
 

Sex education: Why school and parents
should work together
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There is an ongoing debate in society about sex education. Now a study
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funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation suggests that the best
approach is a combination of parents and school. And that using friends
and the internet as main sources of information on sexuality can cause
problems.

Sex education in school remains a controversial subject. That's why Yara
Barrense-Dias, researcher on adolescent health, wanted to know if the
main source of it has an impact on the sexual health of young people.
Funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation, a research group,
including the Swiss Foundation for Sexual and Reproductive Health,
evaluated data from a Swiss national survey conducted in 2017. The final
sample comprised approximately 5000 participants.

The most important conclusion of the study is that sex education in
school has a positive impact on sexual health and behaviors. For
example, the participants who said that school was their main source
were the ones with the lowest rates of sexually transmitted infections.

There were also a number of surprising findings, says Yara Barrense-
Dias from the Research Group on Adolescent Health at the Center for
Primary Care and Public Health (Unisanté) in Lausanne: "It is widely
believed that young people today have their first sexual experiences
earlier, but we found out that this is not the case."

A friends thing

For the study, 4978 participants from across the whole of Switzerland
answered the question: "During your youth and adolescence, who mainly
informed you about sexuality?" As they had to choose just one answer
out of nine, only one main source could be defined.

The initial sample was provided by the Swiss Federal Office of Statistics
and was representative of the 24- to 26-year-old population living in
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Switzerland. These young people were addressed by the researchers and
asked to participate in their survey. The response rate of 15.1 percent
was lower than expected, says Barrense-Dias. "We were aware that
sexuality remains a sensitive topic but it's still a large sample. The
analysis and the statistical power are good for what we wanted to know
and we were able to update the last survey on sexual behavior in young
people, which dates from 1995."

The researchers now divided the participants according to their answers
into six groups reflecting the main sources of sex education: friends,
parents, school, the internet, nobody, and other. The friends won with
38.9 percent, followed by the parents with 27.3 percent, school with 19.1
percent and the internet with 8 percent. The six groups were compared
on the basis of sociodemographic criteria, first experiences, pregnancy,
risky behaviors (including sexually transmitted infections history) and
the number of sex partners, as well as data on unwanted sexual
experiences.

Young men, young women

The comparisons showed that young men, children with early or late
onset of puberty and non-heterosexuals were more likely to look for
information on the internet. At the same time, the internet and friends as
the main resources for sex education were more likely to lead to more
negative outcomes such as risky sexual behaviors. "That's a big issue,"
says Barrense-Dias. "Sex education in school has to be inclusive for all
sexual identities and non-gendered, and also take into account kids who
start puberty very early or very late." But she is also convinced that
"friends and the internet are very important, and we have to train the
kids in using multiple resources and improve their internet literacy.
School and parents should direct young people to good and trustworthy
websites and use them as tools and support."
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On the other hand, young women were more often informed by their
parents—mostly their mothers—about sexuality. One hypothesis is that
parents care more about the information given to girls because they are
the ones who can get pregnant. The researcher has an explanation:
"Parents can use the girl's first period as an appropriate occasion to start
a discussion about sexuality in general." This is obviously an anchor
point in adolescence that the male body does not present. However, as
Barrense-Dias emphasizes, taking responsibility for contraception and
protection while ensuring positive sexuality and good sexual health
concerns all genders.

Strong partnership

Participants who answered that school was their main source—and, with
only small differences, those who were mainly educated by their
parents—reported the lowest rates of sexually transmitted infections (6.8
percent and 8.2 percent respectively). The internet and the friend group,
by contrast, reported rates of 11.3 and 11.7 percent respectively. The
results for having accepted sexual intercourse without really wanting it
are similar. That's why Barrense-Dias states how crucial it is to develop a
strong partnership between school and parents: "The first source of sex
education must be the parents, but schools are here to help them.
Sometimes it can be difficult for parents to talk about sexuality, be
aware of the right moment and cover all the different aspects. The 
school, however, has a defined curriculum." The researcher concludes:
"School and parents shouldn't be seen as opponents in sex education but
as complementary."

  More information: Yara Barrense-Dias et al. Does the Primary
Resource of Sex Education Matter? A Swiss National Study, The Journal
of Sex Research (2019). DOI: 10.1080/00224499.2019.1626331

4/5

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/internet/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/school/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/parents/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2019.1626331


 

Provided by Swiss National Science Foundation

Citation: Sex education: Why school and parents should work together (2019, August 27)
retrieved 25 April 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2019-08-sex-school-parents.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2019-08-sex-school-parents.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

