.0

HIV/AIDS 1.9 67.8 17.1 18.7 8.6

Abstinence from intercourse until ready 4.3 68.9 6.5 19.3 9.0

Effects of alcohol/drug use on decision 

making
1.7 69.2 9.6 24.3 8.9

Sexually transmissible infections other 

than HIV/AIDS
1.9 70.5 14.1 16.8 6.8

Relationships and feelings 1.1 71.5 6.4 22.3 17.9

Birth control methods e.g., use of 

contraceptives and condoms
3.2 72.5 9.7 15.7 6.3

Where to go for birth control 7.3 77.7 10.0 6.2 3.6

Safe sex practices including using 

condoms
3.7 79.8 4.4 10.4 6.3

Reproduction (babies, pregnancy and 

birth)
2.9 80.1 5.2 13.5 2.7

Puberty 1.7 84.5 3.5 12.1 3.8

Note: The figures present the percentage of teachers that chose a response option. Due to multiple response options 
row percentages may not add up to 100%. 
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7 Teachers’ views and opinions 
on sexuality education 

Key findings

• For most of the topics a high proportion of teachers in the sample were of the opinion that they 
should be taught earlier than they were actually taught in 2009.

• Topics recommended by teachers to start teaching before secondary school were relationships 
and feelings (51%), names and functions of body parts (70%) and reproduction (53%).

• Over 50% of teachers said that contraception and birth control methods as well as safe sex 
practices should be taught in year 7 or 8, while for sexual orientation and same sex attraction, 
year 9 and 10 were found to be an appropriate starting point.  

• Four out of five teachers strongly disagree with the statement ‘homosexuality is always wrong’.

• A significant proportion of teachers was undecided (27%) whether sex before marriage was 
acceptable. 

• In general, respondents wished for sexuality education to be officially included in the school 
curriculum and said it should be part of the mandatory content in health education.

• Teachers’ satisfaction was highest with the curriculum that they taught (91% somewhat or very 
satisfied) and the support they received from their school (81% somewhat or very satisfied). 

• Lowest satisfaction levels showed for training, resources and external support networks 
available to them when teaching sexuality education.

• The majority of teachers (51%) thought sexuality education was very effective in increasing 
knowledge and understanding in sexuality and sexual health. 

• The majority of teachers in the survey believed sexuality education programs were only 
somewhat effective for teaching young people about exploring and clarifying feelings, values 
and attitudes, developing and strengthening skills and promoting and sustaining risk-reducing 

behaviour. 
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Teachers’ views and personal opinions

For a few selected sexuality education topics, teachers were asked for their opinion on when these 

topics should be taught for the first time at school. The question included early and late primary as well 

as the secondary school year levels as response options. Respondents could also choose ‘never’ as a 

response. Only very few respondents however chose this option. Three respondents said that same sex 

attraction should never be taught and only one person said the same for safe sex practices. 

Topics recommended by teachers to start teaching before secondary school were names and functions 

of body parts (70%), reproduction - babies, pregnancy and birth (53%) and relationships and feelings 

(51%). However, for reproduction and names and functions of body parts the focus is on late primary 

rather than early primary school. The majority of the remaining teachers recommended these topics for 

years 7 to 8. Since this survey included only secondary schools it remains unclear whether these topics 

were in fact already taught in primary school.

Teachers’ opinions were almost evenly split (45% to 47% of teachers) between teaching sexual decision 

making and STIs and HIV/AIDS for the first time in early or middle secondary school. Only a few teachers 

recommend these topics for late primary school and hardly anyone said year 11 and 12 would be the 

best time to start teaching these topics.

The majority of teachers think contraception and birth control methods (51%) as well as safe sex 

practices (53%) should be taught in years 7 to 8, whereas with sexual orientation and same sex attraction 

56% of teachers found it is more appropriate to teach in years 9 to 10 for the first time.  

Overall, for most of the topics a high proportion of teachers in the sample were of the opinion that they 

should be taught earlier than they were actually taught in 2009 (Table 5.1).

A teacher commented:

“Due to early or young start to sexual activity in the local community, young pregnancies and high infection 

rates for STIs I believe it is important to provide students with factual, relevant sexuality education programs 

from early primary schooling through to higher education completion of Certificate of Education”

Table 7.1: When sexuality education topics should be taught according to teachers

Sexuality topics Early 
Primary

Late 
Primary

Years 7 
to 8

Years 9 
to10

Years  
11 to12

Never

Reproduction (babies, pregnancy and 

birth)

12.5 40.2 38.0 7.7 1.5 0.0

Contraception and birth control methods 0.0 5.7 51.0 41.9 1.4 0.0

Sexually transmissible infections and HIV/

AIDS

0.0 7.8 45.0 46.8 0.3 0.0

Safe sex practices 0.0 4.2 52.7 41.6 1.1 0.3

Relationships and feelings 24.0 26.6 40.7 8.7 0.0 0.0

Sexual decision making 0.3 6.5 47.0 45.6 0.5 0.0

Sexual orientation/same sex attraction 1.1 8.1 32.7 55.6 1.0 1.5

Names and functions of sexual body parts 18.8 51.3 28.6 1.4 0.0 0.0
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In the next question, twelve statements were listed and teachers were asked to indicate their level of 

agreement with each on a 5-point rating scale.  For most statements the distribution of responses were 

highly biased towards the extreme points of the scale - ‘strongly disagree’ and ‘strongly agree’. The 

three areas that reached the highest levels of agreement were: all students are entitled to school-based 

sexuality education (85% strongly agree), sexuality education is a shared responsibility of parents and 

school (85% strongly agree) and information about birth control and safe sex should be given whether 

young people are sexually active or not (72% strongly agree). Highest levels of disagreement were 

reached by the statements: homosexuality is always wrong (79% strongly disagree), sexuality education 

is the responsibility of parents and should not be taught at schools at all (67% strongly disagree) and 

abstinence should be taught as the only option for preventing pregnancy and sexually transmissible 

infections (63% strongly disagree).

Comforting is that teachers are aware of the importance of teaching about feelings and relationships 

as a good foundation to help students manage their own sexual health and safety and hence 66% of 

teachers strongly agree on this statement. Further they see sexual orientation and same sex issues as a 

part of sexuality education and therefore 62% of teachers disagree with excluding this topic from sexuality 

education at school. A rather surprising result, however, is the relatively moderate level of agreement for 

the statement ‘sex before marriage is acceptable’; 55% of teachers somewhat or strongly agreed and 

27% were undecided. 

It is a positive result that most teachers did not think that providing young people with information on birth 

control and safe sex encourages them to have sex (61% strongly disagree). However, when teaching 

sexuality education to abstinent young people 13% of teachers were unsure as to whether it encourages 

them to start having sex. Although reaching high levels of disagreement (74% strongly or somewhat 

disagree), 19% of teachers were undecided and 7% agreed that abortion is always wrong. While almost 

80% of teachers strongly disagreed with the statement ‘homosexuality is always wrong’, yet again 11% 

were undecided as to what they thought.
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Table 7.2: Personal opinion

Teachers’ personal opinion Strongly 
disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Neither 
disagree 

or nor 
agree

Somewhat 
agree

Strongly 
agree

Median

All students are entitled 

to school-based sexuality 

education.

0.5 1.1 3.1 9.9 85.4 strongly 

agree

Sexuality education is a shared 

responsibility of parents and 

schools.

1.6 0.0 2.7 11.0 84.6 strongly 

agree

Information about birth control 

and safe sex should be given 

whether young people are 

sexually active or not.

3.1 3.9 4.3 16.6 72.2 strongly 

agree

Teaching about feelings and 

relationships gives students a 

good foundation to manage 

their own sexual health and 

safety.

1.1 0.6 4.6 27.8 65.9 strongly 

agree

Sex before marriage is 

acceptable.

3.6 3.7 27.2 28.1 37.3 somewhat 

agree

Abstinence should be 

taught as the only option 

for preventing pregnancy 

and sexually transmissible 

infections. 

62.9 18.0 7.6 6.0 5.6 strongly 

disagree

Providing information about 

birth control and safe sex 

encourages young people to 

have sex.

61.0 17.2 10.2 6.1 5.5 strongly 

disagree

Abortion is always wrong. 54.4 19.5 18.7 3.9 3.5 strongly 

disagree

Sexuality education is the 

responsibility of parents 

and should not be taught at 

schools at all. 

67.2 21.8 5.3 3.5 2.3 strongly 

disagree

Homosexuality is always 

wrong.

78.6 8.3 10.6 0.3 2.2 strongly 

disagree

Sexual orientation and same 

sex issues should not be 

included in sexuality education 

at school.

62.1 24.6 8.3 3.3 1.7 strongly 

disagree

Sexually abstinent students 

who are taught about 

contraceptives are more likely 

to become sexually active. 

59.1 24.5 12.7 2.3 1.4 strongly 

disagree

Note: the median is the middle value in a set of numbers arranged in increasing order.
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With the national curriculum currently in the making a new debate on sexuality education and where and 

how it should be included in the school curriculum has started. In this context the survey asked teachers 

for their opinion on how they think sexuality education should be integrated in the school curriculum. 

Respondents could choose multiple response options if applicable. 

Overall, 463 options were selected by the 180 teachers who responded to this question. Of those 94% of 

teachers voted for the inclusion of sexuality education as part of the national curriculum. Further, 87% of 

teachers were of the opinion that sexuality education should be mandated in the health curriculum. The 

idea of teaching sexuality education in some other subjects was far less favoured, with only a quarter 

of all teachers choosing this option. Still more than half of the teachers in the survey supported cross-

curricular activities. Only one teacher believed sexuality education should be voluntary and no teacher 

thought it should not be taught at school at all. 

Table 7.3: How should sexuality education be taught at school?

Format of sexuality education Yes count Yes percent

Do you think sexuality education should be part of the national curriculum 168 93.6

Do you think sexuality education should be mandated in the health 

curriculum

157 87.2

Do you think sexuality education should be taught in a cross curricular 

manner where possible

93 51.7

Do you think sexuality education should be taught in some other subjects 43 24.1

Do you think sexuality education should be voluntary for students 1 0.7

Do you think sexuality education should not be taught at school 0 0.0

Total 463

Note: Due to multiple response options row percentages may not add up to 100%. 

In summary, these results show that teachers wish for sexuality education to be officially included in the 

school curriculum and that it should be part of the mandatory content in health education. Currently, 

sexuality education programs are the responsibility of the school and curriculum guidelines vary 

substantially between states. 
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Satisfaction and effectiveness

Two questions were included in the survey to help evaluating today’s sexuality education from a 

teachers’ perspective. Firstly, teachers were asked to indicate their level of satisfaction with the teaching 

environment for sexuality education at their school. Secondly, teachers rated their perceived level of 

effectiveness of today’s sexuality education programs.

Overall, satisfaction levels were positive with the majority of teachers being at least somewhat satisfied 

with their teaching environment. However, extreme levels of satisfaction were less common with fewer 

teachers indicating that they were ‘very satisfied’ across all areas (Table 7.4). 

Table 7.4: Satisfaction with sexuality education taught

How satisfied are you 
with …

Very 
dissatisfied

Somewhat 
dissatisfied

Neither 
dissatisfied 

or nor 
satisfied

Somewhat 
satisfied

Very 
satisfied

Median

…the school support for 

your teaching of sexuality 

education

0.9 8.5 9.5 42.9 38.2 somewhat 

satisfied

…the school policy on 

sexuality education

0.9 11.4 15.9 44.5 27.3 somewhat 

satisfied

…the parents/community 

support for your teaching 

of sexuality education

1.4 3.5 20.5 52.7 21.9 somewhat 

satisfied

…the sexuality education 

curriculum you taught 

most recently

0.5 6.2 2.3 72.7 18.3 somewhat 

satisfied

…training available to 

you for the teaching of 

sexuality education

3.6 19.5 19.2 47.2 10.6 somewhat 

satisfied

…the resources available 

for the teaching of 

sexuality education

1.4 19.2 14.0 54.9 10.5 somewhat 

satisfied

…the external support 

network available to you

2.6 14.1 31.8 43.5 8.0 somewhat 

satisfied

Note: the median is the middle value in a set of numbers arranged in increasing order.

81% of teachers were positively satisfied with the school support they receive for teaching sexuality 

education. 91% of teachers were generally satisfied with the curriculum they taught most recently, 

however only 18% were ‘very satisfied’.  Despite high satisfaction with the teaching curriculum 

respondents’ comments reveal some issues with a lack of guidance and clarity for curriculum planning. 

“The main issues I see is a lack of resources for curriculum planning, the Vels curriculum is not specific 

enough about what should be taught at different year levels, it has vague statements instead. This makes 

it difficult to ensure all staff follow unit plans and instead many who are uncomfortable teaching it go off 

on tangents.” 

A survey respondent
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When asked about resources and training available positive satisfaction levels dropped. With 65% 

positive satisfaction for available resources and 58% positive satisfaction for available training the 

majority of teachers was still satisfied at some level, however 19%, just under a fifth, of teachers were also 

somewhat dissatisfied in these areas.

The primary goal of sexuality education is that children and young people become equipped with the 

knowledge, skills and values to make responsible choices about their sexual and social relationships and 

protect and maintain their health and well-being.15  Four main objectives have been defined to measure 

the effectiveness of sexuality education programs:
- Increase young peoples knowledge and understanding

- Explain and clarify feelings, values and attitudes

- Develop or strengthen skills

- Promote and sustain risk-reducing behaviour

Teachers were asked to rate the effectiveness of today’s sexuality education regarding these four 

objectives. Respondents could choose responses from ‘not at all effective’ to ‘extremely effective’.

Table 7.5: Perceived effectiveness of sexuality education

Perceived effectiveness Not at all 
effective

Hardly 
effective

Somewhat 
effective

Very 
effective

Extremely 
effective

Median

Increasing knowledge and 

understanding

0.0 3.5 39.9 50.5 6.1 very 

effective

Exploring and clarifying feelings, 

values and attitudes

0.9 8.8 52.4 32.4 5.5 somewhat 

effective

Developing and strengthening 

skills

0.9 8.2 55.2 31.3 4.4 somewhat 

effective

Promoting and sustaining risk-

reducing behaviour 

0.9 12.9 50.8 29.1 6.3 somewhat 

effective

Note: the median is the middle value in a set of numbers arranged in increasing order.

The majority of teachers (51%) thought sexuality education was ‘very effective’ in increasing knowledge 

and understanding in this area. Another 40% believes that it is at least ‘somewhat effective to achieve 

this objective. For the remaining three objectives teachers showed less confidence. The majority of 

respondents believed today’s sexuality education was only ‘somewhat effective’ in teaching young 

people about exploring and clarifying feelings, values and attitudes, developing and strengthening skills 

and promoting and sustaining risk-reducing behaviour. Even 13% of teachers believed that today’s 

sexuality education was hardly effective in promoting and sustaining risk-reducing behaviour. This is 

a concerning result given today’s social environment and the health risks that young people face with 

becoming sexually active. However, the slightly pessimistic view of the effectiveness of school-based 

sexuality education might be due to teachers not having the insight and information about how their 

education program actually affects students. Further, since teachers remarked on the lack of time for the 

amount of sexuality education needed by students they might feel that the program they deliver is not 

detailed enough to provide students with the skills needed to effectively impact on behaviour. 

The final question of this section asked teachers to name three things that in their opinion would be most 

helpful in improving the delivery of sexuality education to secondary students. Written responses were 

coded and categorised into themes. Most comments could be assigned to either of the two categories 
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named ‘Resources’ and ‘Support’. Both main two categories were split into several sub-categories. Table 

7.6 shows the distribution of comments by category and sub-category. The percentages always refer to 

the category total.   

The majority of comments (54%) related to improving the resources provided for teaching sexuality 

education while 44% of comments indicated improvement opportunities for supporting sexuality 

education teachers. Nine comments were left unspecified because they were either too ambiguous or not 

detailed enough to identify with either category. 

The comments within ‘resources’ were grouped into eight sub-categories: availability and access to 

resources, facilities, funding, and time as well as resources regarding information material, teaching 

material, teaching strategy and general comments on resources. Within this group of comments the main 

concerns were the time and the teaching material available for teaching sexuality education. A quarter 

of comments within this category indicated that teachers would like to have more time for teaching the 

subject. Teaching material was mentioned by a third of comments as a major area for improvement. 

The three topics raised most often were up to date material (27%), online/interactive material (18%) and 

improved audio-visual material (14%).

Of the 174 comments referring to the need of improving teacher support 20% relate to curriculum and 

policy which makes it the largest sub-category in this area. General support by school policy (18%), 

having clear guidelines for teaching content (23%) and ensuring that only qualified staff teach sexuality 

education (15%) were the most commonly mentioned areas that need improvement. A further 15% of 

comments related to improving teacher support asked for professional development and teacher training. 

Thirty-nine percent of these just concerned training and professional development in general without 

specifying in more detail. A further 30% of comments in the category of training related to the availability 

and having access to training while 10% pointed out that training opportunity should be provided on a 

regular basis.

Table 7.6: Improvement opportunities grouped by themes

Comment themes counts % 

Resources  212 53.7

 Availability 17 8.0

 Facilities 12 5.7

  class size 8 66.7

  amenities 4 33.3

 Funding 6 2.8

 General 19 9.0

  quality 10 52.6

  non-specific 7 36.8

  other 2 10.5

 Information Material 21 9.9

  factual 10 47.6

  up to date 10 47.6

  other 1 4.8

 Time 54 25.5

 Teaching Material 71 33.5
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  up to date 19 26.8

  online/interactive 13 18.3

  audio-visual 10 14.1

  non-specific 8 11.3

  activities 6 8.5

  specific topic 6 8.5

  print 4 5.6

  models 3 4.2

  quality 2 2.8

 Teaching Strategy 12 5.7

Support   174 44.1

 Curriculum & Policy 78 19.7

  school policy support 18 23.1

  clear guidelines 14 17.9

  qualified staff 12 15.4

  consistency 6 7.7

  recognition 6 7.7

  mandated 3 3.8

  same sex classes 3 3.8

  other 16 20.5

 External 31 7.8

  expert 16 51.6

  parents 11 35.5

  community 4 12.9

 General Support 4 1.0

 PD/Training 61 15.4

  general 24 39.3

  access/availability 18 29.5

  regular/ongoing 6 9.8

  quality 4 6.6

  specific topic 4 6.6

  up to date 4 6.6

  networking 1 1.6

Unspecified 9 2.3

Total 395  
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8 School policy requirements
Key findings

• Almost a quarter of teachers in the survey were unsure whether their school followed a policy 
and 22 respondents followed no policy for teaching sexuality education. 

• 80% of policies take different cultural and ethical backgrounds into account and also account 
for sexual diversity. 

• Three quarters of school policies did not seek parental permission for a student to be allowed 
to participate in sex education classes. 

• Despite the proven importance of a whole school approach, only 43% of the policies applied a 
whole school approach while 42% did not do so. 

• The faculty/curriculum area had the strongest influence on the content of sexuality education 
programs. 

• Factors with least influence on sexuality education were ‘higher authorities’, ‘parents’ and ‘the 
media’. By the majority of teachers these external factors had either no or only little influence on 
the content of sexuality education.

• Topics that teachers would also like to see included more extensively in the teaching curriculum 
were same sex attraction, pleasure of sexuality, communication and negotiation skills, sexual 

decision making, respectful relationships and contraception.
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School policy requirements

The Australian national policy framework of sexuality education builds the foundation for schools to 

provide effective sexuality education and is complemented by state and territory guidelines setting 

the standards for school-based sexuality education across Australia. Since sexuality education is not 

mandatory in Australia it is generally up to the individual school to decide on the content and depth of 

its programs. Hence a certain degree of inconsistency in the field of sexuality education is expected. To 

get a better understanding about the foundation and requirements for sexuality education at secondary 

school the survey included some questions about the school policy and its drivers.

At first it was established whether the school followed an official policy in teaching sexuality education. 

Of the 181 respondents 41 (almost a quarter) were unsure and 22 respondents denied that their school 

followed a policy for teaching sexuality education. This leaves only two thirds of teachers who followed 

a policy in teaching sexuality education. The following analysis about the requirements and drivers for 

school policy were based on this reduced sample of 118 respondents.     

Table 8.1: Does your school follow a policy on teaching sexuality education?

School policy Count Percent

Yes 118 65.0

No 22 12.3

Don’t know 41 22.7

Total 181 100.0

A positive finding is that almost 80% of policies take different cultural and ethical backgrounds into 

account and also account for sexual diversity. Parents seemed to have some influence on the teaching 

of sexuality education. Three quarters of school policies did not require parental permission for a student 

to be allowed to participate and less than a third required informing parents that they have the right to 

remove their child from the class. General notification of parents about the content of sexuality education 

was requested by 41% of policies and 60% of policies gave parents the opportunity to review curriculum 

content. Finally, research suggests that a whole school approach of sexuality education delivers the 

best results for improving young people’s knowledge and skills in sexual decision making and therefore 

supports the overall objective of reducing risky behaviour. Table 8.2 however shows that a whole school 

approach was only applied in 43% of the policies while 42% did not require a whole school approach. A 

relatively large number of teachers was unsure regarding the whole school approach (15%). 

Table 8.2: What does your school require when teaching sexuality education?

 Does your school require that… Yes No Don’t know

…different cultural and ethical backgrounds are taken into account? 78.2 10.5 11.3

…sexual diversity is accounted for? 77.3 12.7 10.0

…you give parents the opportunity to review curriculum content? 59.7 28.0 12.3

…there is a whole school approach to sexuality education? 43.0 42.4 14.5

…you notify/inform parents about the topics that will be covered in 

sexuality education?

41.2 52.3 6.5

…you inform parents that they have the option of removing their child 

from sexuality education classes?

29.2 63.8 7.1

…you ask for parental permission for students to attend sexuality 

education classes?

16.9 75.8 7.3
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School policy drivers

Teachers were also asked what had an influence on determining the sexuality education topics that were 

taught at their school. Eleven factors were listed and teachers were asked to rate the degree of influence 

for each factor. 

By far the most influencing factor was the faculty/curriculum area. 72% of teachers indicated that the 

faculty/curriculum area had a lot of influence on the content of sexuality education. On the contrary, 

least influential on sexuality education were external factors such as parents and the media. For a large 

proportion of teachers these factors had either no or only little influence on the content of sexuality 

education.

Areas with certainly some level of influence on sexuality education were the school policy, available 

curriculum and other resources or teaching material, teachers’ confidence and competence, personal 

values and beliefs, higher teaching authorities, students, and cultural/religious values in the community. 

Consistent with findings in literature, available training, workshops and ongoing support also had some 

influence on the sexuality education topics taught by teachers.

Table 8.3: What has had an influence on determining the sexuality topics taught in 2009

Influencing factors No influence 
at all

A little 
influence

Some 
influence

A lot of 
influence

Median level 
of influence

Faculty/curriculum area 1.1 2.5 24.4 71.9 a lot

School policy 2.0 23.6 33.1 41.3 some

Students 11.8 23.9 29.8 34.6 some

Your own feelings of 

confidence and competence

10.4 16.1 39.8 33.7 some

Cultural/religious values of the 

community

9.3 20.9 38.6 31.3 some

Available curriculum and other 

resources/teaching material

4.1 12.1 53.8 30.0 some

Higher Authorities (Federal 

Government/State 

Government/Diocesan office/ 

Regional Office)

23.1 20.9 34.0 22.0 some

Personal values and beliefs 8.1 31.2 41.4 19.3 some

Available training, workshops, 

ongoing support

10.9 25.3 54.6 9.1 some

Media 11.5 45.7 34.8 8.1 a little

Parents 35.4 30.7 27.1 6.8 a little

Note: the median is the middle value in a set of numbers arranged in increasing order.

In the final field of this section teachers were given the opportunity to provide feedback on their current 

sexuality education curriculum and the topics they would like to see included but that are currently not 

part of the curriculum. Thirty-eight teachers gave valid responses. 

The topics same sex attraction, same sex marriage and sexual diversity were mentioned repeatedly. This 

was also an area where teachers indicated they needed more assistance. Closely related topics such 

as celebrating sexuality and the pleasure of sexuality were also suggested as additional inclusions in 
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sex education programs. The latter was also least likely to be taught at schools (Table 5.1). Furthermore, 

teachers felt that communication and negotiation skills, sexual decision making and respectful 

relationships should be emphasised more strongly with the focus on mental health and wellbeing 

concerns. One teacher pointed out that pornography becomes an increasing concern and that more 

support and willingness to include this topic is needed. Developing adequate teaching strategies as well 

as making teaching resources and material available is important in this area.

It came as a surprise however that a reasonable number of teachers mentioned contraception methods 

should be included in sexuality teaching. This indicates that at some schools in fact this very basic topic 

was not yet part of the teaching curriculum.

Once again additional comments were made on time constraints and the lack of adequate and updated 

teaching material which both impact negatively on content and depth of teaching sexuality education.   
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9 Discussion and 
recommendations

Initially, the findings of this study paint a positive picture of sexuality education programs in Australia. 

Teachers appear to provide the best teaching they possibly can in this challenging area but are 

sometimes inhibited by various external and internal constraints. A broad range of sexuality topics was 

covered, in particular information-based topics but also some of the social aspects which are proven to 

be particularly effective in reducing negative outcomes of sexual behaviour such as STIs and unintended 

pregnancies.16

Nonetheless, the survey findings also provide the evidence that more needs to be done to support young 

people in maintaining their sexual health and wellbeing. The environment in which young people grow up 

today has changed dramatically in the past decade. Social media and internet technology provide young 

people with countless information and often conflicting messages. Current sexual health programs in 

school-based education do not seem to match students’ needs in this modern and fast changing society 

as a respondent points out. 

“The work in schools needs to be innovative, current and engaging for a generation 

of students that are very world wise, social media savvy, technology media dependent 

but generally lacking in sound decision making skills. I feel the work that schools do 

is a small voice in an enormous chorus of competing social and self interests for the 

kids. Many kids come from dysfunctional families where sexuality and sexual health 

messages are incomplete or biased to social norms. Diversity is often recognised 

but not practised. I think the earlier sexuality and interpersonal skills are practised, the 

better, both at home and at school”.

A closer examination of the findings reveals that whilst a broad range of topics has been covered in 

schools, limited time and resources have constrained the depth of their coverage. A large proportion 

of teachers said they teach comprehensive sexuality education but at the same time they admitted 

needing assistance with the more sensitive and difficult issues including sexual abuse, sexual orientation, 

communication and negotiation, and dealing with emotional issues. As topics become more personal it 

seems more assistance is needed in either teaching strategies or teaching material. A serious issue for 

teachers was that most of the current teaching material was not up to date and did therefore not meet the 

needs of today’s students.

Further, since many teachers spent only little time teaching sexuality education (between 1 and 5 hours 

within a school year and year level) it seems likely that not all the topics that were said to be taught, have 

been covered thoroughly. For most of the social aspects of sexuality to be taught effectively teachers will 

need to apply participatory and interactive methods. These methods however take more time in teaching; 

time that appears unavailable to teachers. 
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Recommendation A: Develop a package of teaching materials that is 

targeted to the needs and environment in which young people live today. 

This includes the provision of interactive activities, media and internet resources. 

In this context, a review of current teaching material (e.g. audio-visual material) as 

well as sequential programs that are used at present, (e.g. ‘Talking Sexual Health’), 

is strongly advised. 

The fact that one third of the teachers in the sample did not assess their teaching against curriculum 

standards and were not aware of the existence of assessment criteria for sexuality education implies 

that teachers may not know of its ‘legitimate’ place within their own state or territory guidelines. Hence, 

teachers and schools are missing out on existing guidance on standards and progression. This will 

have an impact on the consistency, coherence and equality of provision of sexuality education across 

Australian schools. With a lack of assessment against standards, it is not surprising that teachers doubt 

the effect of sexuality education on student behaviour. 

Recommendation B: The development of national assessment tools for the 

delivery of sexuality education. The development of assessment tools would 

enable teachers to support students in their continuous refinement and improvement 

of their work in sexuality education. An assessment matrix tied to national teaching 

standards would confirm the validity of teaching sexuality education.  It would also 

help address many of the perceived barriers to the provision of a comprehensive, 

sequential, age appropriate sexuality education program in Australian schools.

It is essential that teachers are adequately prepared to teach sexuality education confidently and 

effectively and know how to assess student learning. Sixteen percent of the teachers in the survey had 

no training in teaching sexuality education. The majority of them relied on in-service training to help 

them prepare for their teaching. With in-service training being specialized on selected topics rather 

than offering a holistic approach and being mostly provided by external organisations, quality control 

of training is very difficult to achieve. In fact, survey respondents raised a high degree of variation in 

teachers’ knowledge about teaching sexuality education as a major issue. Teachers would therefore 

benefit from the provision of consistent pre-service training in basic and effective teaching approaches in 

sexuality education17 as well as the improved management and control of in-service training programs.

Recommendation C: The development of a teaching training package for 

use in pre-service education and training following the mandated teaching 

requirements in this area.

Recommendation D: The development of training modules and resources 

for in-service/professional development for teachers to address the issue 

of inconsistent teacher skills levels.

It is difficult for a central agency to provide adequate teaching resources that are responsive to rapid 

cultural shifts sexuality and sexuality education, such as challenges posed by new technologies or media 

trends. A set of guidelines and criteria would be valuable for schools to use when assessing resources. 

These guidelines could also be valuable for agencies wishing to create local resources for schools, e.g. 

the supply of educational sessions by external providers such as community health nurses or agencies 

such as Family Planning; or companies offering programs around the use of digital media for use in 

either school environments or teacher training programs.



Sexuality Education in Australian Secondary Schools 2010 49 

Recommendation E: The development of a set of guidelines and criteria 

written for teachers/schools to assess and evaluate the legitimacy of 

resources, such as curriculum materials, external providers wishing to offer 

sessions or products, digital media that might be used in the teaching of 

sexuality education.

The survey findings also build a strong argument for including sexuality education in the primary school 

curriculum. Teachers felt that it would be worthwhile for students to have had some sexuality education 

in, for example, relationships and feelings, the names and functions of body parts, and reproduction prior 

to reaching secondary school. No comprehensive research has been done on the provision of sexuality 

education in Australian primary schools, which leaves it unknown if, and to what extent, young children 

are exposed to this content. 

However, we know that sexuality education is evidently more effective if begun before the onset of sexual 

activity..15 In Australia the average age of first sexual intercourse  is 16 years,3 which implies that some 

education in the first two years of secondary schooling, if not earlier, would be important and appropriate. 

On the other hand sexuality education should be continued in years 11 and 12 of schooling in order to 

support young adults in this stressful and challenging time. Senior high school students commonly report 

more frequent interactions with romantic partners.18 The percentage of adolescents who report having 

romantic relationships increases during their teenage years with 70% of 17 year-olds having had a special 

romantic relationship in the previous 18 months.13, 19 It is in the last years of schooling where students 

need support in managing relationships and feelings in order to maintain a healthy sexual and successful 

academic life.   

Recommendation F: The development of national standards and detailed 

unambiguous guidelines for the delivery of sexuality education from primary 

through to secondary school year 12, based on reviews of age appropriate 

sexuality education. 

Finally, the demographic structure of sexuality education teachers in the sample raises a few questions. 

The majority of our respondents were female which supports the traditional context in which sexuality 

education was taught. However, the relatively young age of teachers in the sample does not support the 

existence of a traditional teacher base. Further, we know from the records of teacher training institutions 

that in Australia, both males and females take physical education courses in even numbers. Hence, our 

sample suggests that sexuality education, and perhaps the responsibility for contraception and safe sex, 

is still seen as a woman’s responsibility. This is concerning since it sets the wrong example to young 

teenage boys while at the same time failing to provide male role models discussing what are potentially 

sensitive and personal topics. It is therefore strongly recommended to increase the number of male 

teachers in sexuality education.

All Australian states and territories have key learning areas within their health and physical education 

frameworks which designate age appropriate sequencing and learning outcomes in relationship and 

sexual health education for students in primary and secondary school level to year 10.  However, there 

appears to be a lack of consistency between states and territories. Inconsistent approaches, under-

representation of male teachers in the classrooms and ineffective pedagogy could all be improved 

by developing national teaching guidelines based on the information of this survey and other current 

evidence-based research in the area of sexuality education. 
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Most of the above recommendations will be successful only if there is a recognised legitimacy of the 

sexuality education within the school community, which in turn goes hand in hand with the provision of 

adequate time and resources. Supporting schools in following a whole school approach in sexuality 

education would allow for more time and room to discuss this important area with students, and offer 

support where and when needed and in the format that best suits the situation.

Recommendation G: The development of a package of materials specifically 

targeted to administrators and senior management in schools presenting a 

whole school approach to sexuality education. 

Finally, since teachers from a variety of different subject areas are involved in teaching sexuality education 

(e.g. Health and PE, Science, SOSE/Humanities, English, and Home Economics), sexuality education 

may need to be a ‘stand alone’ part of teacher training which then presents another strong argument for 

a ‘high profile’ inclusion of sexuality education within a national curriculum. The step that remains to be 

taken is to bring sexuality education into the territory of the federal education authorities and have them 

form at least an equal partnership with those in health. Much greater legitimacy and security would be 

given to this area were we to have a national curriculum based around the holistic WHO definition of 

sexual health.
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10  Conclusions
Sexuality education is a necessary and legitimate part of a students’ school-based education. Research 

shows us that Australian secondary students generally see school programs as an important source of 

information about sexual health and relationships.5 However, same sex attracted young people describe 

school programs as not very useful and lacking information that are of interest and importance to them.20

Sexual health education has not enjoyed the same level of support from Commonwealth education 

authorities, as have the areas of drug education and mental health. In addition, despite the best efforts 

at state level, it is usually only poorly resourced within education departments. Where teaching resources 

and other initiatives have been undertaken to strengthen this area they have been largely funded by 

health authorities. These might be some of the reasons why sexual health education in Australian 

secondary schools is at present inconsistent and ad hoc and has been so for many years. A critical 

question is around the degree to which teachers and schools remain unsupported and untrained in the 

delivery of comprehensive, sequential and age appropriate sexual health education programs. 

This survey confirms that, at the individual school level, limitations in the professional skills of teachers, 

the lack of availability of (up to date) resources and the demands of the crowded curriculum can mean 

that the mandated learning outcomes are met in only very limited ways. Without the benefit of resources 

specific to more sensitive and difficult subjects and the provision of training, these experienced teachers 

will at times limit their programs to the ‘safer’ areas such as STIs or human reproduction, both of which 

could be covered in biology programs. This approach means insufficient attention is paid to skills 

development, managing relationships, drug and alcohol use and sexual coercion all of which are more 

relevant to achieving optimum sexual health outcomes.

Being the first comprehensive study on sexuality education teachers in Australia, it is important to remain 

aware that this survey may not canvas the delivery of sexuality education in all schools across Australia. 

Our research includes teachers who self-identify as already teaching sexuality education. Therefore, 

schools or teachers who may not deliver any sexuality education in their schools are not likely to have 

participated in this research. This study nevertheless provides a valuable first overview of sexuality 

education in Australia delivered by those teachers that are generally supported and motivated to teach in 

this area. 

More research is needed to truly understand opportunities for improvement in policy and program 

development. It might, for example, be beneficial to focus on evaluating the intensity and depth of 

teaching sexuality education topics and use these results to identify gaps in the current education 

programs. Also, many of the survey questions were designed to capture teachers’ personal views, 

opinions and perceptions. It remains unclear whether teachers are truly aware of the areas they need 

help or support with. Therefore, additional research assessing teachers’ knowledge levels in sexuality 

education and teaching strategies could help to evaluate teacher’s training needs.    

Due to the recruiting method of this study it is very likely that the collected sample gives an overly positive 

view of today’s sexuality education in Australian schools. The question remains, what would the research 

reveal, if more teachers with less positive experiences in teaching sexuality education had completed the 

survey? When the time comes to repeat this study, it might be beneficial to review the recruitment strategy 
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in order to decrease the self-selection bias and reach a broader sample of sexuality teachers. However, 

even among this sample of motivated and generally supported teachers, there are some teachers who 

feel uncertain about their teaching and require more assistance and support in order to deliver effective 

education to young adults. 
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1st National Survey of 

Australian Secondary Teachers 

of Sexuality Education

WELCOME 

Thank you for participating in the 1st National Survey of Secondary Teachers of Sexuality Education. 

The survey contains five sections:
1. the teaching workforce, 

2. sexuality education – what, when and how does it happen, 

3. your views and opinions, 

4. your school policy on sexuality education, and 

5. about you and your school.

Important terminology: 

In the course of this survey we will repeatedly use the term ‘sexuality education’. For this study, sexuality 

education is defined as any instruction about human sexual development, the process of reproduction, 

or interpersonal relationships and sexual behaviour. It includes a variety of topics, such as discussions 

of puberty, male and female reproductive systems, pregnancy and childbirth, abstinence, contraception 

and birth control, sexually transmissible infections, HIV/AIDS, relationships, communication, and sexual 

decision making. Please keep this definition in mind when responding to the questions in this survey.

If you have any questions or experience technical difficulties completing this survey please contact Dr 

Marisa Schlichthorst on (03) 9285 5169 or email to m.schlichthorst@latrobe.edu.au. 

Please turn the page to continue with the survey questions.
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Section A: THE WORKFORCE

1. Is sexuality education taught at your school (either as a special session or integrated into other 

areas of the curriculum)? 

❏ Yes   ➜ go to Question 2

❏ No  ➜ go to Section E

❏ Not sure ➜ go to Section E

2. Have you ever been OR are you currently the person who delivers curriculum-based sexuality 

education at your schoo  

❏  Yes  ➜ go to Question 3

❏ No  ➜ go to Section E

3. What is your main subject area? Please select one of the below subject areas in which you teach 

most.

❏ Civics and citizenship 

❏ English 

❏ Food technology

❏ Health and physical education

❏ Home economics 

❏ Science

❏ SOSE/Humanities

❏ Other, please specify__________________________________________________

4. How many years have you been teaching sexuality education (including schools you worked at 

before)? Please write the number of years in the box below. Please use whole numbers counting 

from the start of your teaching career through to 2009.

Years of teaching sexuality education:  
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5. Have you completed any training related to sexuality education? Choose multiple options if 

applicable. 

❏ No      

❏ Yes, undergraduate training

❏ Yes, post graduate training 

❏ Yes, in service education

If yes, who provided the training?

6. What teaching resources did/do you use for your teaching of sexuality education? Choose multiple 

options if applicable.

❏ Talking Sexual Health

❏ State curriculum package (e.g. Catching On, Growing and Developing Healthy Relationships)

❏ Family Planning materials such as “Teach It Like It Is”

❏ Websites

❏ DVD’s

❏ CD Rom’s

❏ Interactive Whiteboard Resources 

❏ Other, please specify 

7. Who else besides yourself delivers curriculum-based sexuality education in your school? Please 

choose as many options as applicable.

❏ Civics and citizenship teacher

❏ English teacher

❏ Food technology teacher

❏ Health and physical education teacher 

❏ Home economics teacher 

❏ School Chaplain
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❏ School counsellor

❏ School nurse/ Sexual Health Nurse

❏ Science teacher

❏ SOSE/Humanities teacher

❏ Student welfare staff

❏ Other, please specify __________________________________________________

❏ External provider please specify _________________________________________

8. Did you teach sexuality education at least once in the 2009 school year?

❏ Yes   ➜ go to Question 9

❏ No  ➜ go to Section E

9. Did you team teach with anyone?

❏ No

❏ Yes, please specify the subject or job title of the person with whom you were team teaching:

 10. In what format did you teach sexuality education in 2009? Choose more than one option if 

applicable.

Did you teach sexuality education… 

❏ in one special session or event

❏ as part of your health education program 

❏ as part of another subject; please specify_____________

11. What was the total number of hours you spent teaching sexuality education in each year level in 

2009? Please give your best estimate. If you taught no hours, write 0.

Hours taught in year   7 : _______ 

Hours taught in year   8 : _______

Hours taught in year   9 : _______

Hours taught in year 10 : _______

Hours taught in year 11 : _______

Hours taught in year 12 : _______
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Section B: SEXUALITY EDUCATION – WHAT, WHEN AND HOW

12. A list of sexuality education topics is provided below. Please indicate in which year level you covered 

these topics. Choose more than one year level if applicable. If you did not teach the topic in any 

year level please choose ‘None’. 

Year levels in which you covered the topic:

None 7 8 9 10 11 12

Reproduction (babies, pregnancy and birth) ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Birth control methods e.g., use of 

contraceptives and condoms

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Safe sex practices including using condoms ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Abstinence from intercourse until ready ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Abstinence from intercourse until married ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Where to go for birth control ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Emergency contraception ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

HIV/AIDS ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sexually transmissible infections other than 

HIV/AIDS

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Dealing with emotional issues and 

consequences of being sexually active

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sexual abuse and protective behaviour ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Puberty ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Factual information about termination of 

pregnancy

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

How to manage peer influences ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Decision making specific to sexual activity ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Communication and negotiation skills with a 

sexual partner

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sexual orientation/ same sex attraction ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Relationships and feelings ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Teen parenthood ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

How to avoid unwanted or unplanned sex ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Gender roles and stereotyping ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Effects of alcohol/drug use on decision making ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

The impact of media on sexuality and identity ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

The impact of communication technology on 

sexuality and relationships

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

How and where to find trustworthy information 

on sexuality issues

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Body image ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sex acts other than intercourse ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Communicating with parents about sexuality 

issues

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sex and ethics ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

The pleasures of sexual behaviour/activity ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏
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13. For the topics that you have NOT taught what were the most common reasons for not teaching 

them? Choose multiple options if applicable.

❏ I felt pressured from the community/parents not to teach these topics.

❏ Our school policy did not support teaching these topics.

❏ I did not feel comfortable teaching these topics.

❏ I did not have the resources/funding to teach these topics.

❏ I did not have the right training to teach these topics appropriately.

❏ These topics were covered by another teacher.

❏ These topics were not part of the curriculum.

❏ Time constraints did not allow me to include these topics.

❏ Other, please specify __________________________________________________

14. There are many different teaching and learning experiences an educator can include in a sexuality 

education session. Some of these are listed below. Please tell us how often you used these 

methods in your teaching in the 2009 school year.

Never Seldom Sometimes Often Always

Information 

session

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Class 

discussion

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Small group 

work

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Audiovisual 

material

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Fictional text/

case study

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Values 

clarification

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Outside 

speaker

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Interactive 

session

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Excursion ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Other ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏
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15. Did you assess student learning in sexuality education against recognised learning outcomes for 

your State/Territory?

❏ Yes

❏ No, please explain briefly why not 

Section C: TEACHERS’ PERSPECTIVE

16. Do you feel you need assistance with teaching some sexuality education topics? What kind of 

assistance, if any, would help you teach about each of the following topics?

I would not 

cover this 

topic

I do not 

need 

assistance

I need 

assistance 

with factual 

information

I need 

assistance 

with 

teaching 

materials

I need 

assistance 

with 

teaching 

strategies

Reproduction (babies, pregnancy 

and birth)
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Birth control methods e.g., use of 

contraceptives and condoms
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Safe sex practices including using 

condoms
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Abstinence from intercourse until 

ready
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Abstinence from intercourse until 

married
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Where to go for birth control ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Emergency contraception ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

HIV/AIDS ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sexually transmissible infections 

other than HIV/AIDS
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Dealing with emotional issues and 

consequences of being sexually 

active

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sexual abuse and protective 

behaviour
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Puberty ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Information about termination of 

pregnancy
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

How to manage peer influences ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏
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Decision making specific to sexual 

activity 
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Communication and negotiation 

skills with a sexual partner
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sexual orientation/ same sex 

attraction
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Relationships and feelings ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Teen parenthood ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

How to avoid unwanted or 

unplanned sex
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Gender roles and stereotyping ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Effects of alcohol/drug use on 

decision making
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

The impact of media on sexuality 

and identity
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

The impact of communication 

technology on sexuality and 

relationships

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

How and where to find trustworthy 

information on sexuality issues
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Body image ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sex acts other than intercourse ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Communicating with parents about 

sexuality issues
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sex and ethics ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

The pleasures of sexual behaviour/

activity
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

 

17. Many sexuality topics are taught at several year levels in schools. In your opinion, when should the 

topics listed below be covered for the first time? 

Early 

Primary

Late 

Primary

Year 

7-8

Year 

8-9

Level 

11-12

Never

Reproduction (babies, pregnancy and birth) ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Contraception and birth control methods ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sexually transmissible infections and HIV/

AIDS

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Safe sex practices ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Relationships and feelings ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sexual decision making ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sexual orientation/same sex attraction ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Names and functions of sexual body parts ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏
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18. You may have experienced both positive and negative forces that affect your teaching of sexuality 

education. The statements below describe possible barriers or facilitators within your educational 

environment. Please state to which degree you agree or disagree regarding your personal situation 

and experience. 

YOUR PERSONAL SITUATION
Strongly 

disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither 

disagree/

nor agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Strongly 

Agree

I am careful what sexuality topics I 

teach because of possible adverse 

community reaction.

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

I have the full support of my school 

administration to meet the sexuality 

education needs of my students.

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Parents generally support my efforts to 

meet the sexuality education needs of 

my students.

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Students don’t feel comfortable talking 

with their teacher about sexuality.
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

I have access to the right training to 

provide the sexuality education needed.
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

There is insufficient time for teaching the 

amount of sexuality education needed.
❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

 

19. To what extent do the following statements describe your opinion on sexuality education and its 

impact on students? Please state your level of agreement regarding your personal opinion.

YOUR PERSONAL OPINION Strongly 

disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither 

disagree/ 

nor agree

Somewhat 

agree

Strongly 

agree

All students are entitled to school-based 

sexuality education.

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Providing information about birth control 

and safe sex encourages young people to 

have sex.

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Information about birth control and safe 

sex should be given whether young people 

are sexually active or not.

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Abstinence should be taught as the only 

option for preventing pregnancy and 

sexually transmissible infections. 

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏
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Sexually abstinent students who are taught 

about contraceptives are more likely to 

become sexually active. 

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sexuality education is the responsibility 

of parents and should not be taught at 

schools at all. 

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sexuality education is a shared 

responsibility of parents and schools.

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sexual orientation and same sex issues 

should not be included in sexuality 

education at school.

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Teaching about feelings and relationships 

gives students a good foundation to 

manage their own sexual health and safety.

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Sex before marriage is acceptable. ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Homosexuality is always wrong. ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Abortion is always wrong. ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

20. Overall, how satisfied were you with: 

Very 

dissatisfied

Somewhat 

dissatisfied

Neither / 

nor

Somewhat 

satisfied

Very 

satisfied

…the sexuality education curriculum 

you taught most recently

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

…the school policy on sexuality 

education

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

…the school support for your 

teaching of sexuality education

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

…the parents/community support for 

your teaching of sexuality education

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

…training available to you for the 

teaching of sexuality education

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

…the resources available for the 

teaching of sexuality education

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

…the external support network 

available to you

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏
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21. In your opinion, how effective is today’s sexuality education in Australian Secondary Schools with 

regard to the objectives listed below?

Not at all 

effective

Hardly 

effective 

Somewhat 

effective

Very 

effective

Extremely 

effective

Increasing knowledge and understanding ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Exploring and clarifying feelings, values and 

attitudes

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Developing and strengthening skills ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Promoting and sustaining risk-reducing 

behaviour 

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

22. Please select all applicable options to the following questions.  Do you think sexuality education 

should…

❏ not be taught at school

❏ be voluntary for students

❏ be part of the national curriculum

❏ be mandated in the health curriculum

❏ be taught in a cross curricular manner where possible

❏ be taught in some other subjects; please specify____________________________

23. Please list THREE things that would help you most in improving the delivery of sexuality education to 

secondary students. Please handwrite your responses in the boxes below.

First: 

Second: 

Third: 
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Section D: SCHOOL POLICY

24. Does your school follow a policy on teaching sexuality education?

❏ Yes   ➜ go to Question 25

❏ No   ➜ go to Section E

❏ Don’t know ➜ go to Section E

25. Different jurisdictions across Australia usually have different requirements for how sexuality education 

is taught at school. Does your school require that …

Yes No Don’t know

…there is a whole school approach to sexuality education? ❏ ❏ ❏

…you notify/inform parents about the topics that will be 

covered in sexuality education?

❏ ❏ ❏

…you ask for parental permission for students to attend 

sexuality education classes?

❏ ❏ ❏

…you inform parents that they have the option of removing 

their child from sexuality education classes?

❏ ❏ ❏

…you give parents the opportunity to review curriculum 

content?

❏ ❏ ❏

…different cultural and ethical backgrounds are taken into 

account?

❏ ❏ ❏

…sexual diversity is accounted for? ❏ ❏ ❏

26. In your opinion, who or what has had an influence on determining the sexuality education topics that 

you taught in 2009? Please give an indication of how much influence you think the listed authorities/

groups have had.

No 

influence 

at all

A little 

influence

Some 

influence

A lot of 

influence 

Higher Authorities (Federal Government/ State 

Government/ Diocesan office/ Regional Office)

❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

School policy ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Faculty/curriculum area ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Parents ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Students ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Media ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Personal values and beliefs ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Cultural/religious values of the community ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Available curriculum and other resources/teaching materia ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Available training, workshops, ongoing support ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏

Your own feelings of confidence and competence ❏ ❏ ❏ ❏
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27. Is there any information that is not included in your sexuality education curriculum that you feel 

students need to know?

Section E: ABOUT YOU and YOUR SCHOOL

28. Are you male or female?

❏ Male

❏ Female

29. What is your age? Please type your age in years in the box below. Please use whole numbers.

   

       years of age

30. Do you hold 

❏ an undergraduate degree, please specify 

❏ a graduate degree, please specify 

31. What type of school do you currently work at? Please select one option in each list.

❏ Government

❏ Independent

❏ Catholic

32. Is your school 

❏ for boys only

❏ for girls only

❏ co-educational
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33. Please type the postcode of your school into the field below:

 Your school postcode:  

      

34. Is your school in

❏ Australian Capital Territory ❏ New South Wales

❏ Northern Territory ❏ Queensland

❏ South Australia ❏ Tasmania

❏ Victoria ❏ Western Australia

 

35. Is your school in a

❏ Capital city

❏ Regional town/city

❏ Rural area

❏ Remote area

36. What is the school’s total secondary enrolment? Please write the total number of students in the box 

below.

   

      

students
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Section F: Final question

37. Before you post your survey to La Trobe University is there anything else that you would like to tell 

us?

THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION. 

Please place your completed survey form into the provided reply paid envelope, seal the envelope and 

mail it to:

Dr Marisa Schlichthorst

Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health and Society

La Trobe University

215 Franklin Street

Melbourne VIC 3000 

A report of the aggregated findings will be released and sent to your school presumably in December 

2010.

For teaching resources and support in sexuality education please visit the following websites:

DEECD webpage http://www.education.vic.gov.au/studentlearning/teachingresources/health/sexuality/

default.htm

Ansell Sex Ed Webpage: http://www.ansellsex-ed.org.au
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