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Abstract 

The present study investigates the influence of pupil and teacher gender on perceptions of 

teacher-adolescent pupil sexual relationships; same sex and cross gender dyads were 

included. Participants were provided with a vignette presenting such a relationship and were 

asked to rate how strongly they agreed with 23 statements regarding the scenario on a 7 point 

scale. A between subjects design was used. It was found that pupils were seen as less likely to 

have chosen to enter into the relationship when the teacher was male and the teacher was 

viewed as being in a more tempting situation when the pupil was male. Some prejudice 

against homosexual pupil-teacher relationships was found; participants thought same sex 

relationships would be seen as less ‘cool’ by the pupil’s peers and thought that pupils in such 

relationship would be more likely to become confused about their sexual orientation. If the 

relationship was a male homosexual relationship participants agreed more strongly that the 

teacher should go to prison for their behaviour than teachers in other dyads. 

Introduction  

It is necessary to investigate the influence of gender on perceptions of sexual relationships between 

teacher and pupils because although the law is gender neutral (in the U.K) the influence of gender on 

perceptions may have an impact on the decisions made in a court of law. Perceptions of such 

relationships can have an impact on sentencing and on how the law is constructed. In the UK 

the legal age of consent to sexual activity is 16, however those in a ‘position of trust’ (e.g. 

teachers) are not permitted to engage in a sexual relationship with a 16-18 year old they are in 

this kind of relationship with (BBC News, 2000).  

The age at which individuals are considered able to consent to participate in sexual activity is 

not the same in all areas of the world; even in Europe it ranges from 14-18. The age of 

consent has been changed several times in some countries, for example Spain recently raised 

the age of consent from 13 to 16 (The Guardian, 2013). This being so it seems that there is no 

universally agreed upon stage in a person’s development where they are seen as capable of 

deciding to have sex. This suggests that sexual relationships, where one individual is legally 

able to consent and the other is not, are not as clear cut as we might like to think. Whilst it 

seems obvious that relationships between teachers and pupils involving coercion are not 

acceptable, relationships of this nature which are consensual (although not in the eyes of the 

law) are more difficult to judge (Simpson, 2010, p.310).  
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In previous research on relationships between adults and underage people in Britain, Horvath 

and Giner-Sorolla (2007) presented participants with scenarios regarding such relationships. 

They found that such relationships were viewed more negatively if the adult was an older 

male, rather than an older female. They also found that adult-adolescent relationships were 

not viewed as harshly as preadolescent-adult relationships, but were judged more harshly 

than a relationship between two adults. Perceptions of the relationship were influenced by 

presumptions of harm as well as anger and disgust, with the effect of gender influenced by 

harm perceptions which were in turn influenced by emotions. Male respondents judged the 

relationship less harshly than female respondents.  

In a second study, using a jury eligible population (rather than a sample made up mostly of 

university students as in the first study), they investigated what kind of punishment outcomes 

would be considered appropriate in the case of an adult-adolescent relationship. Again they 

found that relationships involving older men were viewed more harshly than those involving 

older women and found similar effects of harm and emotions. Males did not view the 

scenarios less harshly. Both studies found no prejudice against same-sex relationships, with 

the second study finding female-female relationships to be viewed more favourably than 

other pairings. Just above half of the participants thought the adult should be charged with 

committing a crime but most recommended probation with a few suggesting a short prison 

sentence. This is interesting because although the participants knew that the adult had broken 

the law they did not offer harsh punishments. This suggests that cases of adult-adolescent 

relationships are not very clear cut and perhaps that public opinion on how such relationships 

should be treated is not in accordance with the law. If the adult was in a professional 

relationship with the adolescent, participants were more likely to say the adult had committed 

a crime. If the adult was unaware of the minor’s age this reduced perceptions of criminality. 

Promiscuity of the adolescent and presenting the adolescent as initiating the relationship did 

not mitigate perceptions of criminality. They also considered cultural factors and found that 

participants were less likely to view the adult as a criminal if both parties were portrayed as 

coming from a culture where this kind of relationship was normal. 

Sahl and Reid Keene (2010) carried out a study on the perceptions of adult-teen sexual 

relationships on students in the US. They presented participants with vignettes detailing an 

adult-adolescent relationship, manipulating adult gender, age gap and authority setting. They 

used cross gender dyads and found that men engaged in sexual relationships with girls were 

judged more severely than women with boys. They argued that this may be resultant of the 
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idea that in typical sexual scripts women are seen as less of a threat than men. Girls were 

perceived as suffering greater damage which they suggested was due to the idea that sexual 

behaviour is less tolerable in adolescent girls than in boys relating to the idea in sexual 

scripting that girls are delicate whereas boys are encouraged to gain sexual experience. 

Relationships with a larger age gap were seen as more worthy of a harsh prison sentence and 

more damaging, perhaps because such relationships are less common and may therefore be 

viewed as abnormal whereas relationships between younger adults and adolescents were not 

viewed as negatively. Authority setting also an impact; relationships involving teachers were 

viewed more negatively, particularly if the teacher was a man. Respondent gender influenced 

perceptions. For example, women perceived adult-adolescent relationships as more negative 

than men did across the study, supporting Horvath and Giner-Sorolla (2007). Men were more 

affected by the gender of both adult and adolescent involved whilst women were more 

impacted by an increased age gap. The effect of a larger age gap was bigger when the adult 

was a man (in line with the findings of Horvath and Giner-Sorolla, 2007); they suggest this 

may be due to perceptions that women involved in such a relationship may be demonstrating 

misguided affection. However, we must be careful when considering this result as the study 

did not include same gender dyads and therefore this may have been influenced by the gender 

of the adolescent i.e. the fact that it was a young girl engaging in sexual relations with an 

older man may have had an impact particularly given the sexual script of girls as more 

vulnerable. Perhaps an older adult woman involved in a sexual relationship with an 

adolescent girl would have also been viewed as particularly negative. 

Fromuth et al. (2001) investigated perceptions of College students on relationships between 

high school students and teachers. They investigated the effect of teacher age (24 or 39) and 

gender combination (cross-gender dyads). The student was presented as having problems 

with drugs and alcohol, running away from home and as being previously sexually active. 

The teacher was described as initiating an incident of sexual intercourse but not as using 

force. They investigated the impact of age and gender on perceptions of “psychological 

response”, “vulnerability and responsibility” and “legal and definitional issues” (p.65). They 

found that scenarios involving a male teacher and female student were seen as more negative, 

with the teacher perceived as taking advantage of the student and the student as more 

vulnerable, than those involving a female teacher and a male student. The student was also 

seen as more likely to experience psychological problems, be upset and less likely to have a 

positive sexual experience. Fromuth et al. claim this may be due to gender roles which 
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suggest males are encouraged to value and gain sexual experience. This is consistent with 

findings about other types of adult-adolescent relationships where the adult isn’t in a position 

of care. Again men viewed the experience more positively than women, suggesting a shorter 

jail sentence ought to be given and perceiving the experience in a more positive light. 

Fromuth and Holt (2008) considered teacher-pupil sexual misconduct and investigated the 

effect of the pupil’s age on perceptions. Participants were presented with cross-gender dyads 

with the pupil aged 9, 12 or 15. The younger the pupil was, the more abusive the situation 

was perceived. The male teacher/female pupil dyad was perceived more negatively than the 

female teacher/male pupil dyad. Women viewed the scenario more negatively. The finding 

that relationships with younger pupils were perceived as more abusive may be due to factors 

such as age-gap between the teacher and the pupil, sexual maturity and perhaps the capacity 

for more harm to be done to younger children. 

The studies on teacher-pupil sexual relationships described previously failed to consider same 

sex dyads so it can be difficult to tell whether the gender of the pupil or the teacher is having 

an effect (although Horvath and Giner-Sorolla’s 2007 research on adult-adolescent 

relationships did not find any prejudice against same sex relationships). However, Dollar et 

al. (2004) did include same sex pairings. They found that same gender male dyads were 

considered to be less normal than other pairings whilst female teacher/male pupil 

relationships were seen as the most normal. Same gender dyads, particularly male/male, were 

perceived as more likely to lead to confusion about sexual orientation, future psychological 

problems, and upset of the pupil than cross-gender pairings. They were also recommended 

harsher prison sentences than any other dyad. Female participants were more likely to hold 

these perceptions. Males rated experiences involving female students as more normal than 

those involving male students, and were more likely to think the pupil’s peers would think the 

relationship was cool. Males didn’t consider the relationship to be wrong if the teacher was 

female and considered such experiences to be positive, however females did not make this 

distinction. In male/male dyads the teacher was rated as more guilty of committing a crime 

and more worthy of punishment. Female teachers were seen as less deserving of punishment 

than male teachers by male respondents. Females were more likely to think the teacher 

should not be able to practise as a teacher. In contrast to the findings of Horvath and Giner-

Sorolla (2007) Dollar et al. found that male/male dyads were viewed most negatively, 

suggesting some bias against male homosexuality. Males were found to be more affected by 

traditional gender roles, e.g. viewing relationships involving female teachers as less harmful 
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due to the perception of females as less threatening and viewing the female teacher/male 

pupil dyad as the least harmful perhaps because of the idea that young males should value 

such experiences. Women, were not so affected by gender roles, viewing all the relationships 

more negatively than males. Dollar et al. suggested this was due to a superior knowledge of, 

and greater sensitivity to, issues around sexual ill-treatment as women are more likely to be 

the subject of sexual victimisation than men. 

The present study assessed perceptions of teacher-pupil sexual relationships where the pupil 

is below the age of consent in Britain (under 16). It is a vignette study, with the scenario 

presented in the form of a letter and perceptions being measured by scores given by 

participants on a rating scale for several statements regarding the scenario. 

 

Method: 

Design: 

A 2x2 between subjects design was used. Participants were presented with a vignette 

containing the 2 independent variables (IVs): teacher gender (male or female) and pupil 

gender (male or female). There were four different conditions each with a different version of 

the vignette (male-male, male-female, female-female and female-male). There were 23 

dependent variables which were each measured on a rating scale. 

Participants:  

A power analysis was conducted and it was found that a minimum of 20 participants per cell 

was needed in order to get a medium effect size. Participants were selected using a 

convenience sample. 84 participants completed the study (65 female and 19 male). Their ages 

ranged between 19 and 31 with a mean age of 20.69 (SD= 1.64).  

Apparatus: 

Participants were presented with a paper and pencil task. They were given an information 

sheet, a consent form, one of the vignettes, and the rating task sheet consisting of 23 

statements which participants were asked to rate from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 

agree). 

Procedure: 
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Participants completed a questionnaire taking approximately 10 minutes. They were first 

given an information sheet (Appendix 1) followed by a consent form (Appendix 2).  

Each participant was then presented with one of the four vignettes which varied in teacher 

and pupil gender. The vignette was presented in the form of a letter (see Appendix 3) from 

the Headmaster of a Secondary School to a fictitious teaching body of which the teacher 

described was a member. The letter described that it had been discovered that the 23 year old 

teacher had been having a sexual relationship with a 15 year old pupil. Both teacher and pupil 

were portrayed as being actively engaged in the relationship and there was no suggestion of 

sex being forced by either party. This was done to minimize issues of coercion. The age gap 

between the teacher and pupil was intentionally minimal (whilst ensuring the pupil was under 

the legal age of consent in the UK) as previous research has found that relationships between 

an older man and an adolescent are perceived more negatively (Horvath and Giner-Sorolla, 

2007). This could have confounded gender effects. 

After reading the letter participants were presented with a set of 23 statements (see Appendix 

4) regarding the relationship described. Participants rated them on a 7 point scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The statements considered the 

appropriateness of the relationship, moral responsibility, harm caused, punishment/legality 

and pupil characteristics. The statements were randomized using a random number generator 

to control for effects of the order of the statements. 

Results: 

The data was tested for homogeneity of variance using Levene’s test; the data did not violate 

homogeneity of variance with the exceptions of DV5, DV9 and DV11. DV9 ‘The teacher has 

behaved inappropriately’ was retested using Hartley’s Fmax and was found not to violate 

homogeneity of variance according to this test. However DV5 and DV11 were still found to 

violate homogeneity of variance. In DV11 ‘The teacher has behaved illegally’ this was found 

to be due to a ceiling effect in the data, with 75 out of 84 participants rating this statement at 

the top of the rating scale (7: strongly agree). Attempts were made to transform the data for 

DV5 ‘The teacher has breached their duty of care towards the pupil’, however the data still 

violated homogeneity of variance thus the data from DV5 was discounted. The data was also 

tested for normality using measures of skew and kurtosis. All data fell within the acceptable 

limits (Skew: +/-3.6, Kurtosis: +/-14.9) with the exception of DV11 ‘The teacher has behaved 

illegally’ which fell just outside the acceptable limits for skew at -3.699. 
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A correlational analysis of the dependent variables was carried out and it was found that DV2 

‘The relationship described is healthy’ and DV4 ‘The relationship is likely to have a positive 

effect on the pupil’s future sexual activity’ had a positive correlation >0.55 so the two 

dependent variables were grouped together as a category; C1 ‘Healthiness of relationship’. 

DV7 ‘The teacher acted wrongly’ and DV14 ‘The pupil acted wrongly’ had a positive 

correlation >0.55. DV14 ‘The pupil acted wrongly’ and DV13 ‘The pupil has behaved 

inappropriately’ also had a positive correlation of >0.55. DV7, 13 and 14 were grouped 

together as a category; C2 ‘Moral responsibility’. Although DV7 ‘The teacher acted wrongly’ 

and DV13 ‘The pupil has behaved inappropriately’ did not have a correlation greater than +/-

0.55 they had a positive correlation of +0.462. This did not run contrary to the other 

correlations and therefore it seemed appropriate to combine them. None of the other DVs 

could be grouped so were analyzed individually. 

A two-way (2x2) ANOVA was carried out on each of the dependent variables using the 

‘teacher gender’ and ‘pupil gender’ independent variables. Not all results were significant. 

Only significant results have been reported. Due to the fact that several tests were carried out 

on the data, significance levels should be interpreted with caution. 

A significant main effect of teacher gender was found for DV6 ‘The pupil chose to enter into 

the relationship’ (M= 5.095, SD= 1.525; F1, 80= 4.783, p<0.05). Participants rated the pupil 

as having less choice in entering the relationship when the teacher was male than when the 

teacher was female. 

A significant interaction between teacher gender and pupil gender was found for DV15 ‘The 

relationship would be seen as ‘cool’ by the pupil’s peers’ (M= 3.178, SD= 1.629; F1, 80= 

7.006, p<0.01). If the pupil was female, participants rated the relationship as being perceived 

as more ‘cool’ by the pupil’s peers if the teacher was male. If the pupil was male, participants 

rated the relationship as being perceived as more ‘cool’ by the pupil’s peers if the teacher was 

female. 
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Graph to show interaction for DV15 ‘The relationship would be seen as ‘cool’ by the pupil’s 

peers’ 

 

 

A significant main effect of pupil gender was found for DV16 ‘The teacher was in a tempting 

situation’ (M= 3.5, SD= 2.02; F1, 80= 4.035, p<0.05). The teacher was rated as being in a 

more tempting situation when the pupil was male. 

A significant main effect of teacher gender was found for DV19 ‘The teacher should go to 

prison for their behaviour’ (M= 3.571, SD= 2.043, SD= F1, 80= 3.993, p<0.05). A significant 

interaction between teacher gender and pupil gender was also found for DV19 (F1, 80= 

4.033, p<0.05). Participants agreed with the statement more strongly when the teacher was 

male, but this was only the case when the pupil was male. When the pupil was female 

participants agreed equally as strongly with the statement regardless of teacher gender. 
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Teacher Gender 

Graph showing interaction for DV19 ‘The teacher should go to prison for their behaviour’ 

 

 

 

A significant interaction between teacher gender and pupil gender was found for DV23 ‘The 

pupil will become confused about their sexual orientation’ (M= 3.333, SD= 1.744; F1, 80= 

7.396, p<0.01). Participants rated pupils in same sex dyads (male-male/female-female) as 

more likely to become confused about their sexual orientation than those in cross gender 

dyads (male-female/female-male).  

/.. 
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Graph to show interaction for DV23 ‘The pupil will become confused about their sexual 

orientation’ 

 

 

 

Discussion 

The finding that participants rated the pupil as less likely to have chosen to enter into the 

relationship when the teacher was male rather than female may have arisen from the idea that 

men are more of a threat than women (Sahl and Reid Keene, 2010) and thus would be more 

able to coerce the pupil into entering into a sexual relationship with them. 

A bias against homosexual relationships is suggested; same sex relationships were thought to 

be perceived as less ‘cool’ by the pupil’s peers than cross gender relationships and pupils in 
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same sex relationships were rated as more likely to become confused about their sexual 

orientation. Also, when both teacher and pupil were male participants agreed more strongly 

with the statement ‘The teacher should go to prison for their behaviour’, suggesting an 

additional bias against male homosexuality perhaps viewing it as more harmful than cross 

gender relationships (if homosexuality was perceived as abnormal by some participants) and 

more harmful than female homosexual relationships perhaps because of the traditional idea of 

women as less of a threat (Sahl and Reid Keene, 2010). These findings run contrary to 

Horvath and Giner-Sorolla (2007) who found no bias against homosexual relationships, 

however they studied adult-adolescent relationships rather than teacher-pupil relationships so 

perhaps the power position of the adult had an impact on people’s perceptions. 

However the finding that homosexual relationships would be considered less ‘cool’ by 

pupil’s peers does not necessarily reflect the opinion of the participants; it may be that they 

think that is the prevailing opinion amongst 15 year olds. This statement was intended to 

reflect the perceived normalcy of the relationship however it may not reflect the normalcy as 

actually perceived by the participants. 

It was found that participants perceived the teacher as being in a more tempting situation if 

the pupil was male. This links in with the idea that young males are encouraged to gain 

sexual experience and thus may act in a more promiscuous manner whereas sexual behavior 

in girls is less acceptable so they may be less likely to act in this way (Sahl and Reid Keene  

2010, Fromuth et al. 2001 etc). 

The findings suggest that gender does have an impact on perceptions of teacher-pupil sexual 

relationships in some ways so this in turn may have an impact on decisions made in such 

cases, even where the law or school policies are gender neutral. Particularly interesting is the 

finding that homosexual relationships, particularly male ones, were viewed as more 

detrimental. If further research were to confirm this finding then it would be worth 

investigating why and considering it in decision making, given the demand at the present 

time for homosexual and heterosexual relationships to be treated in the same way. 

In current research on perceptions of homosexual relationships the PewResearch Global 

Attitudes Project (2013) investigated attitudes towards homosexuality across the world. 

Amongst their findings were the discoveries that: in Britain 76% of people agreed that society 

should accept homosexuality whilst 18% disagreed, generally homosexuality was less 

acceptable in countries where religion is very important, in most countries there was no 
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difference in opinion between males and females but where there was women were found to 

be more accepting and, younger respondents were more accepting across most countries. 

These factors may have had an impact, particularly people’s religious beliefs. In a further 

study it would be worth investigating whether this influenced people’s perceptions of teacher- 

adolescent pupil homosexual relationships. It is also worth noting that most of the 

participants were students from the University of Nottingham where there are many 

international students (in 2012/13 approximately 27% of students at the UK campus were 

international students) so some participants are likely to be from different countries where 

perceptions of homosexuality are different. The Global Attitudes project found extreme 

differences between countries for example finding the most acceptance in EU countries and 

views in the Asia/Pacific region being largely negative. In further research it would be 

interesting to see whether this has an influence on perceptions in the context of teacher-pupil 

relationships. 

Participants in the present study were aged 19-31 so the findings may not be generalizable to 

people in older age groups. Age would be worth investigating, particularly as we found a bias 

against homosexuality despite the fact that the Pew Research project found attitudes towards 

homosexuality are generally more positive amongst younger people. It would be interesting 

to see if this bias is more marked amongst an older population as this could mean that factors 

such as the age of the jury may have a major impact on sentencing in cases of teacher-pupil 

relationships where both parties are of the same gender. 

Unfortunately, due to the small sample size and the fact that there were not equal numbers of 

males and females in each condition any attempt to analyse the effect of respondent gender 

on results would have been heavily confounded. In a further study with a larger sample size it 

would be interesting to investigate whether respondent gender did have an impact particularly 

given the findings of previous research such as Sahl and Reid Keene (2010) and Dollar et al 

(2004) etc. that men are more effected by gender roles than women and women view 

teacher/pupil (or adult/adolescent) relationships more negatively than men do. 
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Appendix 1: Information sheet 

University of Nottingham 

School of Psychology 

Information Sheet 

Research Project on: Perceptions of Teacher-Adolescent Pupil Sexual 

Relationships 

Researcher: Sophie Thompson 

Contact Details: lpyst2@nottingham.ac.uk 

Supervisor: Professor David Clarke 

 

This is an invitation to take part in a research study on attitude towards teacher‐

adolescent sexual relationships.  

The study involves reading a letter regarding such a relationship then rating a series 

of statements on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Please read 

the letter and statements carefully. Participation should take around 10 minutes in 

total. 

Participation in this study is voluntary and you are under no obligation to take part. 

You may withdraw at any point before or during the study. All data collected will be 

kept confidential and used for research purposes only. 

If you have any questions or concerns please ask now, or contact me on the above 

email address. 

If you have been affected by the material in this study, help is available from: 

University Counselling Service: 01159513695 

Nightline: 01159514985 

 

Please complete the consent form on the next page.  

Once all sections of the study have been completed they can be returned to me or to 

room A12 in the Psychology building.  
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Appendix 2: Consent form 

CONSENT FORM 

Perceptions of Teacher‐Adolescent Pupil Sexual Relationships 

Investigators: Sophie Thompson, Professor David Clarke (supervisor) 

 

The participant should complete the whole of this sheet himself/herself. Please cross 
out as necessary 

 

• Have you read and understood the participant information sheet YES/NO 

• Have you had the opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study YES/NO 

• Have all the questions been answered satisfactorily YES/NO 

• Have you received enough information about the study YES/NO 

• Do you understand that you are free to withdraw from the study: 

at any time YES/NO 

without having to give a reason YES/NO 

• Do you agree to take part in the study YES/NO 

“This study has been explained to me to my satisfaction, and I agree to take part. I 
understand that I am free to withdraw at any time.” 

Signature of the Participant:                                                   Date: 

 

Name (in block capitals): 

Age: 

Gender: 

I have explained the study to the above participant and he/she has agreed to take 
part. 

Signature of researcher:                                                           Date: 
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Appendix 3: Master vignette 
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  1.  The pupil was coerced into sexual activity with the teacher. 

  2.  The relationship described is healthy. 

  3.  The teacher’s behaviour is understandable. 

  4.  The relationship is likely to have a positive effect on the pupil’s future sexual 
activity. 

  5.  The teacher has breached their duty of care towards the pupil. 

  6.  The pupil chose to enter into the relationship. 
 

  7.  The teacher acted wrongly. 

  8.  The pupil is a high achiever. 

  9.  The teacher has behaved inappropriately. 

  10.  This behaviour is likely to lead to a long‐lasting relationship. 

  11.  The teacher has behaved illegally. 

  12.  The pupil was unlikely to have been sexually active prior to the relationship. 

  13.  The pupil has behaved inappropriately. 

  14.  The pupil acted wrongly. 

  15.  This relationship would be seen as ‘cool’ by the pupil’s peers. 

  16.  The teacher was in a tempting situation. 

  17.  The teacher should not be punished for their behaviour. 

  18.  The pupil is likely to have experienced problems at home. 

  19.  The teacher should go to prison for their behaviour. 

  20.  The teacher should no longer be able to work as a teacher. 

  21.  The relationship is consensual. 

  22.  It is likely that the pupil will face psychological problems in the future. 

  23.  It is likely that the pupil will become confused about their sexual orientation. 

Read these statements carefully and rate them on a scale from 1‐7. 1 being strongly disagree and 7 being strongly 
agree. Write the number in the box next to the statement: 

Appendix 4: Rating scale 
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Appendix 5: ANOVA tables for significant results 
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