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Overview 

Early care and education professionals are in a unique position to promote healthy development and 

prevent child sexual abuse. They observe and may respond to the sexual behaviors of young children, 

and have frequent opportunities to communicate with parents about both sexual development and 

sexual abuse prevention.  Yet few professional development resources are available to support the 

work of early care and education professionals in responding to children’s sexual behaviors.  This 

survey was conducted to inform the development of professional resources to educate, train, engage 

and mobilize early educators to effectively intervene early and prevent child sexual abuse while 

promoting healthy development.   

 

The Survey 

A written survey of educators was distributed at three Massachusetts statewide and local early 

childhood education conferences during the spring of 2010.  Educators of children ages 2-5 were 

invited to complete the anonymous survey.  A total of 218 surveys were completed, and the survey 



 

data were entered into an electronic database by the researcher and descriptive statistics were 

generated.  While not a representative sample of early educators, the survey highlights several key 

themes that can guide efforts to develop resources to support early care and education programs better 

respond to children’s sexual behaviors in ways that can promote healthy development. 

 

Findings 

Survey results confirm findings from prior research that most early childhood educators have observed 

children engaging in sexual behavior (Davies et al., 2000; Kaeser et al., 2000).  Seventy one percent of 

those surveyed reported observing a child engaging in sexual behaviors in the classroom (including 

sexual play and playing with private body parts). Of those who observed at least one sexual behavior, 

29% observed such behavior 1-2 times in the last year, 26% observed the behavior 3-5 times, and 35% 

observed it 6 or more times in the last year.   

 

In terms of communicating with others about sexual behaviors, 61% of educators reported discussing 

the behavior with someone.  Seventy one percent reported discussing the observed behavior with a co-

worker, 66% with a supervisor, 59% with the child, and 58% with the child’s parent.  These findings 

show that many early educators are communicating about sexual behaviors with not only the child, but 

also with co-workers, supervisors, and parents. Thirty eight percent of educators surveyed did not 

discuss the observed behaviors.  The most common reason teachers did not discuss an observed sexual 

behavior with either a child or a parent was “I did not think it was important to talk with the 

child/parent about what I observed” (33%).  In regards to communication with parents, twenty percent 



 

reported they did not want to make the parent feel uncomfortable, 19% did not know what to say, 16% 

were not comfortable talking about it, and 9% were concerned the parent would get angry.    

 

The survey also asked about contextual factors that may influence the likelihood of teachers 

communicating about children’s sexual behaviors, such as program policies and practices regarding 

sexual behavior and staff training and support.  Fifty-six percent of the educators reported that no 

information is given to parents about sexual development or sexual behavior at the program where they 

work.  Only 21% of the educators reported receiving any training in the past five years about how to 

talk with parents about children’s sexual behaviors, and 31% reported training on how to respond to 

children’s sexual behaviors in the classroom.  In contrast, 72% reported training on mandated reporter 

responsibilities.  Importantly, 85% reported that training on these all of these topics would be helpful.   

 

Recommendations 

 Professional development to help teachers develop the knowledge, skills, and confidence to 

respond appropriately to promote healthy development, address bias, and prevent abuse 

 ECE program policies that guide teachers about how to respond to sexual behaviors  

 ECE program policies and information that engage, inform, and support parents 
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