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Abstract
Based on the relational approach of gender, we sought 
to understand the generation of vulnerabilities in sex 
education at school from the perspective of students, 
parents, and teachers. This qualitative study included 
20 adolescents in focus groups as well as 10 parents 
and 12 teachers participating in interviews, from five 
public schools in São Leopoldo and Porto Alegre, Brazil, 
whose reports were subjected to thematic analysis. In 
the category "(Mis)informed education and immature 
dialogues on sexuality," the weaknesses of sex education 
initiatives in elementary school are discussed, which 
are articulated with everyday relationships permeated 
by adult-centered ideas of adolescent immaturity, in-
dividual responsibility, and rationality. In “The Role 
of the heterocisnormativity in the construction of vul-
nerabilities across generations”, it is discussed how 
the naturalization of gender and sexual orientation 
increased exposure to risks and obstructed discussions 
about desire, intimacy, violence, and diversity in the 
school context. It is concluded that sexual education 
is fundamental to guarantee citizenship rights and to 
promote social justice, which requires increasing  
adolescents’ access to information, resources, and  
decision-making instances.
Keywords: health vulnerability, adolescent, sexual ed-
ucation, primary education, secondary education

Resumen
Desde el enfoque relacional de género, se buscó 
comprender el surgimiento de vulnerabilidades en la  
educación en sexualidad en la escuela desde la pers-
pectiva de estudiantes, padres y profesores. El estudio 
cualitativo incluyó 20 adolescentes en grupos focales, 
así como 10 padres y 12 maestros que participaron en 
entrevistas, de cinco escuelas públicas en São Leopoldo 
y Porto Alegre/RS, Brasil. Los relatos fueron someti-
dos a un análisis temático. En la categoría “Educación 
(mal)informada y diálogos inmaduros sobre sexuali-
dad”, se discuten las fragilidades de las acciones de  
educación en sexualidad en la escuela primaria en re-
lación con las ideas adultocéntricas de inmadurez ado-

lescente, responsabilidad individual y racionalidad que 
atraviesan las relaciones cotidianas. En “El papel de 
la heterocisnormatividad en el surgimiento de vul-
nerabilidades entre generaciones”, se debate cómo 
la naturalización del género y de la orientación sexual 
ampliaba la exposición a riesgos y obstaculizaba las 
discusiones sobre el deseo, la intimidad, la violencia y 
la diversidad en los espacios escolares. Se concluye que la 
educación en sexualidad es fundamental para garantizar 
los derechos de ciudadanía y promover la justicia social, 
lo que exige aumentar el acceso de los adolescentes a 
información, recursos y espacios de toma de decisiones.
Palabras clave: vulnerabilidad en salud, adolescente, edu-
cación sexual, educación primaria, educación secundaria

Resumo
A partir da abordagem relacional de gênero, buscou-se 
compreender a produção de vulnerabilidades na educação 
sexual na escola, sob a perspectiva de estudantes, pais e 
professores. O estudo qualitativo incluiu 20 adolescen-
tes, organizados em grupos focais, bem como 10 pais e 
12 professores que participaram de entrevistas, de cinco 
escolas públicas de São Leopoldo e Porto Alegre (Rio 
Grande do Sul, Brasil). Os relatos foram submetidos 
a uma análise temática. Na categoria “Educação (des)
informada e diálogos imaturos sobre sexualidade”, são 
discutidas as fragilidades das ações de educação sexual 
no ensino fundamental, associadas às ideias adultocên-
tricas de imaturidade adolescente, responsabilidade 
individual e racionalidade que permeiam as relações 
cotidianas. Em “O papel da heterocisnormatividade na 
produção de vulnerabilidades entre gerações”, discute-se 
como a naturalização de gênero e a orientação sexual 
ampliaram a exposição a riscos e dificultaram discussões 
sobre desejo, intimidade, violência e diversidade nos 
espaços escolares. Conclui-se que a educação sexual  
é essencial para garantir os direitos de cidadania e pro-
mover a justiça social, o que requer ampliar o acesso 
dos adolescentes à informação, a recursos e a espaços 
de tomada de decisão.
Palavras-chave: vulnerabilidade em saúde, adolescente, 
educação sexual, ensino fundamental, ensino médio
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Sexuality education (SE) in Brazilian schools 
remains a topic subject to constant debate and 
necessity. Despite being an integral aspect of hu-
man life and citizenship, its approach often leans 
towards an urgent focus on challenges related to 
diseases and population control in the Brazilian 
school context (Dinis & Asinelli-Luz, 2007; Ribeiro, 
2013). Historically, SE projects and legislation 
in Brazilian schools have been battlegrounds for 
conservative and emancipatory positions, with 
Christian-Catholic morality and the family’s sig-
nificance invoked to counter perceived threats from 
feminist and progressive ideas (Ribeiro, 2013).

The reopening of Brazilian politics in the 1980s 
and 1990s reignited old struggles and debates sur-
rounding SE in schools. This era saw the onset of the 
AIDS pandemic, shifts in sexual behaviors, and 
the widespread use of oral contraception (Dinis & 
Asinelli-Luz, 2007; Ribeiro, 2013). In the states of 
Rio Grande do Sul and São Paulo, sexual education 
projects were initiated in the early 1990s, solidify-
ing in 1996 with the approval of the national law 
of guidelines and Bases for Education (LDB) and 
the establishment of national curricular parameters 
(PCN). These parameters dictated that sexuality 
should be addressed comprehensively across all 
subjects (Bueno & Ribeiro, 2018).

However, SE faces substantial programmatic 
and social challenges. Issues include the inadequate 
preparation and training of teachers, a shortage 
of resources and teaching materials, the absence of 
inclusive policies and programs, discrimination, 
and societal resistance (Vieira & Matsukura, 2017). 
Cultural and political factors, compounded by a 
recent surge in conservatism and societal setbacks, 
lead most school communities to resist address-
ing sexuality (Alves & Rossi, 2020; Magno et al., 
2023). The imposition of conservative policies and  
social discourses, emphasizing adultcentrism 
and heterocisnormativity as universal standards, 
contributes to the erosion of rights and actions 
against gender-based violence and discrimina-
tion in schools. Additionally, the spread of false 

information about alleged indoctrination related 
to gender ideology has fueled moral panic, fos-
tering discriminatory and violent behavior toward 
social minorities in Brazil (Furlani, 2022). While 
studies on sexual and gender diversity in schools 
align with Brazilian authors’ defense of human 
rights, the practices observed in schools still fall 
short of promoting inclusive education (Marcon 
et al., 2016).

Therefore, this study aims to examine how 
vulnerabilities in SE are constructed in public 
elementary schools from the perspectives of stu-
dents, parents, and teachers, considering the in-
tersection of gender, age, sexual orientation, and 
other sociocultural markers. This exploration is 
specifically grounded in a relational approach 
to gender and the conceptual framework of vul-
nerability, as proposed by Ayres et al. (2006). 
This approach contextualizes life situations as 
contributors to varying levels of susceptibility to 
suffering, diseases, and violence, as well as the 
resources available to protect individuals or cope 
with the consequences. Vulnerability construction 
encompasses interconnected subjective, social, 
and programmatic dimensions.

In the context of SE with adolescents, the in-
dividual/subjective scope refers to the degree and 
quality of information that each person has, their 
capacities, and the material and emotional resources 
available to process and apply this information in 
daily life. This includes the presence and quality 
of family and affective relationships, as well as 
the values, beliefs, and interests guiding their be-
haviors. The social dimension of vulnerability is 
linked to social norms, including religious norms 
related to gender, age group, race, social class, and 
sexual orientation. These norms play a role in de-
termining inequalities in access to information and 
resources necessary for a protected and dignified 
living, such as health services, cultural goods, 
forms of political participation, housing condi-
tions, education, and work. Programmatic vulner-
ability, on the other hand, refers to the existence, 
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implementation, and sustainability of organized 
policies and actions—whether public, private, or 
civil society-driven—committed to the promotion and 
prevention of sexual health among adolescents 
and young people (Ayres et al., 2006).

We adopted the relational gender approach 
(Connell, 2002; Louro, 2014), considering gender 
identities and sexual orientation as permanent-
ly constructed within social relationships involving 
complex systems of power intersected by markers 
including, but not limited to, race, socioeconomic 
status, and age (Collins & Bilge, 2021). In this 
approach, heterocisnormativity is assumed as a 
social power structure that legitimizes individuals 
based on gender and sexual orientation binarism. 
It assumes that sexual and romantic desire only 
occurs between men and women, with each pole 
having roles naturally designated by biological 
sex (Louro, 2014). This norm, hegemonic in so-
ciety, is reinforced by various social institutions, 
including the family, school, religion, and the 
media, implying that any other gender identity 
or sexual orientation is considered abnormal or 
inferior (Butler, 2015).

In previous studies on SE, a systematic review 
of 24 studies in Brazilian schools revealed a lack of 
consistent initiatives, as most were implemented 
sporadically and were not part of the schools’ 
routine practices (Furlanetto et al., 2018). Another 
narrative review of SE for teenagers in Colom-
bia, Chile, Mexico, and Uruguay highlights that 
despite progress in areas such as hygiene, health, 
and population control, significant gaps persist in 
fully acknowledging sexual diversity and gender 
equality. Many of the reviewed studies continue  
to report frequent cases of LGBTphobia and  
gender-based violence in schools (Moreno Vargas 
& Santibañez Bravo, 2021). Vélez de la Calle and 
Santamaría-Vargas (2023) examined 50 studies 
on SE policies in Latin American public schools, 
revealing ongoing deficiencies in teacher training 
and the continued prevalence of moralistic and 
heterocisnormative frameworks that overlook 

gender diversity and sexual rights. Therefore, this 
study is grounded in the theoretical framework 
of critical social psychology (e.g., gender rela-
tional approach, intersectionality, adultcentrism, 
and health vulnerabilities), and aims to examine 
how vulnerabilities in SE are socially constructed 
in the school context from the perspectives of 
students, parents, and teachers.

Method

This qualitative exploratory study was under-
taken as part of a broader project that encom-
passed a previous quantitative phase. Approval 
for the research was secured from the municipal 
Department of Education of São Leopoldo, the 
State Department of Education of Rio Grande 
do Sul, and the Research Ethics Committee of 
Unisinos. All participants provided their consent 
by signing an Informed Consent Form (ICF) or a 
study consent form.

Participants were recruited by convenience sam-
pling during the quantitative phase, conducted in 
two municipal schools in São Leopoldo/RS and 
four state schools in Porto Alegre/RS (Furlanetto, 
Ghedin et al., 2019; Furlanetto, Marin et al., 2019). 
Three schools were located in the central regions of 
the cities, two in neighborhoods with a high level  
of urban infrastructure (paved streets, a sewage 
system, and piped water), and one in a socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged region with limited in-
frastructure. The sample included 20 ninth-grade 
elementary school students (from two schools), 
10 parents or guardians (from four schools), and 12 
teachers (from five schools). Although the recruit-
ment strategy sought to ensure some gender diversity 
and representation across schools, no formal proce-
dures were adopted to achieve theoretical saturation.

Among the interviewed parents or guardians, 
seven were mothers, one father, one grandmother, 
and one godmother, ranging from 37 to 64 years of 
age. Among the teachers, nine were women, and 
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three were men, aged between 30 and 62 (with 
half aged 50 years or older). Additional infor-
mation about parents, guardians, and teachers is 
presented in Table 1.

Two focus groups were conducted, involving 
12 adolescents from a school in São Leopoldo 
(FG1) and eight from a Porto Alegre school (FG2), 
comprising 11 girls and 9 boys. FG1’s school was 

situated in the city’s largest neighborhood, while 
FG2’s school was in a middle-class neighborhood, 
both in regions with a high degree of urbanization. 
The adolescents were under 18 years of age and 
had no special educational needs. The groups lasted 
approximately 50 minutes each and were held in a 
reserved room at the school, moderated by one of 
the researchers and accompanied by an observer. 

Table 1.  
General characteristics of parents and teachers

Parents

ID Code Age Marital status Education

FWE2 44 Married High school

FWE5 37 Married Elementary school

FWE3 34 Married Incomplete higher education

FWE2 NI Divorced NI

FWE5 64 Married Incomplete elementary school

FWE2 56 Married Higher education

FWE1 48 Divorced Higher education

FWE2 45 Married Higher education

FWE2 51 Married Higher education

FME2 44 Divorced Higher education

Teachers

ID Code Age Marital status Education Subject taught 

TWE1 35 Married Postgraduate degree Math

TME2 30 Married Postgraduate degree History

TWE3 53 Single Higher education Math

TME3 33 Single Higher education Arts

TWE4 50 Married Higher education Science, Religious Education

TWE3 50 Married Higher education Science

TWE4 42 Married Higher education Geography

TWE1 62 Widow Postgraduate degree English, Religious Education

TWE2 59 Single Postgraduate degree Arts, Religious Education

TWE5 54 Single Postgraduate degree Sciences, Math

TME3 33 Single Higher education History, Geography, Religious Education

TWE4 43 Single Postgraduate degree Arts

Note: ID Code: F=family; T=teacher; W=woman; M=man (self-designated); school number=E1, E2, E3, E4. NI=Not informed.
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A script of topics guided the discussion (Barbour, 
2009), informally exploring adolescents’ opinions 
on sexual behaviors, sexuality, family relation-
ships, and SE actions implemented at school. The 
script and group dynamics were tested in a pilot 
focus group with students from different classes 
in a third school, indicating the necessity of con-
ducting groups with adolescents from the same 
grade level to facilitate discussions.

All adolescents who participated in the quanti-
tative phase of the larger project were encouraged 
to involve their guardians in the qualitative phase. 
Some parents initiated direct contact through the 
provided phone number, while in other instances, 
adolescents indicated their parents’ or guardians’ 
interest, leading to scheduled meetings. In the case 
of teachers, the research was typically introduced 
in the teachers’ room during breaks or meetings, 
with everyone being invited to participate.

Parents and teachers engaged in semi-structured 
interviews, delving beyond general sociodemo-
graphic characteristics to explore perceptions of 

sex and sexuality in adolescence, communication 
strategies, and SE actions in the school environ-
ment. These interviews, conducted at schools, 
averaged 50 minutes in duration. Both focus groups 
and interviews were recorded for verbatim transcrip-
tion in Portuguese.

The produced data was analyzed using thematic 
content analysis (Minayo, 2014). Analytical cate-
gories were constructed based on the vulnerability 
concept and its dimensions (Ayres et al., 2006), 
cross-referenced with emic elements provided 
by the interlocutors. Collaborative reading and 
discussion among researchers aimed to uncover 
nuances and commonalities in the reports, deep-
ening the understanding of vulnerability construc-
tion in the intersubjective scenarios of social and 
everyday life. Microsoft Excel software was used 
to organize the coding process. The vignettes 
used to illustrate the categories were translat-
ed from Portuguese to English. Figure 1 illus-
trates the theoretical-conceptual model developed  
through the analyses.

Figure 1. Theoretical-conceptual model produced in data analysis
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Results and Discussion

(Mis)informed Education and Immature 
Dialogues in Sexuality

This category focused on participants’ stories 
about how SE was handled at home and school, 

and how adolescents applied this information. It 
linked thinking and behavior to SE shortcomings 
in elementary school, emphasizing institutional 
and policy issues. Table 2 provides examples for 
each theme, considering individual, social, and 
programmatic vulnerabilities.

Table 2.  
Themes and vignettes illustrating the category “(Mis)informed education and immature dialogues in sexuality”

Themes Vignettes

Individual Vulnerability

Shame, discomfort Nadia: I don’t talk to my mother (...). Because my mother would kill me.
Gisele: I feel kinda embarrassed and just don’t really like to talk about it.
Maria Eduarda: I don’t feel comfortable either.
Rui: It’s just that people generally don’t feel very comfortable discussing this stuff.
Karine: Especially with parents.
Maria: Yeah, my mom is more open about it, but it’s still awkward for me to share with her.
Laura: I only talk to my mom, not the whole family. I don’t trust my grandma and uncles. And 
sometimes, not even my mom. (FG1)

Recrimination/
mistrust

At that time one [student] said: - “Oh ‘teach’ my mom had a fight with me because she found some 
condoms in my closet.” (TWE4, 42 years old)

Lack of genuine 
dialogue with 
parents

I see parents like that, there`s just no time. It’s either they provide what the children need or they 
spend time with them and offer guidance. I’ve worked with families like that. They complain 
about the kids grabbing their food and heading straight to their rooms to eat, just to avoid having 
to explain their day to their parents. Not many families gather for dinner anymore. [...] do not 
meet. Then, on weekends, everyone is tired, you must clean the house, and going shopping. 
(TWE3, 50 years old)

Insufficient 
information and 
focusing on the 
biology; banking 
education

Luís: But if those [images of the disease] were effective, no one would smoke.
Lívia: Just picture if it happened to us...
Luis: They already put the image on the cigarette packs, and it doesn’t make a difference.
Lívia: Yeah, it’s not just the image.
Eva: It’s because, like, they think it’s just an image.
Lívia: Yeah, you don’t think that could happen.
Eva: if they see that it can really happen, they wouldn’t want to. (FG2)

Precarious affective 
life

They seek sexuality as a form of emotional connection, it is not even a physical or biological 
satisfaction, it is through physical contact, a yearning for affection that might be lacking from 
parents or the family. They look for this in their partner. (TWE4, 50 years old)

Social Vulnerability

Adolescent 
“immaturity”/need 
to control versus 
autonomy

Most of the time [parents] say, “it’s your conscience, if you want to do it, do it.” (Ana, FG2)
I even asked sometimes, but I kept circling. She’d say, “Dad, I didn’t have sex with the guy, you 
know?” (laughter). Until the end of last year, I don’t think it had happened. Now already in the 
summer holidays and as she says, she is already 14 years old and can do anything. (FTE2, 44 
years old)
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Stigma about 
STIs (sexually 
transmitted 
infections)

L. [one of the sons] got the syphilis part. Then I helped him. I explained what it was, gathered 
all the information from the internet, and showed him some pictures. Then he went crazy when 
he saw the pictures: “I don’t want to see it, I don’t want to see it.” I said: “This is what happens, 
I`m telling you, and this is the least of it, there are even worse diseases worse than this”. He had 
to take a poster to the class [...] He said: “I’m not going to take it there, it’s horrifying”. (FWE2, 
56 years old)

Conservatism of 
communities

There`s a risk that parents won`t like it, won`t accept it, and it becomes a problem. So, they avoid 
taking risks, avoid taking positions. (FWE2, 56 years old).
They distributed a condom to each of them. The kids making a balloon with a condom and 
everything, and then some parents complained: “How are you giving a condom to my son in fifth 
or sixth grade?” Just so he knows that it exists, right!? (TME3, 33 years old)

Programmatic Vulnerability

Low family 
participation in 
school

There`s less and less participation. We don`t have a family party anymore, oh my!!! The whole 
school used to participate years ago, it was a party that yielded a lot, had a lot of involvement. 
Nowadays, only a handful participate, mostly the younger ones. [...]the school is missing a bit in 
pulling families into school events, not just when there’s a disciplinary issue or a grade problem. 
(TWE4, 50 years)

School “avoids” SE I think that if we talked about it more at school it would be better. Our high school kind of forbids us 
to know what sex is, they’re like, “Oh my god it’s such a horrible subject!” (Livia, FG2)
Rui: They only explain the basics. I wanted to talk deeper.
Maria: I think it shouldn’t be such a mechanical thing: only the teacher speaks, and the students 
listen. I think there should be an interchange of ideas.
Karine: like the conversation we’re having here. (FG1)

Lack of consistent 
SE strategies

Within our curricular plan I know that they [teachers] give some guidance around the fifth grade 
something and someone comes to give a lecture. Then I’m only going to work with it there in the 
eighth grade, because it’s human body and such. I think that in that period they are learning the 
wrong thing. [...] I find it very disturbing that there is such a void [...]. When I was the principal, 
there was a group connected to the Secretary of Education that came to schools to talk about 
sexuality, but my god, people, they came here with some old, moldy, bad posters and those people 
said that and I kept thinking: “My God, of course, children are not going to be engaged with that”. 
(TWE3, 50 years old)

Critical aspects of 
SE worked on in 
personal initiatives

It was my choice, with the permission of the school, but the syllabus is not like that, you know? 
The programmatic content is super open if you go to see it, like solidarity, culture. Especially in 
the seventh grade, there is the middle age, the question of the role of women in the Middle Ages 
and everything else is discussed a lot. And there I began to realize that they had a desire to talk 
about it, but they had no space to do it. Then I went to give history and religion and from there I 
implemented it. So, it works out what’s moral, what’s ethical, it involves sexuality but it doesn’t 
involve the examples of sexuality, which is political. (TME2, 30 years old)

Insufficient training 
of teachers

I don’t even go too deep into it, because I don’t think that I’m a well prepared person to talk to them 
about it, so I try not to go too deep. But, when a student comes to me, because we know that they 
have parents, there are times when they do not have a father, nor do they have a mother. So, when 
they come looking to talk about something, I try to guide, or say: “Oh, look for that person to guide 
you better”. (TWE1, 35 years old)

Insecurity and lack 
of policy support to 
address SE

The other science teacher had a problem with a mother last year because in sixth grade he 
was talking something about sexuality and that mother thought it was too early and didn’t 
like it. She came here and complained to the principal. The board called and told him not 
to talk, that it was not the year, that it was not ‘whatever’, and he obeyed because he did 
not want to bother with a complaint from the Department of Education. He spoke no more. 
(TWE3, 50 years)
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lighting the intersubjective nature of the immatu-
rity discourse. While teenagers were considered 
immature in assessing the risks associated with 
sexual life, there was a belief that they possessed 
enough information to make rational decisions. The 
prevailing view was that adolescents were aware 
of the “theory” but lacked the maturity to evalu-
ate the potential consequences of their behaviors.  
The knowledge transmitted in the classroom or ac-
quired from peers, family, or the internet was seen 
as insufficient to guide proper risk assessment, as 
mentioned earlier (Magno et al., 2023). Teachers 
observed that adolescents tended to trivialize the 
non-use of protection in sexual relations, the use 
of the morning-after pill, and retained miscon-
ceptions linking condom use to the loss of sexual 
sensations (“eating candy with the wrapper” - 
TWE3, 50 years).

The concept of adolescence, as a social category, 
arises from the naturalization of age as a structur-
ing element of power dynamics that oppress young 
people (Cavalcante, 2021). This conceptualization 
implies a deficit in managing their sexuality, as dis-
closed by adolescents. Blaming adolescents and 
disclaiming adults hinder the construction of rela-
tionships during SE, which could otherwise serve 
as a protective passage to adult life. Adolescents 
frequently expressed how the required maturity 
could be nurtured through daily interactions in both 

Feelings like shame and discomfort act as bar-
riers to discussions about sexuality, underscoring 
the persistent taboo nature of the subject (Louro, 
2014). Adolescents expressed dissatisfaction with 
the lack of authentic dialogues, particularly with their 
parents, which they believed would contribute to the 
development of their sexual identities and practices. 
Parents and teachers noted that conversations about 
the subject within families often escalated into con-
flicts, causing adolescents to avoid such discussions. 
One teacher noted that, in some families, adolescents 
faced reproach for taking preventive measures like 
having condoms. Despite their skepticism, teenagers 
hoped that the school could act as a mediator and 
bridge the communication gap with families. The 
lack of trust in peers, family members, or teachers 
was identified as a barrier to accessing information 
about sex and sexuality.

Parents acknowledged that a lack of time and 
communication could make adolescents vulnerable. 
Conversely, teachers highlighted various obstacles in 
SE, such as low family involvement in the school 
routine, emotional neglect, insufficient family in-
teraction, and a lack of fundamental information 
on SE. While recognizing the challenge of foster-
ing meaningful dialogues, an adult-centered idea 
emerged among parents and teachers regarding the 
immaturity of adolescents. This notion tended to 
attribute the main obstacles to adolescents, high-

Programmatic Vulnerability

Ambivalence about 
the inclusion of SE 
as a transversal axis 
of the curriculum

I teach mathematics, so I don’t have to educate children, because that is the job of the father and the 
mother. A priori, this information had to be given at home. (... I shouldn’t, a math teacher, talking 
about sex education. (TWE1, 35 years)
Sexuality [...] it is part of the formation, of the creation of this integral being, not a robotic being that 
will learn to calculate and write and will have problems. What’s the point of teaching a girl who’s 
going to get pregnant at the age of 15 to calculate and write? (TME3, 33 years old)

Inappropriate 
handling of 
situations

There was a situation that the students were asking to go out for water, but they were matching 
on their cell phones, whatever, and they were doing things in the bathroom downstairs. It was just 
a rumor, I don’t know if it was real. And the attitude of the school: instead of guiding or doing 
anything, it was to lock the bathroom. And then, I think like, “Did you kill the situation?” No, you 
killed the room where they could do something, but it did not change anything at all, and now people 
have to wait to use the toilet when they want to pee. (TME3, 33 years old)

Note: Coding for the participants: F=family; T=teacher; W=woman; M=man (self-designated); School: E1, E2, E3, E4.
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family and school settings, enhancing the quality 
of dialogues. They mentioned that SE contents in 
school predominantly focused on biological aspects 
of the reproductive cycle, pregnancy prevention, 
and STIs, highlighting the superficiality and lack of 
time to discuss their doubts and concerns. In FG2, 
adolescents reported that even basic prevention 
information was not provided, and they felt that 
the school actively avoided SE topics.

The coverage of STI prevention perpetuated 
certain stigmas, often eliciting fear, discomfort, 
and even disgust among students. Social stigma, 
especially linked to STIs like HIV, is acknowledged 
as a significant factor influencing infections, cre-
ating obstacles to both prevention and treatment 
(Parker, 2013). Hence, it’s crucial to formulate 
prevention strategies that incorporate an under-
standing of how inequalities and power dynam-
ics contribute to portraying STIs as afflictions 
affecting “others” (Parker, 2013). Generally, SE 
interventions presuppose adolescents’ agency and 
control for rational decision-making, often de-
tached from the context of their emotional rela-
tionships (Shoveller & Johnson, 2006; Spencer 
et al., 2012). Rather than considering the socio- 
affective contexts in which sexual practices occur, 
discourses defining safe and healthy behaviors 
tend to marginalize those deviating from these 
norms, impeding access to health information, 
and services and widening inequalities (Shoveller 
& Johnson, 2006).

Adolescents highlighted the absence of school-
led initiatives to prevent or address bullying situ-
ations on social media, particularly those related 
to the non-consensual sharing of erotic content, 
often involving girls. Patrocínio and Bevilacqua 
(2023) underscore the severe psychological reper-
cussions associated with media exposure incidents. 
Additionally, a teacher reported the lack of actions 
and policies to ensure adolescents’ access, and 
responsible use of the morning-after pill, a com-
mon non-prescribed practice among them. While 
teachers mentioned occasional lectures with guests 

from the Municipal Department of Education, 
the Health at School Program, or other renowned 
educators with specific training, these initiatives 
were sporadic or discontinued due to management 
changes or resource shortages.

It is observed that SE tends to adopt a banking 
education approach, focusing on content and distanc-
ing itself from the social reality of adolescents, as 
conceptualized by Paulo Freire (1987). Drawing 
on bell hooks’ ideas (2013), the experience of the 
body and affections is inseparable from this oppres-
sive knowledge and values transmission, eliciting 
distrust and disengagement. Consequently, health 
prevention used to be presented in a manner that 
induced fear in adolescents, perceived as ineffec-
tive by them.

Considering the immature dialogues between 
adults and adolescents, peers emerged as a pri-
mary source for practical information on sexuali-
ty. However, parents and teachers viewed this as 
dangerous, given the perceived immaturity of ado-
lescents, fearing that it might encourage behaviors 
challenging authority or seeking peer approval, 
coupled with the risk of obtaining incorrect infor-
mation. An illustrative example is when someone 
advised a girl to take two packs of birth control 
for an abortion, leading to hospitalization and a 
potential miscarriage, as reported by a teacher 
(TWE2, 59 years old).

The connection between adolescents’ sexual 
life and their emotional well-being remained unex-
plored. However, health obstacles were identified 
in promiscuity, the absence of intimacy, and the 
lack of emotional bonds in sexual relationships. 
Conversely, a teacher highlighted that some ado-
lescents engage in sexual activities to compensate 
for a deficient affective life (see Table 2).

Parents recounted instances of harassment, 
physical violence, suspected sexual abuse by family 
members, excessive alcohol consumption, unpro-
tected sex, and association with older and unfa-
miliar individuals within their social networks. In 
reporting a case involving potential prostitution and 



 

 11

Vulnerabilities and Sexual Education at School: A Qualitative Study with Parents, Teachers, and Adolescents

Avances en Psicología Latinoamericana / Bogotá (Colombia) / Vol. 43(1) / pp. 1-18 / 2025 / ISSNe2145-4515

incest, a teacher exposed the lack of preparedness 
to handle such situations in the school context:

She was my student at the beginning of the 
Magisterium. I was inexperienced. I didn’t even 
know I could have reported it. I didn’t know how 
to act, and I only learned about it after a long time, 
after the year was over. Although it wasn’t 100% 
proven, it’s alarming that her mother may have 
engaged in prostitution. Can you imagine subject-
ing a teenager to that? It’s illegal! She could lose 
custody of the child. (TME3, 33 years old)
bell hooks (2013) argues that students should be 

viewed as complete individuals, and the learning 
process should encompass life skills and the intricate 
experiences of everyone involved. In this approach, 
educators and their experiences are essential, turning 
the classroom into a space for ongoing education 
that demands a readiness for self-reflection. How-
ever, our analysis uncovered a lack of social and 
institutional support, combined with inadequate 
technical training for teachers and schools to im-
plement comprehensive prevention and promotion 
actions in sexual health beyond a biological model 
focused on early pregnancy and STIs (Vieira & 
Matsukura, 2017).

While some teachers initiated isolated efforts 
in history and religion classes to address sexual 
education more comprehensively—engaging in 
debates on consent, violence, gender inequalities, 
and homophobia—these initiatives were often 
individual. For example, a teacher in a central re-
gion school successfully partnered with an NGO 
to tackle homophobia and transphobia, and an-
other teacher implemented a strategy using an 
anonymous question box, garnering support from 
students. However, teachers expressed concerns 
that addressing such topics wasn’t an explicit de-
mand for the entire school community, leading to a 
sense of insecurity. Many teachers faced conflicts 
with parents when addressing sexual health, with 
one teacher formally warned by the board for this 
reason. Consequently, teachers felt the need for 
parental permission, explaining why they often 

conveyed content without engaging in effective 
dialogue with students, despite the enthusiasm 
and students’ evident need to learn. Furthermore, 
the lack of preparation and training, coupled with 
inadequate support from both the school and the 
health network in handling sensitive issues like rape, 
abortion, sexual orientation, and violence, remained 
significant challenges recognized by both parents 
and teachers.

All participants unanimously agreed that 
SE needed more comprehensive attention, em-
phasizing its inclusion across disciplines, and 
prioritizing open, non-judgmental dialogues on  
diverse topics. However, there was a divide among 
teachers, with some perceiving sexuality as an  
integral aspect of the development of children 
and adolescents, while others failed to recognize 
this dimension in their work. Additionally, some 
were uninformed about SE being a cross-cutting 
theme in the National Curricular Parameters, and 
even those who were aware often did not integrate 
it into their teaching practices. This ambiguity 
highlights the political challenge associated with 
addressing SE in the routine school practices 
(Vieira & Matsukura, 2017) and underscores the 
significance of successful implementation de-
pending on the quality of relationships within 
the school community.

The programmatic shortcomings of SE with-
in schools, coupled with minimal investment in 
teacher training, were reflected in the inadequate 
handling of situations related to sex and sexuality, 
perpetuating prejudices. Reports also highlighted 
variations in the timing and approach to sexual 
health in more socially vulnerable contexts. In 
these settings, issues were addressed early and more 
emphatically due to elevated rates of pregnancy 
and STIs. Although this denotes the ability of the 
local education system to tailor approaches to each 
school’s unique characteristics, solely biomedical 
actions focused on individuals may inadvertently 
exacerbate existing inequities: “They are children 
raised in the slum, so there are a lot of pregnant 
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teenagers, that is a whole different thing. So, I think 
they work because this problem is already more 
common (...) in those areas” (FWE3, godmother).

 
The role of the heterocisnormativity in 
the construction of vulnerabilities across 
generations

Within this category, we delve into the social 
and contextual aspects that emerged from narratives 
of adolescents, parents, and teachers regarding 

SE for elementary school students. These aspects 
intersect with the individual and programmatic 
vulnerabilities as outlined above. The analyzed 
reports shed light on how entrenched heterocis-
normative attitudes and beliefs pose a challenge 
to deconstruct that heighten exposure to various 
risks, hindering discussions about desire, inti-
macy, and violence from the perspective of the 
human right to sexual and gender diversity. Table 
3 outlines the key themes identified, along with 
representative vignettes.

Table 3.  
Themes and vignettes illustrating the category “The role of the heterocisnormativity in the construction of vulnerabilities 
across generations”

Themes Vignettes

Individual Vulnerability

Girls 
Seen as more mature 
Greater judgment and 
culpability
Intimate exposure

Usually, girls are more mature. That’s a fact right!? The guys keep joking, and 
the girls go crazy. Now, in the final stretch, the 6th grade girls walk around 
everyday kissing and hugging the 8th and 9th grade boys. In the hall, so, on fire! 
(TWE4, 42 years old)
The boy said to her, “you are always with a different man, with a different boy. I don’t 
want a woman who makes out with everyone.” He said things like that to her. I think 
he told a friend of hers. And then she liked him, and he said, “I just didn’t make out 
with you because of that.” Then it dropped like a bomb to her. (FWE3, godmother)

Boys
Low self-care
Infantilization
Affective inhibition
More violent behaviors

He is more immature; it takes him time to understand certain things and we are working 
hard on it. [...] The guys make fun of him and are even making fun of him. I said, “You 
can’t! Now you’re here at home, do you want to cry? Then cry, it’s your problem, but not 
the problem at school.” He must impose himself. One of these days they said some bad 
words to him, some very bad things, and then he came home telling me and I said: “and 
what did you answer?”; “Nothing, I kept quiet.”; “But L. You must answer: ‘it’s you, you 
idiot’. ‘It’s you, you imbecile’”. (FWE2, 56 years old)
Girls are much more open. At the time of speaking in the classroom on the subjects, I have 
like 90% of girls speaking and 10% of boys. They have a much harder time saying. [...] 
Girls are much more enlightened. Boys are too embarrassed to talk. I don’t know how they 
act, but I think very few talk to their parents. (TWE1, 62 years old)

Intergenerational taboo 
on sexuality

Nowadays people will [have sex] just for the pleasure of it, I think in the old days it was for 
something more important, for love. They don’t even know the guy and “come on then.” I 
think my mother doesn’t talk [about sexuality] because she said my grandmother was never 
much of a talker, so I believe my mother never talked to me because her upbringing was like 
that. (Gisele, FG1)
I came from a family where this issue of sex was veiled, it was not open, and his 
[husband’s] family too. No one ever talked to him about it, about sex. I remember 
my mom talking to me and my sister and her saying, “Let’s talk today about where 
babies come from,” you know? And until a certain age I thought that couples only 
had sex to have children. I didn`t understand at that time that it was also for pleasure. 
(FWE2, 51 years old)
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Social vulnerability

Gender inequalities

Karine: the guy can take a girl home and the girl can’t.
Gisele: my mom wouldn’t let me go to a party, so I said, “why Mom?” She said, “Because 
there are only boys.” I said, “What’s wrong with that?” Then she said, “If I let you go to that 
party, they’d call you a slut.” Slut for girls is to hook up with everyone and slut for boys is...
Evaldo: fag (FG1)

Hegemonic masculinity

My father always says, “He who eats quietly eats twice”. “Sleep with everyone, just don’t 
get anyone pregnant” (imitating someone from his family). (Naldo, FG1) 
I see it`s more exposed at least [with the girls]. Suddenly the guys do, but do not speak. 
Girls don’t mind saying they`re dating girls too. Girl, yes [seeks to talk], boy, quite 
difficult. Ah, they are self-sufficient. (TWE4, 42 years old)

Heteronormative 
pattern

This is normal, despite being subjective too. Some girls take much longer - it depends on 
each one. I’ve seen it before and it’s normal, natural, you know? Especially because girls 
are brought up with romanticized ideas, like having a partner, getting married, creating 
a home, and all that. Boys are taught only to play ball, so, naturally, they express it later. 
(TWE4, 43 years old)
Many girls get pregnant, in my opinion, because they give too much meaning to sex. I`ve 
heard this in the classroom from girls who believe that the big dream is to be a mother 
because, by being a mother, they`ll have a part of the boy they love. [...] There is a void for 
many of them because that girl who wanted to have the guy’s child believed it would give 
meaning to her life. (TME2, 30 years old)

LGBTphobia

I’m not against [homosexual relationships], I just think it’s weird, okay?! (...) I find it strange, 
not that I`m against it, but the guy sees...I don’t know, man! It’s just like you said: it’s her 
life, got it? I was going to say something, but never mind [...]. My family is biased about this. 
(Evaldo, FG1)
Besides telling us on protection, I would like that they were more respectful of people`s 
sexual choices. (Paula, FG1)
All this transgender stuff, it’s everywhere, on TV and all. I think we need to coexist with all 
of them. I have a brother who`s gay, and we don’t get along, you know? I think these things, 
these issues, should be handled carefully. (FWE1, 48 years old)
When that scene happened [in the soap opera] that the girl tells her family that she`s 
not a girl anymore and that she`s a boy, the other day a girl came dressed as a boy. 
I thought that was too much... even shocking, because, like that, I think the media 
exploits this without any responsibility and it messes with people. In the old days, 
when I was a kid this didn`t happen, not that it`s either bad or good, I don’t know! 
It`s not that being homosexual is bad or anything, but the way it happens, you know? 
Oh, this girl seems to date girls too. I don’t know, sometimes she dresses normal and 
sometimes she comes dressed as a boy. Because then they don’t have the maturity to 
know what`s happening to them. (TWE1, 35 years old)

Programmatic Vulnerability

Inappropriate handling 
of situations and cases

In a council situation people were commenting, but then you see people commenting 
as a joke. She [a student] got involved, had sex with two, three students, older, eighth 
graders. She was in sixth grade. Then I don’t know if it was something with a photo or if 
they told everyone and stuff. The girl no longer had the environment to go to school, she 
had to be transferred. She didn’t get pregnant. It was just a story like: “Oh, so-and-so...” 
it was just a rumor. (TME3, 33 years old)

Note: Coding for the participants: F=family; T=teacher; W=woman; M=man (self-designated); School: E1, E2, E3, E4.
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Adolescents and parents presented contrasting 
perspectives on desirable or expected behaviors for 
girls and boys, giving rise to distinct generational 
positions between parents/teachers and children. 
The perpetuation of discourses that emphasized 
greater freedom and even encouragement for boys 
to attend parties, bring girlfriends home, engage in 
sexual relations with multiple partners, and neglect 
self-care further reinforced the hegemonic mascu-
linity norms that prize dominant virility, emotional 
detachment, and a willingness to take sexual risks 
(Connell, 2002). In contrast, girls were closely 
monitored, and their behavior and attire became 
subjects of moral scrutiny, with blame assigned 
when situations of defamation occurred. Variations 
in dialogues between parents and children were 
noted based on the child’s gender.

Girls were often perceived as more mature 
and responsible, a presumption rooted in assump-
tions about their engagement in sexual relations 
at an earlier age. However, epidemiological data 
contradict this perception, indicating that males 
typically experience their first sexual intercourse 
earlier in Brazil (Felisbino-Mendes et al., 2021; 
Felisbino-Mendes et al., 2018; Oliveira-Campos 
et al., 2014). This contrast raises the possibility that 
the perceived maturity of the girls might have led 
to an unequal distribution of responsibilities for 
safe sex and contraception onto them, assuming 
they were already well-informed about STIs and 
pregnancy. This dynamic, however, may overshadow 
other legitimate needs and demands of women re-
garding sexuality. Concurrently, boys were often 
characterized as immature, expressing doubts, or 
sharing experiences at school, underscoring how 
the naturalization of heteronormativity renders 
both girls and boys vulnerable in different ways.

The influence of heteronormativity on the 
adoption of other preventive behaviors was high-
lighted by a teacher who described an idealized 
concept of romantic love, motherhood, and trust 
versus intimacy. This normative ideal, particularly, 
seemed to affect girls with lower self-confidence 

and self-esteem. Despite observations of submis-
sive behavior in some girls, teachers reported 
that others demonstrated greater empowerment 
regarding their sexual desire and ways of being. 
However, this empowerment appeared to hinder 
boys from engaging in debates about sexuality at 
school, leading them to suppress their opinions. In 
this process, it is argued that some men, perceiving 
themselves as part of the spectrum of subaltern 
masculinities due to their social marker of dif-
ference (e.g., race/ethnicity, social status, sexual 
orientation), tend to experience feelings of infe-
riority attributed to women, fueling misogynistic 
resentment (Lima-Santos & Santos, 2022).

I notice that girls who think they`re more 
clued in about their sexuality are way more chill 
with guys, in the sense of not feeling ashamed 
to chat about their sexuality or embarrassed to say 
that they checked a hot boy on the street. They are 
not ashamed to say that they were at the party 
and made out with three boys. They don’t feel 
ashamed to say that they are dating or that they do 
not wear a bra and that they do not give a damn if 
the guy cares or not. [... Whenever we dive into sex 
stuff in the class, I feel like I`m only teaching the 
girls...] “I think that a girl who arrives at a party 
and makes out with 8 guys I don’t want to be the 
eighth because I don’t want to kiss the mouth of 
others” [reproducing student speech]. If he says 
it in class, and there’s been a few who have said 
wooooooooowwww!!!! Even those who usually 
keep things low-key spill everything! So, they know 
they can’t talk, but it doesn’t mean they agree or 
disagree. It’s just super hard to get the opinion 
of the boys. (TME2, 30 years old)
Although students, parents, and teachers occa-

sionally questioned societal discourses dictating 
the behaviors and expectations for girls and boys, the 
reports indicate limited possibilities for challeng-
ing these norms. Paradoxically, this situation can 
facilitate misogynistic and homophobic practices. 
For instance, one teacher highlighted a case of a 
student`s intimate exposure, a problem exacerbated 
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by inadequate handling at school, which underlines 
the institutional perpetuation of gender violence 
and rape culture (Silva & Soares, 2022).

Aligned with the reproduction of heterocisnor-
mativity, generational differences emerged as a 
pervasive element influencing the construction of 
social vulnerabilities in SE within schools. These 
differences tended to reiterate gender inequalities 
and shape perspectives on sexual orientation 
from an adult-centric viewpoint (Cavalcante, 2021). 
Parents shared personal experiences from their 
adolescence, recalling the generational challenges 
they faced in attempting to comprehend their chil-
dren’s current experiences and provide support. 
Consequently, the taboo surrounding sexuality 
persisted, and meaningful dialogues with substan-
tial information remained lacking.

The excessive exposure to digital media and the in-
creasing representation of transgender people, homo-
sexuals, and marginalized populations were viewed 
with suspicion and concern by many teachers and 
parents. There was a fear that this exposure might 
be stimulating sexuality among adolescents. This 
apprehension was linked to the perception that the 
current generation of adolescents was engaging  
in sexual activities at younger ages, and the prevail-
ing sentiment was they were becoming “more liber-
tine and liberated.” Interestingly, one teacher noted 
a shift in the students` attitudes toward discussions 
on gender and sexual orientation. She observed that 
students who used to inquire about these topics 
now seemed uncomfortable, describing the situa-
tion as: “very closeted” (TWE3, 50 years). Subtle 
expressions of LGBT-phobic views emerged in the 
reports, as parents and teachers expressed concerns 
about the perceived immaturity of adolescents to 
understand different expressions of sexuality and 
gender that were being commercially exploited by 
the media. It is worth noting that LGBT-phobic 
discourses generate a context of permissiveness 
that fosters discriminatory and violent behaviors 
(Furlani, 2022). This is further exacerbated by the 
absence of sexual diversity themes in educational 

activities (Matta et al., 2021). Additionally, lan-
guages and forms of expression that could facili-
tate reflective dialogue with adolescents, such as 
Funk, were morally depreciated.

[Regarding Funk] I think it`s vulgar as hell. I 
hear it and I’m embarrassed, you know? Because  
I see some little princesses, like you know, at a debu-
tante ball, 15th birthday, twerking, and I`m like, does 
that even make sense? Who is she, anyway? She`s 
dressed like one thing but moving like something 
else... Hypersexualization? Hypersexualization, 
and, honestly, I don’t know if that turns into a more 
sexual vibe towards the end of the party or if it`s just 
meant to be a joke. (TWE4, 43 years old)

Conclusion

Sexuality education (SE) is a fundamental 
right for adolescents and plays a crucial role in 
both prevention and promotion of sexual health. 
Ensuring this right requires creating inclusive 
school environments that foster open dialogue and  
acknowledge the diversity of sexualities. This en-
tails moving beyond prevailing adult-centric and 
heteronormative perspectives that overlook the 
socially situated knowledge and lived experiences 
of adolescents. Promoting autonomy and self-care 
in sexual matters calls for more balanced relation-
ships between adolescents and adults, grounded 
in mutual trust, shared aspirations, and collabora-
tive responsibilities across schools, families, and 
health services.

Our findings revealed marked tensions among 
parents, teachers, and adolescents regarding gen-
der and sexuality, which hinder the implementa-
tion of effective SE. While adolescents sought 
open, non-judgmental discussions, many adults 
maintained heteronormative views and perceived 
youth as immature. This disconnection was most 
evident in debates on gender roles, with parents 
and teachers reinforcing traditional norms—greater 
freedom for boys, stricter control for girls—while 
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adolescents advocated for equity and inclusion. 
Although some teachers recognized the need to 
address sexual diversity and consent, others avoided 
such topics due to fear of parental backlash or 
insufficient institutional support. Bridging these 
generational and ideological divides is essential 
for SE to reflect adolescents’ realities and respond 
to their evolving needs.

This shift in approach is also critical to dis-
mantling discriminatory barriers rooted in hetero-
cisgender norms embedded in everyday school 
discourses and practices. Public policies on SE 
still face substantial challenges, including restric-
tive pedagogical approaches that overemphasize 
risk and focus narrowly on the biological aspects 
of sexuality. Such approaches can individualize 
blame, normalize adult-centric behaviors, and 
perpetuate perceptions of adolescent immaturity.

Addressing these limitations requires urgent 
investment in building relational spaces within 
schools that validate the desires, aspirations, and 
agency of young people, spaces that move be-
yond the technical transmission of content. By 
ensuring access to information, resources, and 
meaningful participation in decision-making, SE 
can safeguard adolescents’ citizenship rights and 
advance social justice.

Finally, these findings should be interpreted 
with caution given the scope and limitations of 
the sampling design and the absence of formal 
procedures to ensure theoretical saturation. Future 
research should explore underrepresented perspec-
tives, particularly those of fathers and LGBTQ+ 
students, to inform more comprehensive and in-
clusive SE policies and practices.
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