
How does students' previous sex education influence
their current sexual health behaviors?

Welcome back to the Community College Health Study newsletter! In this issue, we report on
students’ experiences with the school-based sex education they received since the 9th grade
and describe some key sexual health outcomes associated with that education. 

As a part of the Community College Health Study, community college students filled out a
survey to describe the topics covered by their previous school-based sex education, rated the
quality of this sex education, and answered questions about their current sexual and
relationship health behaviors (e.g., condom use). As such, this newsletter will help
stakeholders better understand how types of previous sex education are associated with
critical sexual and relationship health outcomes experienced while youth are attending
community college.

With this information, stakeholders may also better understand the opportunities colleges have
to provide their students with sexual health information they may not have received previously
to promote healthy behaviors like bystander intervention, condom use, and STI testing.

Our findings indicate that receiving comprehensive sex education may have many benefits
for young college students. For instance, students who received more comprehensive sex
education generally rated the quality of their previous sex education more favorably,
although they did indicate that these topics may be uncomfortable to learn about.

Students who received comprehensive sex education also reported more confidence in
their ability to intervene as a bystander to sexual or relationship violence. In addition,
students who received comprehensive sex education reported more frequent condom use,
were more likely to communicate with their partners about STIs and were more likely to get
tested for STIs. These behaviors are important for preventing unplanned pregnancies and
the transmission of STIs.

Unfortunately, many students have not previously received comprehensive sex education
and 40% of students surveyed reported receiving no sex education at all since 9th grade.
Community colleges are well-positioned to help students fill this gap and provide students
with more comprehensive information about sexual and relationship health. This may be
especially important for students that reported less coverage of sex education topics in
their previous sex education.
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cite the information using the following: Ahuna, K., Evans-Paulson, R., Porter, E.,
Scull, T., and The Community College Health Study Team (2023). Community College

Health Study Newsletter, 5th edition. https://cchealthstudy.com.

Reina Evans-Paulson, PhD
Senior Author and Project Director
Dr. Evans-Paulson conducts research related to adolescent and
young adult health with a focus on implementation and evaluation
of sexual health interventions, parent and family influences on
adolescent sexuality, and sexual communication. Dr. Evans-
Paulson has published in esteemed peer-reviewed journals such as
JAMA Pediatrics, Journal of Sex Research, and Pediatrics. She
received her doctorate in applied social and community
psychology from North Carolina State University.

Types of Previous Sex Education

Student Perceptions of Previous Sex
Education

Stay Informed

If your colleagues are interested in receiving future newsletters, they can complete
the form below to be added to the listserv.

Based on students’ reports of the topics most often covered by their previous, school-
based sex education, students were categorized as receiving 4 types of previous sex
education. We will refer to these types of sex education as no sex education or none,
abstinence-only, abstinence+, and comprehensive.

Comprehensive sex education, as it is defined here, includes a broad spectrum of sexual
health topics. These topics include not only medically accurate information about safe sex,
but also information related to contraception, sexual and gender identity, media influence,
communication, and healthy relationships.
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Percentage of students that reported receiving each type of
previous sex education

Note: we asked students about their experiences with school-based sex education from
9th grade and on.

Notably, 40% of students surveyed reported receiving no sex education since 9th grade. Of
the students that report receiving any sex education, most have received abstinence-only or
abstinence+ sex education which covers limited topics. Only 15% of students surveyed
reported receiving comprehensive sex education.
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Preparative?

“Was your previous sex education...“

1 (Not at all ) 3 (Moderately) 5 (Extremely)

Note: the scores shown above are the average ratings given by students. These averages
are statistically controlled for by gender and relationship status meaning the average

scores have accounted for the potential influence of these variables on student scores.
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Students who reported receiving comprehensive sex education
generally rated the quality of their education more favorably.
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Those who received comprehensive sex education felt their education was more inclusive,
empowering, and preparative compared to students who received abstinence-only or
abstinence+ sex education. On the other hand, students who received comprehensive sex
education reported feeling less comfortable during their education than did other groups. One
possible explanation is that the additional sexual health topics that are discussed in
comprehensive sex education are not typically discussed in many U.S. communities (i.e., they
are taboo) which may make them more uncomfortable to learn about.

It is important to be aware that college students may be uncomfortable at times when learning
about new and/or sensitive topics and important for sex educators to be prepared to respond
to this discomfort. While learning about these topics may be uncomfortable, they may
ultimately help students feel more empowered and prepared to make informed decisions
about their sexual health.

Current Sexual Health Outcomes

Condom Use
Students who previously received comprehensive sex education reported using
condoms more often and were more likely to report using a condom at their last

sexual encounter. 

STI Communication and STI Testing 
Students who previously received comprehensive sex education reported

communicating with their partner(s) about STIs more often and were more likely to
report having been tested for an STI.
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Students who reported receiving comprehensive sex education
were more likely to practice safe sex behaviors such as...

 “How often do you or your partner(s) use a
condom when having vaginal sex?” 

1 (Never ) 2 (Rarely) 4 (Always)

2.9

3 (Sometimes)

Students who reported receiving comprehensive sex
education were also more likely to report using a condom the
last time they had vaginal sex as compared to other groups. 

“How often do you talk to your partners(s)
about sexually transmitted infections (STIs)?”

1 (Never ) 2 (Rarely) 4 (Always)

2.72.4 3.0

3 (Sometimes)
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Students who reported receiving comprehensive sex
education were also more likely to report having ever been

tested for an STI as compared to other groups.
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Note: the scores shown above are the average ratings given by students. These averages
are statistically controlled for by gender and relationship status meaning the average

scores have accounted for the potential influence of these variables on student scores.

abstinence+

For example, students who reported receiving comprehensive sex education, on
average, felt more confident that they could implement skills like...

Helping a friend find resources if they have experienced sexual assault

Helping someone who looked uncomfortable or upset at a party

Talking to a friend who might be in an abusive relationship

Doing something to help a very drunk person at a party

Students who reported receiving comprehensive sex education also felt
more confident in their ability to intervene as a bystander.

Students who received comprehensive sex education were more likely to report getting tested
for STIs and using a condom the last time they had sex. They also reported more frequent
communication with their partners about STIs, more consistent condom use, and more
confidence in their ability to intervene as a bystander to potential sexual or relationship
violence. This information suggests that comprehensive sex education that goes beyond
disease prevention may promote college students‘ ability to engage in healthy sexual and
relationship behaviors.

Key Takeaways

Media Aware is an evidence-based comprehensive sexual and relationship health
promotion program designed to fill gaps in previous sex education and meet the

unique needs of young adults.
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The Institute for Women’s Policy Research (IWPR) has launched the Connect for
Success Initiative and is providing grant funding to improve community college

students’ access to high-quality and comprehensive sexual and reproductive
education and care. To apply, a Letter of Inquiry Form must be submitted by

December 8th, 2023.
*The Community College Health Study Team is not affiliated with the IWPR

Check Out This Funding Opportunity!
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Connect for Success  
Letter of Inquiry Form

Learn More

Visit Our Website

Find more information about the Community College Health Study and view our
previous newsletters on our website.

Questions? You can email our study team at:
CCHStudy@iRTinc.us.
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