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An Open Letter from the International Association for Adolescent Health (IAAH) about 

Comprehensive Sexuality Education in Schools 

August 2023 

We need our children to grow and develop to become socially connected, productive adults who are able to engage 

and contribute to their communities. This process involves supporting their physical growth alongside their emotional, 

social, spiritual, and sexual development – starting at birth. Developing a positive and healthy understanding of 

sexuality is as central to children and young people as every other area of human development. 

Now, more than ever, we need to support adolescents across the world to be informed and take control of their sexual 

health and wellbeing. Global health challenges, including the closure of many sexual health services because of the 

pandemic, national economic crises, and political/philosophical belief systems impeding human rights, collide with the 

rapid expansion of technologies that penetrate even the most private aspects of personal life. This means that our 

biggest ever global population of young people face more complex threats to sexual health and wellbeing than previous 

generations, with fewer resources to counter them. Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) is vital for healthy 

development and schools are the right place to deliver this, alongside the efforts of families at home. 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, international high-quality research has shown that school-based CSE 

programmes lead to: delayed initiation of sexual intercourse; decreased frequency of sexual intercourse; decreased 

number of sexual partners; reduced risk taking; increased use of condoms; and increased use of contraception. 

Moreover, CSE decreases gender-based violence, prevents sexual abuse of children, and decreases risk factors for 

depression and suicidality amongst youth. It allows children and adolescents to fully understand consent. The common-

sense key concepts of CSE (Figure 1) show different aspects of sexual development that are vital to wellbeing. 

From the members of its global network, IAAH has noted a surge in communications to Governments and the media 

that express concern about the teaching of CSE in schools. As the Council of an organisation that supports health and 

education professionals who serve adolescents and their families, we see danger in every effort to undermine CSE. 

We believe that every parent wants their children to have fulfilling relationships that are free from harm. We also 

understand that, despite the best of intentions, many parents find it difficult to have the conversations that equip 

adolescents with the knowledge and skills to negotiate the complexity of contemporary relationships, including those 

online. School-based CSE ensures that students have the developmentally-appropriate, culturally-appropriate, 

evidence-informed and professionally supported information across their schooling that they need to counter the 

avalanche of inaccurate and exaggerated representations of sex and relationships in the media. 

CSE is thus shared between school and other institutions including the family. School-based CSE does not replace the 

parental roles and responsibilities in educating children about their reproductive health, but rather augments it. It is 

important for educators to receive training that takes into account different ages, stages of development, sexual 

orientation and identity, and national context, in order to deliver accurate and suitable information with competence 

and confidence. In partnership with families and community leaders, this is how we equip and empower our children. 

We believe that it is not a coincidence that a group of people are challenging national governments, UNESCO and WHO. 

We believe that this is an orchestrated attempt by a group of ideology-driven organizations, which are neither 

interested in the evidence nor the context, to undermine years of legislation and advocacy that both protect the rights 

of children and adolescents and also save lives. 

It is not the right of adults to enforce ignorance on their own children, or other people’s children. It is important to see 

these challenges to CSE for what they are, an orchestrated attempt to undermine adolescents’ access to evidence-

based, developmentally-appropriate and culturally-appropriate information.  

We will rally behind those who are being challenged and encourage them to stand firm. Young people need us to do 

so. We hope that like-minded civil society organisations, academic leaders, community and faith-based 

organisations, political parties, and nations will join with us to denounce organised efforts to undermine CSE. 

https://www.1point8b.org/
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/9789231002595
https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list?module=treaty-detail&treatynum=201
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379607
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Key concept 1: 

Relationships 

Key concept 2: 

Values, Rights, Culture and Sexuality 

Key concept 3:  

Understanding Gender 

Topics: 
 

1.1 Families 

1.2 Friendship, Love and Romantic 

Relationships 

1.3 Tolerance, Inclusion and Respect 

1.4 Long-term Commitments 

and Parenting 

Topics: 
 

2.1 Values and Sexuality 

2.2 Human Rights and Sexuality 

2.3 Culture, Society and Sexuality 

Topics: 
 

3.1 The Social Construction of 

Gender and Gender Norms 

3.2 Gender Equality, Stereotypes and 

Bias 

3.3 Gender-based Violence 

Key concept 4: 
Violence and Staying Safe 

Key concept 5: 
Skills for Health and Wellbeing 

Key concept 6: 
The Human Body and Development 

Topics: 
 

4.1 Violence 

4.2 Consent, Privacy and Bodily 

Integrity 

4.3 Safe use of Information and 

Communication Technologies 

(ICTs) 

Topics: 
 

5.1 Norms and Peer Influence on 

Sexual Behaviour 

5.2 Decision-making 

5.3 Communication, Refusal and 

Negotiation Skills 

5.4 Media Literacy and Sexuality 

5.5 Finding Help and Support 

Topics: 
 

6.1 Sexual and Reproductive 

Anatomy and Physiology 

6.2 Reproduction 

6.3 Puberty 

6.4 Body Image 

Key concept 7: 
Sexuality and Sexual Behaviour 

Key concept 8: 
Sexual and Reproductive Health 

Topics: 
 

7.1 Sex, Sexuality and the Sexual Life Cycle 

7.2 Sexual Behaviour and Sexual Response 

Topics: 
 

8.1 Pregnancy and Pregnancy Prevention 

8.2 HIV and AIDS Stigma, Care, Treatment and Support 

8.3 Understanding, Recognizing and Reducing the Risk of STIs, 

including HIV 

Figure 1. Key concepts of Comprehensive Sexuality Education https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770 p 36 

All Stakeholders supporting CSE  
The adolescent health community is with you; contact us if you need support. 

 

Table-1. Research Findings on the Impact of Comprehensive Sexuality Education on Children and Adolescents 

This table lists the number and percentage of studies that showed each result described below. A total of 87 
evaluated sexuality education programmes are included in the table, across different regions of the world, but not 

every programme included every topic shown. 

Initiation of Sex  Use of Condoms  

Delayed initiation  23 (37%) Increased use  23 (40%) 

Had no significant impact  40 (63%) Had no significant impact  35 (60%) 

Hastened initiation  0 (0%) Decreased use  0 (0%) 

Frequency of Sex  Use of Contraception  

Decreased frequency  10 (31%) Increased use  6 (40%) 

Had no significant impact  21 (66%) Had no significant impact  8 (53%) 

Increased frequency  1 (3%) Decreased use  1 (7%) 

Number of Sexual Partners  Sexual Risk-Taking  

Decreased number  16 (44%) Reduced risk 16 (53%) 

Had no significant impact  20 (56%) Had no significant impact  13 (43%) 

Increased number  0 (0%) Increased risk  1 (3%) 
Reference- https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770 Appendix IV p128 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770
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What is the IAAH position on Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE)? 

The International Association for Adolescent Health believes that: 

1- CSE is a right of every child and adolescent. 
2- CSE promotes the health and wellbeing of children and adolescents.  
3- CSE does not lead to inappropriate sexual behaviours. 
4- CSE should be made available to all children and adolescents globally across in-school and out-of-

school settings. 
5- CSE should be provided in a developmentally-appropriate and culturally-appropriate manner.  
6- Students, teachers, parents, peer educators, community leaders, social care and health care 

providers should be involved in operationalisation of CSE. 
7- CSE should have parity with other curriculum subjects and teachers should have the resources and 

training to deliver it effectively. 
8- Civil society, community and political organisations should support CSE and effectively oppose any 

efforts to undermine it. 
9- National education ministries should monitor and continuously improve CSE implementation 

across all settings, supported by global benchmarking data and good practice examples. 
10- The scientific community should support CSE implementation with existing and new research. 

 

What can we do? 

Young People, Parents and Community Leaders: If you feel that you need more information about CSE, please look at 

this Q&A prepared by WHO. Schools will be happy to speak with you about their CSE plans. If there is no CSE in your 

local school yet, please ask your education and health professionals how you can get involved in making it happen! 

Policymakers and Politicians: Read this article to see how Parliamentarians are prioritising CSE – you are not alone! 

Find out how other countries are innovating in this field through case studies. Talk to community leaders, teachers, 

young people and parents – what do they think? 

Media professionals: Please think critically about any approaches from people about this subject. Who are they? Who 

do they represent? Who else in your community can comment on the subject and provide some balance? What do 

local young people think – where is their voice? 

Health professionals: Please brief yourself about the evidence base on CSE (summarised in Table 1) and make yourself 

available to your local schools and to media professionals. Think about the sex, reproductive health and relationship 

needs of your community – what problems do young people consult you with? How can CSE address their needs? How 

can families help? Offer support to parents, so that they can educate their children and young people in the home as 

well. 

Education professionals delivering CSE: Consolidate your relationships with families, community leaders and local 

health professionals. Present a united front when challenged by people who do not have the best interests of your 

young people at heart. Seek out opportunities to engage with local media to tell the ‘good news’ stories of your 

experience. Reach out to other professionals currently delivering CSE. It could be useful to update your knowledge 

about CSE so that you can be a champion for CSE delivery.  

Education professionals not yet delivering CSE: If you are uncertain about the need for CSE, please read about what 

is happening around the world, and how you can innovate in your country. You should be able to find school curricula 

and ministerial directives, which recommend CSE in most countries. This could help you appreciate its importance and 

dispel misconceptions you might have about why it should be taught in schools. If you already appreciate the need for 

CSE, reach out to others currently delivering it to find out more about their experiences and be an advocate for CSE 

delivery. These attacks on CSE in schools are dangerous, but they may also provide an opportunity to advocate for 

extending CSE into your context. Start with families and community leaders – what do they know, and how can the 

provision of CSE in your schools help your young people?  

  

https://www.who.int/news-room/questions-and-answers/item/comprehensive-sexuality-education
https://www.who.int/news/item/13-04-2023-finding-common-ground-in-a-connected-world--parliamentarians-prioritize-comprehensive-sexuality-education-%28cse%29
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379607
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379607
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379607
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379607
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379607
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Notes 

The International Association for Adolescent Health (IAAH) is a multidisciplinary, non-government organization which 

aims to improve the health, development and wellbeing of 10-24-year-old adolescents and young adults, in every 

region of the world. Since its inception in 1987, IAAH has been committed to evidence-informed practices and policies, 

and to ensuring that young voices inform our work. https://iaah.org/ 

IAAH Council 2021-2025:  

Officers: Jonathan Klein (President, USA); Susan Sawyer (Past-president, Australia); Meera Beharry (Treasurer, 
USA); Jenna Baumgartner (Executive Administrator, USA). 
 

Regional Vice-Presidents: Fadia AlBuhairan (Saudi Arabia); Nicola Gray (UK); Melissa Kang (Australia); Emma Llanto 
(Philippines); Adesola Olumide (Nigeria); Asha Pemberton (Trinidad & Tobago); Harish Pemde (India); Mauricio 
Scarpello (Argentina); Risa Turetsky (USA). 
 

Ex-officio members: Maria del Carmen Calle Davila (Peru); Laura Offutt (USA); Melis Pehlivantürk Kizilkan (Turkey). 
 

This statement was approved by the IAAH Council on 12 July 2023.  
 

Please contact us for further information using the email address secretariat@iaah.org. 

Twitter: @IAAHGlobal https://twitter.com/IAAHglobal  

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/globalIAAH/  

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/iaahglobal/ 

LinkedIn: IAAH YPN https://www.linkedin.com/groups/13560236/  
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