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ABSTRACT 

 Scholars and public opinion alike often claim that support for Abstinence Only 

Sex Education (AOSE) is found primarily in the “religious right.”  Previous research has 

found that religion has the power to uniquely affect the views of its adherents.  In this 

study, I seek to find what variance exists among a small sample of evangelical Christians 

gathered from one discrete geographic area, as determined by their views on sexual 

education, and what factors affect these variances. Specifically, this study seeks to 

answer the following questions: 

• Do evangelical Christians in this study support abstinence based education?  What 

specific material related to sexual education do these evangelical Christians want 

their children to be taught?  Who should teach this material, and how/where 

should it be taught? 

• For these evangelical Christians, what kind of interaction exists between beliefs 

about sexual education and religious beliefs and experience? 

• What factors, other than religion, if any, do these evangelical Christians cite as 

decisive factors in their beliefs about sexual education? 

• Do distinctions between various sexual education programs and methods 

currently utilized in the research actually provide meaningful categories in which 

parents will self-identify? 

 To answer these questions, I asked a group of evangelical Christians, who are 

religiously homogenous based on a well-tested religiosity metric, to identify their beliefs 

as to the context (where and how) in which sexual education should be taught, as well as 
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the content (subject matter) of sex education curriculum. Parents diverged into three 

groups that each had unique beliefs about the content and context of sexual education in 

schools.  None of these groups aligned with current educational curriculum classifications 

(such as AOSE, Abstinence Plus, or Comprehensive education).  Additionally, one of the 

groups of parents are uniquely identified by all belonging to the same church, indicating 

that church membership may play a role in beliefs about sexual education.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION AND RATIONALE 

 “Linking the various threads of the Christian Right agenda are an ideological 

fervency and authoritarian group dynamics that bear watching,” says Sara Diamond 

(1989) in her work, Spiritual Warfare: The Politics of the Christian Right.  Diamond, like 

many of her contemporaries, discusses the Christian Right as a monotonic entity, linking 

this group and its members to one particular ideological stance.  The study of religion 

necessarily categorizes people into religious groups, for the purposes of both comparison 

and analysis, which may implicitly assume that those who self-identify into those groups 

(or who are categorized into them through other criteria) hold similar viewpoints on a 

variety of issues that are explained by their similar religious beliefs. This can be seen in 

research literature that treats religious affiliation as an independent variable, and popular 

media, such as that noted above, which makes assumptions about, for example, the 

opinions of evangelical Christians.  This study aims to test this hypothesis of generalized 

uniformity and provide a nuanced and in-depth look at one of these groups, namely a 

small group of evangelical Christians living in Lubbock, Texas.  The purpose of this is to 

test the assumptions of classical categorization schema that often imply that certain 

attitudes and behaviors will be exhibited by a religious community in its entirety. 

 This study will test the hypothesis of uniformity among evangelical Christians by 

examining a group of evangelical Christian parents’ views on sexual education.  The 

assumption that these Christians uniformly support the design and teaching of 
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Abstinence-Only Sexual Education (AOSE) curriculum is widely held both in research 

literature and public discourse.  In reference to a statute that requires AOSE, one author 

claims, “the purpose of the [sex education] statute is a return to conservative values, 

values that mirror those of conservative Christians” (Jones 2001-2002:1076-1077).  In 

elucidating the nuance of beliefs about sexual education held by this group of evangelical 

Christians, this study will determine whether or not uniformity exists on this issue in 

particular, and whether and how religious beliefs drive respondents’ beliefs about sexual 

education.  The purpose of this study is to determine what, if any, variance exists among 

evangelical Christians in terms of their beliefs about sexual education.  This is achieved 

by asking parents in this group what specific sexual education content they believe 

should be taught, and in what context (e. g. home, church, and/or school).  Additionally, 

this study seeks to gain greater insight into how religious views of participants affect 

beliefs about sexual education.  Finally, I seek to determine whether the distinctions 

between sexual education programs (AOSE/Abstinence-Plus/Comprehensive) are 

meaningful. 

 Controversy has surrounded the topic of sexual education since the sexual 

revolution of the 1960s and is a part of public discourse today as a topic of contention 

among liberals and conservatives alike.  Warring camps are often generally identified as 

the conservative religious right, who support abstinence based sexual education, and the 

liberal left, who support comprehensive sexual education (Irvine 2002; Luker 2006).  

There are currently three distinct sexual education programs being practiced in schools 

today.  These programs include Abstinence-Only, Abstinence-Plus (A+) and 
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Comprehensive.  Abstinence-Only is defined as waiting until marriage for sexual activity; 

if any information about contraception is given, it is negative and/or incomplete.   A+ 

includes waiting until marriage for sexual activity and providing accurate information 

about contraception.  (For ease of discussion, I will sometimes conflate AOSE and A+ 

programs, referring to them as Abstinence Based Sexual Education, or ABSE.) 

Comprehensive sexual education includes abstinence as well as accurate information 

about contraception, and sexual health.  Additionally, it provides medically accurate 

information about sexuality and sexual behavior (Jones 2001-2002).  These distinctions 

are also found in Table 1, below.  

   This study has used attitudes about sexual education among parents as an 

exemplar of the vast array of views that are held by this homophilic group of evangelical 

Christians.  It is the belief of this study that the controversy surrounding the topic of 

sexual education, both nationally and locally, causes parents to have formed strong 

opinions about it, making it a relevant and appropriate topic for analysis.  The parents in 

this study are relatively uniform on the variables of religious affiliation, religiosity, and 

theological beliefs, as well as being demographically similar.  However, contrary to 

media and research expectations, not all of the parents in this study support AOSE for 

their children.  Rather, through the course of this study, I found a wide range of opinions 

and beliefs about sexual education, none of which exactly match the distinctions that 

describe the various sexual education programs (see Table 1 below).  I have categorized 

parents into three groups, based on their beliefs about sexual education in public schools.  

I spoke with parents whom I have labeled Protective Communicators (PCs), who support 
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teaching strictly abstinence, if anything at all. The second group, labeled “Knowledge is 

Power” Parents (KPPs), consists of parents who support abstinence in addition to 

comprehensive information about sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and 

contraception. The final group, labeled the “Just the Facts” Parents (JFPs), support 

teaching factual information about sex and sexual health, including STIs and 

contraception in schools, but do not support the teaching of abstinence.  Of note, is that 

none of these groups directly line up with one specific educational curriculum.  This fact 

indicates that the current distinctions between sexual education curriculums are not 

actually meaningful.  A comparison of current educational curriculums, and the 

curriculums desired by parents can be seen in Table 1, below.  

Table 1: Curriculum Distinctions and Parent Support  

 Current Public Educational 
Curriculum 

Parental Support for 
Inclusion in Public 

Curriculum 

 AOSE A+ Comprehensive PCs KPPs JFPs 

Abstinence Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
Contraception Sometimes* Yes Yes No Yes Yes 

STIs No No Yes No Yes Yes 
Sexuality No No Yes No No No 

Sexual Behavior (oral/anal 
sex, petting, masturbation) No No Yes No No Sometimes** 

*if included, information is incomplete and sends negative moral messages 
** Parents in this group support information about sexual behavior with some stipulations 
that will be discussed in the results section  
 
This study has more heavily focused on the JFPs for two distinct reasons.  First, the 

beliefs found among this group are most divergent from the views which are expected of 

evangelical Christian parents.  Second, all of the members of this group belong to the 
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same church, which points to a correlation between specific group membership and 

beliefs about sexual education.  
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CHAPTER II 

BACKGROUND AND STUDY LOCATION 

This study is in a unique position to test this hypothesis of uniformity, as it takes 

place in a city nestled in the buckle of the Bible belt, which has a uniquely conservative 

culture.  In the 2000 presidential elections, Lubbock, TX had the one of the highest 

margin of Republican votes of any congressional district in the state of Texas – a state 

known for being conservative.1  The strength of support for conservative political ideas 

make this community an appropriate place to test the assumption of uniformity.  The 

rationale for selecting beliefs about sex education as a means of testing this assumption is 

that sexual education, when it does exist in the schools in this medium-sized Texas town, 

is exclusively abstinence only, and often a topic of rich debate.2  For example, activist 

Shelby Knox began her work in activism in Lubbock, working to reform sexual 

education.  Shelby Knox’s 2005 documentary, the Education of Shelby Knox, is a 

Sundance award-winning film, of which Shelby Knox and sexual education in Lubbock 

are the subjects.3  This national spotlight has ignited debate over sexual education in 

Lubbock over the past several years.  

                                                
1David Leip. 
http://uselectionatlas.org/RESULTS/statesub.php?year=2000&fips=48303&f=0&off=0&elect=0 Accessed 
10/12/2011 
2Morgan Smith. http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/16/us/in-texas-more-schools-teach-abstinence-
plus.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 Accessed 02-01-2013 
3 Shelby Knox http://www.huffingtonpost.com/shelby-knox/ Accessed 03-04-2013 

http://uselectionatlas.org/RESULTS/statesub.php?year=2000&fips=48303&f=0&off=0&elect=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/16/us/in-texas-more-schools-teach-abstinence-plus.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/16/us/in-texas-more-schools-teach-abstinence-plus.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/shelby-knox/
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Sexual Education in Lubbock, TX 

 In this particular school district, Pastor Ed Ainsworth, known locally as “Sex Ed,” 

was, for many years, contracted to provide seminars in sexual education in junior highs 

and high schools in the local area.  Recent graduates from this school district (who were 

not interview respondents of this study), when asked what they remember about these 

seminars, convey the following memories: “I was irritated that we were being force fed a 

Christian agenda of ‘no sex’ rather than safe sex.  Even in my immaturity I could see how 

unrealistic [the pastor’s] curriculum was,” and “He said that latex condoms were woven 

together like fabric and that there were holes in them big enough for sperm and STDs to 

get through.  What a fucking nut!”4  I argue that the politicization of this particular issue 

on a national scale, combined with a locally controversial method of teaching sexual 

education, may make parents more likely to form an opinion about how sexual 

knowledge should be communicated to their children.   

 As evidence of how strongly the respondents in this study feel about sexual 

education, one respondent brought to light the general divisiveness of this topic, as it can 

be closely related to such polarizing issues as homosexuality and abortion.  It is no 

surprise that these issues might be conflated, causing parents to believe that such topics 

could be included in sexual education, despite the widely varying views that are held on 

these topics at a national level.  The respondent in question argued that Planned 

Parenthood and such influential figures as Alfred Kinsey and Hugh Hefner have been key 

                                                
4Lauren Dent 
http://www.reddit.com/r/Lubbock/comments/qi2nl/lisd_gradsstudents_if_you_know_the_name_ed/ 
Accessed 02-08-2012  

http://www.reddit.com/r/Lubbock/comments/qi2nl/lisd_gradsstudents_if_you_know_the_name_ed/


Texas Tech University, Lauren Dent, May 2013 
 

8 
 

players in the formation of sexual education agendas nation-wide.  While this 

respondent’s information may not be entirely accurate, she is correct in that there are 

close ties between Planned Parenthood and the Sexual Information and Education 

Council of the United States (SIECUS), a non-profit group that aims to encourage 

comprehensive sexual education nation-wide.5  Her expression of the relationship 

between sex education and the agendas of organizations of which she disapproves, is 

indicative of the kind of polarization effect of this topic, which, I believe, encourages 

parents to form strong opinions about the nature of sexual education.    

Religious Landscape in Lubbock, TX 

 Data from the Association of Statisticians of American Religious Bodies6 show 

that the number of religious adherents in Lubbock County (57.58%) exceeds the national 

average (48%) by almost 10%.  Additionally, the number of evangelical Christians in 

Lubbock County exceeds the national average by 21.04%.   This information is presented 

in Figure 1, below.  The relatively large numbers of church adherents, as well as the 

overwhelming proportion of evangelical Christians in Lubbock County, make this 

particular area an appropriate place to study this group. Participants in this study are all 

identified as evangelical Christians, based on their membership in churches whose 

doctrine identifies them as such.  

 

                                                
5 SIECUS. http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.viewPage&pageId=490&parentID=472 
accessed 01-31-2013 
6 http://www.thearda.com/Archive/Files/Descriptions/RCMSCY10.asp Accessed 02/20/2013 

http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.viewPage&pageId=490&parentID=472
http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.viewPage&pageId=490&parentID=472
http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.viewPage&pageId=490&parentID=472
http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.viewPage&pageId=490&parentID=472
http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.viewPage&pageId=490&parentID=472
http://www.thearda.com/Archive/Files/Descriptions/RCMSCY10.asp
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Figure 1: Religious Adherents In Lubbock County 

Grace Church 

 The participants of one group in this study, the JFPs, while grouped and labeled 

based on their beliefs about sex education, also come from the same church. One defining 

characteristic of this congregation, Grace Church, is its membership in the Acts 29 

network (A29).  A29, in its Mission and Vision Statement states that it “exists to build a 

unifying and an uncommon alliance of smaller networks to advance the mission of Jesus 

through church planting churches.”7  As such, A29 encourages men who desire to plant a 

church to engage in partnership with network, which in turn offers training and support 

for these churches.  

                                                
7 Mark Driscoll. http://www.acts29network.org/about/vision/ Accessed 05-25-2012 
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 In order to be a member church of the A29 network, a church must conform its 

beliefs to the four main doctrinal beliefs of the network.  The network sets forth their 

basic beliefs, stating that they are “first Christians, second Evangelicals, third Missional, 

and fourth Reformed.”8  As an organizational body, A29 “intentionally omits some finer 

points of doctrine and secondary issues as we allow the elders in our local churches to 

operate according to their convictions on these matters.”9  Additionally, to plant a church 

that is affiliated with A29, each pastor, or church-planter, as they refer to him, must 

submit a 100 page application, and pass through a rigorous screening process. 

 One of the ways in which this particular church is unique is that members are 

required to attend a membership class, and affirm that they agree theologically and 

doctrinally with the church.  Additionally, members are required to be involved in weekly 

group meetings with other church members.  This is done in order to foster a sense of 

“community” among members.  This model of church membership may be responsible 

for high degrees of homogeneity of belief. 

  

                                                
8 Mark Driscoll. http://www.acts29network.org/about/doctrine/ Accessed 05-25-2012 
9 Ibid. 

http://www.acts29network.org/about/doctrine/
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CHAPTER III 

LITERATURE 

 “Sex education conflicts involve not merely which curriculum a public school 

adopts; rather they are highly emotional public arguments about sexuality and young 

people” (Irvine 2002:142).  The national debate over sexual education is a debate in 

which Americans are emotionally invested (Irvine 2002) precisely because topics of 

sexuality, especially where children are concerned, drive to the core of one’s values.  For 

some parents, and indeed those in this study in particular, deeply personal religious 

values point to the importance of this topic.   This section will elucidate this debate by 

offering a brief overview of sexual education in the United States and the support it 

receives from various groups.  Then, I will take a more broad approach to describe the 

research link between religion and various world views and beliefs about political and 

social issues, including parenting and sexual education.   

Sexual Education in America 

 Sexual education began in 1913, when a group of reformers who “dreamed of 

establishing a world of gender and sexual equality” (Luker 2006:55) introduced the 

American Social Hygiene Association (ASHA), under the watchful eyes of the 

progressive era.  It was during this era that the first sexual revolution occurred.  A 

response to disease that became widespread with the existence of red-light districts, and 

the sexual double standard that allowed society to look the other way in the face of 

prostitution, sex education originally was created to deal with the problem of extra-
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marital sex, and the host of problems it entailed.  As such, early sex education was aimed 

at making marital sex healthy and pleasurable, rather than a means of conception.  The 

founders of sexual education were unified in this goal.   Early years of sexual education 

saw the growth of family planning (contraception education) throughout the first half of 

the 20th century.  It was not until much later that sexual education shifted (out of 

necessity) to addressing premarital sex.  However, the goals of sexual education became 

less unified due to growing social tensions that existed about acceptance of premarital sex 

(Luker 2006).  These social tensions are the basis for the debate that exists today over the 

appropriate content and context of sexual education.   

Currently, school districts have the right to select the type of sexual education 

they will offer, as education in America is locally controlled.  However, different types of 

monetary incentives, in the form of federal grants, are offered to districts, depending on 

which type of sexual education curriculum they use.  Those which present abstinence 

only sex education, as defined by section 510 of the 1996 Social Security Act (Perrin and 

Dejoy 2003) receive grants under this act.  This act does allow state agencies to 

administer abstinence only sex education themselves, or, in the case of the community 

that is the subject of this study, use private, non-profit, or faith-based organizations to 

administer these programs.  Under section 510 of the 1996 Social Security Act, 

abstinence education curriculum must:  

• have as its exclusive purpose, teaching the social, psychological, and health gains 
to be realized by abstaining from sexual activity 

• teach abstinence from sexual activity outside marriage as the expected standard 
for all school-age children 
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• teach that abstinence from sexual activity is the only certain way to avoid out-of-
wedlock pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases, and other associated health 
problems 

• teach that a mutually faithful monogamous relationship in the context of marriage 
is the expected standard of human sexual activity 

• teach that sexual activity outside of the context of marriage is likely to have 
harmful psychological and physical effects 

• teach that bearing children out-of-wedlock is likely to have harmful consequences 
for the child, the child’s parents, and society 

• teach young people how to reject sexual advances and how alcohol and drug use 
increases vulnerability to sexual advances 

• teach the importance of attaining self-sufficiency before engaging in sexual 
activity10 
 

 Recently, President Obama has put into action an initiative that works to provide 

financial support for more comprehensive sexual education programs.  This initiative, the  

“Teen Pregnancy Prevention Initiative (TPPI), first funded in Fiscal Year (FY) 
2010 at $110 million, provides competitive contracts and grants to public and 
private entities … [which offer] evidence-based programs that have been proven 
effective through rigorous evaluation to reduce teenage pregnancy, behavioral risk 
factors underlying teenage pregnancy, or other associated risk factors.”11    

 
This program, as it has been utilized by the state of Texas, specifically is discussed in 

more detail below.  

 Overwhelmingly, American parents agree that sexual education, in some form, 

should be taught in public schools. A national survey of 1001 parents in 2004 reported 

that 90% of respondents reported believing that having sex education as part of school 

curriculum is very important or somewhat important.12  The controversy as it exists in the 

United States is over what, specifically, should be included in this curriculum.  
                                                
10 Social Security Administration. http://www.ssa.gov/OP_Home/ssact/title05/0510.htm Accessed 01-31-
2013. 
11 SIECUS. http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.ViewPage&PageID=1190#_edn8 Accessed 
01-31-2013 
12 Kaiser Family Foundation.  http://www.kff.org/newsmedia/upload/Sex-Education-in-America-General-
Public-Parents-Survey-Toplines.pdf Accessed 1-28-13 

http://www.ssa.gov/OP_Home/ssact/title05/0510.htm
http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.ViewPage&PageID=1190#_edn8
http://www.kff.org/newsmedia/upload/Sex-Education-in-America-General-Public-Parents-Survey-Toplines.pdf
http://www.kff.org/newsmedia/upload/Sex-Education-in-America-General-Public-Parents-Survey-Toplines.pdf
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Quantitative measures used to determine people’s opinions about sexual education in 

America are often based on one of several dichotomies.  For example, questions from 

The Annenberg National Health Communication Survey13 (Table 2) ask parents to 

identify their support for either AOSE or a more comprehensive program.  These data 

conclude that 36.2% of these parents somewhat support or strongly support AOSE, while 

82.1% of the same group of parents somewhat support or strongly support teaching other 

methods of preventing pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases, in addition to 

teaching about abstinence.  The overlap of parents who support both AOSE and more 

comprehensive programs is puzzling, suggesting that this type of quantitative inquiry is 

not telling an important part of the sociological story. It is this type of data that begs for 

qualitative, nuanced data, to understand what exactly parents want their children to be 

taught about sex.  

Table 2: National Support for Sexual Education in Schools 

The Annenberg National Health Communication Survey 

Beliefs About Sexual 
Education 

Strongly 
Oppose % 

Somewhat 
Oppose % 

No     
Opinion % 

Somewhat 
Support % 

Strongly 
Support % Total 

Support or oppose abstinence-
only 18.8 31.9 13.1 20.9 15.3 100 % 

Support or oppose teaching other 
methods of preventing pregnancy 
and sexually transmitted diseases 

in addition to teaching about 
abstinence? 

3.3 6.5 8.1 43.6 38.5 100% 

 

                                                
13 The Annenberg National Health Communication Survey. https://anhcs.asc.upenn.edu/download.aspx 
Accessed 1-31-2013 

https://anhcs.asc.upenn.edu/download.aspx
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Sex Education in Texas 

 Despite President Obama’s TPPI initiative, which funds A+ and Comprehensive 

sexual education programs, Texas remains a leader in offering AOSE.14  Only one school 

district in the state of Texas, Navasota ISD, has chosen to introduce comprehensive 

sexual education, under TPPI.  This district is receiving $999,030 for the years 2010–

2014.  Other recipients in the state of Texas which have received funds under this 

initiative have been a Tier 1 research university and a non-profit organization.  Together, 

these three entities have received/are receiving $4,584,030 from TPPI.15 

 

Figure 2: Sex Education in Texas 

                                                
14Texas Freedom Network. http://www.tfn.org/site/DocServer/Report_final_web.pdf Accessed 01-31-
2013. 
15 SIECUS. http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.ViewPage&PageID=1327#Teen Pregnancy 
Prevention Initiative Accessed 01-31-2013. 

   

Abstinence-Plus 3.6% Nothing 2.3% 

Abstinence-Only 
94%  

http://www.tfn.org/site/DocServer/Report_final_web.pdf
http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.ViewPage&PageID=1327#Teen Pregnancy Prevention Initiative
http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.ViewPage&PageID=1327#Teen Pregnancy Prevention Initiative
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Currently in the state of Texas, an overwhelming 94% of schools are teaching AOSE, 

3.6% are teaching A+, and 2.3% report teaching nothing at all, as presented in Figure 2. 

In Fiscal Year 2010, the state of Texas received Title V State Abstinence Education 

Program funds totaling $5,402,595.16 The Texas Education Code states that  “any course 

materials and instruction relating to human sexuality, sexually transmitted diseases, or 

human immunodeficiency virus or acquired immune deficiency syndrome shall be 

selected by the board of trustees with the advice of the local school health advisory 

council and must: 

• present abstinence from sexual activity as the preferred choice of behavior in 
relationship to all sexual activity for unmarried persons of school age; 

• devote more attention to abstinence from sexual activity than to any other 
behavior; 

• emphasize that abstinence from sexual activity, if used consistently and correctly, 
is the only method that is 100% effective in preventing pregnancy, sexually 
transmitted diseases (STDs), infection with human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) 
or acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS), and the emotional trauma 
associated with adolescent sexual activity; 

• direct adolescents to a standard of behavior in which abstinence from sexual 
activity before marriage is the most effective way to prevent pregnancy, STDs, 
and infection with HIV or AIDS; and 

• teach contraception and condom use in terms of human use reality rates instead of 
theoretical laboratory rates, if instruction on contraception and condoms is 
included in curriculum content.17 

  
 Quantitative studies seeking to gain information about parents’ attitudes toward 

sexual education often present a simple dichotomy, such as the one used in Table 2.  

These types of dichotomies leave little room for parents who want, for example, some 

                                                
16 SIECUS. http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.ViewPage&PageID=1327#Teen Pregnancy 
Prevention Initiative Accessed 1-31-2013 
17Texas Education Code.  http://www.statutes.legis.state.tx.us/Docs/ED/htm/ED.28.htm Accessed 02-01-
2013 

http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.ViewPage&PageID=1327#Teen Pregnancy Prevention Initiative
http://www.siecus.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.ViewPage&PageID=1327#Teen Pregnancy Prevention Initiative
http://www.statutes.legis.state.tx.us/Docs/ED/htm/ED.28.htm
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parts of comprehensive education, but not others.  The dichotomy offered above is 

similar to many, in that both choices presented assume that parents want at least 

abstinence, leaving little choice for parents, like the JFPs in this study, who want many 

aspects of sexual education taught and discussed in schools, but do not support schools 

teaching or discussing abstinence.   

Religion Affects Worldview and Beliefs About Sexual Education 

 There is a plethora of data which support the concept that religiosity and religious 

affiliation correlate with certain views on political and social issues, family life, child 

rearing and beliefs about sexual education.  Specifically, a study conducted by Wald et al. 

(1998) quantitatively concluded that “personal religious conservatism and church 

conservatism…both contribute significantly to individual political conservatism” (Wald 

et al. 1998: 541).  Steensland et al. (2000) expand this idea by asserting that religion not 

only affects political views specifically, but also shapes the worldview of its adherents.  

Given the overwhelming prevalence of Americans who are involved in religious 

organizations (Steensland et al.  2000), it is important that the effect religion has on the 

daily life and general beliefs of its adherents is adequately explored.   

 Many scholars have explored the nuances of the relationship between religion and 

family practices (c.f. Weaver et al.  [2002] for a review of this work).  Specifically, 

Wilcox et al. (2004) assert that “Religious traditions vary in the specific normative 

visions they promote regarding family life.” (Wilcox et al. 2004:491).  Wilcox et al. 

explore whether religion uniformly affects family practices and values, or if specific 

religious traditions have distinct effects on the family.  The authors assert that Protestant 
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institutions in particular “have played a crucial role in fostering an ideology of familism” 

(Wilcox et al.  2004: 492).   Many studies agree that Protestant Christians have played an 

integral role in fostering conservative ideology where the family is concerned (Bates 

1991; Wilcox 1998; Hunter 1991).  Indeed, Focus on the Family, founded by Dr. James 

Dobson is a monolith of Protestant Christian institutions.18 

 Several studies explore the relationship between high levels of religiosity and 

specific parenting attributes, such as corporal punishment, and authoritative styles of 

parenting (Bartowski et al. 1997, Ellison and Sherkat 1993, Ellison et al. 1996, Mahoney 

et al. 2003).  Additionally, Protestant Christian parenting ideology put forth in the form 

of various parenting manuals was reviewed by Bartkowski and Ellison (1995), who found 

distinctive forms of parenting styles supported by specific religious beliefs of evangelical 

Christians.  However, for all the knowledge of the link between religion and specific 

styles of parenting, there is a lack of consensus as to how exactly the former affects the 

latter (Thomas and Cornwall 1990; Mahoney et al. 2003).  

 The influence of religion on parenting extends into the manner in which parents 

educate their children, and believe they should be educated with regard to sex.  

Normative messages from the church regarding “traditional values” concerning sex are a 

basis for the attitudes and beliefs on which parents base their own teachings, as well as 

what parents believe should be taught to their children by others (Marsman and Herold 

1986; Regnerus 2005; Peterson and Donnenwerth 1997).  Findings from Peterson and 

Donnenworth (1997) indicate that while support for traditional beliefs about premarital 

                                                
18 Focus On The Family. http://www.focusonthefamily.com/ Accessed 01/30/2013 

http://www.focusonthefamily.com/
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sex significantly declined in the general population, including Mainline Protestants and 

Catholics between 1972 and 1993, it remained strong among conservative Protestants.  

Additionally, Marsman and Herold (1986) found that a higher degree of religiosity 

caused mothers to disapprove of their child being exposed to sexual attitudes which 

differed from their own.  However, Regnerus reminds us that “any link between religion 

and patterns of parent-child communication about sex and birth control remains largely 

speculative and inferred” (Regnerus 2005:80).  These studies support the claim that 

religion has a significant effect on parents’ views about sex education, yet scholars 

remain unaware as to the direct role of religion in sexual education.   

  Kristen Luker (2006) writes about conservative versus liberal ideas of, and 

support for, sexual education.  Luker creates a dichotomy of liberal and conservative, and 

qualifies those whom she calls conservatives as “old testament types” who support 

AOSE, and those whom she terms liberals as people who support comprehensive sexual 

education. Some of these liberals, she writes, are protestant Christians.  She 

acknowledges the lack of clear distinction between religious beliefs and sexual education, 

arguing that delineation can be difficult. However, she distinguishes liberal from 

conservative, and attaches religious meaning to these terms. She argues that 

conservatives oppose teenage sex….abortions and contraception and anything 
else that seems to make it easier for teenagers to have sex. Not surprisingly, they 
want to limit access to things that they think are morally wrong in and of 
themselves (in the case of abortion) as well as to things (such as contraception) 
that they see as paving the way to other moral wrongs, namely unmarried teenage 
sex. Liberals, in contrast, having few principled objections to teenage sex, favor 
increased access to contraception and abortion, precisely because these things 
make teenage (and other) sex less costly to the participants (Luker 2006:188). 
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The above discussion draws correlations between religion and worldviews, including 

beliefs about sex, parenting, and education.  The question that remains is the explanation 

for this correlation.   
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CHAPTER IV 

METHODOLOGY 

 Given the research questions, this project must is necessarily qualitative.  

Qualitative methodology, as opposed to its quantitative counterpart, is essential for 

understanding rich nuanced data.  Qualitative methods give the researcher the ability to 

ask questions of process and meaning, and obtain descriptive measures of sometimes 

enigmatic phenomena.  Qualitative methodology is purposive, rigorous and when done 

well, can produce robust results and defensible conclusions (Richards and Morse 2007).  

That said, qualitative methodology is a craft that must be mastered by its students.  There 

are many different types of qualitative methods, each with their own academic standards.  

In order to break away from the classical research stance that makes assumptions about 

uniformity of Christian subsets, this study must begin with few preconceived ideas about 

what will be found among respondents. As such, the study at hand is best carried out by 

refraining from these classical assumptions, and allowing theory to develop inductively. 

Thus, I believe that the research in this study is best suited for grounded theory using 

semi-structured interviews.  

 Corbin and Strauss suggest that the rigor of grounded theory is found in its 

“specific procedures for data collection and analysis, although there is flexibility and 

latitude within its limits” (Corbin and Strauss 1990:6).  This research uses the 

methodology of grounded theory in order to draw out the nuance of processual change.  

The choice of method relies heavily on the purpose of the research.  The complex 

dimensions of parental and religious experience make this research fit the methodological 
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strategies of grounded theory because it allows one to draw out the nuance of processual 

change and of the influence of one factor upon another.  

 Analysis and data collection are inextricably linked, and affect one another. The 

belief of grounded theorists that phenomena evolve is a central aspect of grounded theory 

methodology, requiring that researchers who use this method are prepared to both 

recognize change during analysis, and change their methodological approach and 

understanding of phenomena as the data evolve. To do this, analysis must begin 

immediately, in order to recognize the evolution of phenomena throughout the study.  A 

second benefit of immediate analysis is that it aids the researcher in recognizing emergent 

patterns that are worth further research. The purpose of grounded theory is to serve as a 

method of discovery that will build theory that is “grounded in the reality of data” 

(Corbin and Strauss 1990:6). Exactly how grounded theory was used is elucidated further 

in the below discussion of my specific methodological approach.  

Sample Selection 

 Initial respondents were selected by identifying a sample of parents who attend 

church weekly at a local evangelical Christian church, as defined by the stated doctrine of 

the church.  This sampling proceeded on the theoretical grounds that regular church 

attendance is correlated to religiosity and evangelical Christian affiliation.   

Therefore, I identified parents through snowball sampling techniques who attended a 

variety of local evangelical Christian churches on a weekly basis.  The method for 

finding respondents was a combination of pre-existing relationships between church 
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members and myself, as well as snowball sampling, or asking respondents to identify 

friends of theirs who they believed would be interested in participating in this study.   

 At the conclusion of the first 12 interviews, I determined that while all 

respondents scored within a very small range in terms of religiosity as well as social 

class, participants held a wide variety of beliefs in terms of sexual education. Upon 

analysis of this initial data, I recognized an emergent anomalous pattern wherein four 

respondents, who are members of Grace Church, shared highly similar religious views, as 

well as similar beliefs about sexual education that were unique among the group as a 

whole.  In order to further explore the nuances in the relationship between religious belief 

and beliefs about sexual education, I interviewed an additional 8 respondents who attend 

this church, for a total sample size of 20 respondents.  It was my intention in doing these 

additional 8 interviews that I would find more parents who held this unique view.  Not 

only did I find more parents who held these views, but every additional parent from 

Grace Church who was interviewed shared these unique views. These additional 

interviews have allowed me to explore nuances of a highly religiously homophilic group 

of evangelical Christians (Grace Church) who emerged in a new category of beliefs about 

sexual education that did not fit into the AOSE/A+/Comprehensive curriculum 

distinctions.  This narrowing of focus is a prime example of the strength of grounded 

theory methodology that is described above.  

 Participants in this study were asked to answer basic demographic questions, in a 

survey administered at the end of the oral interview.  Respondents were overwhelmingly 

white (95%), had at least a bachelor’s degree (85%), and were married (95%).  Mean 
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income of the respondents was $70,000/year, with a range of $30,000/year - 

$100,000/year.  Respondents’ mean age was 36.7, with a range of 27-54.  Respondents 

55% male  

Interview Schedule 

During pilot interviews, I developed a semi-structured interview schedule to be 

used as a general interview guideline, which used open-ended questions developed in 

advance, along with probing questions.  This initial interview schedule simply asked 

parents to identify how they think sexual education should be taught.  While this 

openness can be beneficial, allowing respondents to identify what they believe is most 

important, I found that this level of ambiguity caused respondents to discuss only one 

contextual or content-based aspect of sexual education, discovering later that they felt 

strongly about other aspects, but did not understand the depth of question being asked.  

Thus, after piloting this schedule with initial participants, I discovered that the schedule 

needed to be more developed in order to help respondents categorize their thoughts on 

this matter, and capture the great number of nuances surrounding these views.  To that 

end, I developed the schedule to better elicit accurate and useful data.  Ultimately, the 

questionnaire used throughout this study clarified the context and content of sexual 

education that I wanted respondents to address.  I identified for the parents in this study 

three types of content: biological/physiological content, socio-emotional/relational 

content, and biblical or moral content.  I identified for respondents that it is possible to 

teach many different aspects of sexual education, and suggested that the biological aspect 

might include things like physical intercourse and puberty as well as sexually transmitted 
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infections and contraception.  I then explained that the socio-emotional or relational 

aspect might include how sex affects romantic relationships between young people as 

well as how it affects them on an individual psychological level.  Finally, I suggested that 

there may be a biblical or moral component involved in teaching sexual education that 

might include the biblical views on sex and sexuality, as well as send normative 

messages about whether young people should engage in sexual activity, or particular 

expressions of sexuality.  I then asked each participant to identify what specific content 

he or she believed should be taught in each of three venues: home, school, and church.  

Participants were encouraged to bear in mind the aforementioned possible topics, and 

identify what they believed (if any) was the most appropriate context.  For example, I 

asked, “bearing these different aspects of sex education in mind, what do you ideally 

want to be covered in the home?” (See Appendix 1 for full interview schedule).  This 

questioning allowed respondents to identify and discuss those aspects which were most 

important to them, while also understanding the breadth of the topic at hand.  

The evolving nature of this interview schedule derives its validity from the major 

principles of grounded theory, discussed above.  This is seen specifically in the principle 

of change, propagated by Corbin and Strauss, who argued that as our understanding of 

phenomena evolve, scholars must “build change, through process, into the method” 

(Corbin and Strauss 1990:5).  This understanding of processual change necessitates that 

as data are collected and analyzed, interviews evolve.  Not only did questions evolve as 

patterns emerged, but throughout the research process, unplanned, unanticipated probes 

were also utilized for best understanding of the data.  For example, upon learning about 
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extreme circumstances through which some respondents learned about sex themselves, 

such as sexual abuse, it was necessary to inquire as to how these experiences affected 

their views of sex, and subsequently, their views on sexual education.   

Interview Approach 

After initially contacting respondents, asking them to participate in the study and 

explaining the nature of the study, I asked them to identify a place and time for their 

interview. One of the necessary techniques used to gain trust and make the respondent 

comfortable being open includes creating a physical environment in which respondents 

are comfortable and had few distractions. In order to do this, I asked to talk with them 

either while their children were sleeping, or in an otherwise child-free environment. 

Additionally, I asked each respondent where they would like for the interviewer to meet 

them, so that they could choose a place in which they were comfortable and that was 

convenient for them. As a result, interviews were conducted in coffee shops, offices, 

churches, and in participants’ homes, based on the preference of the participant.  

Before each interview began, I assured respondents that their responses to 

questions would remain confidential, and records of their responses would be secure, and 

only accessible by members of this research team.  Additionally, I assured them that I 

was there to learn from them, telling them “you’re the expert on you.”  This was done in 

order to assuage any reservations based on my status as an academic.   

 Interviews took place using face-to-face verbal interchange.  Interviews are an 

essential part of data-gathering in qualitative methodology, and are crucial elements of 

understanding the nuanced views of participants.  Fontana and Frey (2005) indicate that 
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an important methodological tool is the empathetic approach, which “take[s] an ethical 

stance in favor of the individual or group being studied” (Fontana and Frey 1994:696).  

This was often necessary throughout this project, as parenting, especially as it relates to 

religion and sexual education, is personal, and can be a sensitive topic.  As a result, I 

often found myself using the tools of the empathetic approach to agree with my 

respondents, regarding subject matter to which I might typically object.  This was done to 

gain the trust of respondents, by becoming their advocate and partner in the study 

(Denzin and Lincoln 1994).  A second principle of effective interviewing is the technique 

of persuading the respondent to provide more detailed information by “revealing personal 

feelings and private situations to the interviewee as a quid pro quo of good faith” (Denzin 

and Lincoln 1994:696).  This was exercised in my practice of revealing my own 

experiences with religion and sex education, when they were similar to the respondents or 

supported their particular views. This allowed me to collect data that was more personal 

and in depth, by fostering a trusting relationship and affirming respondents’ experiences 

as valid.  This trust relationship was bolstered by pre-existing relationships between 

myself and several of the church members.  Finally, common interview techniques such 

as physically mirroring the respondent and conforming to the environment of the 

interview were used to reassure and comfort the respondent.   For example, during 

interviews which took place in offices on a college campus, I maintained a more 

professional demeanor.  However, other interviews conducted in respondents’ homes 

resulted in a more laid back environment, sometimes with a glass of wine, encouraging 

respondents to speak with me as an old friend, rather than an ivory-tower academic. 
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 In addition to questions regarding sex education mentioned above, respondents 

were asked to describe their religious backgrounds, and to explain their basic theological 

beliefs.  Questions about respondents’ religious beliefs were deliberately asked after their 

beliefs about sexual education so that they would not be subject to stereotype threat 

(Steele and Aronson 1995).  If respondents’ religious beliefs were indeed intertwined 

with their beliefs about sexual education, this information would be respondent driven, 

and emerge organically, rather than the respondents being “primed” with religious ideas 

and discussing sexual education in that specific context.  Responses to these questions 

were used to affirm similarity of theological and doctrinal beliefs both in a general sense, 

and where sexuality is concerned.  After the verbal interview, respondents completed a 

written questionnaire which quantified their basic demographic information (including 

age, race, gender, education, household income, and marital status).  These indicators 

were used to inform us as to whether variances in belief about the content and context of 

sex education could be due to socioeconomic differences.  Additionally, respondents 

identified their denomination, and how politically conservative they believe their church 

to be using a Likert scale ranging from very conservative to very liberal.  Finally, 

respondents answered four General Social Survey questions (Davis et al. 2004) regarding 

their prayer habits, church attendance, and personal feelings about God, organized in a 

metric used to identify religiosity score (Koch and Ramirez 2010).  These religious 

variables allow us to quantify religiosity and religious affiliation using a 26 point scale.  

Quantification of these types of variables in a qualitative study allows researchers to 

expose that nuance exists among respondents who may appear, based on quantification, 
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to be highly similar.  In this case in particular, while all respondents are quantifiably 

similar (indeed, exactly the same in many areas), there are qualitative differences in the 

way they process their identities and beliefs, which are simply not accounted for with 

quantitative data.  

Data Analysis 

Pursuant to the acceptance of processual change supported by Corbin and Strauss, 

data collection and analysis were carried out throughout this work, rather than after all 

the data was collected.  The purpose of this method is to gain greater understanding of the 

changing nature of the field, as well as recognize salient characteristics that emerged 

early on, so that we would be able to collect data that was more specifically tailored to 

understanding these characteristics.  Inductive analysis was used to create concepts from 

raw data, label those concepts, categorize them, and finally develop theory.   

Written interview notes as well as digitally recorded interviews were transcribed, 

and open coding was used to create robust conceptual categories which were given labels.  

These categories served as the basic units of analysis that are the cornerstones of 

development of theory.  The aforementioned categories of the content and context of 

sexual education emerged during the pilot interviews of this study, and allowed me to 

tailor the questions to better reflect these categories, to which I ascribed appropriate 

labels regarding content and context.  

In addition to these analyses, in order to add to my knowledge of the context in 

which I would be working, I made various internet posts, on websites which asked people 

to respond regarding their experience with sex education in and around Lubbock.  
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Responses to these inquiries were used to broaden my knowledge of the context of sexual 

education in this particular setting.    

Bracketing 

Finally, it is important for any researcher to recognize his or her own bias.  As a 

resident of the city in which this study is being conducted, I wish to both criticize and 

improve the system of sexual education, by revealing individual experiences with this 

system, and by shedding light on how some parents think it should be done.  

Additionally, as a member of the church from which the initial sample was collected, I 

am, admittedly, prone to bias in this particular research project.  However, as someone 

who is invested in this Christian community, it is also my goal to be critical of it so that 

the church can learn from an academic point of view, and have better intra-church and 

inter-church communication as a result of this study.  
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CHAPTER V 

RESULTS 

Overall Religious Homophily 

Religiosity scores were calculated using a 26 point scale on which zero is the least 

religious and 26 is the most religious.  The mean scale score for all respondents was 23, 

with a range of 21-24.  Religiosity scores were virtually the same among respondents 

who do not attend Grace Church (23) and those who do (22.94).  Respondents’ religiosity 

scores and similar theological beliefs which were discovered during the interview process 

indicate a highly religiously homophilic group of people.  I learned through the 

interviews that respondents had strikingly similar theological beliefs, especially with 

regard to the biblical concept of sex.  For example, respondents identified their beliefs 

that premarital sex is one aspect of sexual immorality.  Most participants volunteered that 

sex is not only acceptable, but good, within marriage, and created by God for both 

procreation and pleasure.  These beliefs serve as the foundational lens through which 

parents spoke about sexual education.  

Distinct Attitudes Emerge Among Religiously Homophilic Parents 

Respondents in this study held very similar religious beliefs and scored within a 

very close range in terms of religiosity.  Literature discussed above clearly indicates that 

religious beliefs and religiosity affect the views parents hold about sex education and 

affect how they communicate sexual attitudes and knowledge to their children.  However, 

this study finds that when these factors are held constant among parents, distinct 
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differences still emerge with regard to what these parents believe is the appropriate 

context for, and content of, sexual education.  This indicates that current research treating 

evangelical Christians as a monotonic entity needs to be extended, as it does not tell the 

whole sociological story.    

Virtually all respondents in this study identified that sex education should start, 

and primarily be covered, at home, and volunteered that they believe the best context for 

sex education at home is the presence of clear communication and an environment that 

fosters openness.  Respondents also universally identified their belief that sex before 

marriage is sinful.  The depth to which they believed this sexual education should be 

covered (i.e. the level of openness to which parents referred) varied among respondents, 

from being very limited to sharing a great range of topics.  Ultimately all of the 

respondents' goals were for their children to be emotionally and physically healthy where 

sex was concerned, however, respondents diverged into three groups based on varying 

beliefs about how and where sex education should take place.  I have developed 

categorization based on attitudes about sexual education in which there exists the 

Protective Communicators (PCs), the “Knowledge is Power” Parents (KPPs), and the 

“Just the Facts” Parents (JFPs).  Among this group of respondents, I talked with 3 PCs, 

5 KPPs, and 12 JFPs.  Each group believes that their style of communication will best 

serve the commonly desired goals for happy and healthy sexual expression for their 

children.  PCs are categorized into this group based on their wishes to communicate more 

normative messages than they do factual information at home, based on their general 

belief that the latter is unnecessary, and in some cases proves to be destructive.  PCs 
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generally believe that little to no discussion of sexual education should take place at 

school, and when it does, should be exclusively abstinence-only, discussing very basic 

health information.  KPPs, on the other hand are typified by their belief that a wide range 

of knowledge about sex would serve their children in a positive way, protecting them 

physically, by communicating information about biology and physiology, protecting 

them emotionally by teaching the socio-emotional effects of sex, and protecting them 

spiritually, by teaching their own moral and/or biblical beliefs about sex and sexuality.  

This group believes in a more comprehensive school curriculum that includes both 

abstinence, and factual information about sex, STIs and contraception.  Finally, the JFPs, 

like their KPP counterparts, believe that extensive knowledge about sexual education best 

prepares their children for adulthood, and desire their children to have a wide range of 

knowledge about topics related to sexual education.  However, these parents diverge from 

the other two groups in that they do not want their children to learn about abstinence in 

schools, as they believe discussions of abstinence carry with them a normative message 

that is only properly discussed at home, with a religious context.   Each group consisted 

of people from all age and income groups and those with similar religiosity levels.  In 

other words, neither group was older, richer, or more religious than the other. 

Protective Communicators 

With regard to curriculum in the home, PCs were typified by the argument that 

too much communication on the topics of contraception, STIs, and the 

biological/physiological act of sex would lead to both perceptions of advocacy of sexual 

activity, as well as greater incidences of sexual activity on the parts of their children. One 
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couple in this group believed that "telling them more in depth things just puts in in their 

head…things they weren’t thinking about before, and don’t need to know”.  Additionally, 

parents in the PC group desired to teach their children normative messages about moral 

and biblical concepts of sex, including the message that premarital sex is both unhealthy 

and sinful. As far as how sexual topics would be approached in the home, PCs were more 

likely than their KPP counterparts to acknowledge that they would be reactive to 

questions or issues as they were raised or noticed in their children’s lives. One PC couple 

explained that they believed that they do "not need to shove it down [our children’s] 

throats.  They know how we feel!” 

In terms of sex education in schools, PCs were the most conservative parents, 

such that some wanted absolutely no communication about sex whatsoever.  For 

example, one mother told me that “they’re teaching no sex before marriage, but I just feel 

like its too much for my kids, because they…don’t really need to deal with that.”  Others 

in this group argued that if anything is taught, it should be confined to health education, 

and should include only information on reproduction and little to nothing about 

contraception or STIs.  Some of these parents spoke to the context of private religious 

schools specifically, in this case arguing that the only information which should be 

communicated would be normative or religious information. 

PCs most closely supported ABSE programs.  However some of these parents 

identified that they do not want their children taught even about contraception, which is 

often discussed in some form in even the most conservative AOSE programs. Some PCs 

offered that when they do support sex education programs, it is often for the benefit of 
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other people’s children, rather than their own. These parents identify their desire to 

communicate more normative messages than descriptive messages about biology, 

contraception and STIs. These parents believe that these descriptive messages are 

unnecessary, and in some cases can prove to be destructive.  Parents in this group who 

support ABSE identified that their children generally do not need information about 

contraception and STIs. They agreed that whatever information children got other than 

abstinence should be the role of the parent, exclusively.   

“Knowledge is Power” Parents 

In terms of the content and approach that KPPs desired in their home, these 

parents recognized the value of teaching a variety of concepts as a tool for physical, 

emotional and spiritual communication.  These parents were most likely to advocate 

teaching their children about contraception, providing information about STIs, and giving 

biological knowledge about sexual intercourse.  In the words of one young mother, “This 

whole ignorance is bliss thing is stupid.  It doesn’t help anyone.”  One parent specifically 

addressed concerns communicated by PCs that communication will lead to condoning 

messages, recognizing that "giving them knowledge about sex, does not necessarily lead 

to sexual immorality."  With regard to the biblical content of sexual education, like their 

PC counterparts, KPPs wanted to communicate that God neither created sex to be 

experienced outside the context of marriage, nor should it be condoned.  KPPs identified 

their desires to proactively talk to their children using age appropriate material.  These 

parents, by and large, wished to be the initiators of conversations with their children, 
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whether at certain milestones in their lives (e.g. a thirteenth birthday or upon entering 

middle school or high school), or through a style of ongoing conversations. 

This study finds that KPPs are more likely to support programs in schools which 

lined up most closely with comprehensive education.   In addition to supporting 

information about abstinence, respondents in this group believe that biological and socio-

emotional aspects should be taught in schools.  KPPs also identified their support for 

curriculum that includes information about STIs and contraception.  Parents in this group 

did not indicate one way or another whether they support teaching of sexuality and sexual 

behaviors (such as topics that fell outside hetero-normativity or vaginal sex).  Some KPPs 

recognized that while they personally might prefer an abstinence-only curriculum, they 

believe such programs are unrealistic and fail to prevent adolescents from engaging in 

sexual activity.  One KPP argued that sexual education should begin in the sixth grade, 

with age appropriate information, and be added upon each year.  As she describes it, “we 

would add to information about sex-ed the same way we add to math curriculum.  Each 

year you build on what you learned the year before.”  Another agreed that all aspects 

should be taught in a similar style, with curriculum accumulating yearly. 

Ultimately, these parents believe that a wide range of knowledge about sex and 

sexuality would serve their children in a positive way, protecting them physically, by 

communicating information about biology and physiology, protecting them emotionally 

by teaching the socio-emotional effects of sex, and protecting them spiritually, by 

teaching their own moral and/or biblical beliefs about sex and sexuality.    
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“Just The Facts” Parents 

 After initial interviews, I noted four respondents who had unique views about 

sexual education.  Since these respondents all belonged to the same church, I interviewed 

8 more people from their church to gain more insight into these interesting views.  This 

group was more heavily researched due to the fact that their views seemed most divergent 

from those views that literature indicates that evangelical Christians hold, as well as the 

fact that these parents all came from the same religious body, which may have interesting 

research implications. This study finds that evangelical Christians in this group ultimately 

tend to not only oppose ABSE programs in schools, but tended to oppose any type of 

abstinence education in public schools (including that which is discussed in 

comprehensive programs), while generally supporting many but not all elements of 

comprehensive education.  In other words, parents in this group did not fully support 

either ABSE or comprehensive programs in schools, yet supported programs that teach a 

diverse array of information about sex.  What sets this group apart from both the PCs and 

KPPs is their belief that no discussions about abstinence should take place in schools.  At 

face value, these results seem surprising, however when I sat down with these evangelical 

Christians, they articulately and logically defended their rationales for these results. 

 Parents in this stage tended to agree with the KPPs that it is important that their 

children be well informed individuals, and wanted to communicate comprehensive 

messages about sex, in the context of their own biblical understanding of sex, within their 

own home, as well as medically accurate, factual information presented in schools.  

However most of the parents I talked with in this group opposed messages about 
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abstinence in schools, in part because they tend to be leery of the normative messages 

attached to abstinence education that they believe can send negative messages about sex 

and sexuality. Instead, parents in this group wanted to communicate messages about 

abstinence in their own home only when such messages are paired with the positive 

messages about sex and sexuality that these parents believe are presented in the bible.  

Religious Views are Interwoven Throughout Views On Education 

 Luker’s (2006) assertion that the line between beliefs about religion and beliefs 

about sexual education are murky holds true in this study, for the JFPs in particular. This 

study finds that JFPs claim that their religious beliefs are interwoven throughout every 

aspect of their lives.  This held true in the discussions that proceeded throughout this 

study about sexual education specifically.  When asked the desired context and content of 

sexual education, many parents, without prompting, proceeded to first explain that their 

religious beliefs were the grounding for their beliefs as to what, specifically, should be 

taught and in what context.  These parents explained that there is no understanding of 

sexual education that is independent of religious thought.  “I can’t see anything outside of 

the bible any more, it’s just impossible for me. . . What [the Lord has] revealed to me 

about sex, and the goodness of it and the value of it, is something that I want to share 

with my kids.”  Parents tended to view sex education not as a purely educational issue, 

but rather one that can only be properly examined in the context of their religious beliefs.  

Parents in this group were much more likely than other parents in the study to discuss 

their beliefs about sexual education in the context of their religious beliefs.  
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Moral/Biblical Message 

 When JFPs were asked to explain the proper context of moral or biblical views of 

sex, they universally agreed that normative messages about sex, those that were questions 

of morality, should be related to in a biblical context exclusively at home and within the 

church.  These parents argued that schools are ill-equipped to teach these types of 

messages that they believe are necessarily biblical.  

 All JFPs offered at some point during the interview that they want their children 

to “view sex rightly” or have a “right view of sex.”  Upon further inspection, I learned 

that when these parents use the word “right,” the meaning they hold for this word goes 

far beyond normative views.  Rather, for them, viewing sex “rightly” meant, holding a 

view of it that is in line with biblical principles.  Specifically, these parents believe that a 

biblical view of sex includes the belief that sex is designed by God for both procreation 

and pleasure.  They believe that one should remain abstinent until marriage, as sex is 

designed to be enjoyed within the Christian covenant of marriage between a man and a 

woman.  Parents spoke about the “right” view of sex as one which exemplified biblical 

views of sex as a “co-mingling of our spirit and our heart”, that it is “ancient and deep”, 

“the perfect union of a man and a woman… great experience and intimate, fulfilling”.  

Articulating the pleasure for which God created sex, one respondent told us that he would 

communicate to his children, “When you meet your husband or your wife it’s no hold 

barred. Gloves are off. Open up the garden and play, and know that you will get to spend 

the rest of your life experiencing the kind of sex God wants you to have and you’re gonna 

love it, and [God]’s gonna love it.”  Though far more colorful than his wife’s desire to 
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teach their children that “God created it to feel good,” this sentiment about the purpose of 

sex for pleasure within marriage, was a clear theme throughout all the interviews with 

JFPs.  For these parents, it is important that their children have a “right” view of sex.  

They believe that a proper view of sex will be healthy for their children’s sexual 

identities, and cause them to experience greater enjoyment of sex, later in life.  One father 

explained that he wanted his kids to have full knowledge about sex, in addition to 

viewing it rightly, because, in his words, “I want my kids to have great sex!” 

 With the understanding of the religious depth that parents in this study connect to 

moral messages about sex, it is little surprise that they want these messages 

communicated fully and exclusively in the home and at church.  Parents in this study 

agreed that normative messages should not be discussed in a school setting.  These 

parents included abstinence based curriculum as a normative message that tells young 

people whether they should or should not be having sex.  Some parents also identified 

that more comprehensive programs can also teach different types of normative messages 

with which they disagree, such as teaching students that they should engage in healthy 

expressions of sexuality, and explore and learn to express their own sexual identities.  

The fact that comprehensive sexual education programs include normative messages of 

both abstinence and sexuality/sexual identity makes JFPs unlikely to support 

comprehensive programs, since these parents are overtly opposed to normative messages 

that do not include biblical rationales.  

 Many parents in this group argued that presenting moral messages about sex is the 

job of the parent, and not the place of a government body.  Respondents offered that their 
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rationale for not supporting abstinence based curriculum is that abstinence should only be 

encouraged when coupled with a biblical rationale, which they agree is not the place of 

teachers or a public entity.  Elizabeth, mother of 6, explained the necessity of this 

coupling, replying, “kids should be taught abstinence based on why God made the system 

that way.  To teach abstinence-only sex education without the ‘why’ is useless.” 

She argued that abstinence education which is not coupled with a biblical understanding 

of sex would do little to teach her children why they shouldn’t have sex, and would likely 

be ineffective in the long run.  In terms of teaching normative messages in school, one 

mother explained that it is simply not the place of the school, arguing that, “it’s not the 

government’s responsibility to teach my kids about sex . . . I have a problem with it being 

presented as a paradigm or a morality world view, there’s bias taught. I don’t appreciate 

that.  Should and shouldn’ts isn’t the place of the government in this case.” One father 

echoed the sentiment that it is not school’s place to teach sexual education, explaining 

that schools “really degrade what sex is because they make it this very mechanical thing 

that is bad. I disagree with that completely.”   

Rationale for Abstinence Opposition 

 Expanding on these parents’ concepts that abstinence education teaches children 

abstinence for the wrong reasons, many parents related that they believe that teaching 

abstinence without a biblical foundation risks communicating negative messages about 

sex and sexual identity that can lead to feelings of shame and guilt that can follow their 

children throughout their lives, into adulthood and marriage.  JFPs tended to 

acknowledge that telling young people not to have sex causes them to relate to sex in a 
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way that contradicts what they believe is a right view of sex. As discussed above, these 

parents believe that it is important to recognize the pleasure for which God created sex, 

and the sacredness of it. One father expressed his disappointment that so many Christians 

have emphasized the negative aspects of sex, explaining,  

what I hate, hate, in the way Christians approach sex is that sex is bad, that it 
shouldn’t be done, that we’re wrong to want it. That kind of terminology and 
approach to our bodies-- there is no basis for it in scripture. Sex is good. And it’s 
fun and it feels good. And it should. I’ve talked to way too many Christians who 
are scared of that and who hold themselves in condemnation because they have 
sexual desires and physical needs. And that blows my mind. It’s like… “God 
made you this way and it’s good”. 

 

Respondents added that abstinence as an educational curriculum carries with it the danger 

of communicating to young people these types of negative normative messages about 

sex.  Parents in this group worried that schools would teach abstinence based on the fact 

that sex can have negative ramifications physically and emotionally.  This basis for 

abstinence, outside submission to religious authority, they believe, teaches young people 

to relate to sex in the wrong way. One father explained that,  

any kid that is taught they shouldn’t have sex because it’s going to harm them, I 
think that’s a total misunderstanding of what sex is. . . In academia, they never 
really talk about how good it is . . . when it gets into forming ideas about what sex 
is emotionally, and whether they should like it or not like it, I don’t think that’s 
something that should be left up to something that is not submitted to something 
like a truth or something that says “this is good” and there’s no opinion about 
whether this is good.  It just is good. 

 

 Motivation for holding this view in particular this may stem from respondents' 

own experiences as young adults learning to view sex with a unbiblical basis which 

taught them that sex is categorically negative.  One parent spoke about her experience in 
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church as a teenager, explaining that conversations about sex included “morality, and 

don’t do it, and 500 reasons that God is going to be furious with you.  It was more about 

heaping guilt on, and it wasn’t very liberating.”  Another respondent added that, in his 

experience, sex  

was never explained to the depths of…the sacredness or the preciousness [of it], it 
was just something you didn’t do. I developed a sense of ‘I’m not going to do it, 
because this is what would happen if I did it. It would just be bad.’ It was just a 
fearful thing for me. 
 

He explained that, in light of this, he believes that “What [God]’s revealed to me about 

sex and the goodness of it and the value of it, is something that I want to share with my 

kids. I don’t want [them] to be scared of it . . . I want them to be rightly related to it.”   

While parents in this study universally agreed that they desire for their children to remain 

abstinent until marriage, JFPs agreed that the danger of their children learning these types 

of negative messages are a good reason to keep normative messages that are attached to 

abstinence confined to the home and the church. 

 On the other hand, some parents also argued that comprehensive programs, in 

addition to discussing abstinence, also stray to the opposite extreme, communicating that 

students should be engaging in certain types of sexual behavior.  These parents are leery 

of comprehensive programs that teach students, for example, that masturbation is healthy, 

and that students should learn to explore and express their own sexual identities.  This 

includes the belief that these programs would discuss topics that fall outside of the 

hetero-normative umbrella, offering normative messages about whether these activities or 

identities are right or wrong.  Many parents were clear, however, that they did not include 

information about contraception in this category of normative messages that encourage 
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young people to explore their sexuality.  In other words, they do not believe that teaching 

factual information about contraception communicates normative messages, or 

communicates that they should be engaging in sexual activity.  For example, I explained 

to one parent “there is the contention that ‘if I give my kid a condom, or teach them about 

that stuff, he’s going to be more prone to do it.’” “No not at all,” he exclaimed.  “I think 

the opposite. I think people do what they’re going to do. Like I said knowledge is power. 

I don’t think that’s going to hurt you.”  He went on to explain that he believes giving 

young people information about contraception and STIs that is factual does not encourage 

them to have sex, but protects them with accurate information.  

Biological Education  

 After elucidating their religious beliefs, and how those beliefs affect their attitudes 

toward communicating biblical messages about sexual education, many JFPs went on to 

explain what, specifically, they want their children to learn with regard to the biological 

or physical aspects of sex.  However, these views were also deeply rooted in respondents’ 

religious beliefs.  Robert, father of four, summed up the thoughts of many parents in this 

study.  When I explained the many different content areas of sexual education, he 

answered, 

We don’t believe that sex is limited to the biological function of copulation or 
multiplication. …. In our home, the aspect of the biological has never been devoid 
of the aspects of the spiritual, the mysterious. I think even if you were to remove 
the spiritual, we have pursued and articulated value in the beauty and the 
sacredness of life and that these private parts are special. 
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This mirrored the sentiments of many other respondents that biological and relational 

aspects are part of a larger spiritual and biblical picture, and supports the claim that 

respondents’ religious beliefs shape their beliefs about sexual education.  

 Ultimately, in terms of medically accurate information, respondents in this group, 

like KPPs, held the belief that “knowledge is power”.  All of the respondents interviewed 

in this group agreed that information about what sex is and physical differences between 

men and women should start in the home at a young age. One father offered, “my plan 

would be to talk about it accurately and early. And what I mean by accurately is not 

making up names for body parts like your ‘foofoo’ or whatever. So very early on, I’m 

thinking definitely in elementary school.”  

 Respondents identified that as their children became older, they wanted them to 

have complete information about contraception and STIs. For many parents, this includes 

teaching them about contraception, accurate rates of effectiveness of contraception, what 

STIs exist, and how their children can protect themselves from contracting STIs. While 

parents agree that they support teaching abstinence to their children in their home, they 

also desire to protect their children physically and emotionally from the negative 

ramifications of sex, should their children choose to engage in sexual activity before they 

are married. One father explained that he wanted his son to be guarded with 

comprehensive information, offering that in the “ideal world . . . he waits, but if 

something happens, I’d much rather him have the knowledge and be able to … not make 

life harder than it has to be.  And of course, STDs, that’d just be terrible!”  Another 

parent added, “They might outright reject my world view one day, and at the very least I 
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think wisdom would say, the more they know the better. Knowledge is power.”  His wife 

echoed this, in a separate interview, adding that comprehensive information should also 

be coupled with biblical information.  She told me that she and her husband 

will describe not just the act, but talk about contraception and condoms and what 
they are in light of the gospel and what we believe is obedience.  But I’m all about 
information, so I will give them the information, and be honest with them about it, 
ultimately knowing that I can’t force my sons to remain abstinent, just because I 
know that that’s what would be best for them. 

These parents believe that their role as a parent is to do their best to keep their children 

from any type of harm.  For these parents, the first step of sexual education is protecting 

them from emotional and spiritual harm, by teaching them to view sex in a biblical 

context.  However, many agreed that their children might not remain abstinent, arguing 

for the importance of protecting them from physical harm by arming them with practical 

comprehensive information about sex, including contraception and STIs.  

 JFPs generally agreed that while they want to communicate comprehensive 

information at home, they also want this information included in school curriculum.  

They believe that school is an appropriate context for what they call objective 

information that is factually and medically accurate.  Many parents offered that while 

they may prefer this information be talked about in the home exclusively, it is necessary 

in schools for the benefit of children who may not otherwise receive this information.  

With this understanding, they agree that they are willing to accept factual information 

about biology and contraception in a school setting.  One mother offered “I realize that 

some parents won’t talk about it or will give misinformation, so I understand the need for 

it.  I have no problem with information.” 
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 Parents in this group thus cannot accurately be described as supporters of ABSE 

or comprehensive programs, as both of these discuss abstinence, and comprehensive 

programs discuss sexuality and a variety of sexual behaviors.  However, neither are they 

in the minority of parents who argue that no sexual education should take place in 

schools whatsoever, as they do support information about biology, contraception and 

STIs.  The beliefs of this group clearly indicate that quantitative studies asking parents 

whether they support ABSE or comprehensive programs present a false dichotomy, 

asking parents to either support one of these two groups, or identify that they do not want 

any type of sexual education in schools.  As the data indicate, none of these options are 

accurate for these parents.  

Non-Religious Factors Affecting Views About Sexual Education 

Previous Experience 

 While JFPs universally identified their religious beliefs as the primary framework 

for their beliefs about sexual education, both they and the other parents in this study 

offered other factors that have had an impact on how they view sex and how they want it 

communicated to their children. These factors are significant indicators of the types of 

things that may affect parents’ views of sexual education.  However, because some of 

these factors, such as previous sexual experience and sexual abuse, were not the main 

focus of this study, these factors are more anecdotal than influence of religious belief, 

which was specifically delved into during each interview.  While some of these factors 

are anecdotal, conventional wisdom dictates that any future study which asks specifically 
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about these factors may find that they hold some influence.  Thus, their inclusion here is 

relevant and valid.   

 Some of the respondents in this study offered that their personal experience with 

sexual abuse influenced how and what they would teach their children about sex (this 

includes respondents who were abused as well as their spouses).  It was the desire of 

these parents to teach their children what abuse is, what is appropriate behavior between 

adults and children, and what they should do if they experience anything that they believe 

might be inappropriate.  These parents communicated to me their great distress at the fact 

that conversations about sex are often discouraged due to the guilt and shame that is 

attached to this topic.  These parents believe that the stigmatization of sexual 

conversation could lead children to hide sexual abuse because of their own guilt and/or 

shame surrounding a traumatic sexual experience.  In other words, these parents believe 

that abstinence based sex education causes children to attach undue shame to any 

conversation that involves sex, which in turn causes children to refuse to report any type 

of sexual contact that they have with another child or an adult.  They believe that the 

shaming of sexuality in general that occurs in abstinence based programs is partially to 

blame for perpetuation of sexual abuse.19 It is partially for this reason that these parents 

in particular want to have relationships that foster open conversation about sex in their 

home that communicates positive messages about it.  

                                                
19 Parents in this study were willing to talk about their sexual abuse, but ask that I not directly quote 
them, in order to ensure added confidentiality.  
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 Some parents also cited their own secondhand experience as young people with 

STIs as a factor that formed their beliefs about sexual education.  For example, parents 

who told me that they have watched friends have to deal with STIs were likely to 

immediately note that they want their children to hear about STIs explicitly, in order to 

avoid them.  They offered that having seen friends manage the effects having an STI, 

they understand that “that would just be horrible,” and would never wish that on their 

children.  One parent argued that it would be especially regrettable if any of her children 

were to contract an STI that would have been preventable had they had complete and 

accurate information.  This experience, these parents argued, increased their desire to 

explain accurate medical information about STIs, and how they are contracted.  

 Another factor which may be an indicator of attitudes toward sexual education is 

a parent’s previous personal experience with sex.  One mother communicated that having 

conceived her child before she and her husband were married is one reason that she 

wanted to be sure to communicate biblical messages of abstinence, as well as 

communicate with their children about contraception and STDs. When I asked whether or 

not she wanted to talk about contraception, she told me, “I think that we have to.  We can 

use ourselves as an example.  She’s going to figure out that math in her head.”   

 Finally, many of the parents in this study explained that their own experiences 

with sexual education have formed in some way their views about sexual education.  One 

JFP in this study explained, in reference to the breadth of content he desires to see in 

sexual education,  
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“I think that it’s all gotta happen, cause it didn’t happen with me. I did get the 
STD protection stuff very well, from schools, they showed the videos with 
illustrations and how it physically happens. But [I didn’t get any] of the relational 
stuff or the biblical stuff…and it had a huge negative effect on my life, so I hate 
that!” 

Similarly, some parents in this study explained that they only received negative messages 

about sex during the course of their own sexual education, and grew up with a very 

negative view of sex, which, they explain, is why they want to be certain that their 

children receive positive views of sex, based on the pleasure for which they believe God 

designed it.  Some parents particularly pointed to the combination of their own sexual 

education and their previous sexual experience as factors that combine to form their 

views on sexual education.  For example, two KPPs offered that their own experience 

with AOSE and their choice to remain abstinent is sufficient evidence on which they base 

the belief that AOSE works, and is therefore their preferred method of sexual education 

for their children.  

Gender and Education 

As mentioned above, basic demographics (age, race, education, income) of 

respondents were generally very homogenous.  Where variance does exist, it is well 

distributed among the three groups of parents (KPPs, PCPs, JFPs).  Specifically, 

respondents were 55% male, and 80% of respondents held at least a bachelor’s degree.  

Figure 3 shows the distribution of gender among respondents in each belief group.  The 

group of JFPs, having 7 men and 5 women, were disproportionately male.  Gender could 

be cited as an indicator for beliefs about sexual education, such that men may be more 

likely to be categorized as a JFP. 
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Figure 3: Gender Distribution 

 Levels of education among respondents within this study are relatively well 

distributed among the groups of respondents.  One respondent in each group had some 

college, while all other respondents had at least a bachelor’s degree.  One PhD was found 

among the respondents, and belonged to a parent in the KPP group. One Professional 

degree appeared in the group and belonged to a parent in the JFP group. 
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CHAPTER VI 

LIMITATIONS 

 It should be apparent that my own involvement in the evangelical Christian 

community as well as my existing relationships with many of the respondents in this 

study allows me unique access to this population.  My level of personal involvement in 

this study may lead readers to question my level of objectivity.  It is a valid concern that 

my own relationship with the politics of sexual education in this particular town, as well 

as my involvement in this particular religious community would color my research.  

While this is a valid concern, and one that often plagues qualitative research, I believe 

that this emic perspective is one that is at the heart of evocative research.  To these 

critics, however I can offer that the representation of data herein is faithful to the data, 

and has been analyzed through the lens of the social researcher, acutely aware of the 

existence of other lenses that can potentially color analysis and representation with bias. 

 Limitations of this research also include its relatively small sample size (N=20).  

As a result of this small sample size, this study does not claim that its findings are 

generalizable to the whole of the evangelical Christian community without further study.  

This small sample size does, however, allow this project to be incredibly nuanced and 

reflect the experientially and attitudinally rich data that I have been able to collect. 

Additionally, social desirability bias may exist, such that respondents desire to have the 

“right” answers, and respond in the way that they believe their peers or their church 

would want them to respond (Maccoby and Maccoby 1954).  It is my hope (and belief) 
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that my existing relationships with many of my respondents combined with my training 

in qualitative research has had some effect in mitigating this bias.  For example, I believe 

that these relationships combined with my promise of confidentiality and existing rapport 

allow respondents some level of comfort in sharing what may or may not be socially 

desirable.  
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CHAPTER VII 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 In terms of the first research question of this study, whether or not evangelical 

Christians uniformly support abstinence-only sexual education, this study finds that the 

uniformity hypothesis in fact does not hold true among this group of respondents.  This 

research shows a wide range of variance in attitudes about sexual education among 

evangelical Christian parents.  These parents hold views about sexual education which 

range from their desire to communicate very little about sex and sexual health to those 

parents who want a range of topics discussed.   

 The second and third research questions seek to identify the driving forces behind 

parents’ beliefs about sexual education.  Variance exists among respondents when 

religiosity, theological beliefs, race, class, education levels and marital status are held 

constant.  Additionally, variance among respondents does not correlate with age, gender, 

number of children, or the average ages of respondents’ children.  In other words, these 

factors were evenly distributed among each group of respondents (PCs, KPPs, and JFPs).  

This indicates that none of these factors cause meaningful distinctions about what parents 

believe about sexual education in this sample. 

 Respondents in this study, on average, hold a higher level of education than the 

general population (85% hold at least a 4 year degree, as opposed to a national average of 
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27.2%20). Because education is often thought to be correlated with liberal attitudes, one 

might expect parents in this study to be more likely to accept comprehensive education.  

It is true, in this case that 80% of respondents support somewhat comprehensive topics 

(KPs and JFPs).  However, education is relatively evenly distributed among all three 

groups of respondents, such that the PCs, KPPs and JFPs all had a similar average 

education level.  In other words, each group of parents had close to 85% of respondents 

who held at least a bachelor’s degree.  The implication of this even distribution of 

education level is that parents who had a bachelor’s degree or higher emerged as being no 

more inclined than their less educated counterparts to support a more comprehensive 

style of sexual education.  

 While religiosity and general affiliation seem to have little effect on attitudes 

toward sexual education, there does exist meaningful correlation between the church with 

which respondents were affiliated and their beliefs about sexual education.  Self-selection 

bias prevents me from drawing causality between church membership and beliefs about 

sexual education.  However, this study indicates that membership within a particular 

church can be an indicator of attitudes toward sexual education.  Indeed, this research has 

found that factors other than religion which may affect evangelical Christians’ views on 

sexual education include their previous experience with sexual education, as well as 

previous sexual experience.  These factors may have an effect on where parents choose to 

seek membership at a particular church.  In terms of the respondents in this study who 

                                                
20 United States Census Bureau. http://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/p20-550.pdf. Accessed 
03/21/2013 

http://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/p20-550.pdf
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attend Grace Church, it is possible that the factors which led them to have the same views 

about sexual education are the same factors which led them to become members at Grace 

Church. 

 This may be an area for future research.  Further research replicating this study is 

necessary to ascertain the strength of its findings.  Additionally, studies should focus in 

on particular church bodies in order to determine whether the importance of the role 

church membership exists in many churches, or if there is something particular about the 

church studied in this project that makes its role more important for these parents.  It is 

possible that there exists a correlation between negative experiences with religious 

bodies, such as learning the negative aspects of sex and sexuality, and church 

membership, particularly as it pertains to A29 churches which encourage independent 

thought (regarding issues that are not directly found in the Bible), and allows its churches 

to differ in certain doctrinal areas.  Further research should be done to determine the 

validity of such a correlation.  

 The final research question in this study seeks to find whether common 

distinctions between sexual education curriculum are meaningful. This study finds, based 

on the diversity of desired curricula among respondents, that the choices presented in 

quantitative studies (AOSE vs. comprehensive or AOSE vs. A+) are in fact false 

dichotomies.   These distinctions of curriculum do not accurately capture the desires of a 

majority of parents.  Ultimately, quantitative delineations between sexual education 

programs fail to address important rationales behind parents’ answers, and can, as a 

result, be incredibly misleading.  For example, distinctions between sexual education 
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programs fail to reflect parents who do not want their children to learn about abstinence.  

Additionally, the rationales behind these attitudes are important, and can get lost in 

quantitative distinctions.  In the study presented here, the parents who were opposed to 

abstinence in schools were not merely opposed because they don’t want their children to 

practice abstinence.  On the contrary, these parents want and expect their children to 

remain abstinent. However, they believe that abstinence should only be presented when it 

is done so in conjunction with biblical messages that sex is good and pleasurable.  

 Regnerus (2007) writes, “religion can directly influence people’s attitudes, 

perceptions and behaviors. It can alter the conduct of life on a Monday as well as on a 

Sunday” (Regnerus 2007:43).  The question for Regnerus is “whether it does?”  This 

study interviewed respondents who reported that their religion was inherently, deeply 

important in their daily decision making, as well as respondents who were equally 

religious yet did not reference their religion as a factor in making decisions about what to 

believe, as sexual education is concerned.  Clearly, for some participants, religion drove 

decision making, however, taking into account these participants’ counterparts who are 

equally religious, yet less influenced by their religion,  the data indicate that religiosity is 

not what caused religion to be influential in these respondents’ lives.  Rather, I find that 

among respondents in this study, church membership is the most important determinant 

as to whether religion will influence decisions and beliefs of its adherents. This indicates 

that future research should focus on the specific effects of particular church membership, 

to determine why or how some churches promote religious thought as a part of daily 

decision making, and others don’t.  
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 In response to Regnerus’ pivotal question of whether or not religion actually does 

“alter the conduct of life on a Monday as well as on a Sunday,” the answer is an 

unequivocal: “it depends!”  Some respondents in this study relied very heavily on their 

religious belief and experience, while others did not.   For respondents in this study, 

whether religion has an effect depends on a multiplicity of factors that lie outside the 

scope of this study. This particular research does tell us, however, that they groups with 

which these evangelical Christians associate is indicative of whether or not their religious 

beliefs affect their attitudes, and by extension, their “conduct of life.” 

  

  



Texas Tech University, Lauren Dent, May 2013 
 

59 
 

REFERENCES 

Bartkowski, John P. and Christopher G. Ellison. 1995. "Divergent Models of 

Childrearing in Popular Manuals: Conservative Protestants vs. the Mainstream 

Experts." Sociology of Religion 56(1):21-34. 

Brooks, Clem and Catherine Bolzendahl. 2004. “The Transformation of US Gender Role 

Attitudes: Cohort Replacement, Social-Structural Change, and Ideological 

Learning.” Social Science Research. 33(1):106–133.  

Corbin, Juliet M., and Anselm Strauss. 1990. "Grounded Theory Research: Procedures, 

Canons, and Evaluative Criteria." Qualitative Sociology 13(1): 3-21. 

Davis, J.A., T.W. Smith, and P.V. Marsden. 2004. General Social Surveys, 1972-2004: 

 [CUMULATIVE FILE][Computer File]. ICPSR 04295-v. 2. Chicago, IL: 

National Opinion Research Center [producer], 2005. Storrs, CT: Roper Center for 

Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut/Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-

university Consortium for Political and Social Research [distributors], 2006-04-

05.   

Diamond, Sara. 1989. Spiritual Warfare: The Politics of the Christian Right. Boston, 

MA: South End Press. 

Ellison, Christopher G., John P. Bartkowski, and Michelle L. Segal. 1996. “Conservative 

Protestantism and the Parental Use of Corporal Punishment.” Social Forces 74(3): 

1003-1028.  

Ellison, Christopher G. and Darren E. Sherkat. 1993. “Conservative Protestantism and 

Support for Corporal Punishment.” American Sociological Review 58(1):131-144. 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Dent, May 2013 
 

60 
 

Fontana, Andrea and James H. Frey. 2005. “The interview: From neutral stance to 

political involvement.” pp. 695-728 in The SAGE handbook of qualitative 

research, edited by N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Irvine, Janice. 2002. Talk About Sex: The Battles over Sex Education in the United States. 

Berkely, CA: University of California Press.   
Jones, Julie. 2001-2002. “Money, Sex, and the Religious Right: A Constitutional 

Analysis of Federally Funded Abstinence-Only-Until-Marriage Sexuality 

Education.” Chreighton Law Review 35:1075-1106.  

Koch, Jerome R. and I. Luis Ramirez. 2010.  "Religiosity, Christian Fundamentalism, and 

Intimate Partner Violence Among U.S. College Students."   Review of Religious 

Research 51(4): 402-410. 

Luker, Kristin. 2006. When Sex Goes to School: Warring Views on Sex—and Sex 

Education—Since the Sixties. New York: W.W. Norton & Company.  

Marsman, Joan C. and Edward S. Herold. 1986. “Attitudes toward Sex Education and 

Values in Sex Education.” Family Relations 35(3):357-361. 

Mahoney, Anette, Kenneth I. Pargament, Aaron Murray-Swank and Nichole Murray-

Swank. 2003. “Religion and the Sanctification of Family Relationships.” Review 

of Religious Research 44(3): 220-236.  

Maccoby, Eleanor E. and Nathan Maccoby. 1954., "The Interview: A Tool of Social 

Science." in Handbook of Social Psychology, Vol. 1, ed. Gardiner Lindzey, 

Cambridge, MA: Addison-Wesley, 449-487. 

https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=5jhD-O9lgEGN9kfDONVfbZe1BtoC7M8IYSr276tvVF9gYrVxKbLZjGCu69YICmAcXOd37KE0sTo.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fcourses.ttu.edu%2fjkoch%2fResearch%2fPartner%2520Violence%2520Koch%2520Ramirez.pdf
https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=5jhD-O9lgEGN9kfDONVfbZe1BtoC7M8IYSr276tvVF9gYrVxKbLZjGCu69YICmAcXOd37KE0sTo.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fcourses.ttu.edu%2fjkoch%2fResearch%2fPartner%2520Violence%2520Koch%2520Ramirez.pdf


Texas Tech University, Lauren Dent, May 2013 
 

61 
 

Perrin, Karin Kay and  Sharon Bernecki DeJoy. 2003. “Abstinence Only Education: How 

We Got Here and Where We’re Going.” Journal of Public Health Policy 24 

(3/4):445-459. 

Petersen, Larry R. and Gregory Donnenwerth. 1997. “Secularization and the Influence of 

Religion on Beliefs about Premarital Sex.” Social Forces 75(3):1071-1088.  

Regnerus, Mark D. 2007. Forbidden Fruit:Sex and Religion in the Lives of American 

Teenagers. Oxford: Oxford University Press 

----- 2005. "Talking About Sex: Religion and Patterns of Parent-Child Communication 

about Sex and Contraception." Sociological Quarterly 46(1):79-105.  

Richards, Marilyn, and Janice Morse. 2007. README First for a User’s Guide to 

Qualitative Research. London: Sage Publications. 

Steele, Claude M. and Joshua Aronson. 1995. “Stereotype Threat and the Intellectual Test 

Performance of African Americans.”  Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology 69 (5):797-811. 

Steensland, Brian, Jerry Z. Park, Mark D. Regnerus, Lynn D. Robinson, and W.Bradford 

Wilcox. 2000. “The Measure of American Religion: Toward Improving the State 

of the Art.” Social Forces 79 (1): 291-318.  

Thomas, Darwin L. and Marie Cornwall. 1990. “Religion and Family in the 1980s: 

Discovery and Development.” Journal of Marriage and Family 52(4)983-992. 

Wald, Kenneth D., Dennis E. Owen and Samuel S. Hill, Jr. 1988. “Churches as Political 

Communities.” The American Political Science Review 8(2):531-548. 

Ward, Keith.  2000.  Religion and Community.  Oxford: Clarendon.  



Texas Tech University, Lauren Dent, May 2013 
 

62 
 

Weaver, Andrew J., Judith A. Samford, Virginia J. Morgan, David B. Larson, Harold G. 

Koenig, and Kevin J. Flannelly. 2002. "A Systematic Review of Research on 

Religion in Six Primary Marriage and Family Journals: 1995-1999." The 

American Journal of Family Therapy. 30 (4) 293-309.  

Wilcox, W.Bradford, Mark Chavez and David Franz. 2004. “Focused on the Family? 

Religious Traditions, Family Discourse, and Pastoral Practice” Journal for the 

Scientific Study of Religion. 43(4) 491–504. 

Wiley, D. and K. Wilson. (2009). Just Say Don’t Know: Sexuality Education in Texas 

Public Schools. Austin, TX: Texas Freedom Network Education Fund. 

Woodberry, Robert D. and Christian S. Smith. 1998. “Fundamentalism et al: 

Conservative  Protestants in America.” Annual Review of Sociology. 24:25-56. 

Wuthnow, Robert. 2002 "Religious Involvement and Status-Bridging Social 

Capital." Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 41(4): 669-84. 

  



Texas Tech University, Lauren Dent, May 2013 
 

63 
 

APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

Hello, thank you for agreeing to talk to me.  Before we begin, I want to make sure you 
know what I'm going to be asking you about and talk to you a little bit about consent 
issues and your rights. 

My name is Lauren and I am a grad student at Texas Tech.  I wanted to do this research 
study because I'm really interested in how people in this area talk to their children about 
sex.  This interview should take about a half an hour to 45 minutes, and you can stop us 
at any time, or refuse to answer any question.  Or, you can answer the question and just 
tell me to take it off the record and I won't write it down.  This is confidential, so I won't 
identify you within the text, and will change any identifying markers like age or sex.  
Any questions before I begin?  You're the expert, I'm here to learn from you. 

1)  Are you married?  How many children/age?  What school? Did you grow up around 
here? 

2) What was your own experience with learning about sex? 

There are many different aspects that could be taught about sex.  You could talk 
about the physical aspect of it like biological, the spiritual or biblical aspect of sex, 
or even the psychological effects of it.   

3) First, tell me what you think should be covered at home?   

4) Now, what do you think should be covered in schools? (Ideally) 

5) OK, what, if any, of these aspects should occur within the church?  

 Do conversations about sex and sexuality occur in your church? Who initiates 
them?  Who are       they between?  What's the content?  What would you add?  
Ideal world? 

6)  Does this differ by children versus adult?  That is, is there one message for children 
and another for adults?     

7) It seems reasonable that the way parents talk to their kids about sex would be 
influenced by their own past sexual experience.  Do you feel that that applies to you in 
any way? 

8)  What is your understanding about what the bible says about sex? (within marriage)  

Religious Questions:  I want to get a broader view of your personal beliefs, and find 
out how you came to hold them.  
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9)  How did you come to hold your religious beliefs and how would you characterize 
your current beliefs? 

10)  Tell me a little bit about the church you attend now?  (size of church, involvement 
level, when does it meet?) 

11)  How long been there?  Always belonged to that type of church?  Always plan to be a 
member of that church? 

12)  What are your church's teachings and beliefs? (if already answered: so you told me 
that your church believes “X”, is there anything else you want to add to that?)  Do you 
agree with those beliefs and teachings? 

13) How do you define the term conservative Christian? Do you identify with that term? 

  



Texas Tech University, Lauren Dent, May 2013 
 

65 
 

APPENDIX B 

RELIGIOSITY METRIC 

About how often do you pray?   

Several times a day  
Once a day  
Several times a week  
Once a week  
Less than once a week  
Never  
Don't know  
 

How strong do you consider your faith? (1 being "My faith is mixed with doubts “, and 
7 being," "My faith is completely free of doubts,") (circle one) 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Don’t Know 
Not applicable 
 

How close do you feel to God most of the time? 

Extremely close 
Somewhat close  
Not very close  
Not close at all  
Don't know 
I do not believe in God 
Not applicable 

 
How often do you attend religious services? 

Never  
Less than once a year  
About once or twice a year  
Several times a year  
About once a month  
2-3 times a month  
Nearly every week  
Every week  
Several times a week  
Don't know, No answer 
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