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BACKGROUND
Pre-service training in comprehensive sexuality education 
(CSE) creates a foundation for the future teacher to confidently, 
competently and inclusively deliver sexuality education in the 
school context. Although CSE is commonly delivered by teachers 
in schools, numerous studies highlight that they feel ill-prepared 
to teach this subject area.1-14 Research has found that teachers 
desire CSE training during the pre-service period and view it 
as essential for enhancing self-efficacy to deliver sexological 
concepts to their future students.3,8,11,15 Furthermore, teachers 
invite the inclusion of specific education and pedagogies to 
combat heterosexism and homophobia in school settings.5,13 
School students themselves report that teacher delivery of CSE is 
often negative, gendered and heteronormative. They cite a lack 
of sex positivity, outdated content and poor teaching strategies 
as reasons for ineffectual delivery.12,16 CSE is also viewed as less 
important in schools in contrast to other subject areas.3,6,12

AIM: To explore the extent to which teacher training 
organisations, responsible for initial teacher training, prepare 
pre-service teachers to deliver CSE in the school setting. 

METHOD
A systematic literature review (SLR) was conducted and 
reported in accordance with PRISMA guidelines. Five electronic 
databases were searched to identify publications (2000-2018) 
that reported provision of pre-service CSE training by teacher 
training organisations. Subsequently, a descriptive analysis 
was executed to summarise the scope of teacher training 
related to CSE. 

RESULTS
Twenty-two documents, primarily from the United Kingdom, 
Australia and the United States of America were identified for 
review. Whilst information regarding pre-service CSE training 
was available, the level of detail provided was variable. 
Overall, this SLR reported eight themes:  
• THE SCOPE OF SEXUALITY EDUCATION IS EXPANDING. 

Examples of high-quality pre-service CSE training are culturally 
sensitive and address an expanding repertoire of contemporary 
sexological issues. 

• ILL-PREPAREDNESS CONTINUES. Pre-service CSE training is 
extremely limited. Minimal teaching hours are dedicated to the 
subject and content is commonly narrow in scope.  

• ADEQUATE PREPARATION INCREASES CONFIDENCE. Exposure 
to specific pre-service CSE training is associated with greater 
self-efficacy to teach this subject area.

• BARRIERS TO CSE IMPLEMENTATION. Commonly cited barriers 
include limited opportunity to provide CSE content within 
existing pre-service curricula, CSE viewed as a low priority, 
funding shortfalls and an absence of CSE minimum teacher 
preparation standards in most jurisdictions.

• VARIABILITY OF PRACTICE. There is wide variability of content 
and instructional methods across and within institutions 
globally. This also extends to the positioning of the subject as 
either a core or elective topic. 

• COST OF INACTION. Teacher training organisations are 
underpreparing pre-service teachers to the realities facing 
their future students. 

• OPPORTUNITIES FOR CHANGE. Teachers hold a pivotal role 
in the personal and social development of their students and 
there is marked opportunity to improve pre-service training in 
CSE.

• TOWARDS BEST PRACTICE. Greater transparency and 
collaboration of effective pre-service CSE training programs is 
required.  
 

CONCLUSION
To date, our understanding of how pre-service teachers are 
supported to deliver CSE in schools has been limited. Focused 
research regarding pre-service CSE training and greater 
transparency of current programs is required. Moreover, health 
and educational policies that mandate pre-service CSE training 
are needed. Collectively, these strategies would strengthen 
the capacity of teachers to effectively deliver CSE in the school 
context 
 

WANT MORE INFO?
For information about Australian pre-service training in 
comprehensive sexuality education, please visit  
www.rseproject.org.au or email RSEProject@curtin.edu.au

1. Bartholomaeus, C., Riggs, D.W., & Andrew, Y. (2017). The capacity of South Australian primary school 
teachers and pre-service teachers to work with trans and gender diverse students. Teaching and 
Teacher Education, 65, 127-135. doi: 10.1016/j.tate.2017.03.006

2. Burns, S., & Hendriks, J. (2018). Sexuality and relationship education training to primary and 
secondary school teachers: An evaluation of provision in Western Australia. Sex education. 
doi: 10.1080/14681811.2018.1459535 

3. Byrne, J., Shepherd, J., Dewhirst, S., Pickett, K., Speller, V., Roderick, P., et al. (2015). Pre-service 
teacher training in health and well-being in England: the state of the nation. European Journal of 
Teacher Education, 38(2), 217-233. doi: 10.1080/02619768.2015.1030069

4. Carman, M., Mitchell, A., Schlichthorst, M., & Smith, A. (2011). Teacher training in sexuality education 
in Australia: how well are teachers prepared for the job? CSIRO Publishing, 8, 269-271. doi: 10.1071/
SH10126

5. Clark, C.T. (2009). Preparing LGBTQ-allies and combating homophobia in a U.S. teacher education 
program. Teaching and Teacher Education, 26, 704-713. doi: 10.1016/j.tate.2009.10.006

6. Dewhirst, S., Pickett, K., Speller, V., Shepherd, J., Byrne, J., Almond, P., et al. (2013). Are trainee 
teachers being adequately prepared to promote the health and well-being of school children? A 
survey of current practice. Journal of Public Health, 36(3), 467-475. doi: 10.1093/pubmed/fdt103

7. Fahlman, M.M., Hall, H.L., & Gutuskey, L. (2013). The impact of a health methods class on pre-service 
teachers’ self-efficacy and intent to teach health. American Journal of Health Education, 44(6), 
316-323. doi: 10.1080/19325037.2013.838891

8. Goldman, J.D.G., & Coleman, S.J. (2013). Primary school puberty/sexuality education: student 
teachers’ past learning, present professional education, and intention to teach these subjects 
Sex Education, 13(3), 276-290. doi: 10.1080/14681811.2012.719827

9. Jennings, T., & Sherwin, G. (2008). Sexual orientation topics in elementary teacher preparation 
programs in the USA. Teaching Education, 19(4), 261-278. doi:10.1080/10476210802436328

10. Mayberry, L. (2014). Teaching sexuality and relationships education (SRE): Getting it right for 
pre-service teachers (Approval No. SPH-77-2013). Retrieved from https://gdhr.wa.gov.au/
documents/10184/132842/Teaching+sexuality+and+relationships+education.+Getting+it+right+fo
r+pre-service+teachers/1c4c1e3f-442e-47ae-9902-b0be2016c2d547ae-9902-b0be2016c2d510.

11. Ollis, D. (2016). ‘I felt like I was watching porn’: The reality of preparing pre-service teachers to teach 
about sexual pleasure. Sex Education, 16(3), 308-323. doi: 10.1080/14681811.2015.1075382

12. Pound, P., Langford, R., & Campbell, R. (2016). What do young people think about their school-based 
sex and relationship education? A qualitative synthesis of young people’s views and experiences.  
BMJ Open, 6, 1-14. doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2016-011329

13. Robinson, K.H., & Ferfolja, T. (2008). Playing it up, playing it down, playing it safe: Queering teacher 
education. Teaching and Teacher Education, 24, 846-858. doi: 10.1016/j.tate.2007.11.004

14. Szalacha, L.A. (2004). Educating teachers on LGBTQ issues. Journal of Gay & Lesbian Issues in 
Education, 1(4), 67-79. doi: 10.1300/J367v01n04_07

15. Matthews, L.D. (2006). Inservice teachers’ perceptions, preparedness, comfort levels, and teacher 
training in health education at the elementary level. (Order No. MR27045). Available from ProQuest 
Dissertations & Theses Global. (304957653). 

16. Hillier, L., & Mitchell, A. (2008). ‘It was as useful as a chocolate kettle’: Sex education in the lives of 
same-sex attracted young people in Australia. Sex Education, 8(2), 211-224.  
doi: 10.1080/14681810801981258


