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SEX EDUCATION IN PORTUGUESE BASIC 
EDUCATION: AN ACTION-RESEARCH INCLUDING 

TEACHERS AND STUDENTS 

 
Zélia Anastácio¹ and Susana Marinho² 
¹ CIEC, Institute of Education, University of Minho 
² CIEC, Institute of Education, University of Minho 
 

Abstract: This research aimed to identify teachers’ and adolescents’ attitudes and 
conceptions towards school based sex education (SE). The main purpose of our study 
was to develop teachers’ skills to approach sex education in order to promote a healthy 
sexuality for their students. The methodology selected was an action-research following 
three stages: diagnostic phase, intervention phase and evaluation phase. For diagnostic 
stage we developed a questionnaire for the first, second and third cycle of basic 
education teachers of Oporto schools. We carried out the questionnaire in order to fit it 
to our methodology and we validated it doing a pilot study. Questionnaire was filled in 
online and results were processed with SPSS statistical program. The same 
methodology was carried out to analyse the conceptions of second and third cycle of 
basic education students attending an Oporto school. We started the intervention phase 
with a training program for teachers about school based sex education. Then some of 
these teachers implemented a set of structured SE activities with their students. The 
evaluation phase consisted on a focus group with the intervenient teachers and on the 
application of a questionnaire to the students that participated in the SE activities. The 
results reveal that after the intervention phase teachers felt more confident, more secure 
and better prepared to implement projects about SE and attributed greater importance to 
their role as sexuality educators. The students acquired a more comprehensive concept 
of sexuality. They also developed more positive attitudes about the role of SE in the 
development of children and youth, as well as their confidence in school about the role 
it plays in relation to the SE increased. Some gender differences were also attenuated. 

Keywords: Sex education, action-research, conceptual change 

 

SEXUALITY EDUCATION AT SCHOOL 
The promotion of children’ and adolescents’ sexual and reproductive health is an 
important contribution to their personal and social development. As young people spend 
most of their time at school, this institution is a privileged place for the implementation 
of the sex education projects. In Portugal several health programs have been developed 
in schools, with special emphasis on Sexuality Education (SE), which is compulsory 
from elementary to secondary school levels according to the last law (Law n.º 60/2009) 
that explain the purpose of SE. Also international guidelines has been considered to 
support these interventions, namely the International Technical Guidance on Sexuality 
Education – an evidence informed approach for schools, teachers and health educators 
(UNESCO, 2009) and the Standards for Sexuality Education in Europe – a framework 
for policy makers, educational and health authorities and specialists (OMS, 2010). 

However, as Anastácio (2007) had observed before, despite all the legal and ministerial 
guidelines, teachers continue to resist to the approach of SE in schools. Having done her 
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research with primary schools teachers the author identified that, in this group of 
teachers, who have specific training in sex education and/or health education, have less 
experience and are younger feel more at ease to approach sex education in schools. On 
the other hand, Cohen et al. (2012) verified that teachers who demonstrate greater 
willingness to teach SE are more likely to be teaching middle school, have less teaching 
experience, have received training to teach SE, feel more knowledgeable about sexual 
health, and view broad-based SE as more important. 

Considering the factors of success, Poobalan and colleagues (2009) suggest that more 
effective interventions are those developed with younger students; before they become 
sexually active; adjusted to the biological and psychological development of young 
people; not only promote abstinence, but also develop and train relational skills; are 
linked to the services that provide diseases prevention’ and contraceptive methods; 
include several sessions over time; use interactive activities; and have educators with 
appropriate training.  

In view of this theoretical framework, we have the following research questions:  

- What are the attitudes and conceptions towards school based sex education of 
first, second and third cycle of basic education teachers? 

- What are the needs expressed by the Portuguese students regarding their 
sexuality education?  

- Can a plan of skills development modifies the conceptions of teachers and 
students about sexuality and sex education? 

 

METHOD 
The present research aimed to identify basic education teachers’ and students’ attitudes 
and conceptions towards school based sex education (SE). The main purpose of our 
study was to develop teachers’ skills to approach sex education in order to promote a 
healthy sexuality for their students and to verify its effectiveness near the adolescents. 
Implementing a training program, the method used in this project was the action-
research. The study was developed in three phases: diagnostic, intervention and 
evaluation.  

 

Diagnostic phase 
To identify teachers' attitudes and conceptions about sex education at school we 
developed a questionnaire to be applied to teachers of all cycles of Portuguese basic 
education in Oporto schools. We chose to carry out our own questionnaire in order to fit 
it to our methodology and we validated it doing before a pilot study. They filled in the 
questionnaire online as well as the definitive convenience sample.  

The questionnaire was answered by 135 teachers (102 females and 33 males). The 
teachers’ average age was 41.79 years. The average in-service years was 16.63 
(minimum = less than a year; maximum = 37 years).  

Collected data was processed with the SPSS software (version 21.0). After a descriptive 
analysis, associations between variables were established applying: Kruskal-Wallis test, 
when it originate more than two groups; T test when we had only two groups to 
compare.  
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To identify students’ conceptions and needs concerned with SE (only for 2nd and 3rd 
cycles of basic education) we also developed our own questionnaire that was filled in 
online. It was answered by 397 students (192 females; 205 males). The average age was 
13 years old. Regarding the distribution of students by different school cycles/years we 
had: 2nd cycle - 85 students at the 5th year and 84 at the 6th; 3rd cycle - 55 adolescents at 
the 7th, 95 at the 8th and 78 at the 9th year.  

Obtained data was processed similarly to the data obtained from the teachers.  

 

Intervention phase 
The intervention phase started with a 50 hours training course for teachers, about school 
based sex education.  

For the students we develop a SE program applied to 6th (22 students), 7th (41 students), 
8th (19 students) and 9th (39 students) grades, by their teachers. The activities were 
structured around three components: biological, psycho-affective and life project 
(Ribeiro, 2006).  

 

Evaluation Phase 
The intervention program was evaluated by a focus group with 7 teachers (1 male, 6 
females) who had participated in the training course or had developed SE activities with 
the students.  

To evaluate the program impact for the students we applied a second questionnaire, 
which was filled in on paper by 112 students (60 females and 52 males). Regarding the 
distribution of students by the different school years, 22 were in the 6th degree, 41 were 
studying at the 7th, 15 in 8th, and 34 were attending the 9th degree. 

 

RESULTS 

Results from teachers 
In the diagnostic phase we found that the majority of the teachers inquired had no 
specific training neither in health nor in sex education. Only near a third of them had it.  

 

 
 
Figure 1: Training in health education and sex education (%) 
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We think this factor has a strong influence in the willing to address this issue with the 
students, since trained teachers were more willing to address it.  

 

Regarding the obstacles to sex education, the majority of the teachers saw parents as an 
important obstacle to address SE with students, since the majority of them referred that 
their biggest fear concerned with this issue were the possibility of parents’ adverse 
reactions. The lack of specific training in health and sex education was also one of the 
obstacles identified by the teachers questioned.  

When we inquired the teachers, during the focus group, after the intervention program, 
all the teachers said that they did not face with any adverse reactions from the parents.  

They agreed that the training course become them more confident, with more strategies 
and better prepared to implement SE activities. They also attributed greater importance 
to its role in sexual education, while in the diagnostic phase the majority of the teachers 
questioned preferred an element outside the school, like a doctor or a nurse, followed by 
the natural sciences teacher as the responsible persons by SE.  

Some statements presented in the table 1 comparing opinions from the previous and the 
final focus groups can elucidate this change of conceptions: 

 

Table 1: Teachers opinions about their role in SE in the first and the final focus groups. 

Focus group before the training course Focus group after the training course and 
intervention 

They do not start by the basis. They start 
from the roof. Because they impose. It is 
X hours for this and X hours for that and 
the basis is not this, isn’t it? The base is 
in fact know how to work with every age 
level and people having training for that. 
That's what for me is the basis. 
 

(Female teacher of Natural Sciences, 2nd Cycle) 

For me the positive aspects (of the 
training) was that really allowed me a 
space and a time of reflection on the 
subject and to find materials and 
strategies. In this aspect, I think it was 
positive. 
 
 
(Female teacher of Natural Sciences, 2nd Cycle) 

But I also think that it is no more training 
actions on the subject to do that I'm 
going to be the best person to talk about 
it. 
 

(Female teacher of English Language, 3rd Cycle) 

Training contributed to we feel more 
comfortable. 
 
 
 

(Female teacher of English Language, 3rd Cycle) 

 

 

Results from students 
In the diagnostic phase, 48.9% of the 397 students presented a concept of sexuality 
merely biologic, relating it to reproduction and sexual intercourse. Analysing those who 
answered the diagnostic questionnaire and had already participated in SE activities 
(n=102), 43.1% expressed a biological concept of sexuality. After our intervention 
program, the percentage of students who related sexuality only to biological dimension 
had fallen to 20.5% (table 2).  
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Table 2 - Comparison of students' concept of sexuality in the diagnostic phase and in the 
evaluation phase 

 Diagnostic 
phase (%) 

n=102 

Evaluation 
phase (%) 

n=112 
Biological dimension 43.1 20.5 
Psychological dimension 3.9 14.0 
Biological and psychological dimension 14.7 35.7 
Biological and social dimension 0.0 3.6 
Psychological and social dimension 0.0 0.9 
Biological, psychological and social dimension 2.9 7.1 
No dimensions 13.7 8.0 
Don’t know 21.6 9.8 

 

 

Comparing students’ scientific knowledge before and after the intervention we can see 
an evolution in conceptions scientifically accepted (Table 3). More, a brief analysis 
considering the factors gender and age shows that girls and older students classified 
more correctly the statements. 

 

Table 3: Students' Scientific Knowledge in diagnostic phase and evaluation phase (%) 

Fertilization is the union of two cell Diagnostic 
phase 
n=397 

Diagnostic 
phase 

n=102* 

Evaluation 
phase 
n=112 

T F T F T F 
Fertilization is the union of two cells-
one female and one male 

72.5 27.5 65.7 34.3 83.9 13.4 

Fertilization occurs in the vagina 49.5 50.6 39.2 60.8 33.0 65.2 
Reproduction is the union of two cells-
one female and one male 

86.9 13.1 90.2 9.8 40.2 56.3 

A woman can get pregnant during 
menstruation and one male 

53.7 46.3 47.1 52.9 83.9 16.1 

Legend: T=True; F= False 
* Students who had previously participated in SE activities 
 

About the school role in SE, in the diagnostic phase we verified that adolescents agree 
with the school context for SE, with teachers as educators and with their participation in 
SE activities at school. However, after the intervention program, students who had 
participated in it agreed more than those in the diagnostic phase that school is a place 
where they can clarify doubts about sexuality and that teachers are able to clarify them 
(table 4). It seems that students developed a more positive attitude towards the role that 
school plays in sex education. 
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Table 4 – Comparison of the response means to five statements about the school role in 
SE 

 Diagnostic 
phase 
n=397 

Diagnostic 
phase 

n=102* 

Evaluation 
phase 
 n=112 

I consider the school a place where I can 
clarify my doubts concerning on sexuality 
with confidence 

2.78 2.74 3.13 

Teachers know how to respond to my 
questions about sexuality 

2.84 2.90 3.37 

It is possible to approach SE in all disciplines 1.96 1.88 2.09 
I would like to participate in more SE 
activities in school 

2.68 2.87 3.06 

Sex Education should be a teachers’ 
responsibility 

2.62 2.69 2.91 

Scores: 1-Totally disagree; 2-Disagree; 3-Agree; 4-Totally agree;  
* Students who had previously participated in SE activities 
 

Analysing adolescents’ conceptions about the role of sex education on youth 
development, firstly we observed that the ideas “sexuality is felt differently throughout 
life”, “not always my friends know what is better for me” and “to talk about sexuality 
helps to decide” were the three with highest level of agreement. The number of students 
which agreed or totally agreed with these sentences increased after the intervention 
performed, even when compared with the responses of the students who had previously 
participated in SE activities (table 5).  

 

Table 5 – Comparison of the response means to eleven statements about the role of sex 
education on youth development 

 Diagnostic 
phase 
n=397 

Diagnostic 
phase 

n=102* 

Evaluation 
phase 
n=112 

To talk about sexuality helps us to decide 2.99 3.00 3.36 
There are different sexual orientations we 
should respect 

3.03 3.11 3.57 

Not always my friends know what is 
better for me 

3.02 3.09 3.42 

The sexual information prematurely 
arouses sexual behaviour 

2.65 2.63 2.67 

Sexuality is felt differently throughout 
life 

3.08 3.06 3.44 

Masturbation (stimulation of the genitals) 
is a normal practice 

2.77 2.77 3.18 

Sex education can help to define our 
personality 

2.75 2.77 2.90 

Sex education makes us more responsible 2.99 3.02 3.30 
Sex education helps to improve 
communication between men and women 

2.94 2.98 3.21 
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Sex education contributes to the 
promotion of equal rights and 
opportunities between men and women 

2.94 3.00 3.29 

Sex education contributes to the 
reduction of violence in relationships 
between people 

2.66 2.61 3.04 

Scores: 1-Totally disagree; 2-Disagree; 3-Agree; 4-Totally agree;  
* Students who had previously participated in SE activities 
 

Data analysis of the diagnostic phase, revealed that girls agreed more than boys with the 
idea different sexual orientations should be respected (t=4.781; p<.0001). On the other 
hand, boys agreed significantly more than girls that sexual information awakens early 
sexual behaviour (t=-4.162; p<.0001), masturbation is a normal practice (t=-3.902; 
p<.0001) and sex education contributes to improve communication between men and 
women (t=-2.412; p=.016). 

Results of the evaluation phase revealed no statistically significant differences between 
boys and girls. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
In this action-research we found results according other authors. Martinez et al (2012) 
found that teachers prefer delegate SE to elements outside the school, as teachers of our 
sample. For Cohen et al (2012) the factor most frequently endorsed by teachers as a 
barrier to SE was anticipated reactions from parents while the factor most frequently 
endorsed as making teachers more willing to teach SE was their level of knowledge. For 
Gerouki (2009) the most important obstacles for the implementation of SE, mentioned 
by the teachers of her sample, were the lack of appropriate training on the subject. 
These factors should be considered when developing SE programs, in order to guarantee 
its effectiveness.  

The results obtained with the students sample revealed that it is important to discuss 
with them the concept of sexuality, so they can acquire a comprehensive view of 
sexuality. It seems that the results obtained at the diagnostic phase in relation to this 
concept are in agreement with the observations of Allen (2007), in the United Kingdom, 
and of Vilar et al (2009), in Portugal, when they refer that the SE projects implemented 
at schools are under a preventive and medical perspective.   

It seems that after the intervention, students developed more favourable attitudes about 
the role of SE on youth development. It also increased their confidence in school about 
the role it plays in relation to SE. Moreover, it seems that the intervention was able to 
attenuate some gender differences. Thus, the understanding of different gender 
conceptions and needs should lead the design of effective SE projects, contributing to 
student personal and social education. 
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