
CHAPTER 8: SEXUAL DECISION MAKING

Adolescents are beginning to explore their sexuality at the same time they are being bombard-
ed with a jumble of confusing messages about sex. Mainstream movies, television, and music
(not to mention the pornography industry) make sex seem highly desirable but ignore its con-
sequences, and peers typically perpetuate a wide range of misinformation as they brag, exag-
gerate, and tease each other. Both create psychological pressure to have sex. On the other end
of the spectrum, parents and other adults, including teachers, often communicate vague or dire
warnings that aim to cast sex as unappealing, dangerous, or sinful, but all too often give biased
or incomplete information, which fails to prepare young people for the joys and heartbreak,
responsibilities and risks, that they will inevitably experience when they do have sex.

The fact is that most teens do not feel ready or want to have sex until later in adolescence, but
they may find it difficult to communicate their wishes or feel good about a decision to abstain.
In between abstaining and having intercourse are a range of behaviors in which they will likely
be engaging. As educators, our role is to help adolescents understand their options, including
but not limited to abstinence, and how they can communicate their wishes to a partner.

Most young people have no models of positive, healthy sexual relationships in which partners
talk about sex together and make decisions that allow both to safeguard their health. In addi-
tion to providing those models, educators can validate abstaining from intercourse as a positive
choice and give adolescents skills to implement the decision if they choose it. However, to be
effective in protecting the health of all adolescents, these lessons must not be “abstinence-only.”
To withhold information in the era of AIDS is irresponsible.

Teaching Tips
• Do not preach or moralize. Provide clear, accurate, balanced messages. Your task is to 

provide information to young people, who are learning to be independent and mature, and 
help them learn how to draw conclusions and make decisions.

• Be aware that some adolescents in your class are likely to have already had sex and some 
may have been sexually abused or raped. Validate the option of deciding not to have sex 
again until later.

Content Considerations
• Recognize and affirm adolescent sexuality. It is developmentally appropriate and natural for 

adolescents to have sexual feelings and desires.
• Be conscious that you are not only helping young people make decisions about their 

sexuality today but also preparing them for the time when they will engage in shared 
sexual behavior.

• Discuss the range of behaviors that constitute sex and clarify the meaning of sexual 
abstinence, which many define as not having penetrative vaginal, anal, or oral intercourse, 
whereas others define it as no sexual touching whatsoever.

• Talk about the reasons that adolescents decide to have or not to have intercourse and 
alternative ways to express love, affection, and sexual feelings.

• Teach decision-making skills; skills for setting limits, responding to pressure, and avoiding 
risky situations; and mutual respect for other people’s decisions and rights, especially those 
of one’s partner.
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• Cover both abstaining from sex and using condoms to prevent pregnancy and HIV/STIs. 
Even if students are choosing to abstain, for most it will be a temporary choice. Educate for 
the future as well as for today.

• Discuss societal, family, and individual views about abstinence and sexual activity, including 
how these views differ based on gender. Discuss the double standard that exists in many 
societies, which supports and promotes early male sexual activity while punishing and 
shaming young women for the same behavior.

• Examine the gender dimensions of messages about sexual behavior, pressure to have sex, 
and the consequences of sex. Do not assume that it is always the boy who pressures the girl. 
Boys may believe that they should want sex even when they do not. Ask students to 
envision a society in which the gender roles are equal, and discuss what would be different.

• Discuss situations in which partners have different opinions about whether or not to have 
sex, focusing on what both people should do, not only the one who does not want to have sex.
Relate this situation to the qualities of a healthy relationship and make sure that participants 
understand that it is never right to pressure someone to have sex or engage in particular 
behaviors against his or her will.

• Depending on how romantic and sexual situations develop where you live, you may need to 
substantially change the situations presented in these lesson plans to suit your circumstances.    
For example, in some places the greatest pressure to have sex occurs after engagement or 
marriage. You can also use examples of other situations in which young people experience 
pressure or difficulty asserting what they want, such as refusing a date or a proposed 
marriage partner. 
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 8.1: THERESA AND SAM: A TRUE STORY

SOURCE

“Theresa and Sam: A True Story” by Monica Rodriguez, Filling the Gaps: Hard to Teach Topics in
Sexuality Education, Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United States
(SIECUS), New York, 1998. Reprinted with permission of SIECUS. 130 West 42nd Street, Suite
350. New York, NY 10036. www.siecus.org

Suitable for ages 12 to 18

Summary
This lesson provides an engaging and realistic way to explore issues young couples face when
deciding to abstain from sexual intercourse. The lesson revolves around a story of an adoles-
cent couple who have decided not to have intercourse because the boy wants to wait until mar-
riage, but now the girl is questioning their decision. The lesson doesn’t preach, but enables
adolescents to think for themselves about reasons to postpone intercourse, how to handle situa-
tions in which the partners have differing opinions, and respect for the other person’s decision.
By having the male character want to abstain and the female character want to have inter-
course, the lesson refreshingly challenges traditional gender roles, which helps reassure boys
who postpone sex. Through role playing, participants develop strategies for avoiding peer
pressure and sticking to a decision to abstain over the long term.

Teaching Notes
• The role-playing activity in step 5 could also be used to practice saying no to any activity 

that one finds unappealing, such as going out, meeting alone, kissing, and so on.

Adapting the Lesson
• Read over the story and make changes so that the adolescents in your group will be able to 

identify with it. In some places, it may be more appropriate for the characters to be some-
what older or for the couple to be engaged to marry.

• If you cannot make copies of the story for all the participants, have one person read the story 
aloud. You may want to have the story read twice to make sure that participants remember 
the details. Write the questions on the board or on large paper before the session begins.

• Read over the scenario and the lines used in Love in the Afternoon Role Play and adapt 
them to make sure they are typical and appropriate to your context.
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 8.1: THERESA AND SAM: A TRUE STORY
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 8.2: COMMUNICATING MESSAGES AND ASSUMPTIONS

SOURCE

“Linda and Larry: Communicating Messages and Assumptions,” by Jay Friedman and Nancy
Abbey, Filling the Gaps: Hard to Teach Topics in Sexuality Education, Sexuality Information and
Education Council of the United States (SIECUS), New York, 1998. Reprinted with permission
of SIECUS. 130 West 42nd Street, Suite 350. New York, NY 10036. www.siecus.org

Suitable for ages 15 to 18 

Summary
In this lesson, participants work in small groups to analyze the story of one couple who did not
communicate clearly about sex. Some groups read the girl’s perspective and some groups read
the boy’s, a clever technique for illustrating how subjective interpretations of indirect and non-
verbal messages can be and how easily they can lead to misunderstandings and violence. The
class regroups to analyze where the couple’s communication went wrong and identifies mixed
messages, missed messages, the assumptions of each character, and how misunderstandings
could have been avoided. The lesson addresses consent and emphasizes that coerced sexual
activity constitutes sexual assault.

Teaching Notes
• Review the first step and adapt it to suit your situation. An alternative way to start the 

lesson would be to ask a question such as, “What are some ways that misunderstandings 
start between two people?”

• The third question on the two worksheets is not discussed in the lesson. If you want to 
discuss it, you can do so during step 3.

• Some additional questions that could be used for step 4 include: “What myths did they 
believe?” “How did drinking influence this situation?” “What should you do if you are in a 
sexual situation and the other person seems to be resisting or struggling?” “What should 
you do if the other person says no?”

Adapting the Lesson
• Read the two parts of the story—Larry’s worksheet and Linda’s worksheet—and make 

changes so that your participants will be able to relate to the story. Make sure you include 
confusing and indirect messages about expectations and desires.

• This lesson will work best if you can make one copy of the story for every two students, but 
if you cannot, you will need at least one copy per group.
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 8.2: COMMUNICATING MESSAGES AND ASSUMPTIONS
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