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TEORETHICAL BACKGROUND  
 

The implementation of sex education in Portuguese schools has been a difficult 
process. Since 1984 several laws have been published in Portugal to promote this 
educative domain and more recently (1999 and 2000) legal documents reinforced the 
compulsory approach to “the sexual health promotion and the human sexuality” since 
primary school. Between 1995 and 1998 an experimental project was developed in five 
Portuguese schools (including one primary school) and, based on its results, the 
Ministry of Education published in 2000 the book “Sex Education in Schools – guide 
lines” (CCPES, 2000). This document presents the scientific contents, the values, the 
attitudes and the competencies to be developed in each school level. In spite of all these 
legal and scholar orientations, in general teachers continue to avoid dealing with sex 
education in their classroom.  

Facing this situation we are interested to investigate specially the origins of 
primary school teachers’ difficulties to implement sex education. Previous researches 
(Kehily, 2002; Teixeira, 1999) indicated that some psycho-social and cultural factors, 
like sexual biography or life history and religion, respectively, can be obstacles to the 
pedagogical practice of sex education. These variables can interact with knowledge in 
the construction of conceptions (Clément, 1998). 

After a survey to know teachers’ conceptions (e.g. opinions, difficulties, fears, 
supports) (Anastácio et al., 2004) we carried out a debate to try to identify teachers’ 
conceptions and obstacles by analysing their arguments for doing or not sex education 
in primary school. The use of the group discussion is an adequate technique to sensitive 
topics because the participants can feel more at ease (Flick, 1998). This strategy is often 
used to discuss questions that are socially controversial (Simonneaux, 2003) just like 
sexuality education.    
 
 
RESEARCH QUESTION 
 
Our research question is:   

► What are the primary school teachers’ arguments for and against implementing 
Sex Education in their classroom? 

And the sub-questions are: 

 What are teachers’ most difficult subject matters? 

 What are the social influences on teachers’ difficulties to implement sex 
education? 

 What are the personal dimensions (values, practices, emotions) that can 
influence the implementation of sex education? 

 



METHODOLOGY 
 

A debate had been organised to register teachers’ arguments in favour or against 
sex education. It was based on a schedule of questions to clarify opinions and to 
stimulate the discussion. 

We invited four Portuguese primary school teachers (1 male and 3 females), 
selecting two teachers in favour and the two other against sex education. The debate 
was achieved in the university auditorium with a public (futures primary school 
teachers) and with two moderators (which were the researchers): one moderator to 
stimulate the discussion, putting some questions, and to take notes and the other one to 
introduce the participants and to give them the floor.    

We asked teachers to get permission to audio register the discussion and all of 
them agreed. 
The debate lasted approximately 1 hour and 30 minutes. 
 The initial questions asked to the teachers were: 

- Having the law, why is it so difficult to implement sex education in our schools? 
- What is the main obstacle to the progress of this educative domain? 
- What contents must be taught in sex education? … values, affection, knowledge 

on reproduction, body growth, sexual health? 
- What is the most difficult content to teach in this field?  
 
The debate has then be transcribed and the content analysis of the teachers’ 

arguments is in course. We use the lexico-semantic technique of the key words (Harris, 
1953; Jacobi, 1987; Clément, 2002) to analyse the frequency of certain words that can 
indicate opinions for or against sex education in school. To classify the argumentations, 
we follow the criteria defined by Toulmin (1958), Plantin (1996), Clément (2002) and 
Jiménez (2003). 
 
 
DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 
 

We analysed the frequency and the semantic meaning of most significant key 
words,(e.g. family, politics, sexuality, reproduction, health, pedagogy). In this synopsis, 
we just summarise the results from the term “family” (table 1). Teachers against sex 
education in school (F.A. and A.M. in table 1) refer more often to “family” than to 
“parents”: F.A. 14 “family” vs 4 “parents” and A.M. 4 “family” and 1 “parents”. In 
contrast, teachers who are in favour to sex education (I.C. and I.P. in table 1) used more 
frequently the term “parents” than “family”: I.C. 13 “family” vs 23 “parents” and I.P. 
0“family” vs 22 “parents”. 

The analysis of the co-text of these terms (“family” or “parents”) show that they 
have different meanings (right column of Table1): teachers against sex education (F.A. 
and A.M.) assumed these terms in the context of the institutional traditional model, 
being responsible for making decisions and defending convictions and values . Teachers 
who are in favour to sex education (I.C. and I.P.) used these terms in reference to 
support teachers, to receptivity and non impeding this educative process. 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 1. Occurrences of the key word “Family”, of its reformulation and of its meanings  
  family reformulation Meaning from co-text  

Family or parents associated to: 
F.A. p.2 – l.10,11,11,14 

p.15 – l.6 
p.17 - l.1 
 
p.2 – l.16 
p.3 – l.8 
p.14 – l.31 
p.16 – l.11,14 
p.17 – l.9 
 
p.16 – l.21 
 
p.15 – l.12 
p.16 – l.10 
p.17 – l.9,12 

families, 6 
 
 
 
family, 6 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
familiar 
contexts,1 
Parents, 4 

- the defence of convictions and 
values, 6 

- the social context, 3 
- an institutional traditional model, 4 
- decisiveness, 3 
- difficulties in children education, 1  

  12 5 17
A.M. p.11 – l.11, 11 

p.39 – l.30 
p.40 – l.10 
p.11 – l.9 

family, 4  
 
 
parents, 1 

- an institutional traditional model, 4 
- fears,1 

  4 1 5
I.C.  p.5 – l.2,5,6 

p.23 – 
l.9,9,11,12,13,15,18 
p.26 – l.27 
p.34 – l.23 
 
p.5 – l.6 
 
p.21 – l.10,11,19 
p.29 – l.9,13,14 
p.37 – 
l.20,21,22,26,26 
p.21 – l.14 
p.29 – l.17 
p.37 – l.17,30 
p.21 – l.14 
p.37 – l.17 
p.29 – l.9,11,13 
p.29 – l.14 
p.37 – l.27 
p.37 – l.28 

family, 12  
 
 
 
 
 
which, 1 
 
parents,11 
 
 
 
parent,4 
 
 
him, 2 
 
they,3 
them,1 
those,1 
others,1 

- an institutional traditional model, 2 
- a non traditional model, 6 
- a continuity of school education, 4 
- the defence of convictions and 

values, 1 
- teachers’ support, 4 
- no possibility to interdict sex 

education, 12 
- negligence, 2 
- receptivity, 5 

  12 24 36
I.P. p.10 – 

l.18,27,29,30,33 
p.20 – l.9,9, 15, 29 
p.21 – l.2, 2, 5 
p.27 – l.5, 13 
 
p.10 – 30, 31 
 
p.20 – l.16 
p.37 – l.3 
 
p.27 – 1.11 
p.37 – l.5,6,10 

 Parents, 14 
 
 
 
 
 
Themselves, 2 
 
Them,2 
 
 
They, 4 

- teachers’ support,12 
- no possibility to interdict sex 

education, 2 
- negligence, 1 
- receptivity, 7 

  22 22



 
We identified several contents of arguments in the discourses. We have just the place 
here for some examples: 
 
Table 2.: Examples of arguments mentioning personal feelings (they are used by the 4 

teachers, for as well as against sex education). 
F.A. “they (…) don’t feel at ease. Don’t feel.” p.2 – l.7-8 
A.M. “… I don’t feel much at ease to teach sex education in my school” p.11 – l.5 

“… the family (…) is not at ease, like I am not …” p.11 – l.11-12 
I.C.  “… teachers are not very well with this matter. They don’t feel well with themselves, so they can’t 

transmit that. And when it exists too much insurance, the easiest probably is not to teach.”  p.3 – 
l.28-30 

I.P. “teachers (…) feel very uncomfortable to approach … the sexuality.” p. 9 – l.2 
“… teachers generally … intimidate” p.9 – l.6-7 

 
Table 3.: Examples of arguments against sex education, based on prudence or afraid by 

the family  
F.A. “Colleagues need to be careful to don’t hurt susceptibilities” p. 15 - l.11-12 

“Don’t dare to penetrate in spheres that are considered intimate.” p. 15 – l.13-14 
“Questions related to pregnancy, I don’t know if they are questions to approach in primary school 
or not, I don’t know, I also think that no, I think it is not important.” p. 15 – l.15-17 
 

 
Table 4.: Examples of arguments for sex education, based on biology and health 
I.C. “… teacher obligation is educate! Education can’t in any way to be cut from any part and I 

think the body … we can’t live without it.” p.4 – l.13-15 
“And that the education of the self passes also by the sexuality.” p.4 – l.16-18 
“I think it is interesting, it is interesting to approach these questions for that people relate 
precisely in a healthier way.” p.4 – l.32-33 

 
Table 5.: Examples of legalist arguments (doing sex education is based on the law and 

on the curriculum). Teachers who are in favour of sex education use these 
arguments of authority. 

I.C. “it is in curriculum, it is in the law, I am a teacher, it is my work in the classroom” p.21 – l.20 
“ I would respond (to any parent): Look here! Here is the programme!” p.37 – l.17-18. 

I.P. “it is legislated, is a part of the curriculum, in the programme of the environmental study …” 
p.20 – l.16-17 
“The law, is legislated” p. 37 – l.19 

 
 
CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 
From the analysis of this public debate, it appeared that: 
• the 2 teachers who are against sex education used more often the word “family” 

than the word “parents” and referred it as the traditional model of family. They also 
presented general arguments and often spoke about their life experience and fears; 

• the 2 teachers who are in favour presented arguments based in their school practice, 
in law (argument of authority as sex education is part of the official national 
programme) and in pupils needs (interests, curiosity). They used more often 
scientific terms than the teachers against. 

 
In conclusion, this starting analysis of the public debate suggests that the words and 
arguments can differentiate between teachers that are pro and against sex education. 
These results also suggest that references to scientific knowledge may be associated to 



values and teachers practices. Besides, results from other keywords analysed from this 
public debate come to the same conclusions. 
 
In addition to this public debate, private focus group interviews with teachers will be 
carried out in order to go into more detail about their arguments in favour and against 
sex education. Different focus groups (about 4 teachers) will be organised: female 
teachers only, male teachers only; mixed male and female teachers; and novice teachers. 
It is expected that in private, teachers will speak more freely about their perspectives 
about school sex education, therefore their arguments can be expressed differently and 
so being valuable to complete this research. 
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=============================== 
 
Abstract: 
 
In order to identify the obstacles to teaching sex education in Portuguese primary 
school, we have analysed the arguments used by teachers pro and against sex education 
in a public debate as well as their different use of the keywords “family” and “parents”. 
 
 


