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Abstract 
This article presents the results of a research about the implementation of sex education in the 
public schools of Novo Hamburgo, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil. Quantitative and qualitative methods 
were used and semi-structured interviews were conducted with 124 teachers from 56 public 
schools. The Discourse of the Collective Subject method was applied to analyse the interviews. The 
results show that sex education is not a crosscutting theme in schools, and that it is mostly domi-
nated by the biomedical discourse. This means that non-heterosexual practices and identities are 
neglected and that representations of gender and sexuality that reproduce and legitimate gender 
disparity are accentuated. 
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1. Introduction 
In Brazil, statistics about teenage pregnancy are a source of concern. The Brazilian Institute of Geography and 
Statistics (2009) came to the conclusion that there has been a small reduction of teenage pregnancy in the last 10 
years. Nevertheless, a significant trend of rising numbers of pregnancies among teenagers aged between 10 and 
14 has been observed. 

“Youth and Sexuality”, a Brazilian research supported by the UNESCO, brought to light an alarming finding: 
one in 10 students gets pregnant before the age of 15 (Garcia et al., 2004). It was also found that approximately 
75.7% of teenage mothers drop out of school and that an average of 23 infants born to teenage mothers die per 
day, before they complete their first year of life (Unicef, 2011; Zurutuza, 2011). 

Specifically in Novo Hamburgo, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, the infant mortality rate in 2010 was 35 per 
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thousand live births and the proportion of newborns from teenage mothers accounted for 17% of all the births 
(Programa das Nações Unidas para o Desenvolvimento, 2009). This situation was very similar in 2007, when we 
interviewed teenage mothers and arrived at a shocking result: topics like sexuality, pregnancy and birth control 
were generally not talked about in the families of the teenage mothers (Quaresma, 2007).  

Based on these results, we deemed it necessary to explore the implementation of sex education in the schools 
and proposed the project “Investigation of teenage pregnancy in municipal schools”, sponsored by Feevale Uni-
versity since 2010. The principle objective of the project has been to characterise sex education in state primary 
schools in the city of Novo Hamburgo.  

The results obtained on the project through semi-structured interviews with the teaching staff of 56 state pri-
mary schools are presented in this article. The methodological strategies used for the underlying quantitative and 
qualitative analyses are also presented.  

Our aim is to show that, in the studied schools, sex education is not yet a crosscutting subject matter and that 
the biomedical discourse is dominating the arena. This means that non-heterosexual practices and identities are 
neglected, whereas gender-disparity-provoking representations of gender and sexuality are reproduced. 

Sex education has been included in the National Curricular Parameters of the Brazilian Ministry of Education 
since 1996 as a crosscutting theme, which should be linked to the contents of each school subject in basic and 
secondary education schools. This article analyses the implementation of this government policy in the 56 basic 
education public schools of Novo Hamburgo, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, based on the statements of 124 teach-
ers interviewed between 2010 and 2012. The results show that sex education is not a crosscutting theme in 
schools, and that it is mostly dominated by the biomedical discourse, focusing primarily on discussing reproduc-
tive organs, fertilisation, and contraceptive methods. This study also showed that the topics of sex education are 
only dealt with from a heterosexual point of view, thus denying other sexual identities. This signals the need to 
promote initiatives that question and overcome the strong connection between sex education and the dispositif of 
control, regulation and normalisation of bodies and their sexuality. 

Sex Education in Brazil 
The national Congress established, in December 1996, the Parâmetros Curriculares Nacionais (National Cur-
riculum Parameters) and sex education was to become part of curricular as well as extracurricular activities in all 
Brazilian schools (Brasil, 1997). 

A crosscutting approach to sex education aims to broaden the perspectives of current views on human sexual-
ity. Therefore, topics such as respect for diversity, gender discrimination, parental responsibility and sexual and 
reproductive rights, among others, are included in the official guidelines for sex education. Nevertheless, after 
over 15 years, the confrontations between what can and cannot be said in schools set the pace at which the im-
plementation of sex education is progressing. 

During most of 2011, many Brazilian newspapers discussed the tensions related to sex education. These news 
did not only show the different discourses about sexuality circulating in society, but also revealed the unequal 
power relations behind the legitimisation or disapproval of these discourses. In a well-known Brazilian newspa-
per, the following communication was published: “After this Wednesday’s meeting with delegates of the ‘reli-
gious faction’, the Federal Government has decided to suspend all materials dealing with the issue of homopho-
bia which were being produced by the Ministry of Health and Education” (Zero Hora, 2011). 

This piece of news refers to the project “School without Homophobia”, an initiative of the Ministry of Health 
and Education that consists of developing a range of materials to help the teaching staff in their sex education 
activities. However, a variety of religious entities with a significant presence and influence in the National Con-
gress oppose these proposals, which are meant to enforce the most basic human rights. 

It is not the first time something like this has happened. At different moments in history, various institutions 
and social groups have been interested in, watchful of and anxious about what is said, done and transmitted with 
respect to sexuality in schools. This has been a discussion based on the proven efficiency of schools in control-
ling behaviours. Schools display a high efficiency in teaching what is good and bad, in stimulating certain be-
haviours and discouraging others, in legitimating certain identities and excluding others. This is why Foucault 
emphasises, in his analyses of disciplinary institutions, that schools form a micro-space of power that controls 
the bodies and the sexuality of pupils (Foucault, 2003).  

This control over the body, gender and sexuality of pupils has a long history and has been exerted with argu-
ments about moral, hygiene, health, epidemics, masturbation, contraception, paraphilia, teenage pregnancies, 
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sexual and reproductive rights, prevention of sexually transmitted diseases, respect for sexual diversity, paternity, 
etc. All these arguments have served and still serve, with more or less vigour, to justify the need for sex educa-
tion in schools. Each of these arguments activates, integrates or disdains different interpretative perspectives on 
sexuality and gender, which not only validate each specific argument, but also reflect practices and identities 
that are accordingly classified, organised, approved or disapproved, normalised or pathologized, criminalised or 
shielded by underscoring the need to respect diversity. 

Along these lines, Ribeiro stresses that the Catholic Church has played a central role in the moral system re-
produced in schools since the 16th century. This form of sex education is significantly marked by a moral-reli- 
gious discourse, which discriminated against non-heterosexual identities and practices in order to defend the 
heterosexual nuclear-family model and condemn abortion (Ribeiro, 2004). These questions are quite regularly 
(re)produced in other religious contexts frequently found in current practice of sex education (Jardim & Bretas, 
2006). 

With the rise of the concept of an urban population, in the 19th century, and the proliferation of sexually 
transmitted diseases, the need to instrumentalise policies and public actions emerged. As a consequence, a vari-
ety of sexual behaviours, such as masturbation, homosexual relationships and many others, were studied and 
classified as risky, deviant, paraphilic, abnormal, deficient or sexually perverted (Borrillo, 2010; Roudinesco, 
2003). 

Nowadays, sex education in Brazil is rather strongly influenced by this biomedical discourse, in which topics 
like prevention of sexually transmitted diseases and teenage pregnancies, hygiene and food as well as the bio-
logical changes in adolescence are emphasised (Sayão, 1997). Thus, this consists of a biomedical discourse, 
from which the issues of social construction of sexuality, sexual diversity and respect for the differences are 
missing or practically disregarded, which contradicts the all-embracing approach favoured by the National Cur-
ricular Parameters (Altmann, 2009). 

This all-embracing perspective in sex education is currently labelled as politically correct. It is also linked 
with to the political demands of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual, intersexual, queer and feminist move-
ments (LGBTIQ) for a sex education that does not encourage discrimination. It is important to underscore the 
fact that this view of sex education does not exclude the need to work with health and prevention, on the con-
trary; however, it questions health-promotion programs, policies and actions that exclude the non-heterosexual 
population and reinforce gender and sexuality attributions valued by the heteronormative system. 

Currently, sex education in Brazil is a scenario where vigorous and unequal disputes for the preference of 
some topics and the disapproval of others, as well as the valorisation of some sexual and gender identities and 
the exclusion of others are taking place, and the teachers are at the centre of these contradictory demands. While 
some have decided to support one position, others prefer to stand in the middle ground. This must necessarily be 
taken into account when researching sex education practices in Brazil. 

2. Methodology 
We combined quantitative and qualitative methodologies, and our research project comprises the 56 state pri-
mary schools in the city of Novo Hamburgo, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil. These schools have 8 grades and the 
age of pupils is generally between 6 and 14 years. 

The instrument used to obtain the information was a semi-structured interview, which was applied to a 
non-probabilistic sample equivalent to 10% of the teaching staff, resulting in a total of 124 teachers interviewed. 
The criterion for selecting the teachers was their voluntary willingness to collaborate with the research. The 
process of interview and analysis took place between January 2010 and early 2012. 

The choice of an open instrument like the interview was justified by the possibility of doing more extensive, 
profound and detailed analyses on the studied topic. This tool allows for a stronger understanding of the re-
searched problem and increases the possibilities to explore the significances, concepts, definitions, characteris-
tics, metaphors, symbols and beliefs around sex education (Minayo, 1994). 

The semi-structured interview consisted of two types of questions: the so-called basic questions and the de-
rived questions that spring from the answers given by the interviewees. After the data collection, the narratives 
were transcribed, revised and the initial units of analysis were redefined as follows: sex education as a crosscut-
ting topic, school subjects where sex education is approached, which topics are tackled, and which conceptions 
about gender and sexuality are approached in sex education (see Appendix).  
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3. Results and Discussion 
Analysis of the interviews was carried out through the Técnica de Análise do Discurso do Sujeito Coletivo 
(Discourse Analysis Technique of the Collective Subject), which articulates collective declarations of opinions 
from individual accounts (Lefêvre & Lefêvre, 2003). In this way, the collective subject talks as if it were an in-
dividual.  

The DCS technique enabled us to discover the composition of the discourse, question by question. As a first 
step to the analysis, all the answers given to every question in the interview were identified. Then similar an-
swers were grouped and the central idea that synthesises or reflects the core topic of that group of answers was 
extracted. 

Finally, we obtained various core concepts from every question, which represented the possible collective 
discourses that had come up during the interviews. Each entity with similar answers configured a synthesised or 
collective discourse around a core concept. Interjections and reiterations were eliminated, so as to facilitate the 
understanding of the collective discourses. As a result, we obtained a sequential integration of the answers that 
circulated around this central idea, which is what is referred to as collective discourse.  

The methodology was complemented by interpretative “translations” and processes made by the researcher 
about the collective discourse. 

The Brazilian Ministry of Education and Culture proposes that sex education be approached as a crosscutting 
theme linked to the objectives, contents and activities of each schooling grade. In this respect, some questions 
gain importance: What do you understand by sex education? What does it mean to work sex education as a 
crosscutting theme? Which school subjects in which sex education is approached and which topics are tackled? 
Who is more in the focus of sex education, boys or girls? 

The questions yielded the following results: 

3.1. Sex Education as a Crosscutting Theme 
As previously stated, the Brazilian Ministry of Education and Culture proposes that sex education be approached 
as a crosscutting theme linked to the objectives, contents and activities of each schooling grade. In this respect, 
and given their answers to the question what do syllabus parameters establish with respect to sex education? we 
were able to confirm that 100% of the teaching staff are aware of the crosscutting approach based on which sex 
education should be taught. Nevertheless, when the teaching staff were asked how is sex education tackled in 
schools? We could observe in Figure 1 that most of them interpreted crosscutting as meaning spontaneous, 
temporary and unplanned. 

As understood by members of the teaching staff that subscribe to this view, sex education should not be a part 
of class planning; instead it should be a subject matter that comes up spontaneously and eventually. There is no 
diagnosis of the pupils’ problems or specific needs/request, nor is there planning regarding the appropriate time  
 

 
Figure 1. How is sex education taught in school? Source: Authors.                   
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to approach sex education and its connection/relation with the syllabus. A thorough analysis on which sex edu-
cation viewpoint is transmitted, the values it promotes and how all this affect pupils are also left out from this 
framework. 

As we see in Figure 1, “teach sex education from time to time without relating it to the syllabus” it’s the 
concept that most teachers have (collective discourse) Let us examine it: 

“There is no rule; there is no need to decide all right, now I’ll teach sex education”. The subject as institu-
tionalised, each teacher will choose the right time to tackle sex education. You can’t talk about things they are 
not curious about. A crosscutting approach means that you don’t have to teach never planned a time to discuss it; 
we discuss it when a question or doubt comes up.  

“I bring the subject up according to the pupil’s interests. It’s a thorny issue and one should let sleeping dogs 
lie. You shouldn’t anticipate their questions or talk more than necessary. But their questions can’t go un-
answered, no matter what their age or grade is. With the youngest ones you tackles the issue if they ask, 
otherwise you don’t. You cannot force it and you should always bear in mind their need to talk”. 

This framework shifts educational responsibility, allowing the teaching staff to contend that, once pupils do 
not ask, sex education is not talked about. Sex education appears only when elusive and evasive answers do not 
work in response to an explicit question and verbalised curiosity. This is the main sign of alert indicating that we 
should open the subject: teachers are pressured with questions, and remain cautious at all times. Doesn’t this 
stance make childhood and adolescence even more vulnerable? What are we actually protecting them from? 

Taking into account that the last assessment carried out by the Ministry of Health (1997-2007), which indi-
cates that the city of Novo Hamburgo is among the 20 municipalities with the highest incidence of AIDS in Bra-
zil, we can understand how inadequate sex education in schools impacts society. Nevertheless, we cannot regard 
statistics such as these as the only relevant factor. 

Let us ponder some of the obstacles for implementing sex education as a crosscutting theme in the assessed 
schools. As we can infer from the collective discourse presented above, the fear of sparking an interest in sexu-
ality among pupils is a major hindrance. This fear is based on the assumption that if sexuality is discussed, pu-
pils will be incited to have sexual relations.  

Research has also shown that this fear is closely related to family censorship. Also, as evidenced by the 
statements of various teachers, families are sometimes asked to approve the activities or materials used to teach 
sex education. One teacher stated: “whenever we wanted to discuss the issue, parents agreed. When the brochure 
about teenage health appeared, coordinators worked with pupils and, except for a few, most parents agreed”. 

On this aspect, we agree with Seffner: 

“Primary school education is not just an extension of family education and the teacher is neither an aunt nor 
a second mom. The learning experience and social norms in school are defined by the social inclusion. 
Teachers should be seen as any other adult who in this case educates, and with whom pupils can chat about 
anything and in a different manner from the way they chat with their mother, father or a sibling. And most 
significantly, the teaching staff should be able to establish this dialogue taking into consideration public 
values and public ethics and not just their own personal beliefs” (Seffner, 2011: pp. 566-567). 

Lack of training was another obstacle for further implementation of sex education. When exchanging ideas 
about their approach to gender and sexuality the teaching staff voiced that they had no training in this area and 
found it difficult to discuss those issues (Quaresma et al., 2012). Some pedagogic training programs in Brazil 
teach at least one course on gender and sexuality. This course is, for the most part, optional and has a general 
approach in the syllabi (Unbehaum et al., 2010). Subject matters such as sexuality, gender, sexual diversity, the 
body and prevention are scarcely approached. In turn, postgraduate courses in the area are still unable to reach to 
the large number of teachers who lack the theoretical and didactical resources needed for discussing gender and 
sexuality (Tamanini & Santos, 2009). 

3.2. School Subjects in Which Sex Education Is Approached and Which Topics Are Tackled 
It is expected that a crosscutting approach to sex education will go beyond traditional approaches that place it 
within the sphere of Science. However, this approach is still deeply rooted. When asked in which school subject 
is sex education taught? Roughly more than half of the teaching staff mentioned Science, as shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1. In which subject is sex education taught? Source: Authors.                 

Core concepts Percentage (%) 

A) There is no specific school subject for sex education 30.84 

B) In Science 57.01 

C) In Religion 22.43 

D) In Physical Education 13.08 

E) In Portuguese 9.35 

 
With respect to the question which subject matters are approached/discussed/tackled in sex education? ac-

cording to the collective discourse of main concept A (body and prevention are discussed):  

“The Science teacher works with specific subject matters from which (s)he discusses body care, prevention 
and pregnancy. Science teachers do a great job at teaching the reproductive system, sexually transmitted 
diseases and other facts about teenage pregnancy. The youngest ones are taught ‘how babies come to life’, 
appropriate hygiene, and the differences between the male and female bodies. Last year we discussed sex-
ual relations. We studied the human body and all its parts and then we discussed reproduction, pregnancy, 
and sexually transmitted diseases. Sex education is more explicit in biology, since it tackles health, diseases 
and reproductive organs. In science classes they study STDs and contraceptive methods”. 

The biomedical discourse is the most valued and widespread in the scenario of schools where this research 
was carried out. Sexuality is discussed from a reproductive and scientific approach only, thus serving a religious 
viewpoint, which regards heterosexual relations as the norm and punishes the pursuit of pleasure. This evidences 
a paradox in the sex education practices of these schools—on the one hand, a permanent viewpoint that consid-
ers sexual relations and reproduction as one thing/as equal/as the same, and, on the other hand, attempts at pre-
venting teenage pregnancy. To that respect, Altman points out:  

“There seems to be a contradiction within the work carried out in the school. One of the objectives of sex 
education is avoiding teenage pregnancy […] However, when sex is discussed, all the focus is precisely on 
fertilisation, pregnancy and motherhood” (Altmann, 2009: p. 191).  

The subjects described by the teaching staff also evidence that in science class nothing is said about diversity. 
Within that framework, there are only heterosexual bodies, heterosexual relations, and heterosexual means of 
transmission. An exclusively heterosexual approach to sexual relations limits the access of an entire group of 
adolescents to information about prevention and non-heterosexual practices.  

Over 85% of teenage girls referred to this collective discourse which favours a biomedical and preventive ap-
proach and a much smaller number mentioned other issues, such as gender violence, paedophilia, love and fidel-
ity in sentimental relationships, parental responsibility, masturbation and abortion. As it can be observed in 
Figure 2, issues concerning pleasure, sexual and reproductive rights and diversity were not mentioned.  

The legitimation of this biomedical discourse is also evidenced by the selection process, in which profession-
als are selected to talk in a conference. Some teachers described activities about sex education carried out in the 
school within the framework of institutional projects. Most of the speakers in these activities were medical doc-
tors, gynaecologists or paediatricians.  

3.3. Conceptions about Gender and Sexuality in Sex Education 
Although the teachers’ concepts of gender and sexuality appeared in almost all questions of the interview, a spe-
cific question about the topic was included to explore the matter in a more profound manner: Who is more in the 
focus of sex education, boys or girls? A little over 75% of the teachers answered that it is targeted at both, as 
shown in Figure 3. 

Nevertheless, it can be seen that there are contradictions in the collective discourse of core idea A (Both): 

“For everyone. For both. Girls do not do things alone. Sexuality is not only theirs, it is everybody’s. It is as 
much for the boy as for the girl, but with the girl you have to deal with the issue of affection, while it is 
different with boys, because they give more attention to the physical issue. Both need to protect themselves  
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Figure 2. Which subject matters are approached in sex education? Source: 
Authors.                                                         

 

 
Figure 3. Who is more in the focus of sex education, boys or girls? Source: 
Authors.                                                         

 

and girls need to know how to avoid pregnancy. Both need to know about the topic, it affects the girls, but 
they don’t get pregnant alone, it is together with the boys and the girls need to pay attention. I think that sex 
education should happen in the same way for both, but pregnancy also needs to be discussed directly with 
the girls”.  

We realised how the responsibility for pregnancy was repeatedly placed on the girls. The interviewees stated 
that it was necessary to work with the boys, but, ultimately, a hegemonic representation of femininity, which 
means that being a woman is being a mother, was legitimised. The model of scarifying maternity and distant or 
peripheral paternity happens to take responsibility away from the boys. Responsibility is not placed on teenage 
girls because of their uterus, but rather as a consequence of a social meaning that was constructed around this 
characteristic of the female body. 

Let us take a look at how the collective discourse of core idea B (more emphasis on girls) seems to comple-
ment the collective discourse around idea A rather than contradict it: 

“For the girls, because they are the ones who have to pay, they will be stuck with the child and the conse-
quences are farther reaching for them. Sometimes we jokingly say that the students are on heat and/or in rut. 
Here we instruct the girls how they should behave, how they should dress and how they should wear ade-
quate clothes. She is the one who will get pregnant, who will give birth, who will suffer and who will have 
this responsibility for life…and he as well, because he will be the father and will have to take care of the 
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financial part. I always tell them, the ones who will have to stop going to parties, who will have to stop 
studying or stop working, are the girls”. 

In this collective discourse, when talking about the consequences of pregnancy and maternity, it is manifested 
how, based on the sociocultural interpretation and the female biological condition, different places and roles in 
society are defined for men and women: for women, there is housework and childcare and, for men, there is 
public life and financial support. Nevertheless, some signs of change with relation to the legitimate model of 
masculinity can be identified in the collective discourse C (more emphasis on boys): 

“Mainly for the boys, especially here in the south where we have this sort of mandatory ‘I am virile and a 
macho’. With the boys, because they don’t take responsibility, get someone pregnant and then withdraw 
from their responsibility. With the boys, because the families are more used to controlling and protecting 
the girls, while the boys are free to do whatever they want. I think it is more for boys than for girls, because 
the girls have an idea, they will get pregnant, but the boys have no idea about being a father”. 

In this collective discourse there is a clear tendency to question the idea of distant paternity, which tradition-
ally used to be a feature of hegemonic masculinity. 

4. Conclusions 
The way in which sex education is dealt with in the studied schools is significantly distant from its incorporation 
as crosscutting topic. Sex education is reduced to one-off, sporadic actions that generally arise as response to the 
curiosity that pupils manifest, and this poses a risk for childhood and adolescence. The assumptions about what 
it means to give sex education a crosscutting approach, the dread of talking about sexuality and the poor prepa-
ration of teachers are aspects that hinder the progress in the area. 

The presented collective discourses also show that the prevalence of a biomedical discourse not only limits 
sex education to the field of Sciences, but also reduces the possibilities to foster a dialogue about other topics, 
such as pleasure, respect for diversity, and sexual and reproductive rights. 

This study also showed that the topics of sex education are only dealt with from a heterosexual point of view, 
thus denying other sexual identities. This signals the need to promote initiatives that question and overcome the 
strong connection between sex education and the dispositif of control, regulation and normalisation of bodies 
and their sexuality. 
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Appendix 
Topics of analysis, interview questions and core concepts that emerged: 

Categories of analysis Guiding questions Core concepts that emerged in similar or equivalent 
answers 

Sex education as crosscutting theme 

What do syllabus parameters 
establish with respect to sex 
education? 

It is a crosscutting theme 

How is sex education taught in 
school? 

A) Teach sex education from a crosscutting approach 

B) Don’t teach sex education 

C) Teach sex education from time to time without 
relating it to the syllabus 

D) Evade the subject 

School subjects where sex education is 
approached and which topics are 
tackled 

In which subject is sex education 
taught? 

A) There is no specific subject for sex education 

B) In science 

C) In Religion 

D) In Physical Education 

E) In Portuguese 

Which subject matters are  
approached in sex education? 

A) Body and prevention are discussed 

B) Gender, violence, paedophilia, love and fidelity in 
sentimental relationships, masturbation and abortion 
are discussed. 

Conceptions about gender and  
sexuality in sex education 

Who is more in the focus of sex 
education, boys or girls? 

A) Both 

B) More emphasis on girls 

C) More emphasis on boys 
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