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Abstract

BACKGROUND: Schools are important contexts for preventing sexual violence (SV) among 

adolescents. Evaluating whether programming is effective requires surveying youth about SV 
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experiences. However, school communities often have concerns about asking students, particularly 

those in middle school, about these experiences. This study sought to understand the types of 

concerns that school district leaders have related to surveying middle school students about SV 

and to identify ways to mitigate these concerns.

METHODS: We conducted semi-structured interviews with superintendents and school board 

members (n = 19) across Washington State and used inductive thematic analysis.

RESULTS: Concerns regarding surveying students about SV centered around 3 main themes: 

community norms and misconceptions, parental/caregiver discomfort, and survey language and 

administration. Concerns were particularly salient for sixth-grade students. Suggestions for 

mitigating concerns included: providing clear motivation and reframing messaging to community 

members, involving parents and students in the survey process, and modifying survey language 

and administration.

CONCLUSIONS: Researchers administering surveys to middle school students on sensitive 

topics including SV may face pushback and must consider flexible approaches to allow research 

and evaluation to be conducted.
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Adolescence is a period of particularly high risk of sexual violence (SV), including sexual 

activity without consent (eg, unwanted touching, sexual harassment, sexual assault).1 Over 

half of women who experience unwanted sexual contact first do so before age 18, with 

22% first victimized when they are 10 years or younger.2 Early adolescence—including 

middle school (grades 6–8)—is a critical developmental period for precursors of SV and 

early SV experiences. Among middle school students, SV can include lewd or harassing 

comments about someone’s body or sexuality, sharing photos without consent, sending 

unwanted sexual messages, homophobic teasing, and coerced sexual contact.3–5 Given that 

SV is associated with myriad negative health consequences such as depression, substance 

use, and poor academic performance,6,7 prevention of SV is a priority.

School-based programs are effective in preventing adolescent SV and other forms 

of interpersonal violence, including among middle and high school students.8–10 

Comprehensive sexual health education can also improve knowledge and skills, supporting 

healthy relationships and decreasing violence.11 Research emphasizes the need for early 

and scaffolded approaches to prevention.11 Moreover, SV prevention aligns with national 

education standards for health and sexuality, which advise including SV and interpersonal 

violence.12,13 In December 2020, Washington State passed a law mandating comprehensive 

sexual health education in public schools, including content about interpersonal relationship 

skills, healthy sexual relationships, consent, bystander training, and age-appropriate 

information on sexual offenses.14

Surveying students is required to understand the burden of SV and to evaluate effectiveness 

of prevention programming, especially given low rates of formal reporting of SV.15 These 

surveys often include questions related to SV knowledge, attitudes, and victimization and/or 
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perpetration of specific behaviors.8,9 School district leaders and families sometimes have 

concerns about asking students, particularly those in middle school, these types of questions. 

Previous studies with parents about SV education and surveys identified barriers like 

denial of or discomfort with the topic, fear about introducing SV to children (eg, loss of 

innocence), and beliefs in parental responsibility for protection against SV.16,17 In addition, 

school staff face challenges in implementing school-wide SV prevention due to school 

culture and relatively low priority of SV compared to other school concerns.18

Given the importance of SV prevention among youth, strategies to effectively partner with 

schools and ensure rigorous evaluation of programming are needed. Our study had 2 aims: 

(1) to understand the types of concerns related to surveying students about SV from the 

perspective of school district leaders (eg, superintendents and school board members), and 

(2) to identify ways to mitigate these concerns to allow research and evaluation to be 

conducted. The current study was part of a larger evaluation of an SV prevention program 

being developed and piloted in nonurban middle schools in Washington State, which 

involved data collection from students via surveys.19 While schools involve many invested 

parties (eg, parents, staff), superintendents and school boards often have high-level decision-

making authority. More recently, school leadership has been plagued by controversy, such as 

threats related to COVID-19 public health measures.20 Investigating contemporary attitudes 

about surveying students can inform current and future research-practice efforts to address 

SV.

METHODS

Participants

We interviewed superintendents and school board members associated with public middle 

schools across Washington State. We used purposive sampling to ensure representation from 

nonurban school districts, given the focus of the pilot program and because urban and 

nonurban districts may differ in factors that influence attitudes about surveying students. 

We divided Washington into 6 quadrants and chose 2 districts in each (large and small). 

We encountered substantial nonresponse to email invitations to participate and contacted 

potential participants in waves if individuals did not respond. In total, we contacted school 

board chairs and district superintendents in 48 districts (out of 295 total districts in the 

state). The research team sent up to 3 interview requests to each individual. Our final 

sample represented 13 districts. We received no response from 31 districts, 2 declined 

participation, and 2 initially responded but were unable to schedule interviews. As we 

interviewed participants, we used snowball sampling to identify additional participants who 

would share alternative perspectives. Two participants were recruited this way. We continued 

recruitment until we reached sufficient information power based on the specificity of our 

research questions, participants with shared and relevant experiences in school leadership, 

and dialogue quality centered around focused interview questions on surveying students 

about SV.21 We also monitored geographic representation to ensure we were covering 

different regions of the state and differing levels of urbanicity of school districts. While 

we were conducting interviews, we had regular full research team discussions (including 

the interviewers and notetakers) and began preliminary analyses in parallel. In addition, 

Adhia et al. Page 3

J Sch Health. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2025 January 18.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



we found school leaders from diverse districts had similar concerns and recommendations 

related to our interview questions. As a team, we thus decided to end recruitment after 17 

interviews with 19 participants representing 13 districts. By participant request, 2 interviews 

were conducted with 2 participants from 1 district simultaneously. Some participants were 

parents themselves with children in school. In addition, some participants were concerned 

about having their school district or identity revealed, so we do not report identifying 

information about participants and districts. The study was approved by the University of 

Washington Institutional Review Board.

Instrumentation and Procedure

We conducted 60-minute interviews on Zoom between July and November 2022. The 

interviewer provided a study overview, including a statement of confidentiality, and 

participants verbally consented to participate. Interview topics included school community 

(eg, administrators, staff, parents) attitudes and concerns about SV surveys, acceptable 

language in survey questions, and strategies to alleviate concerns about surveys. Participants 

were also shown example survey questions for their reactions (see Supporting Information). 

While our unit of analysis was individual participants, we did not collect demographic data 

on individuals or provide school district names given their hesitation about identifiability. 

For context about the student populations that school leaders served, we provide 

characteristics of included school districts (eg, student demographics, size, student-teacher 

ratio).22

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics on district characteristics were calculated using R Studio and 

Excel. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using ATLAS.ti version 9.1.3 

(ATLAS.ti Scientific Software Development GmbH, Berlin, Germany). We used a codebook 

approach to thematic analysis for the interview data.23,24 Two team members initially read 

through 6 transcripts to inductively develop an initial codebook. We collectively established 

initial codes and code definitions, iteratively revising them throughout the coding process. 

Three interviews were randomly selected and independently double-coded using the initial 

codebook. The team then met to discuss coding discrepancies. Four team members (AA, 

RL, MR, AR) built consensus around the codes, definitions, and application. The remaining 

interviews were randomly assigned and coded by 2 team members (RL or AR). The research 

team met regularly to debrief and discuss challenges until consensus was reached. After 

coding, the full team used an iterative, consensus-based approach to identifying themes 

and subthemes, collaboratively interpreting findings. We maintained trustworthiness through 

credibility (eg, debriefing with our Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction research 

partners), confirmability (eg, having multiple independent coders, consensus-based theme 

development), and audit trails (eg, maintaining detailed notes about coding, analysis, and 

decision points).25

RESULTS

We interviewed 19 school leaders—7 superintendents and 12 school board members—

representing 13 school districts across 11 counties of varying population density and rurality 
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in Washington State (Figure 1). School districts ranged in size from 1694 to 23,067 students 

(Table 1). On average, 60% of the school districts’ students identified as White and 25% 

as Hispanic/Latino. Nearly half of students (47%) were eligible for free/reduced lunch, and 

11% were English language learners.

We present results in line with our research questions to identify (1) concerns related to 

surveying students about SV and (2) potential solutions to mitigate concerns. While many 

participants expressed support for such survey efforts, our results focus on participant 

concerns to inform potential solutions for researchers and practitioners to conduct future 

work. In addition, while our research and interview questions focused specifically on 

SV surveys, participants often answered by discussing broader issues about SV programs/

interventions and attitudes about topics related to SV (eg, gender identity), which is reflected 

in the quotes. For each category, we identified 3 themes with associated subthemes. Our 

analysis demonstrated no substantive differences in themes between participants from rural, 

suburban, and urban school districts, so results are presented together. Tables 2 and 3 

provide additional illustrative quotes.

CONCERNS RELATED TO SURVEYING STUDENTS ABOUT SV

Theme 1: Community Norms and Misconceptions

Political or religious climate.—Participants described the political and/or religious 

climate that has led to certain topics, like SV, becoming more divisive. They reflected 

on how parents and families were scrutinizing school activities (eg, social-emotional 

learning) with a more critical eye, leading to a rise in pushback and criticism in the last 

few years alongside the COVID-19 pandemic and increased political polarization. Many 

participants mentioned it was a small—but vocal—minority of parents/caregivers opposed 

to SV research and prevention. Participants also noted a tendency for some community 

members to oppose anything perceived as liberal (including sexual health and violence 

prevention education). In the current climate, topics like sexual health and violence were 

being conflated with gender identity and critical race theory, generating pushback based 

on misconceptions of what was being discussed and a general distrust of the “agenda” of 

schools:

Given the political climate in the country right now, it doesn’t take much for 

community members to latch onto misinformation or to be rattled by something 

that they believe the school is doing … For example, a teacher was teaching critical 

thinking skills in her class and she abbreviated it to CTS, and she got quite a bit of 

pushback on that from some members of the community because they thought that 

the CTS, critical thinking skills, [was] similar to CRT, critical race theory.

(Superintendent)

For some communities, religious beliefs played an important role in attitudes around 

acceptability and appropriateness of surveying students about SV. There was a sense that 

for individuals holding strong religious beliefs, discussions about SV should happen within 

the home or within the extended religious family, so parents can choose how and when 

children engage in those discussions.
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Tension about sexual health education.—School leaders described how the 2020 

passage of comprehensive sexual health education legislation was an important context 

for discussing SV. The rollout of that education gave rise to resistance “mostly due 

to misunderstanding and misinformation about what that curriculum is” (school board 

member). Participants discussed how quickly rumors would spread through hearsay (eg, 

kindergarteners are being taught about sex), which would fuel reactionary backlash. Even if 

many districts were already teaching the same content about sexual health, the introduction 

of the new state standards ignited resistance.

Theme 2: Parental/Caregiver Discomfort

Responsibility of parents versus schools.—Participants discussed the tension 

parents feel about their own responsibility versus the responsibility of schools in educating 

students about SV and related topics. There was a sense that parents/caregivers sometimes 

question why schools engage in certain topics, asking, “why is the school district in this 

lane?” (school board member) when there are survey questions related to attitudes about 

gender roles, for example. One school board member expressed how parents may get 

defensive or upset when they feel like their ability to have an important conversation with 

their child gets “pulled out from under them.”

Introducing students to SV too early.—Participants noted age was a primary concern 

for parents/caregivers, with middle school perceived as early for introducing topics like 

SV. There was concern that students may not be familiar with certain terminology (eg, 

“intercourse”) and school surveys should not be the initial exposure to these words. Parents 

were described as still viewing sixth-grade students “as not young adults, not teenagers, but 

still elementary age students,” especially at the beginning of the school year (school board 

member). However, many participants acknowledged middle school students do experience 

SV and recognized the importance of asking questions to understand their experiences. 

There was a tension some participants felt between feeling concerned a survey would expose 

students to topics youth don’t yet know and knowing that some students have already 

experienced forms of SV, particularly in the developmental period of middle school where 

students are at different phases and levels of exposure.

Theme 3: Survey Language and Administration

Wording of survey questions as too explicit or reinforcing a gender binary.
—Participants expressed concerns about specific language used in the survey questions, 

including phrases that were explicit or reinforced a gender binary. Concerns centered 

around descriptive definitions of sex (eg, “Sex includes oral (involving the mouth), vaginal 

(involving the vagina) or anal (involving the anus) sex”), which school leaders felt would 

generate negative interest from parents/caregivers who would find that inappropriate. 

Related to questions about normative gender roles and rape myths (eg, “a girl wearing 

revealing clothing deserves to have comments made about her”), some participants felt such 

language could reinforce binary and potentially harmful gender norms. One school board 

member said: “Guy/girl is simplified in a way that would be offensive to some members of 

our community.”
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Traumatizing students and confidentiality issues.—Some participants expressed 

concerns about traumatizing students by asking sensitive questions about SV, especially for 

students who have experienced SV. One school board member noted the school may not 

know what the student or family is going through, so “that’s a very uncomfortable and 

inappropriate position to put that student in.” In addition, participants brought up the need to 

protect student data, especially around sensitive information, and to carefully consider what 

goes in health files and what might be public record.

SUGGESTED STRATEGIES TO MITIGATE CONCERNS AND INCREASE 

ACCEPTABILITY

Theme 1: Clear Messaging That Emphasizes Purpose, Safety, and Health

Providing clear motivation that builds trust.—Participants emphasized the need 

to provide clear motivation and purpose for surveying students about SV, as a means 

of building trust with the school community. Before launching a survey, education with 

parents/caregivers and students about why the survey is being done, who has access to the 

data, and how the information is being used is critical.

People need clear communication. I think sometimes when we put out surveys, I 

don’t think we always necessarily do such a good job of just making it simple and 

clear about why we’re doing it.

(Superintendent)

One school leader mentioned the idea that soliciting input from parents, for example, would 

be helpful to spread the word to other parents. Participants emphasized this communication 

should be done well in advance of survey administration to ensure parents/caregivers have 

time to understand what is happening and to ask questions. Some participants mentioned no 

matter how much education is done, there will still be some parents/caregivers who do not 

want their children to participate or will not find these efforts appropriate.

Reinforcing safety and health messaging.—Relatedly, participants underscored 

messaging around surveys should be about student safety or health, rather than emphasizing 

sexual terms. Participants felt safety was a “common core shared value and goal” 

for parents/caregivers (school board member). Participants also felt emphasizing healthy 

relationships or relationship violence would be more palatable compared to SV, given that 

the word “sexual” can raise concerns.

Theme 2: Involving Parents and Students

Engaging school community (eg, parents, students) with data.—Participants 

recommended engaging parents and students with the data, so they can understand the 

importance of the survey and see what the survey results were used for. Some school leaders 

mentioned their districts are increasingly cognizant of making visible use of survey data 

once it is collected so there is a clear purpose for the survey. One school board member 

described how, for some students, seeing the use for survey results can be valuable:
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What would really value [students’] time is to have the opportunity to see what a 

difference taking the survey meant, what you did with the results and whether you 

used it to advocate for certain things … to see what the results were and then what 

next steps you are taking.

Amplifying student perspectives that normalize SV discussions.—Given that 

students sometimes have differing opinions from administrators or parents/caregivers about 

SV prevention, school leaders emphasized that amplifying the student perspective may 

help build trust and provide a “countermeasure to parental angst” (superintendent). Having 

parents/caregivers hear directly from students that such surveys and conversations are useful 

and welcome may help to counter pushback.

The students want to talk about it, the students are embracing it, the students 

want to know how to help, what to look for, how to get help, how to have that 

conversation with a caring adult who can help facilitate and navigate through those 

awkward, horrible situations.

(School board member)

A couple of participants felt a balance was needed between elevating student voice and 

placing students in the middle of an argument to avoid inadvertently directing negativity at 

the students.

Theme 3: Modifying Survey Language and Administration

Soften/tailor language.—Many participants recommended softening more explicit 

language in survey questions. For example, there were several questions where participants 

suggested removing the word ‘sexual’ (eg, “Made me do sexual things I didn’t want 

to”). Some participants saw these types of changes as tailoring questions to be more age 

appropriate for middle school students and palatable to community members.

Flexibility in survey administration.—In addition to changing question wording, 

participants recommended ensuring flexibility in survey administration, differentiating 

surveys for sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade students since eighth-grade students might 

have different vocabulary, maturity levels, and experiences than sixth-grade students. One 

school board member likened this to teaching math: “Obviously when we teach students 

about math, we don’t teach them the same thing in eighth grade as we do in sixth grade.” 

Timing during the school year was an important consideration. Participants recommended 

administering surveys in the spring versus the fall to give students time to acclimate to the 

school year, especially sixth-grade students who may be starting in a new school that year.

Definitely don’t ask these in the fall of any grade because the kids have all 

been home with their parents over summer. The parents, if anything, need the 

acclimation to school again, almost more than the kids do. Secondly, I’m not sure 

that you should ask these of sixth graders at all. Maybe the spring of seventh grade.

(School board member)
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Ability to opt out for both parents and students was also seen as important. In addition to 

opting out of the survey entirely, having more nuanced opt-out options for certain questions 

or sections was recommended.

Alignment with existing school efforts.—Finally, participants emphasized surveys 

needed to align with existing school sexual health education. School leaders did not want 

survey questions to be the first introduction to certain words or ideas, so survey language 

needs to fit with what students have already learned in school (eg, by grade and by timing 

during the school year). Some participants brought up that teachers and staff would be 

more comfortable fielding questions and talking about the survey if topics like SV were 

already introduced in school. Surveys could be seen as valuable if they assessed student 

comprehension of the education.

DISCUSSION

Our findings highlight concerns related to surveying students about SV from the perspective 

of superintendents and school board members and identify practical strategies to mitigate 

these concerns to support future success in SV surveys and evaluation. These real-world 

barriers associated with school-based SV research pose consistent challenges for researchers 

and practitioners.26 Furthermore, several participants commented on a recent rise in 

resistance and distrust amidst an increasingly polarized political climate and the COVID-19 

pandemic. Strategies to facilitate SV research need to be responsive to current and changing 

context. Our results offer broad and contemporary considerations to inform strategies for 

researchers and practitioners when planning SV research and evaluation in middle schools.

Among the concerns that school leaders highlighted was parental/caregiver discomfort. 

Parents are vital to ensuring SV is taken seriously in schools, but parental engagement 

is often overlooked in school-based SV research and prevention.18 Our participants 

emphasized the need to engage parents by providing them clear purpose for surveying 

students, answering questions, and sharing back results from collected data. While school 

leaders are often the ultimate decision-makers about which surveys are implemented, some 

noted they had to be responsive to parental concerns, especially from vocal groups. This 

may mean altering or blocking efforts that could benefit students to appease parents. As 

participants suggested, focusing on student safety and health as underlying goals may 

help to allay some parental concerns. Participants reported parents often felt like it was 

their responsibility to address SV with their children rather than the responsibility of 

schools. While parents are an important source of information and model for youth attitudes/

behaviors, parents may require specific resources and additional support to increase their 

confidence to have discussions on sensitive topics like SV.27 There can be tension between 

parents wanting to protect students from violence and wanting to protect their children’s 

innocence, leading to conflicting ideas of how to achieve “safety.”17

Participants noted age as a potential concern where middle school might be seen as too 

early to discuss SV. Accurate and developmentally appropriate education on sexuality and 

healthy relationships helps to promote healthy sexual development for youth and provides a 

foundation for improved sexual health into adulthood.28 Current sexual health education 
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curricula are often inadequate, and youth feel ill-equipped to pursue healthy romantic 

relationships.29 In addition, studies on the timing of adolescent-parent discussions have 

identified middle school as an ideal time to discuss sexuality topics (eg, dating relationships, 

safe sex, sexting, consent, SV).11,16,17,30 To mitigate concerns around age, participants 

recommended differentiating surveys for sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade students, which 

can then be tailored to the vocabulary and maturity levels of students in those grades. Given 

that patterns of violence change across middle school years, with increasing victimization 

from 6th through 8th grades,31 this approach may be effective, even though students may be 

at varying developmental stages in each grade.

Participants raised concerns about potentially traumatizing students, especially those with 

a trauma history, by asking sensitive questions about experiences of violence. Research 

shows relatively low prevalence of distress among adolescents from taking surveys on 

sensitive topics like violence and maltreatment, with distress stemming from concerns 

about confidentiality/privacy, feeling awkward or weird, or being reminded of something.32–

34 Generally, research on violence is well-tolerated by adolescents, who are capable of 

assessing potential risks for themselves and often find research to be positive, enjoyable, 

reflective, and even cathartic.32,35,36 Participants’ suggestions to mitigate potential negative 

reactions—for example, to involve and amplify students’ perspectives and to have flexible 

opt- out options—align with recommendations from prior research.32,36,37 Indeed, having 

youth involved in or leading SV survey efforts may help to counter resistance, increasing 

acceptability and sustainability of SV research and prevention.38

Implications for school health policy, practice, and equity

Our findings have important implications for rigorous evaluation of school SV prevention 

programs. Discouraging surveying of students early in the school year makes it difficult 

to conduct pre-and post-surveys to assess program impact. This may necessitate restricting 

intervention programming to the second half of the school year or using other study designs 

for SV program evaluation. Concerns about SV surveys may mean research is conducted 

among increasingly selected schools and populations willing to engage with sensitive topics, 

limiting external validity of evaluation findings. Schools may also be unable to gauge 

prevalence of SV among students, rendering this already hard to identify public health 

problem more invisible and limiting potential resource allocation. Given the level of concern 

voiced by some leaders about conducting SV surveys in middle schools, there may be 

opportunities for schools to leverage surveys on broader topics, such as school climate or 

bullying, that may be seen as more acceptable and still able to support policies and practices 

that ultimately contribute to student safety and SV prevention.39–43 Outside of conducting 

surveys to establish the need for SV education, national health and sexuality education 

standards can help to promote the implementation of SV programs that are aligned with 

adolescent development.12,13

Limitations

While we attempted to capture perspectives of school district leaders from diverse 

geographic regions with purposive sampling, our study was conducted only in Washington 

State. Given the importance of political, religious, and cultural norms in attitudes about SV, 
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results may differ across populations in other states. However, participants across school 

districts shared common concerns, regardless of geographic region. Participation in the 

study was based on willingness to be interviewed, so our sample was generally in favor 

of SV efforts in schools. We may not have captured perspectives of school district leaders 

most opposed to SV surveys. While we reached sufficient information power to answer 

our research questions, future research should consider how to further diversify the sample 

population and assess concerns in districts representing more divergent views.

Conclusions

Our study identifies concerns about surveying students about SV and highlights avenues 

for researchers and practitioners to more effectively conduct school-based SV research, 

particularly in middle schools. Engaging and educating all school community members (eg, 

school leadership, school boards, school staff, parents, students) to build trust, in addition 

to carefully considering survey language and administration, are important steps to increase 

acceptability of such efforts. Our results also point to the importance of understanding 

and attending to political and cultural norms within communities, including the spread of 

misinformation, as they relate to SV. These data can help researchers and schools anticipate 

and navigate concerns school community members might have in implementing SV surveys 

for students.
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Figure 1. 
Participants by County and Population Density in Washington State

Shaded counties indicate location of participants from ≥1 school district; lightest blue 

indicates rural county as defined by WA State law (ie, population density <100 persons per 

square mile or smaller than 225 square miles).
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Table 1.

Characteristics of school districts from which participants were drawn

All school districts (n=13)

Mean (Range)

Student gender

 Male 51.4% (48.8% - 53.0%)

 Female 47.7% (43.2% - 49.1%)

 Gender X 0.8% (0.0% - 8.0%)

Student race/ethnicity

 White 60.3% (37.1% - 81.4%)

 Hispanic/Latino 24.9% (5.6% - 56.3%)

 Two or more races 6.7% (2.2% - 12.3%)

 Asian or Asian Pacific Islander 4.4% (0.3% - 24.6%)

 American Indian/Alaska Native 1.2% (0.2% - 5.1%)

 Black or African American 2.0% (0.4% - 8.8%)

 Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 0.6% (0.0% - 2.8%)

Number of students 9,136 (1,694 – 23,067)

Student-teacher ratio 16:1 (13:1 – 18:1)

Student eligible for free/reduced lunch 47.1% (9.1% - 69.2%)

English language learners 10.9% (1.1% - 24.6%)

Source: Washington Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction data portal for the 2021–2022 school year

J Sch Health. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2025 January 18.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Adhia et al. Page 17

Ta
b

le
 2

.

Il
lu

st
ra

tiv
e 

qu
ot

es
 o

f 
co

nc
er

ns
 r

el
at

ed
 to

 s
ur

ve
yi

ng
 m

id
dl

e 
sc

ho
ol

 s
tu

de
nt

s 
ab

ou
t s

ex
ua

l v
io

le
nc

e 
(S

V
)

T
he

m
e

Su
bt

he
m

e
Il

lu
st

ra
ti

ve
 q

uo
te

s

C
om

m
un

it
y 

no
rm

s 
&

 m
is

co
nc

ep
ti

on
s

Po
lit

ic
al

 o
r 

re
lig

io
us

 
cl

im
at

e
“I

 f
ee

l l
ik

e 
th

er
e’

s 
a 

bi
g 

sh
if

t w
he

re
 th

er
e’

s 
no

t a
 lo

t o
f 

tr
us

t, 
…

pa
re

nt
s 

ar
e 

no
t t

ru
st

in
g 

th
e 

sy
st

em
s 

…
 I

 d
on

’t
 e

ve
n 

kn
ow

 w
ha

t c
au

se
d 

th
at

, b
ut

 …
 th

er
e’

s 
a 

bi
g 

di
sc

on
ne

ct
 r

ig
ht

 n
ow

 b
et

w
ee

n 
so

m
e 

pa
re

nt
s 

an
d 

th
e 

ed
uc

at
io

n 
sy

st
em

, a
nd

 I
 th

in
k 

th
er

e 
al

w
ay

s 
ha

s 
be

en
 to

 s
om

e 
de

gr
ee

, b
ut

 w
ith

 th
e 

po
la

ri
za

tio
n 

of
 

ev
er

yt
hi

ng
 it

’s
 b

ec
om

e 
m

or
e 

in
te

ns
e.

” 
[S

ch
oo

l b
oa

rd
 m

em
be

r]
“[

T
he

 c
on

ce
rn

 o
r 

th
e 

pu
sh

ba
ck

 is
] 

go
in

g 
to

 c
om

e 
fr

om
 o

ur
 v

er
y 

re
lig

io
us

 a
nd

 v
er

y 
co

ns
er

va
tiv

e…
 th

ey
’r

e 
tw

o 
di

ff
er

en
t g

ro
up

s.
 T

he
re

’s
 a

n 
ov

er
la

p 
ob

vi
ou

sl
y.

 B
ut

 o
ur

 v
er

y 
re

lig
io

us
 g

ro
up

 is
 n

ot
 n

ec
es

sa
ri

ly
 o

ur
 v

er
y,

 v
er

y 
vo

ca
l a

nt
i-

C
R

T
 [

cr
iti

ca
l r

ac
e 

th
eo

ry
],

 a
nt

i-
SE

L
 [

so
ci

al
-e

m
ot

io
na

l l
ea

rn
in

g]
, …

 
an

ti-
ev

er
yt

hi
ng

. O
ur

 r
el

ig
io

us
 g

ro
up

 te
nd

s 
to

 b
e 

m
or

e 
sp

ec
if

ic
al

ly
 f

oc
us

ed
 o

n 
co

nc
er

ns
 a

nd
 a

pp
ro

pr
ia

te
ne

ss
 th

an
 o

ur
 u

ltr
a 

co
ns

er
va

tiv
e 

gr
ou

p.
” 

[S
ch

oo
l 

bo
ar

d 
m

em
be

r]

Te
ns

io
n 

ab
ou

t s
ex

ua
l 

he
al

th
 e

du
ca

tio
n

“[
C

om
pr

eh
en

si
ve

 s
ex

ua
l h

ea
lth

 e
du

ca
tio

n]
 g

ot
 p

as
se

d 
a 

co
up

le
 y

ea
rs

 a
go

, a
nd

 th
at

 is
 th

e 
m

aj
or

 p
us

hb
ac

k 
th

at
 w

e 
ar

e 
ex

pe
ri

en
ci

ng
 a

t t
he

 lo
ca

l a
nd

 s
ta

te
 

le
ve

l. 
M

os
tly

 d
ue

 to
 m

is
un

de
rs

ta
nd

in
g 

an
d 

m
is

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

ab
ou

t w
ha

t t
ha

t c
ur

ri
cu

lu
m

 is
. T

he
re

’s
 a

 b
it 

of
 a

n 
en

vi
ro

nm
en

t, 
pa

rt
ic

ul
ar

ly
 in

 c
on

se
rv

at
iv

e 
fa

ith
 c

om
m

un
iti

es
, t

ha
t t

hi
s 

is
 in

tr
od

uc
in

g 
th

in
gs

 o
r 

te
ac

hi
ng

 k
id

s 
ho

w
 to

 h
av

e 
se

x 
w

ay
 to

o 
ea

rl
y 

or
 te

ac
hi

ng
 k

id
s,

 o
r 

in
do

ct
ri

na
tin

g 
ki

ds
 in

to
 L

G
B

T
Q

IA
 

lif
es

ty
le

s 
or

 id
en

tit
ie

s.
” 

[S
ch

oo
l b

oa
rd

 m
em

be
r]

“I
 th

in
k 

w
ha

t’
ll 

ha
pp

en
 is

 s
om

eb
od

y’
s 

at
 s

om
e 

co
m

m
un

ity
 e

ve
nt

 a
nd

 s
ta

rt
s 

ta
lk

in
g 

ab
ou

t, 
“C

an
 y

ou
 b

el
ie

ve
 w

ha
t t

he
y’

re
 te

ac
hi

ng
 k

id
s 

ab
ou

t s
ex

 e
d”

 a
nd

 
so

m
eb

od
y 

el
se

 s
ay

s,
 ‘

Y
ea

h,
 I

 o
pt

ed
 m

y 
ki

d 
ou

t’
 a

nd
 th

ey
 s

ai
d,

 ‘
W

el
l, 

I’
m

 g
oi

ng
 to

 o
pt

 m
y 

ki
d 

ou
t t

oo
.’

…
 A

nd
 th

e 
re

al
ity

 is
 …

 th
e 

ne
w

 s
ta

te
 c

ur
ri

cu
lu

m
 

ar
ou

nd
 s

ex
 e

d,
 m

os
t d

is
tr

ic
ts

 h
av

e 
be

en
 te

ac
hi

ng
 th

at
 f

or
 y

ea
rs

 a
nd

 th
er

e 
w

as
n’

t a
ny

 c
on

ce
rn

 a
bo

ut
 th

at
. A

nd
 n

ow
 a

ll 
of

 a
 s

ud
de

n 
ev

er
yb

od
y’

s 
lik

e,
 ‘

O
h 

m
y 

go
sh

.’
” 

[S
up

er
in

te
nd

en
t]

P
ar

en
ta

l/ 
ca

re
gi

ve
r 

di
sc

om
fo

rt

R
es

po
ns

ib
ili

ty
 o

f 
pa

re
nt

s 
vs

. s
ch

oo
ls

“W
e 

ar
e 

as
ki

ng
 s

ch
oo

l d
is

tr
ic

ts
 in

 g
en

er
al

 to
 ta

ke
 o

n 
a 

lo
t a

ro
un

d 
cu

ltu
re

, a
ro

un
d 

se
x,

 a
ro

un
d 

va
ri

ou
s 

no
rm

s 
in

 o
ur

 c
om

m
un

iti
es

. T
he

 m
or

e 
qu

es
tio

ns
 th

at
 

th
er

e 
ar

e 
lik

e 
th

is
, t

he
 m

or
e 

I 
co

ul
d 

im
ag

in
e 

so
m

e 
pa

re
nt

s 
sa

yi
ng

, “
W

hy
 is

 th
e 

sc
ho

ol
 d

is
tr

ic
t i

n 
th

is
 la

ne
?”

 W
e 

ge
t t

ha
t a

lr
ea

dy
 f

or
 d

if
fe

re
nt

 th
in

gs
, b

ut
 

be
ca

us
e 

th
er

e’
s 

so
 m

uc
h 

he
re

 …
 I

 c
ou

ld
 im

ag
in

e 
pa

re
nt

s 
an

d 
co

m
m

un
ity

 m
em

be
rs

 s
ay

in
g,

 “
W

hy
 is

 th
e 

sc
ho

ol
 d

is
tr

ic
t a

sk
in

g 
qu

es
tio

ns
 a

bo
ut

 h
ou

se
ho

ld
 

ch
or

es
 a

nd
 th

e 
ro

le
 o

f 
m

en
 w

ith
 w

om
en

 a
nd

 c
hi

ld
re

n?
” 

[S
ch

oo
l b

oa
rd

 m
em

be
r]

“I
 th

in
k 

pa
re

nt
s 

st
ar

t t
o 

be
co

m
e 

de
fe

ns
iv

e 
an

d 
up

se
t w

he
n 

th
ey

 f
ee

l l
ik

e 
th

ei
r 

ab
ili

ty
 to

 le
ad

 th
is

 im
po

rt
an

t c
on

ve
rs

at
io

n 
go

t p
ul

le
d 

ou
t f

ro
m

 u
nd

er
 th

em
. 

It
’s

 b
ei

ng
 d

is
cu

ss
ed

 a
s 

pa
re

nt
al

 r
ig

ht
s,

 b
ut

 it
’s

 m
or

e 
ab

ou
t, 

“I
’m

 e
nt

ru
st

ed
 w

ith
 th

is
 r

ea
lly

 im
po

rt
an

t t
hi

ng
 a

nd
 I

’m
 c

ar
in

g 
an

d 
ra

is
in

g 
th

es
e 

hu
m

an
s 

an
d 

th
ey

’r
e 

am
az

in
g 

an
d 

be
au

tif
ul

 a
nd

 p
er

fe
ct

 a
nd

 I
 w

an
t t

o 
lik

e 
ke

ep
 th

at
 g

oi
ng

.”
 [

Sc
ho

ol
 b

oa
rd

 m
em

be
r]

In
tr

od
uc

in
g 

st
ud

en
ts

 
to

 S
V

 to
o 

ea
rl

y
“A

t t
he

 m
id

dl
e 

sc
ho

ol
 le

ve
l, 

[t
he

 p
ar

en
ts

] 
ar

e 
hi

gh
ly

, h
ig

hl
y 

pr
ot

ec
tiv

e.
 A

nd
 in

 o
ur

 c
om

m
un

ity
, I

 th
in

k 
th

ey
 s

ee
 1

1–
15

 y
ea

r 
ol

ds
 a

s 
be

in
g 

ve
ry

 v
ul

ne
ra

bl
e 

an
d 

ve
ry

 y
ou

ng
. T

al
ki

ng
 a

bo
ut

 th
es

e 
ki

nd
s 

of
 is

su
es

, w
e 

ar
e 

sc
ar

in
g 

th
em

. W
e’

re
 ta

lk
in

g 
to

 th
em

 a
bo

ut
 th

in
gs

 th
at

 th
ey

 d
on

’t
 n

ee
d 

to
 k

no
w

 a
bo

ut
 y

et
.”

 
[S

ch
oo

l b
oa

rd
 m

em
be

r]
“A

t s
ix

th
 g

ra
de

 th
e 

pa
re

nt
s 

w
ou

ld
 s

til
l v

ie
w

 th
ei

r 
ch

ild
re

n 
as

 n
ot

 y
ou

ng
 a

du
lts

, n
ot

 te
en

ag
er

s,
 [

bu
t]

 s
til

l e
le

m
en

ta
ry

 a
ge

 s
tu

de
nt

s.
 I

n 
so

m
e 

sc
ho

ol
 d

is
tr

ic
ts

, 
yo

u’
re

 a
ls

o 
go

in
g 

to
 f

in
d 

th
at

 s
ix

th
 g

ra
de

rs
 a

re
 s

til
l i

n 
an

 e
le

m
en

ta
ry

 e
nv

ir
on

m
en

t, 
no

t i
n 

a 
m

id
dl

e 
sc

ho
ol

. T
ha

t h
as

 a
 lo

t t
o 

do
 w

ith
 th

e 
pe

rc
ep

tio
n 

of
 

th
e 

st
ud

en
ts

. B
ut

 f
or

…
 th

os
e 

se
ve

nt
h 

an
d 

ei
gh

th
 g

ra
de

 s
tu

de
nt

s 
w

ho
 a

re
 b

ei
ng

 m
or

e 
ou

tw
ar

dl
y 

ob
se

rv
ab

le
 in

 r
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps
, t

he
n 

I 
th

in
k 

th
is

 w
ou

ld
 b

e 
an

 
ap

pr
op

ri
at

e 
qu

es
tio

n.
” 

[S
up

er
in

te
nd

en
t]

Su
rv

ey
 la

ng
ua

ge
 

&
 a

dm
in

is
tr

at
io

n
W

or
di

ng
 o

f 
su

rv
ey

 
qu

es
tio

ns
 a

s 
to

o 
ex

pl
ic

it 
or

 
re

in
fo

rc
in

g 
a 

ge
nd

er
 

bi
na

ry

“W
he

n 
yo

u 
st

ar
t g

et
tin

g 
in

to
 th

e 
di

ff
er

en
t t

yp
es

 o
f 

se
xu

al
 a

ct
iv

iti
es

 [
th

at
] 

m
ay

 in
vo

lv
e 

so
m

e 
co

nc
er

n,
 m

or
e 

de
sc

ri
pt

iv
e,

 a
nd

 th
en

 o
bv

io
us

ly
 th

e 
an

al
 s

ex
, 

th
at

 w
ou

ld
 p

ro
m

pt
 s

om
e 

[n
eg

at
iv

e]
 in

te
re

st
 f

ro
m

 g
ro

up
s 

of
 c

om
m

un
ity

 a
nd

 p
ar

en
ts

.”
 [

Su
pe

ri
nt

en
de

nt
]

“T
he

 g
uy

/g
ir

l i
s 

si
m

pl
if

ie
d 

in
 a

 w
ay

 th
at

 w
ou

ld
 b

e 
of

fe
ns

iv
e 

to
 s

om
e 

m
em

be
rs

 o
f 

ou
r 

co
m

m
un

ity
. A

nd
 e

ve
n 

I 
th

in
k 

th
e 

bo
ar

d 
w

ou
ld

 h
av

e 
is

su
es

 w
ith

 th
is

. 
T

hi
s 

w
ou

ld
 n

ot
 b

e 
co

ns
is

te
nt

 w
ith

 o
ur

 v
al

ue
s 

in
 o

ur
 d

is
tr

ic
t i

m
pr

ov
em

en
t p

la
n 

th
at

 is
 v

er
y 

m
uc

h 
fo

cu
se

d 
on

 e
qu

ity
 b

ec
au

se
 n

ot
 a

ll 
st

ud
en

ts
 w

ou
ld

 s
ee

 
th

em
se

lv
es

 in
 th

es
e 

qu
es

tio
ns

.”
 [

Sc
ho

ol
 b

oa
rd

 m
em

be
r]

T
ra

um
at

iz
in

g 
st

ud
en

ts
 a

nd
 

co
nf

id
en

tia
lit

y 
is

su
es

“I
f 

w
e 

pu
t q

ue
st

io
ns

 li
ke

 th
is

 in
 f

ro
nt

 o
f 

a 
ch

ild
 w

ho
 h

as
 b

ee
n 

ab
us

ed
 s

ex
ua

lly
 a

lr
ea

dy
 a

nd
 is

 a
lr

ea
dy

 d
ea

lin
g 

w
ith

 th
at

 p
er

so
na

lly
 a

nd
 in

 th
ei

r 
fa

m
ily

 
an

d 
m

ay
be

 b
ey

on
d 

w
ha

t w
e 

m
ig

ht
 k

no
w

 a
bo

ut
 a

s 
a 

sc
ho

ol
, t

ha
t’

s 
a 

ve
ry

 u
nc

om
fo

rt
ab

le
 a

nd
 in

ap
pr

op
ri

at
e 

po
si

tio
n 

to
 p

ut
 th

at
 s

tu
de

nt
 in

.”
 [

Sc
ho

ol
 b

oa
rd

 
m

em
be

r]
“A

ny
th

in
g 

th
at

’s
 p

ub
lic

, w
e 

w
an

t t
o 

m
ak

e 
su

re
 th

at
 it

’s
 h

el
d 

in
 a

 w
ay

 th
at

 it
 d

oe
sn

’t
 p

in
po

in
t o

r 
sh

ar
e 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

th
at

 c
ou

ld
 p

ot
en

tia
lly

 s
ho

w
ca

se
 th

at
 

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
 s

tu
de

nt
 o

r 
po

pu
la

tio
n 

gr
ou

p.
” 

[S
up

er
in

te
nd

en
t]

J Sch Health. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2025 January 18.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Adhia et al. Page 18

Ta
b

le
 3

.

Il
lu

st
ra

tiv
e 

qu
ot

es
 o

f 
st

ra
te

gi
es

 to
 m

iti
ga

te
 c

on
ce

rn
s 

an
d 

in
cr

ea
se

 a
cc

ep
ta

bi
lit

y 
of

 s
ur

ve
yi

ng
 m

id
dl

e 
sc

ho
ol

 s
tu

de
nt

s 
ab

ou
t s

ex
ua

l v
io

le
nc

e 
(S

V
)

T
he

m
e

Su
bt

he
m

e
Il

lu
st

ra
ti

ve
 q

uo
te

s

C
le

ar
 m

es
sa

gi
ng

 
th

at
 e

m
ph

as
iz

es
 

pu
rp

os
e,

 s
af

et
y,

 
an

d 
he

al
th

Pr
ov

id
in

g 
cl

ea
r 

m
ot

iv
at

io
n 

th
at

 
bu

ild
s 

tr
us

t

“P
eo

pl
e 

ne
ed

 c
le

ar
 c

om
m

un
ic

at
io

n.
 S

om
et

im
es

 w
he

n 
w

e 
pu

t o
ut

 s
ur

ve
ys

, I
 d

on
’t

 th
in

k 
w

e 
al

w
ay

s 
ne

ce
ss

ar
ily

 d
o 

su
ch

 a
 g

oo
d 

jo
b 

of
 ju

st
 m

ak
in

g 
it 

si
m

pl
e 

an
d 

cl
ea

r 
ab

ou
t w

hy
 w

e’
re

 d
oi

ng
 it

, w
ha

t w
e’

re
 d

oi
ng

 w
ith

 th
e 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n,

 w
ho

 h
as

 a
cc

es
s 

to
 it

, o
r 

do
es

 n
ot

 h
av

e 
ac

ce
ss

 to
 it

, a
nd

 h
ow

 th
at

 d
ir

ec
tly

 is
 

go
in

g 
to

 c
om

e 
ba

ck
 o

n 
th

ei
r 

ki
d.

 T
he

 [
pa

re
nt

s]
 th

at
 d

o 
ha

ve
 th

os
e 

co
nc

er
ns

 w
ill

 w
an

t t
o 

kn
ow

 th
at

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n.

” 
[S

up
er

in
te

nd
en

t]
“S

ol
ic

iti
ng

 s
ta

ke
ho

ld
er

 in
pu

t, 
I 

th
in

k 
th

at
 w

ill
 h

el
p 

w
he

re
 y

ou
 h

av
e 

a 
fo

cu
s 

gr
ou

p 
w

ith
 d

iv
er

se
 p

ar
en

t r
ep

re
se

nt
at

io
n,

 ju
st

 h
av

in
g 

th
at

 c
on

ve
rs

at
io

n,
 b

ec
au

se
 

th
ey

’l
l t

al
k 

to
 e

ac
h 

ot
he

r 
an

d 
to

 o
th

er
 p

eo
pl

e,
 th

ey
’l

l t
al

k 
to

 f
ri

en
ds

. I
f 

yo
u 

ha
ve

 a
 k

ey
 c

om
m

un
ic

at
or

s 
gr

ou
p 

th
at

 r
ea

lly
 u

nd
er

st
an

ds
 th

e 
po

in
t o

f 
th

e 
su

rv
ey

 
an

d 
w

hy
 c

ol
le

ct
in

g 
th

is
 k

in
d 

of
 d

at
a 

is
 a

ct
ua

lly
 h

el
pf

ul
 a

nd
 th

at
 it

 is
 n

ot
 a

bo
ut

 s
ex

ua
liz

in
g 

an
yt

hi
ng

 a
t t

he
 m

id
dl

e 
sc

ho
ol

. T
hi

s 
is

 n
ot

 a
bo

ut
 p

us
hi

ng
 a

 
pa

rt
ic

ul
ar

 a
ge

nd
a;

 th
is

 is
 n

ot
 a

bo
ut

 f
or

ci
ng

 s
tu

de
nt

s 
to

 e
m

br
ac

e 
a 

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
 s

et
 o

f 
va

lu
es

 r
el

at
ed

 to
 g

en
de

r 
di

ve
rs

ity
. T

hi
s 

re
al

ly
 is

 a
bo

ut
 p

ro
te

ct
in

g 
st

ud
en

ts
, 

m
ak

in
g 

su
re

 th
at

 th
ey

’r
e 

sa
fe

.”
 [

Su
pe

ri
nt

en
de

nt
]

R
ei

nf
or

ci
ng

 s
af

et
y 

an
d 

he
al

th
 

m
es

sa
gi

ng

“I
 a

m
 n

ot
 f

am
ili

ar
 w

ith
 a

ny
 p

ar
en

t w
ho

 d
oe

sn
’t

 w
an

t t
he

ir
 k

id
 to

 b
e 

sa
fe

. T
ha

t’
s 

a 
co

m
m

on
 c

or
e 

sh
ar

ed
 v

al
ue

 a
nd

 g
oa

l …
I 

w
ou

ld
 e

nc
ou

ra
ge

 r
ef

le
ct

in
g,

 
‘H

er
e’

s 
w

ha
t w

e 
ar

e 
he

ar
in

g 
fr

om
 s

tu
de

nt
s.

 H
er

e’
s 

w
ha

t w
e 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
 f

ro
m

 th
e…

su
rv

ey
s 

w
e 

do
. H

er
e’

s 
w

ha
t w

e 
kn

ow
 f

ro
m

 o
ur

 o
w

n 
po

pu
la

tio
n 

an
d 

th
is

 
is

 im
po

rt
an

t t
o 

us
 b

ec
au

se
 y

ou
r 

ki
ds

 b
ei

ng
 s

af
e 

is
 im

po
rt

an
t t

o 
us

.’
 O

ne
 o

f 
th

e 
w

ay
s 

th
at

 w
e 

ca
n 

he
lp

 th
em

 b
e 

m
or

e 
sa

fe
 is

 h
av

in
g 

a 
re

al
 p

ic
tu

re
 o

f 
w

ha
t 

th
ey

’r
e 

ex
pe

ri
en

ci
ng

 a
nd

 th
at

’s
 w

ha
t t

hi
s 

su
rv

ey
 is

 g
oi

ng
 to

 h
el

p 
us

 u
nd

er
st

an
d.

” 
[S

ch
oo

l b
oa

rd
 m

em
be

r]
“F

ro
m

 th
e 

st
an

dp
oi

nt
 o

f 
be

in
g 

ab
le

 to
 e

du
ca

te
 o

ur
 f

am
ili

es
 a

t t
he

 m
id

dl
e 

sc
ho

ol
, i

t’
s 

ab
ou

t r
el

at
io

ns
hi

p 
vi

ol
en

ce
 p

re
ve

nt
io

n.
 I

 th
in

k 
th

e 
w

or
d 

se
xu

al
 c

an
 b

e 
ta

ke
n 

of
f 

an
d 

ju
st

 ta
lk

 a
bo

ut
 w

ha
t a

 h
ea

lth
y 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
p 

is
 a

s 
w

e 
co

m
pl

et
e 

th
es

e 
su

rv
ey

s.
 B

ec
au

se
 th

is
 te

lls
 m

e 
m

or
e 

th
an

 ju
st

 s
ex

ua
l v

io
le

nc
e,

 r
ig

ht
? 

T
hi

s 
te

lls
 m

e 
ab

ou
t s

om
eb

od
y 

th
at

 is
 tr

ea
te

d 
un

fa
ir

ly
 o

r 
is

 b
ul

lie
d 

or
 m

ad
e 

to
 d

o 
so

m
et

hi
ng

 th
ey

 w
er

e 
no

t c
om

fo
rt

ab
le

 d
oi

ng
. W

hi
ch

 g
oe

s 
ba

ck
 to

 th
e 

he
al

th
 a

nd
 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t o

f 
w

ha
t i

s 
co

ns
en

t?
 W

ha
t d

oe
s 

a 
he

al
th

y 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

p 
lo

ok
 li

ke
?”

 [
Su

pe
ri

nt
en

de
nt

]

In
vo

lv
in

g 
st

ud
en

ts
 

&
 p

ar
en

ts
E

ng
ag

in
g 

sc
ho

ol
 

co
m

m
un

ity
 (

e.
g.

, 
pa

re
nt

s,
 s

tu
de

nt
s)

 
w

ith
 d

at
a

“W
e’

ve
 b

ec
om

e 
re

al
ly

 in
vo

lv
ed

 in
 th

e 
us

e 
of

 d
at

a,
 th

e 
w

ho
le

 id
ea

 o
f 

in
di

vi
du

al
iz

in
g 

ed
uc

at
io

n 
fo

r 
st

ud
en

ts
. W

e 
lo

ok
 a

t i
nd

iv
id

ua
l s

tu
de

nt
s 

in
 e

ve
ry

 p
ie

ce
 o

f 
da

ta
 th

at
 w

e 
ca

n 
gl

ea
n 

an
d 

th
en

 tr
y 

to
 b

ui
ld

 s
ys

te
m

s 
to

 s
up

po
rt

 in
di

vi
du

al
 s

tu
de

nt
s 

in
 g

ro
up

s 
of

 s
tu

de
nt

s.
 W

e 
us

e 
su

rv
ey

 d
at

a 
to

 e
ith

er
 s

up
po

rt
 s

tu
de

nt
s 

or
 

bu
ild

 s
ys

te
m

s 
th

at
 a

re
 g

oi
ng

 to
 s

up
po

rt
 la

rg
e 

gr
ou

ps
 o

f 
st

ud
en

ts
. T

he
re

 w
as

 a
 ti

m
e 

th
at

 w
e 

w
ou

ld
 ju

st
 s

ur
ve

y 
to

 s
ur

ve
y,

 b
ut

 w
e 

w
ou

ld
n’

t d
o 

an
yt

hi
ng

 w
ith

 
th

e 
da

ta
. I

 th
in

k 
pu

bl
ic

 e
du

ca
tio

n 
ha

s 
go

tte
n 

by
 [

w
ith

] 
th

at
. N

ow
 if

 w
e’

re
 g

oi
ng

 to
 s

ur
ve

y,
 th

en
 th

er
e’

s 
al

m
os

t a
n 

un
w

ri
tte

n 
ru

le
 o

r 
ex

pe
ct

at
io

n 
th

at
 w

e 
ar

e 
go

in
g 

to
 e

va
lu

at
e 

th
at

 d
at

a.
” 

[S
up

er
in

te
nd

en
t]

A
m

pl
if

yi
ng

 s
tu

de
nt

 
pe

rs
pe

ct
iv

es
 th

at
 

no
rm

al
iz

e 
SV

 
di

sc
us

si
on

s

“I
 th

in
k 

th
at

’s
 a

 g
re

at
 c

ou
nt

er
m

ea
su

re
 to

 p
ar

en
ta

l a
ng

st
 w

he
n 

w
e 

do
 in

te
nt

io
na

lly
 in

cl
ud

e 
st

ud
en

t v
oi

ce
. O

ur
 k

id
s 

le
ar

n 
al

l s
or

ts
 o

f 
st

uf
f 

ou
ts

id
e 

th
e 

w
al

ls
 

of
 o

ur
 s

ch
oo

lh
ou

se
s,

 a
t d

in
ne

r 
ta

bl
e 

w
ith

 p
ar

en
ts

. T
he

y’
re

 le
ar

ni
ng

 a
ll 

so
rt

s 
of

 s
tu

ff
 -

 g
oo

d,
 b

ad
, u

gl
y,

 w
ha

te
ve

r…
th

at
’s

 e
ye

 o
pe

ni
ng

 f
or

 p
ar

en
ts

 w
he

n 
th

ey
 

re
al

iz
e 

th
at

. F
ra

nk
ly

, m
an

y 
of

 o
ur

 s
tu

de
nt

s 
ar

e 
ve

ry
 g

oo
d 

at
 ju

st
 s

ay
in

g,
 th

is
 is

 o
ka

y 
an

d 
th

is
 is

 n
or

m
al

iz
ed

 to
 b

e 
ab

le
 to

 h
av

e 
th

es
e 

ki
nd

s 
of

 d
is

cu
ss

io
ns

 w
ith

 
th

ei
r 

pe
er

s.
” 

[S
up

er
in

te
nd

en
t]

“W
e 

w
an

t t
o 

el
ev

at
e 

st
ud

en
t v

oi
ce

, b
ut

 w
e 

al
so

 k
no

w
 th

at
 it

’s
 a

 p
re

tty
 n

as
ty

 w
or

ld
 o

ut
 th

er
e.

 W
e’

re
 a

lw
ay

s 
m

in
df

ul
, h

ow
 d

o 
w

e 
el

ev
at

e 
st

ud
en

t v
oi

ce
 

w
ith

ou
t p

ut
tin

g 
ou

r 
st

ud
en

ts
 in

ad
ve

rt
en

tly
 in

to
 b

ec
om

in
g 

ta
rg

et
s 

or
 in

 th
e 

cr
os

sh
ai

rs
 th

at
 w

ill
 la

st
 f

or
 th

em
 a

 li
fe

tim
e,

 p
ot

en
tia

lly
? 

T
ha

t’
s 

w
he

re
 p

ar
en

ts
 a

nd
 

st
ud

en
ts

 h
av

e 
to

 th
in

k 
th

ro
ug

h 
on

 a
 f

am
ily

 b
y 

fa
m

ily
 b

as
is

.”
 [

Sc
ho

ol
 b

oa
rd

 m
em

be
r]

M
od

if
yi

ng
 s

ur
ve

y 
la

ng
ua

ge
 &

 
ad

m
in

is
tr

at
io

n

So
ft

en
/ta

ilo
r 

la
ng

ua
ge

“I
f 

th
is

 is
 s

ix
th

 th
ro

ug
h 

ei
gh

th
 [

gr
ad

e 
st

ud
en

ts
],

 I
 w

ou
ld

 p
ro

ba
bl

y 
re

w
or

d 
th

e 
“m

ad
e 

m
e 

do
 s

ex
ua

l t
hi

ng
s”

 a
nd

 “
sh

ow
ed

 f
ri

en
ds

 a
nd

 p
os

te
d 

pi
ct

ur
es

 n
ak

ed
 

or
 d

oi
ng

 s
om

et
hi

ng
 s

ex
ua

l.”
 I

 th
in

k 
it 

co
ul

d 
be

 m
or

e 
ag

e 
ap

pr
op

ri
at

e 
w

ith
 th

e 
sa

m
e 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
in

g 
an

d 
m

ea
ni

ng
 th

at
 d

id
n’

t m
ay

be
 c

om
e 

of
f 

as
 q

ui
te

 a
s 

ha
rs

hl
y 

re
ce

iv
ed

 b
y 

ou
r 

co
m

m
un

ity
.”

 [
Sc

ho
ol

 b
oa

rd
 m

em
be

r]
[I

ns
te

ad
 o

f 
“M

ad
e 

m
e 

do
 s

ex
ua

l t
hi

ng
s 

I 
di

dn
’t

 w
an

t t
o”

] 
H

ow
 a

bo
ut

 ju
st

, “
M

ad
e 

m
e 

do
 th

in
gs

 I
 d

id
n’

t w
an

t t
o.

 O
r 

m
ad

e 
m

e 
do

 th
in

gs
 I

 w
as

 u
nc

om
fo

rt
ab

le
 

do
in

g.
” 

[S
ch

oo
l b

oa
rd

 m
em

be
r]

Fl
ex

ib
ili

ty
 in

 
su

rv
ey

 
ad

m
in

is
tr

at
io

n

“I
 th

in
k 

de
fi

ni
te

ly
 th

es
e 

w
ou

ld
 b

e 
m

or
e 

ei
gh

th
 g

ra
de

 ty
pe

 o
f 

qu
es

tio
ns

. A
nd

, i
t d

oe
s 

m
at

te
r 

w
he

n,
 b

ec
au

se
 in

 th
e 

fa
ll,

 e
sp

ec
ia

lly
 f

or
 s

ix
th

 g
ra

de
rs

, t
he

y’
re

 
co

m
in

g 
in

to
 a

 n
ew

 s
ch

oo
l m

os
t o

f 
th

e 
tim

e.
 S

o,
 th

er
e’

s 
no

t a
 lo

t o
f 

tr
us

t n
ec

es
sa

ri
ly

 w
ith

 th
e 

st
af

f 
ye

t. 
It

 h
as

n’
t h

ad
 a

 c
ha

nc
e 

to
 b

e 
es

ta
bl

is
he

d.
 W

he
re

as
 a

n 
ei

gh
th

 g
ra

de
 c

oh
or

t, 
in

 th
eo

ry
, m

an
y 

of
 th

os
e 

ki
ds

 h
av

e 
m

ay
be

 b
ee

n 
in

 th
at

 s
ch

oo
l f

or
 a

 w
hi

le
. I

f 
it’

s 
th

e 
co

un
se

lo
r 

th
at

’s
 h

el
pi

ng
 f

ac
ili

ta
te

 th
is

, m
ay

be
 it

’s
 

so
m

eb
od

y 
th

at
 th

ey
 tr

us
t a

nd
 m

ay
be

 th
er

e’
s 

so
m

e 
ra

pp
or

t w
ith

 th
at

 p
er

so
n 

an
d 

th
e 

fa
m

ili
es

 to
o 

ar
ou

nd
 th

at
.”

 [
Su

pe
ri

nt
en

de
nt

] 
“I

 w
on

de
r 

if
 th

er
e’

s 
ev

en
 th

e 
ab

ili
ty

 to
 s

ay
 li

ke
, ‘

Fi
ne

 f
or

 m
y 

ki
d 

to
 ta

ke
 th

is
 p

ar
t o

f 
th

e 
su

rv
ey

, b
ut

 n
ot

 th
is

 p
ar

t o
f 

th
e 

su
rv

ey
’…

th
at

 f
ul

l b
in

ar
y 

op
t-

in
, 

op
t-

ou
t c

an
 r

ea
lly

 e
xc

lu
de

 a
n 

im
po

rt
an

t d
at

a 
se

t, 
es

pe
ci

al
ly

 if
 it

’s
 a

 m
or

e 
co

ns
er

va
tiv

e 
fa

m
ily

, o
r 

fo
r 

w
ha

te
ve

r 
re

as
on

, t
he

 f
am

ily
 h

as
n’

t y
et

 h
ad

 th
is

 
co

nv
er

sa
tio

n 
w

ith
in

 th
e 

fa
m

ily
.”

 [
Sc

ho
ol

 b
oa

rd
 m

em
be

r]

A
lig

nm
en

t w
ith

 
ex

is
tin

g 
sc

ho
ol

 
ef

fo
rt

s

“I
 w

ou
ld

 n
ot

 w
an

t a
ny

 o
f 

th
es

e 
qu

es
tio

ns
 g

oi
ng

 o
ut

 in
 m

y 
sc

ho
ol

 d
is

tr
ic

t w
ith

ou
t i

t a
lig

ni
ng

 w
ith

 o
ur

 o
th

er
 c

ur
ri

cu
lu

m
…

I 
do

n’
t w

an
t t

o 
be

 th
e 

fi
rs

t t
im

e 
th

ey
 a

re
 a

sk
ed

 th
es

e 
ki

nd
s 

of
 q

ue
st

io
ns

. A
 p

re
re

qu
is

ite
 to

 a
ny

 o
f 

th
es

e 
qu

es
tio

ns
 h

as
 to

 b
e 

in
 li

ne
 w

ith
 w

ha
t’

s 
be

in
g 

ta
ug

ht
 a

lr
ea

dy
 in

 th
e 

sc
ho

ol
 w

ith
 th

e 
st

at
e 

re
qu

ir
ed

 b
ill

 th
at

 w
as

 p
as

se
d 

re
ga

rd
in

g 
se

x 
ed

 e
du

ca
tio

n.
” 

[S
ch

oo
l b

oa
rd

 m
em

be
r]

“I
’m

 n
ot

 s
ur

e 
w

ha
t t

he
y 

ta
lk

 a
bo

ut
 in

 s
ex

 e
d 

in
 s

ix
th

 a
nd

 s
ev

en
th

 g
ra

de
. S

o 
if

 th
es

e 
to

pi
cs

 h
av

e 
al

re
ad

y 
be

en
 ta

lk
ed

 a
bo

ut
 a

nd
 it

’s
 b

ee
n 

in
tr

od
uc

ed
 w

ith
 

J Sch Health. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2025 January 18.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Adhia et al. Page 19

T
he

m
e

Su
bt

he
m

e
Il

lu
st

ra
ti

ve
 q

uo
te

s

te
ac

he
rs

 w
ho

 k
no

w
 h

ow
 to

 ta
lk

 a
bo

ut
 th

is
 s

tu
ff

, t
he

n 
as

ki
ng

 th
es

e 
qu

es
tio

ns
 I

 th
in

k 
re

al
ly

 is
 v

al
ua

bl
e 

to
 u

s.
 D

id
 w

e 
ge

t t
hr

ou
gh

 to
 th

e 
ki

ds
 o

r 
no

t?
 I

t c
om

es
 

in
 a

 c
on

te
xt

 a
s 

op
po

se
d 

to
 a

 s
er

ie
s 

of
 q

ue
st

io
ns

.”
 [

Sc
ho

ol
 b

oa
rd

 m
em

be
r]

J Sch Health. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2025 January 18.


	Abstract
	METHODS
	Participants
	Instrumentation and Procedure
	Data Analysis

	RESULTS
	CONCERNS RELATED TO SURVEYING STUDENTS ABOUT SV
	Theme 1: Community Norms and Misconceptions
	Political or religious climate.
	Tension about sexual health education.

	Theme 2: Parental/Caregiver Discomfort
	Responsibility of parents versus schools.
	Introducing students to SV too early.

	Theme 3: Survey Language and Administration
	Wording of survey questions as too explicit or reinforcing a gender binary.
	Traumatizing students and confidentiality issues.


	SUGGESTED STRATEGIES TO MITIGATE CONCERNS AND INCREASE ACCEPTABILITY
	Theme 1: Clear Messaging That Emphasizes Purpose, Safety, and Health
	Providing clear motivation that builds trust.
	Reinforcing safety and health messaging.

	Theme 2: Involving Parents and Students
	Engaging school community (eg, parents, students) with data.
	Amplifying student perspectives that normalize SV discussions.

	Theme 3: Modifying Survey Language and Administration
	Soften/tailor language.
	Flexibility in survey administration.
	Alignment with existing school efforts.


	DISCUSSION
	Implications for school health policy, practice, and equity
	Limitations
	Conclusions

	References
	Figure 1.
	Table 1.
	Table 2.
	Table 3.

