ON OUR SIDE: PUBLIC SUPPORT FOR SEX EDUCATION
While abstinence-only-until-marriage proponents might portray sex education as a controversial issue, all evidence
suggests that comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) is a mainstream value in the United States. A vast majority of
people in the U.S. support CSE—medically accurate, age-appropriate education that includes information about
both abstinence and contraception, among many other topics—and believe young people should be given
information about how to protect themselves from unintended pregnancies and sexually transmitted infections
(STIs).
Public support for sex education in this country is overwhelming—regardless of political affiliation, religion, and/or
regional demographics. 1 Yet only 38% of all high schools and 14% of middle schools in the United States provide all
19 topics identified by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention as critical sex education topics. 2
Parents of middle and high school students and likely voters have demonstrated overwhelming support for sex
education over the last 15 years:
2004: 93% of parents of junior high school students and 91% of parents of high school students believe it is very or
somewhat important to have sex education as part of the school curriculum. 3
2008: 89.3% of parents favored teaching abstinence, contraception, and other strategies for pregnancy prevention in
schools. Only 0.9% believed sex education should not be taught in schools at all.1
2012: 93.9% of parents of young people ages 15–18 reported it is important to teach sex education in middle schools
and 95.7% reported it is important to teach sex education in high schools. 4
2017: 93.5% of parents feel it is important to have sex education taught in middle school, and 96% feel it is important
to have sex education taught in high school. 5
2018: 89% of likely voters believe is it important to have sex education in middle school, and 98% believe it is
important to have sex education in high school. 6

Most people in the U.S. strongly prefer a comprehensive approach to sex education over programs that only
focus on abstinence.
•

•
•

Americans overwhelmingly believe teaching “safer sex practices” is more effective than abstinence at reducing
unintended pregnancies (67%) and transmission of STIs (69%). 7
Only 9% of likely voters support federally funded programs designed to prevent unintended pregnancy that focus
on only encouraging teens to postpone sex.6
Likely voters strongly support including information in sex education in both middle and high school regarding
the following content areas: consent (93% and 96%, respectively), healthy relationships (89% and 96%,
respectively), and sexual orientation (69% and 79%, respectively). 6

Most parents and likely voters overwhelmingly support instruction on abstinence, birth control, STIs, healthy
relationships, sexual orientation, and puberty within sex education in both middle and high school.
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Figures in this table reflect nationally representative survey results that identified the percentages of parents and likely voters who
expressed support for each item of instruction in middle and high school respectively.

The majority of parents and likely voters support federal funding for programs that both encourage teens to
postpone sex and provide information on birth control and STIs.
•

74% of adults and 73% of parents support federal money going to programs proven to delay sex,
improve contraceptive use, and/or prevent unintended pregnancy. 8

•

69% of likely voters support federally funded programs designed to prevent unintended
pregnancy that both encourage teens to postpone sex and provide information about birth
control and protection from STIs.6

Sex education is supported by people regardless of political party
affiliation.
The vast majority of Republicans and Democrats surveyed agree: sex
education is important to teach in middle and high school.5
Surveyed Republicans and Democrats agree that “safe sex
education is more effective than abstinence” at reducing
the number of both unintended pregnancies and STIs
among young people.7
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Parents of both major political parties also strongly support including a wide range of topics in sex
education.5 The vast majority of parents who identify as Republican or Democrat support instruction on
abstinence, birth control, STIs, healthy relationships, sexual orientation, and puberty within sex education.
People support sex education nationwide—no matter their geographic location or the political leaning of
their state: 9
•
•
•
•

North Carolina: 72% of parents favor teaching students about birth control and 74% favor teaching
students about condoms.
South Carolina: 90% of residents support CSE in public schools and 71% support access to
contraception.
Texas: 80% of likely voters support teaching about contraception, condoms, and abstinence in high
schools.
Utah: 64% of adults favor comprehensive sex education in public schools.
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