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Abstract

Italy has no specific initial teacher training curriculum on Sexuality Education. In undergraduate
programs for early childhood and primary school education, topics related to sexuality and its
development within the framework of Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) are rarely addressed.
The Standards for Sexuality Education in Europe assert the need to address such issues within the 0-4 age
group. It is considered crucial to provide young people with accurate, age-appropriate, and scientifically
accurate information about sexuality and sexual health. This education should be comprehensive,
covering various aspects of sexuality, such as families and relationships, respect, consent, bodily
autonomy, anatomy, puberty, menstruation, contraception, pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections,
social influences, sexual identity, gender equality, and human rights. In Italy, such training is provided
through specific courses that individuals can voluntarily undertake outside university curricula. The main
challenge is that these courses come with high costs, making them inaccessible to everyone. And still, to
design adequate training, it is necessary to understand the needs of the future recipients. The research,
therefore, arose from the question: What were the attitudes and opinions of future educators and teachers
in early childhood and primary schools regarding Sexuality Education, both in general and in terms of
practical and methodological application within the Italian educational and school system? The objective
was to investigate the participants’ perspectives and identify training needs. Existing literature highlights
numerous weaknesses in training educational personnel on Sexuality Education. Among the reasons for
this lack is the educational responsibility being primarily entrusted to experts external to the school or
family context and a still heterogeneous and resistant attitude towards these issues, mainly when
addressed with children. In the considered undergraduate programs, there are young adults who,
according to research and literature, still rely heavily on internet-based and self-directed learning. The
research was an exploratory case study at the Sapienza University of Rome. The sample, expected to
consist of at least 300 participants, was drawn from the reference population: 851 students enrolled in
undergraduate education and training programs for early childhood and primary education. It involved
administering a questionnaire based on international scientific literature concerning the educational needs
of the student community and the training needs of teaching and academic staff. The questionnaire had
close and open questions and aimed to understand pre-service educators’ and teachers’ perspectives
toward Sexuality Education.

Keywords: Sexuality education, student teachers, early childhood education, primary school education,
attitudes.

1. Introduction

The World Health Organization established Standards for Sexuality Education in Europe,
providing the first clear international definition (WHO, 2010). Sexuality Education (SE) is a lifelong
learning process that begins in early childhood and follows an individual’s development. While teaching
sensitive and challenging topics, many must develop skills necessary for daily life. Addressing issues
such as sexual rights, gender identity, gender pedagogy, education on emotions, respect, and consent is
fundamental. SE aims to increase and improve knowledge by imparting information and skills, enabling
recipients to apply their knowledge and attitudes, and helping develop a positive and respectful self-view
and view of others.

Over the years, additional international documents have shared this comprehensive vision
(UNESCO, 2018; Plan International, 2020). SE has long been considered an integral part of an
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individual's sexual rights (WAS, 2014), thus a right for everyone to have access to information and
education on sexuality-related issues in their various components. The need for SE is further evidenced
by its presence in Goals 3, 4, and 5 of the 2030 Agenda (UN, 2015; UNESCO, 2023).

Italy has consistently ranked poorly compared to other European countries in terms of enacting
supportive laws and implementing SE into the school system (Stettini, 2004). However, the current Italian
context is characterized by a wide range of projects proposed by experts, albeit heterogeneous in terms of
geography, content, themes, and methods. Italy only offers 29% of activities and projects aligned with
international declarations and definitions, i.e., within the Comprehensive SE (CSE) (Chinelli et al., 2022).
The results of the National Fertility Study Project (Pizzi, Spinelli, Andreozzi, & Battilomo, 2019) partly
reflect the young Italian people's desires for CSE. Specifically, young adults enrolled in university have
an average age of 22 years. Over 90% of participants claim to receive and learn online information.
Additionally, about half of participants identify the school system as the primary location to receive CSE,
with approximately 30% mentioning specific educational-informative meetings.

The need for teacher and educator staff training stems from the perceived necessity by
adolescent and university students and experts who advocate for the introduction of CSE (Astle et al.,
2021; Bauer, Himmerli, & Leeners, 2020; Dbouba & Shannon, 2018; Lahoz-Garcia, Jimenez, Castro,
& Parejo, 2024), scientifically, age-appropriately, positively, without judgment, and consciously, in a
safe, healthy, and protected environment like school. Global comparisons published by UNESCO (2021;
2023), in which Italy is not present, emphasize the need for training, stating the importance of initiating
investments, increasing pedagogical knowledge and skills in offering CSE in schools, and investing in
research on teacher and educator training models. However, before aspiring to understand how to train
educators and teachers potentially, it is necessary to investigate their perceptions and thoughts to avoid
designing a top-down training distance from the recipients' needs and context. On the other hand, it is
challenging to ascertain what educators and teachers would need. Research in this field (Ang & Lee,
2017; Balter, van Rhijn, & Davies, 2018; Klein, 2021) shows some results regarding the perspectives of
educators and practicing teachers: the perceived lack of knowledge and competence, leading to a need for
training; the importance given to issues and the sense of adequacy and comfort in addressing CSE; and
finally, the willingness and motivation to be trained and teach CSE in the future.

Scientific evidence affirms that addressing CSE topics in early childhood education and primary
school contributes to achieving CSE goals, healthy sexual development, both individual’s and society’s
wellness and to prevent child sexual abuse (Kenny et al., 2008; Putri, 2022; Schneider & Hirsch, 2020;
Tirtawinata, 2016; Walsh, Zwi, Woolfenden, & Shlonsky, 2018). Evidence contradicts the notion that
aspects of sexuality cannot be discussed in the early years of life. In fact, the earlier CSE starts, the better
(Smyle, Maticka-Tyndale, & Boyd, 2008); awareness and competencies regarding gender identities and
sexual orientations (Hermann-Wilmarth, Lannen, & Ryan, 2017; Ryan, Patraw, & Bednar, 2013),
self-esteem, and body image (Halliwell et al., 2016) increase, while the development of stereotypes and
harmful biases decrease (Goldfarb & Lieberman, 2021).

The literature shows that student educators and teachers already perceive a lack of knowledge to
address CSE in their future educational practices (Brouskeli & Sapountzis, 2017; Jiménez-Rios,
Gonzalez-Gijon, Martinez-Heredia, & Amaro Agudo, 2023). Hence, this research aims to understand the
participants’ perspectives for a broader purpose: to design a CSE training that is more concrete and
coherent with the needs of all and with the Italian context. As the research is in a preliminary phase, the
methodological aspects and hypotheses of the study are presented below.

2. Design

The research project is structured as a multiple exploratory case study with quantitative
methodology. Through the administration of a questionnaire, the research aims to explore the perspectives
of students currently enrolled in the Degree programs in Educational Sciences and Training (L-19),
Pedagogy and Educational Sciences (LM-85), and Primary Education Sciences (LM-85 bis) at the
Sapienza University of Rome regarding CSE, both in general and in terms of its practical and
methodological aspects within the Italian educational and school system. The hypothesis is that
pre-service educators and teachers generally have a positive attitude towards CSE and show a need for
training in this regard, but with differences based on age, gender, and sexual orientation, as well as the
influence of religion, political orientation, sexual myths, personal beliefs and level of sexism. The Ethics
Committee has approved the research for Transdisciplinary Research of Sapienza University of Rome.

2.1. Objectives

The research aims to investigate attitudes, opinions, and educational needs regarding CSE of
pre-service educators and teachers enrolled in the Degree programs in the educational and training field of
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Sapienza University of Rome. The objective stems from the following research questions: How do
educators and teachers in training perceive CSE in schools? How do they perceive CSE in their
professional development? Four specific objectives have been determined: (1) to identify the participants'
attitudes towards CSE; (2) to identify the participants' opinions on teaching CSE; (3) to investigate the
self-perceived sense of competence and comfort in hypothetically teaching CSE; (4) and to explore the
potential demand for specific training within the unit of analysis.

2.2. Methods

The study will be conducted on a sample of at least 300 participants. The sample size was
calculated based on the statistical analyses that were performed. This number of participants is deemed
optimal for the exploratory factor analysis anticipated in the project. All current students enrolled in the
Degree programs in Educational Sciences and Training (L-19), Pedagogy and Educational Sciences
(LM-85), and Primary Education Sciences (LM-85 bis) at the Sapienza University of Rome constitute the
target population of the research. According to the currently enrolled students (academic year 2023/2024),
there are 851 students across these programs (L-19 = 370; LM-85 = 76; LM-85 bis = 405). Those
currently enrolled in these programs and consented to be contacted for research purposes will be included
in the desired population. The number of 300 participants will be selected from the desired population
through simple random sampling. A self-report online questionnaire using the Qualtrics platform is
planned to achieve the research's objectives. The instrument has both closed and open-ended questions,
and it has been constructed based on insights from international literature and the current Italian context
regarding CSE (Gradellini et al., 2022; Lunde, Blaalid, Gerbild, & Areskoug Josefsson, 2022; Passaro,
Regra, Serrdo, & Marques 2019; Yao & Lee, 2023), as well as the attitudes, opinions, and educational
needs of teachers regarding these topics. The questionnaire includes explicitly a section with questions on
demographic variables and past experiences with education or training on CSE.

Again, questions were included to investigate participants' attitudes and opinions on
methodological aspects, themes, and stakeholders of CSE. The third section of the questionnaire aims to
identify the need for training and comfort regarding CSE topics, as well as motivation and willingness to
undergo training and then integrate CSE into future educational practices. The last section includes the
scale on ambivalent sexism (Glick & Fiske, 1996) to investigate the presence of gender prejudice by
administering subscales on hostile and benevolent sexism. Statistical analyses will be conducted using
SPSS software. A factor analysis will be performed to assess the reliability and validity of the scales
included in the questionnaire using Cronbach's alpha. First, descriptive analyses will be conducted to test
the hypothesis of a generally positive attitude among students. A univariate analysis of variance will be
performed. In this analysis, the dependent variable will be the attitude towards CSE, while the
independent variable will be the group membership (i.e., type of Degree: L-19, LM-85, LM-85 bis).
Additionally, the effects of sexual myths, beliefs, and training needs on the dependent variable (attitude)
will be considered. Finally, a categorical analysis (Batini et al., 2020) of the questionnaire responses to
open-ended questions will be conducted using a bottom-up reflexive thematic analysis approach (Braun
& Clarke, 2021). Responses will be categorized to provide aggregated results, and descriptive analyses
will be performed on these categorizations.

3. Conclusions

In Italy, Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) training is often left to the individual's
discretion; teachers and educators choose whether to include and address CSE topics in their educational
activities and whether to seek training through external professional courses or academic studies.
An analysis of needs and context is necessary to understand the perspectives and needs of the participants.
The potential of this study lies in the lack of similar research in the Italian context. This research aims to
contribute to highlighting the training needs of future educators and teachers regarding CSE topics during
childhood. Through an exploratory multiple case study in the educational and training Degree programs at
Sapienza University of Rome, the research aims to investigate the participants' attitudes, opinions, and
training needs. This will be accomplished by administering a designed questionnaire to explore these
aspects. The importance of collecting this data lies in identifying the lacking areas in training to
understand how to enhance their preparation to increase educational and school activities on these topics.
Therefore, future educators and teachers will be able to provide educational continuity on CSE that is
aligned with the needs of all individuals. As evidenced in the literature, this is an essential factor in
ensuring people's well-being.
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