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3. The diffusion of knowledge
responsibility: polity insights into
the regulation of sexuality education
across the German states

Anna E. Kluge

INTRODUCTION 

Educating young people about sexuality has always been a contested topic, 

particularly since its integration into public school education (Zimmerman, 

2016). The controversy stems not least from its close ties to conceptions of 

sexuality and family (Sauerteig & Davidson, 2012), rendering it a socially 

and politically "touchy subject" (Bialystok & Andersen, 2022). Moreover, 

unlike other school subjects, sexuality education stands out as one of the 

most politically contested areas of education. This is manifest, for instance, in 

large protests and policy-pushbacks in numerous countries such as Hungary, 

Poland, and Belgium (BNN Correspondents, 2023; Korolczuk, 2020; Rankin, 

2021). By touching on issues of social norms, sexuality education is frequently 

regarded as a matter of "morality" (Engeli et al., 2012), rather than economic 

interests or political technicality. 

Considering the controversy around sexuality education, it comes as no 

surprise that the responsibility for providing knowledge about reproduction, 

encompassing both procreative and non-procreative aspects of sexuality, 

remains the subject of intense debate today. Since who is made responsible 

for sexuality education has rarely been considered systematically, this chapter 

explores the question: how can differences in who is (made) responsible for 

deciding on sexuality education policy be conceptualised? I argue that it is 

important to unravel the configurations of the political responsibility for sexu­

ality education to identify the relevant actors and institutions at different stages 

of the policymaking process. This, in tum, helps to understand how different 

policies come into place or not, and which actors and institutional structures are 

(made) responsible for it. The political responsibility for sexuality education 

is rarely straightforward. Unlike other education policies, sexuality education 
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often involves a multitude of stakeholders that have a say in the arrangements 

of the school subject (Ketting & Ivanova, 2018). This chapter addresses the 

intricate regulatory landscape of sexuality education by introducing a new 

analytical framework with a specific focus on the polity level. 

Most previous research on sexuality education focuses on the analysis of 

policies but does not consider the polity context. For example, a large body of 

research examines curricula and the type of content provided in schools (e.g., 

Cassar, 2022; Ezer et al., 2019). The focus is often on "comprehensiveness" 

of curricula, that is, whether a broad range of information on sexuality and 

reproduction tailored to students' lived experiences is provided, and on the 

context of delivery (Ketting et al., 2020). Others examine mandatory sexuality 

education, and at which ages it is taught, if at all (Parker et al., 2009). The pol­

itics of sexuality education form another strand of research, which is driven by 

the political controversy surrounding the topic. Here, political preferences for 

comprehensive sexuality education, especially in contrast to abstinence-based 

approaches are investigated (Arsneault, 2001), as well as political debates 

about whether sexuality education should be taught at all, and whose per­

spectives should be reflected in curricula (Svendsen, 2017; Taragin-Zeller & 

Kasstan, 2021). A systematic analysis of sexuality education from a polity 

perspective is lacking. 

In this chapter, I address this gap by analysing who is (made) responsible for 

providing sexuality education in schools. I propose the concept of knowledge 

responsibility, adapted from Taragin-Zeller and Kasstan's (2021) work on the 

state-religion relationship regarding sexuality education in Israel and England. 

The concept is made applicable for comparison across different political 

contexts. Knowledge responsibility provides a useful analytical framework 

to explore variations in the regulation of sexuality education. As defined in 

this chapter, it illustrates the distribution of authority over sexuality educa­

tion and shows whose perspectives are considered relevant to be included. 

I suggest that four regulatory dimensions define the configuration of knowl­

edge responsibility in sexuality education: state control over education policy, 

curriculum development processes, the inclusion of external professionals 

in providing sexuality education, and the influence of court decisions. I will 

show that knowledge responsibility can be more or less diffused, depending on 

the dispersion of responsibility among different actors on the four regulatory 

dimensions. 

Knowledge responsibility as a concept allows to critically assess who is 

responsible in the policymaking processes of sexuality education. As such, it 

is intricately linked to educational sovereignty, that is, the authority over edu­

cation policy (cf. Moll, 2002) and thereby relates to general education policy 

frameworks. Nonetheless, there are specifics to sexuality education that leave 

general education policy theorising insufficient, which are outlined throughout 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


The diffusion of knowledge responsibility 37 

this chapter. Empirically, the chapter provides an illustration of knowledge 

responsibility by comparing the regulatory landscape of sexuality education 

across federal states in Germany. I combine previous literature with original 

data collection, and offer new empirical insights into variations of knowledge 

responsibility within one country but also between distinctly regulated federal 

states. With this, the chapter introduces a novel comparative perspective on the 

regulation of the contested school subject, and provides the first polity analysis 

of sexuality education. 

KNOWLEDGE RESPONSIBILITY 

The concept of knowledge responsibility is an analytical tool to comparatively 

assess regulations of sexuality education across diverse contexts. I build on 

the work of Taragin-Zeller and Kasstan (2021 ), who use knowledge responsi­

bility for analysing sexuality education for Haredi Jews in Israel and the UK. 

They show how distinct state-minority relationships shape responsibilities in 

providing sexuality education knowledge in these contexts. For the purposes 

of this chapter, I define knowledge responsibility as a formal designation 

of decision-making power over form and content of knowledge provision in 

schools, and apply the concept to the case of school-based sexuality education. 

Knowledge responsibility is different from regulation of the knowledge itself, 

such as curriculum content or teacher training. Instead, analysing knowledge 

responsibility shows who is responsible for deciding on form and content 

of sexuality education in schools, helping to understand how and by whose 

involvement different sexuality education policies (e.g., curriculum content, 

or mandatory sexuality education in schools) come into place. What is more, 

knowledge responsibility can serve as an indication of whether sexuality 

education is treated as a public or rather a private (individual) matter, by incor­

porating more or fewer (public) actors in the policymaking process ( cf. "moral 

responsibility" in Boryczka, 2009). 

Four regulatory dimensions define knowledge responsibility for school-based 

sexuality education. The first dimension is the level of ( de-)centralisation of 

education policy in general, such as whether the educational authority is 

located at the national level or in subnational units such as provinces or federal 

states. The second dimension is the process of curriculum development and 

the extent to which this is a "participatory" process. The third dimension is 

the degree to which external professionals are involved in the provision of 

knowledge in sexuality education classes (rather than the respective subject 

teachers). The fourth dimension is the extent of involvement in, and the sig­

nificance of, court decisions for the policy landscape of sexuality education. 

Each of the four dimensions has a specific relevance for sexuality education. 

First, the level of state control over education policy varies depending on 
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the institutional structures that are in place, such as federalism or decentral­

ism. These are historically rooted and relatively stable over time (Arnold & 

Stadelmann-Steffen, 2017). Central governments, subnational states, or even 

individual schools may have (some degree) of knowledge responsibility. 

Typically, central and regional governments have power over different aspects 

of the education system. For example, central governments tend to be responsi­

ble for large-scale regulatory aspects such as whether schooling is mandatory, 

or overarching curriculum guidelines, whereas districts and schools may have 

authority over the more fine-grained processes of delivery (Ball, 2012). There 

are notable differences in the level on which decisions on sexuality education 

are made across countries. Data from the International Reproduction Policy 

Database1 (1980-2020), show that, in Bulgaria, Latvia, Romania, Slovakia, 

Slovenia, and the UK, it was primarily up to individual schools to regulate sex­

uality education in schools. What is more, in a large number of countries, such 

as in Belgium, Estonia, the Netherlands, Germany, or the US, sexuality educa­

tion is primarily regulated sub-nationally, such as the Cantons in Switzerland 

or federal states in the US. 

The ( de-)centralisation of education policies serves as a baseline dimension 

for the three other regulatory dimensions. That means for example that, in 

countries with decentralised political systems (such as in Germany, Canada, 

Italy, etc.), there are differences between subnational states, leading to varia­

tion in sexuality education policy within a country. Consequently, there may 

also be more variation in curriculum development, involvement of external 

actors and court ruling impact. This connection underscores that the four regu­

latory dimensions are intricately interrelated. 

Second, the degree to which curriculum development is a participatory 

process that includes public stakeholders beyond pedagogical staff is a further 

dimension. It indicates whether curricula are seen as a public matter or as 

a purely administrative task (compare Vollstadt, 2003). Curriculum devel­

opment is one of the central regulatory tools in education policy with school 

curricula being reflections of dominant political interests (Vollstadt, 2003). 

Research highlights that curriculum development can include a spectrum of 

"participatory" practices (Standley et al., 2024). This refers to the extent to 

which the curriculum development procedure for a specific school subject 

engages the targeted audiences and stakeholders (Standley et al., 2024). 

Curriculum development methods vary significantly across and within coun­

tries (Priestley et al., 2021). The variation revolves around who is involved 

in the development process of curricula (e.g., teachers, researchers, students) 

and the extent of public discussion at different stages of the curriculum devel­

opment process (public development of curricula drafts vs. the possibility of 

statements) (Standley et al., 2024). 
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Third, the extent of external professionals' involvement in sexuality edu­

cation delivery is another dimension of knowledge responsibility. It indicates 

whether sexuality education is primarily organised as a technical, pedagogical 

task or also as a matter of broader public concern. In many countries, sexuality 

education lessons are partially carried out by external professionals rather 

than by teachers (Parker et al., 2009). The range and extent of professionals 

engaged can vary significantly (ibid.). The responsibility for actually deliver­

ing the content of sexuality education can be seen to sit with different kinds 

of so-called "street-level bureaucrats" (Lipsky, 2010). This concept highlights 

that governmental resources, while decided in policy frameworks, are com­

monly shaped and implemented by small-scale bureaucracies and individual 

bureaucrats (ibid.). Teachers are often considered street-level bureaucrats 

due to their considerable discretion in the teaching process (Taylor, 2007). 

Consequently, the inclusion of external professionals indicates the degree 

to which teaching responsibility is transferred to others rather than school 

teachers. 

How external involvement of professionals in sexuality education teaching 

is regulated varies. In some contexts, professionals are granted discretion in 

shaping instructional content, while in others, different types of professionals 

are involved with limited autonomy. Moreover, depending on the type of pro­

fessionals involved, the knowledge that is taught can vary. For instance, while 

health professionals emphasise aspects related to health, violence prevention 

professionals focus more on aspects related to their goals (Douglas et al., 2001; 

Ketting & Ivanova, 2018). 

Fourth, the courts' relevance for sexuality education policy can differ sub­

stantively in that they may act as veto players in the policymaking processes. 

Court involvement is not regulated a priori but rather contingent upon the 

"constitutional context" (Patton, 2007), which renders court involvement more 

or less likely. Political systems with stronger courts that are more politicised 

often show what is called "judicial activism" (Lindquist & Cross, 2009). Here, 

court decisions effectively denote policy content. Conversely, courts employ­

ing "judicial constraint" (Langer & Brace, 2005) are less policy-focused. Here, 

major political decisions tend to be made in the legislative. 

Court involvement depends not only on the constitutional context but also 

on the political environment of the policies in question. Insights from research 

on so-called "morality policies" (Knill, 2013), which are as equally controver­

sial as sexuality education (e.g., abortion or medically assisted reproduction 

policy), reveal systematic cross-country differences in the extent to which 

courts or parliaments decide over policies (Studlar et al., 2013). This research 

shows that morally charged policies are often decided via court decisions, 

even in countries with overall low court involvement in policymaking (ibid.). 

Irrespective of whether sexuality education policy can be categorised as 
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Table 3.1 Regulatory dimensions of knowledge responsibility of 

sexuality education 

Regulatory Conceptual range 

dimension 

Level of State Nation state 

Control Federal states 

Curriculum 

Development 

Involvement 

of External 

Professionals 

Court Involvement 

Communities 

Schools 

Closed, administrative-style curriculum development 

to 

Participatory curriculum development, inclusion of civil society at 

various states 

No involvement of external experts, relying on teachers 

to 

Regular and strong reliance on external experts 

No court decisions (have) influence(d) sexuality education, policy 

based on parliamentary decisions 

to 

Court decisions form main basis for sexuality education policy 

Note: Shows exemplary cases and ideal types of knowledge responsibility of sex 

education by Level of State Control, Curriculum Development, Involvement of External 

Professionals, and Court Involvement. 

morality policy, courts shape the policy landscape of sexuality education to 

varying extents in different political contexts. 

Table 3 .1 gives an overview of the range of how knowledge responsibility 

can be configured within and across countries on the four dimensions. For 

the dimension "level of state control", the table gives an exhaustive overview 

based on examples in research; although there may be more possibilities in 

some states which have not been considered in the literature so far. For the 

other dimensions, the table indicates the range by giving ideal types marking 

the poles of a continuum, for example between completely closed curriculum 

development at the one end to participatory curriculum development at the 

other end. 

Overall, knowledge responsibility can be more or less diffused within each of 

the regulatory dimensions, that is, the power can be more or less concentrated 

on one or on several actors respectively. Specifically, a more decentralised 

system, a more participatory process, the inclusion of external professionals, 

and a stronger court involvement indicate a higher diffusion of responsibility. 

Depending on the configuration of regulation across the dimensions, overall 

knowledge responsibility can also be more or less diffused. 
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Configurations of knowledge responsibility do not have a direct impact on 

sexuality education policy, but the level of diffusion of knowledge responsibil­

ity structures the political conflicts that result in specific policy outputs. The 

key determinants of policy outcomes are (the congruence of) public opinion, 

economic conditions and social structures (Brooks & Manza, 2008; Budde & 

Heichel, 2015; Ezrow et al., 2020). For sexuality education specifically, it has 

been shown that political parties and the church-state relationship appear to 

influence the type of sexuality education policy in a country (Bialystok et al., 

2020; Lewis & Knijn, 2002). 

The following examples illustrate how knowledge responsibility structures 

politics, rather than determining policy output: In decentralised political 

systems, the positions of political parties at subnational level tend to be contin­

gent on national actors' positions (Katz & Crotty, 2006). For example, under 

a right-wing central government that is in favour of conservative sexuality 

education policy, subnational actors may introduce comprehensive sexuality 

education policies to position themselves against national policies. Likewise, 

allowing participation of different actors in curriculum development can affect 

politics in this context: liberal actors are better able to formulate curricula in 

line with their preferences despite the conservative national government. By 

contrast, liberal political actors advocating for comprehensive sexuality educa­

tion may also encounter opposition from conservative actors such as a conserv­

ative constitutional court. In summary, considering the different dimensions of 

knowledge responsibility does not foremost serve to make predictions about 

the nature of policy outputs. Rather, the framework helps to understand which 

actors and institutions are (made) responsible for specific aspects of policy­

making and how this may lead to interest collision. 

Finally, a scenario not explicitly covered in the framework of knowledge 

responsibility should be noted: the absence of regulations. One interpretation 

is that it is a deliberate choice by the state to refrain from regulation ( cf. Engeli, 

2009), thus allowing for a greater degree of variability in sexuality education 

policy. However, it may also be the result of a lack of political agreement 

over responsibility structures. As can be seen in the empirical example below, 

non-regulation regarding the involvement of external professionals results in 

greater responsibility of individual teachers to decide on whether (and which) 

external professionals should be involved in sexuality education classes. 

ANALYTICAL APPROACH 

For empirical illustration, the concept of knowledge responsibility is applied to 

the German federal states. Germany is an ideal case to comparatively examine 

knowledge responsibility in sexuality education, because of its federal struc­

ture. It hosts considerable variation in the approach to sexuality education 
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among the different federal states while still featuring a common national 

framework of shared social, economic, cultural and institutional characteristics 

(Grotz & Schroeder, 2021). The autonomy of each federal state to shape its 

own education policies creates a diverse landscape, showcasing variations of 

knowledge responsibility across the country. 

For describing knowledge responsibility in the German states across the 

four regulatory dimensions, different sources of data were used. The first 

source is previous literature. However, for two of the four dimensions - cur­

riculum development and involvement of external professionals - little to no 

empirical description exists for Germany. To address this gap, the second step 

included original data collection. First, for information on curriculum develop­

ment, I contacted all education ministries responsible for sexuality education 

in the German federal states. Interviews were held between April and June 

2023. The final sample includes seven states2 for which I was able to gather 

detailed information regarding the curriculum development process. The other 

states could not be considered because ministries never responded to emails 

(despite follow-ups to initial non-responses) or were not able to provide suf­

ficient information. The sample covers different geographical regions across 

Germany, in both western and eastern states, thus accounting for historical 

and contemporary differences in education systems and outcomes between the 

regions (Blossfeld et al., 2015). The information given by the ministries was 

recorded during the interviews with handwritten notes, which were completed 

from memory directly after to comprehensively reflect the information given 

by the administrators. Second, for information on the involvement of external 

professionals, I consulted the curriculum guidelines of the federal states. Due 

to the public accessibility of the guidelines, I was able to gather information on 

all federal states for this dimension. The obtained data were then analysed in 

two steps. In the first step, I evaluated similarities and differences between the 

cases on the four dimensions. Second, I categorised the data for each federal 

state according to the ideal types of regulatory dimensions outlined in Table 

3.1. 

THE REGULATORY LANDSCAPE OF SEXUALITY 

EDUCATION ACROSS THE GERMAN STATES 

Level of (De-)Centralisation of Education Policymaking 

Germany is a federalist country with a national central government and 16 

federal states, in which the federal states have political autonomy over some 

policy fields and not over others. Areas such as fiscal or foreign policy are 

decided on the national level, whereas others, such as agricultural and also 
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education policy, remain (largely) in the hands of the federal states (Schmidt, 

2021). 

Education policy, including sexuality education in schools, is primarily 

governed within the federal states, while the national government provides, 

for example, state-wide curriculum guidelines that have to be adapted by the 

individual states (Schmidt, 2019). However, the federal states have the main 

education policymaking authority, for instance, over curricula and compulsory 

schooling (Helbig & Nikolai, 2015). Therefore, the educational outputs can be 

seen to reflect political preferences on the state level, rather than those of the 

national government. 

Curriculum-making 

Curricula may denote different aspects of the prov1s10n of knowledge 

(Vollstadt, 2003), ranging from describing overarching goals of schooling to 

specific classroom timetables. Here, I focus on the creation of specific syllabi 

that describe substantive topics and competences that should be taught in 

school. In Germany, sexuality education is taught as part of different subjects, 

including biology, ethics, and sometimes broader social sciences classes 

(Scharmanski et al., 2021). 

The procedure of developing school curricula is often described as a prac­

tice that has undergone only few changes in Germany in the past decades 

(Vollstadt, 2003). In principle, the education ministries of the federal states 

delegate the curriculum development processes for a specific subject to one of 

their agencies, which then develops the curriculum and passes it back to the 

ministry, who accepts it with no or minor revisions. However, beyond this pro­

cedural description, we have little insight into the processes within the ministry 

or its agencies regarding the development of curricula. 

According to the data material gathered from the ministries, the process 

of creating the curriculum generally follows a similar pattern between the 

different states. All of the ministries described that, whenever the need arises 

for the development of a new curriculum or the revision of an existing one, the 

education ministries delegate this task to the respective sub-agency responsible 

for curricula and teacher training. This agency convenes a curriculum com­

mission, entrusted with the task of formulating the curriculum. Subsequently, 

the proposed curriculum is submitted to the education ministry for approval. 

The initiative for the creation or revision of curricula formally comes from the 

ministry; however, diverse stakeholders have the possibility to submit requests 

for such modifications through curriculum and teacher-training agencies, pre­

dominantly teachers and teacher associations. 

There are two noteworthy differences in curriculum-making processes 

across the states. First, the composition of the curriculum commission 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


44 Reproduction policy in the twenty-first century 

installed by the sub-agencies varies. In some states (Baden-Wurttemberg, 

Rhineland-Palatinate, Saxony, Schleswig-Holstein), the commission com­

prises exclusively or primarily teachers, occasionally in conjunction with 

education researchers from universities. In other states, there is a somewhat 

higher degree of public involvement in the commissions. For example, in 

Lower Saxony, the association of local schools has the possibility to have one 

of its representatives join a commission. Similarly, in Saxony-Anhalt, the law 

specifies the possibility of involving consultants but does not detail which 

consultants may be included and when. Similar regulations apply to Bavaria. 

Second, the level of public deliberation on proposed curricula varies among 

states. Some states, such as Rhineland-Palatinate, Bavaria, Schleswig-Holstein, 

and Baden-Wurttemberg, partially publish curricula and engage a wide range 

of stakeholders. For example, in Schleswig-Holstein, mandated stakeholders 

include teachers, student associations and representatives from the polit­

ical sphere. Comparable regulations exist in Saxony-Anhalt. In contrast, 

Rhineland-Palatinate and Lower Saxony do not specify who can provide curric­

ulum feedback, granting more discretion to the ministry. Baden-Wurttemberg 

has a standing advisory board that involves representatives from universities, 

churches, teacher associations, employer and employee associations, and polit­

ical parties. The advisory board has significant influence. Conversely, Saxony 

does not have explicit regulations but the ministry mentions occasional contact 

with select public stakeholders for input. 

In summary, states adopt two contrasting strategies for stakeholder engage­

ment. Some German states do not regulate public input in the curriculum 

development process. Conversely, others actively involve a broad range of 

civil society stakeholders, including actors in the field of education (teacher 

and student associations) or political actors. This variation highlights the 

different degrees to which curricula are made a public - and political - matter. 

Involvement of External Professionals 

The regulation of external professionals' involvement in German sexuality 

education classes is still largely a black-box with little systematic empirical 

insights so far. The following overview is the first of its kind and draws on 

original data collection as described above. The findings reveal three catego­

ries of regulations. 

First, some states make no explicit reference to the involvement of exter­

nal professionals in sexuality education classes (e.g., Baden-Wurttemberg,3 

Hamburg,4 Bremen,5 Saxony-Anhalt,6 Schleswig-Holstein, 7 Thuringia8). This

may imply that teachers autonomously determine whether to collaborate with 

external professionals, or that school-specific regulations address the involve­

ment of external professionals. 
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Second, in some states, regulations mention the general possibility of collabo­

rating with organisations that promote sexuality education and sexual wellbeing 

or run counselling facilities (in Berlin/Brandenburg,9 Rhineland-Palatinate, 10 

Saarland, 11 Hesse12). In these contexts, external professionals may be involved

in sexuality education sessions in classroom settings or as facilitators of infor­

mation sessions outside the school setting. 

Third, in some states, regulations refer to specific institutions which teach­

ers could work with for sexuality education, such as the Federal Center for 

Health Education (Berlin, Hesse, Mecklenburg-West Pomerania,13 Lower

Saxony, 14 Saarland), health departments (North Rhine-Westphalia, 15 Saarland,

Saxony16), AIDS counselling organisations (Saarland), or organisations pro­

viding counselling for issues related to (sexualised) violence (Saarland). In 

Bavaria,17 the curriculum guidelines call for an annual "Day for Life" (Tag

fur das Leben) in which the state appeals to schools to acknowledge "the 

unborn life". This regulation entails a recommendation for collaboration with 

external agencies. Among the states in my sample, this is the sole instance of 

a content-specific collaboration mandate or potentiality. 

In summary, states differ in acknowledging external professionals' involve­

ment in sexuality education. Some have detailed regulations, while others omit 

the issue. Notably, none of the examined curricula contain explicit guidance 

on integrating external professionals regarding duration or specific content. 

School-specific laws might offer more details, but analysing such regulations 

exceeds this chapter's scope. In any case, the absence of regulations raises 

questions about responsibility, in that schools or instructors are granted inde­

pendence in shaping sexuality education. 

Court Involvement 

The trajectory of sexuality education in Germany has been significantly 

shaped by court ruling, and only to a lesser extent by (national) parliamentary 

decisions. Four key rulings continue to exert a profound impact on sexuality 

education policies (Hilgers, 2004). First, in 1977, the Federal Constitutional 

Court confirmed the legality of sexuality education in schools, following 

an appeal by parents who advocated for a ban. The court also affirmed that 

sexuality education content is permitted to diverge from parents' individual 

preferences on the subject (Hilgers, 2004). 

Second, in 1979, the Federal Administrative Court clarified the 1977 posi­

tion. It emphasised the importance of sexuality education classes having to be 

considerate of various religious and ethical perspectives (Hilgers, 2004). These 

pivotal court rulings continue to be invoked in current legal deliberations 

when actors contest pupils' participation in sexuality education within school 

contexts (Bundesverfassungsgericht, 2009). Furthermore, these two rulings 
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secured the autonomy of states in the realm of education vis-a-vis parental 

preferences (Muller, 2017). 

Third, in 1993, the Federal Constitutional Court asserted - in a ruling orig­

inally pertaining to abortion policy - that sexuality education ought to extend 

beyond the teaching of factual knowledge, encompassing emotional engage­

ment as well. In response to this decree, nearly all federal states were asked and 

consequently did revise their sexuality education curricula to include facets 

beyond mere biological processes, often integrating topics related to contra­

ception. In this instance, the court assumed an active role as a policy influencer 

by delineating a concrete policy agenda across all federal states. 

The fourth influential ruling was in 2006 when the Federal Constitutional 

Court specified the so-called "indoctrination prohibition". The court ruled 

that it is prohibited for educators to steer students towards specific political 

or ideological orientations, or openly identify with a particular ideology or 

religion. While the state may adopt a specific ideological stance in education, 

it must remain receptive to alternative values and content (Widmaier & Zorn, 

2016), meaning that also sexuality education must maintain an openness in its 

content. 

Nonetheless, the legal realm is not only shaped by court decisions, but 

also by national legislative law. A notable law is the Pregnancy and Family 

Assistance Act of 1992 which established the provision of reproduction 

knowledge and counselling as a collective concern across all federal states. 

This statute has, in part, superseded the exclusive jurisdiction of individual 

federal states. According to this law, federal states' sexuality education curric­

ula and guidelines should be "comprehensive in order to appeal to a wide range 

of age and target groups" by providing a wide range of factually correct infor­

mation (Hilgers, 2004). The law was reinforced by the above-mentioned 1993 

ruling. It is hence evident that court rulings, rather than legislative choices, 

play a significant role in shaping overall policy directions for sexuality edu­

cation. This indicates that, in Germany, courts harmonise policies across the 

otherwise independent federal states, particularly in terms of broad guidelines. 

Taken together, knowledge responsibility for sexuality education in 

Germany is highly diffused due to its decentralised political structure on three 

of the four dimensions, with a strongly harmonising influence of national 

courts. There is significant variation among states in curriculum development, 

ranging from administrative processes to involving diverse stakeholders. The 

involvement of external professionals also varies strongly, and many states do 

not have any explicit regulations. Notably, judicial activism has significantly 

shaped policies through court decisions across all federal states. 
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CONCLUSION 

This chapter introduced the concept of knowledge responsibility as a tool for 

comparative analysis of sexuality education to gain insights into the distribu­

tion of power over reproduction knowledge across various polity dimensions. 

The framework includes the analysis of responsibilities for education policy, 

curricula, implementation in schools, and overarching jurisdiction in sexual­

ity education. Comparative analysis of knowledge responsibility facilitates 

understanding regulatory structures in sexuality education across countries by 

identifying different actors and institutions across the policymaking process. 

The chapter uses the concept of knowledge responsibility to empirically 

compare sexuality education policy across the German federal states. The 

exploratory analysis yields novel empirical insights based on original data 

collection. I demonstrate that Germany has a high level of diffusion of knowl­

edge responsibility across three of the four analytical dimensions, delegating 

responsibility to numerous actors. First, education policymaking is decentral­

ised, with substantial autonomy granted to individual states in shaping their 

educational systems. Second, the process of curriculum-making in Germany 

shows some similarities across the federal states, with notable differences 

relating to the composition of commissions that are responsible for curriculum 

development and the level of public deliberation that is possible over curricula. 

Third, the involvement of external professionals varies significantly between 

states. While some states explicitly mention collaboration possibilities, others 

do not regulate the involvement of external professionals, leaving it to teach­

ers or school-specific regulations. Fourth, court rulings significantly shape 

sexuality education policies in Germany, with pivotal decisions influencing 

and partially harmonising curriculum content across the federal states. The 

diffusion of responsibilities across a diverse set of actors and different levels of 

the policymaking process highlights the complexity of the sexuality education 

landscape. Decisions on different policy aspects, including the engagement of 

experts or the requirement of mandatory sexuality education, are made at dif­

ferent political levels. Disentangling these aspects of knowledge responsibility 

for sexuality education helps to gain a more comprehensive understanding 

of policy-processes in this field, and provides a roadmap for political actors 

aiming to influence these processes. 

Sexuality education holds a distinct role compared with other school sub­

jects because it provides reproduction knowledge, which has been shown to 

impact reproductive experiences and outcomes (Guzzo et al., 2018). Hence, 

understanding who has the responsibility to decide over sexuality education 

also reveals who is involved in shaping reproductive experiences. The concept 

of knowledge responsibility adds a critical perspective in sexuality education 
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and broader education research, allowing insights into the societal role of 

reproduction and the extent to which it is regarded as a public concern, if at all. 

NOTES 

1. See Zagel et al. (forthcoming).
2. Baden-Wurttemberg, Bavaria, Lower Saxony, Rhineland-Palatinate, Saxony,

Saxony-Anhalt, Schleswig-Holstein.
3. Guidelines for sexuality education in Baden-Wurttemberg: https://www

.landesrecht-bw.de/jportal/?quelle=jlink&query=VVBW-2206-KM-20010
512-SF &psml=bsbawueprod. psml&max=true

4. School curricula for Hamburg: https://www.hamburg.de/bildungsplaene/
5. Guidelines for sexuality education in Bremen: https://www.transparenz

. bremen. de/metainformationen/verfuegung-nr-5 9-20 l 3-schulische­
sexualerziehung-98788?asl=bremen02.c.732.de

6. Guidelines for sexuality education in Saxony-Anhalt: https://mb.sachsen
-anhalt.de/fileadmin/Bibliothek/Landesjournal/Bildung_ und _ Wissenschaft/
Erlasse/Sexualerziehung. pdf

7. School curricula for Schleswig-Holstein: https://lisa.sachsen-anhalt.de/
unterricht/lehrplaenerahmenrichtlinien

8. Curriculum guidelines for Thuringia: https://bildung.thueringen.de/bildung/
bildungsplan

9. Sexuality education curriculum guidelines for Berlin/Brandenburg: https://
lisum.berlin-brandenburg.de/einzelansicht-tt-news-fuer-solr?tx _ news _pi 1 %
5Baction%5D=detail&tx _ news _pi 1 %5Bcontroller%5D=News&tx _news_
pi 1 %5Bnews%5D=5632&cHash=2fb3 l 793a97294c773c373082b le82a0

10. Sexuality education guidelines for Rhineland-Palatinate: https://gesundheits
foerderung. bildung-rp. de/sexualerziehung/richtlinien-zur-sexualerziehung
.html

11. Sexuality education guidelines for Saarland: https://www.saarland.de/
SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/mbk/00 _Portalstart/publikationen/Richtlinien
Sexualerziehung2013. pdf? _ blob=publicationFile&v=2

12. Sexuality education guidelines for Hessen https://www.lsvd.de/media/doc/
3972/2016 _ hessen _lehrplan _sexualerziehung.pdf

13. Curriculum guidelines in health education for Mecklenburg-West Pomerania:
https ://www.bildung-mv.de/export/sites/bildungsserver/downloads/
unterricht/rahmenplaene _ allgemeinbildende _ schulen/fachuebergreifend/rp­
gesundheitserziehung. pdf

14. School curricula for Lower Saxony: https://www.mk.niedersachsen.de/
startseite/service/rechts _ und _ verwaltungsvorschriften/lehrplane/

15. Sexuality education guidelines for Nordrhein-Westphalen: https://www
. schulministeri um. nrw /Schulsy stem/RuL/Richtlini en -fuer-di e-Sexual er
ziehung-in-NR W. pdf

16. Sexuality education guidelines for Saxony: https://www.schule.sachsen.de/
download/OR _FSE _ Endfassung_ August_ 2016.pdf

https://www.landesrecht-bw.de/jportal/?quelle=jlink&query=VVBW-2206-KM-20010512-SF&psml=bsbawueprod.psml&max=true
https://www.landesrecht-bw.de/jportal/?quelle=jlink&query=VVBW-2206-KM-20010512-SF&psml=bsbawueprod.psml&max=true
https://www.landesrecht-bw.de/jportal/?quelle=jlink&query=VVBW-2206-KM-20010512-SF&psml=bsbawueprod.psml&max=true
https://www.hamburg.de/bildungsplaene/
https://www.transparenz.bremen.de/metainformationen/verfuegung-nr-59-2013-schulische-sexualerziehung-98788?asl=bremen02.c.732.de
https://www.transparenz.bremen.de/metainformationen/verfuegung-nr-59-2013-schulische-sexualerziehung-98788?asl=bremen02.c.732.de
https://www.transparenz.bremen.de/metainformationen/verfuegung-nr-59-2013-schulische-sexualerziehung-98788?asl=bremen02.c.732.de
https://mb.sachsen-anhalt.de/fileadmin/Bibliothek/Landesjournal/Bildung_und_Wissenschaft/Erlasse/Sexualerziehung.pdf
https://mb.sachsen-anhalt.de/fileadmin/Bibliothek/Landesjournal/Bildung_und_Wissenschaft/Erlasse/Sexualerziehung.pdf
https://mb.sachsen-anhalt.de/fileadmin/Bibliothek/Landesjournal/Bildung_und_Wissenschaft/Erlasse/Sexualerziehung.pdf
https://lisa.sachsen-anhalt.de/unterricht/lehrplaenerahmenrichtlinien
https://lisa.sachsen-anhalt.de/unterricht/lehrplaenerahmenrichtlinien
https://bildung.thueringen.de/bildung/bildungsplan
https://bildung.thueringen.de/bildung/bildungsplan
https://lisum.berlin-brandenburg.de/einzelansicht-tt-news-fuer-solr?tx_news_pi1%5Baction%5D=detail&tx_news_pi1%5Bcontroller%5D=News&tx_news_pi1%5Bnews%5D=5632&cHash=2fb31793a97294c773c373082b1e82a0
https://lisum.berlin-brandenburg.de/einzelansicht-tt-news-fuer-solr?tx_news_pi1%5Baction%5D=detail&tx_news_pi1%5Bcontroller%5D=News&tx_news_pi1%5Bnews%5D=5632&cHash=2fb31793a97294c773c373082b1e82a0
https://lisum.berlin-brandenburg.de/einzelansicht-tt-news-fuer-solr?tx_news_pi1%5Baction%5D=detail&tx_news_pi1%5Bcontroller%5D=News&tx_news_pi1%5Bnews%5D=5632&cHash=2fb31793a97294c773c373082b1e82a0
https://lisum.berlin-brandenburg.de/einzelansicht-tt-news-fuer-solr?tx_news_pi1%5Baction%5D=detail&tx_news_pi1%5Bcontroller%5D=News&tx_news_pi1%5Bnews%5D=5632&cHash=2fb31793a97294c773c373082b1e82a0
https://gesundheitsfoerderung.bildung-rp.de/sexualerziehung/richtlinien-zur-sexualerziehung.html
https://gesundheitsfoerderung.bildung-rp.de/sexualerziehung/richtlinien-zur-sexualerziehung.html
https://gesundheitsfoerderung.bildung-rp.de/sexualerziehung/richtlinien-zur-sexualerziehung.html
https://www.saarland.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/mbk/00_Portalstart/publikationen/RichtlinienSexualerziehung2013.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=2
https://www.saarland.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/mbk/00_Portalstart/publikationen/RichtlinienSexualerziehung2013.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=2
https://www.saarland.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/mbk/00_Portalstart/publikationen/RichtlinienSexualerziehung2013.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=2
https://www.lsvd.de/media/doc/3972/2016_hessen_lehrplan_sexualerziehung.pdf
https://www.lsvd.de/media/doc/3972/2016_hessen_lehrplan_sexualerziehung.pdf
https://www.bildung-mv.de/export/sites/bildungsserver/downloads/unterricht/rahmenplaene_allgemeinbildende_schulen/fachuebergreifend/rp-gesundheitserziehung.pdf
https://www.bildung-mv.de/export/sites/bildungsserver/downloads/unterricht/rahmenplaene_allgemeinbildende_schulen/fachuebergreifend/rp-gesundheitserziehung.pdf
https://www.bildung-mv.de/export/sites/bildungsserver/downloads/unterricht/rahmenplaene_allgemeinbildende_schulen/fachuebergreifend/rp-gesundheitserziehung.pdf
https://www.mk.niedersachsen.de/startseite/service/rechts_und_verwaltungsvorschriften/lehrplane/
https://www.mk.niedersachsen.de/startseite/service/rechts_und_verwaltungsvorschriften/lehrplane/
https://www.schulministerium.nrw/Schulsystem/RuL/Richtlinien-fuer-die-Sexualerziehung-in-NRW.pdf
https://www.schulministerium.nrw/Schulsystem/RuL/Richtlinien-fuer-die-Sexualerziehung-in-NRW.pdf
https://www.schulministerium.nrw/Schulsystem/RuL/Richtlinien-fuer-die-Sexualerziehung-in-NRW.pdf
https://www.schule.sachsen.de/download/OR_FSE_Endfassung_August_2016.pdf
https://www.schule.sachsen.de/download/OR_FSE_Endfassung_August_2016.pdf
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


The diffusion of knowledge responsibility 49 

17. Sexuality education guidelines for Bavaria: https://www.gesetze-bayem.de/
Content/Document/Bay VV _ 223 0 _ l _ l _ l _ l _ 3 _ K _ 964
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