
CHAPTER 5: SEXUAL ORIENTATION

Everyone has a sexual orientation—that is, we are romantically and sexually attracted to either
men, women, or both—and an estimated 10 percent of the population is not heterosexual.
Women who have sex with women and men who have sex with men may identify as lesbian,
gay, or bisexual—or they may not use any label at all. Although we do not know precisely
what determines a person’s sexual orientation, we do know that it is formed early in life, is not
chosen by the person, and cannot be changed, although its expression is often sublimated
because of social taboos and homophobia.

It is important to discuss sexual orientation with young people, as many will experiment sexu-
ally with friends of the same sex or may have crushes on friends, acquaintances, or celebrities
of the same sex. They should know that such encounters or thoughts are a natural part of being
human and do not necessarily mean that they are gay.

Being gay is not a deviation or illness, but in many countries, homophobia and discrimination
drive gay people to hide their sexual orientation from public view because they fear repression
and violence. Many suffer in silence and secrecy, and some pretend to be heterosexual, marry-
ing and having families to conform to social expectations. Homophobia puts gay and lesbian
youth at particular risk for violence, discrimination, depression, and self-destructive behaviors,
like drug and alcohol abuse or suicide. They may also engage in unprotected sex and are more
likely to experience sexual health problems, such as unwanted pregnancy (young women ques-
tioning their sexual orientation may have sex with men) and STIs, including HIV/AIDS. In
teaching about sexual orientation, we are seeking to dispel myths with accurate information
and to fight hatred, ignorance, discrimination, and violence by building empathy and tolerance.

Teaching Tips
• Be knowledgeable, accepting, and comfortable with this topic before teaching it. If you 
cannot be, identify someone to teach in your place and carefully screen them.

• Sexual orientation is an extremely sensitive topic. Consider carefully how the community 
(parents, religious leaders, others) may feel, and work with them to avoid negative reactions.

• Prepare this topic carefully, but do not be overly hesitant about addressing it. If you meet a 
lot of resistance, work to educate adults in your community before undertaking work with 
young people.

• If possible, get information about the terms and ways in which gay and lesbian communities 
in your country or culture define themselves and integrate those definitions into your lessons.
In many countries, it is important to include groups such as “men who have sex with men” 
and “women who have sex with women” because people may not identify with the terms 
“gay” or “homosexual” even though they have sex with people of the same gender.

• Select your approach based on your community’s ability to handle it. Find out what myths 
and misunderstandings are common in your community and integrate them into your lessons.
Consider the following questions: Are homosexuals completely or nearly completely 
invisible? Are there any groups working for gay rights? If you cannot teach about 
homophobia directly, integrate it into other lessons, such as those about stereotypes, 
diversity, and tolerance. Include examples of homosexuals and homosexual couples.

• If possible, address this topic in different parts of your program to allow participants time to 
absorb the information.
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• Be aware that some young people in your class will be struggling with their sexual 
orientation and you will not know who they are. Always be sensitive to their feelings.

• Do not tolerate discrimination based on sexual identity in your classroom.

Content Considerations
• One of the most effective educational approaches is to have speakers talk to your group. 
Many young people may never have met an openly gay person. Personal stories are also a 
very effective way to help participants understand the lives and realities of all people.  
Contact gay rights groups in your country or in the region to see if they have speakers or 
stories about growing up. If no stories are available locally, use some from another region or 
country, and discuss why there are no local stories (for example, by pointing out that this is 
one of the effects of homophobia).

• Teach about all sexual orientations and identities, not just homosexuality. Heterosexuality is 
one orientation and can be used to help people understand how people experience others.

• Identify any resources (organizations, hot lines, websites, etc.) in your community or country 
and give this information to all participants.
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 5.1: EXPLORING SEXUAL ORIENTATION

SOURCE

“Exploring Sexual Orientation,” by Paticia Barthalow Koch, 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
This is a clever, thought-provoking lesson that emphasizes that sexual orientation is not just
about homosexuality. By turning the tables and asking questions about heterosexuality that are
usually only asked about homosexuality, participants are exposed to prejudice and misinforma-
tion that exists against homosexuals and sexual orientation in general. A discussion of partici-
pants’ reactions to this experience deepens understanding of sexual orientation. It also stresses
key messages and values that enhance acceptance and empathy, for example, that sexual orien-
tation is just one part of who we are, that people, whatever their sexual orientation, share more
similarities than differences, and that discrimination is unacceptable.

Teaching Notes
• Read over the questions and make sure that they reflect common ideas or thoughts about 
homosexuals in your community.

• If you use questions 7 and 9, make sure that the responses do not reinforce gender role 
stereotypes or imply that gay people do not have children.

• Think about the key points that you want the lesson to bring out, and add any questions that 
would extend your participants’ understanding. For example, you might want to stress that 
people do not choose their sexual orientation.

Adapting the Lesson
•Adapt the questions on the worksheet so that they reflect the situation where you live, for 
example, question 8.

•If you cannot reproduce the worksheet, you can either write the questions on the blackboard 
or read them out as your participants answer.
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 5.2: SEXUAL ORIENTATION

SOURCE

“Session 8: Sexual Orientation,” Our Whole Lives: Sexuality Education for Grades 7–9, by Pamela
M. Wilson. Boston: Unitarian Universalist Association, 1999. Reprinted by permission of the
Unitarian Universalist Association. www.uua.org

Suitable for ages 12 to 15

Summary
This lesson is an excellent model of a positive, factual approach to a controversial topic. It
offers a very good introduction to sexual orientation with several different exercises, including
readings, a short lecture, and a myth-fact game. The lesson introduces the concepts of 
homophobia and discrimination and prompts participants to rethink myths and feel greater
empathy for homosexuals. Although the lecture is not interactive, it is used effectively in this
case to provide new information, to set the tone of the discussion, and to emphasize key 
values. The introductory Word to Leaders is excellent, and a very good set of definitions of
terms is provided in Leader Resource 10.

Teaching Notes
• If most participants do not know much about sexual orientation, the MythInformation Game 
will give them more information.

• Identify any resources available in your community or country, in case you need to make 
a referral.

• If your participants have access to the Internet, identify and provide addresses for websites 
that young people may find helpful. Make sure such sites will be accessible, as they may be 
blocked by a filter program.

Adapting the Lesson
• Substitute the readings with readings from your culture, country, or region if at all possible.
• Read over Leader Resource 9, Myth/Fact Statements and Answers, and select the ones 
that you want to use. Eliminate or replace those that are not relevant to your situation, such 
as item 11; or those that may not be widely believed where you live, such as item 12. Adapt 
answers to reflect information from your country, such as the number of heterosexual 
couples that get divorced in item 15.

• Make sure the myth-fact statements reflect the major myths that exist where you live. 
Possible additions include: “I don’t know any gay, lesbian, or bisexual people” and 
“Homosexuality is a mental illness and can be cured.”

• Please note that this lesson is excerpted directly from a larger sexuality education guide, and 
therefore contains minor references to materials not included in this manual (e.g., certain 
items in Session-at-a-Glance on the second page).
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