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Thank you so much for inviting me to speak at this important event. I congratulate the 

FEMM Committee for organizing this hearing, and for spearheading the initiative of 

raising the profile of sexual and reproductive health and rights within the European 

Parliament. I and many others will be excited to follow the process of the coming SRHR 

report, and will be happy to provide assistance if needed. 

I represent the Center for Reproductive Rights, a global and legal human rights 

organization striving for women’s reproductive autonomy worldwide. I will approach the 

issue of sexuality education primarily through the lens of human rights.

So, I have been asked to talk about “Health Literacy and Sexuality Education.” I will start 

by, with due respect, question this title. Health literacy means, roughly speaking, the 

ability to understand and use healthcare information so that one can make decisions and 

follow instructions for medical treatment. Not that this isn’t important in relation to 

sexual and reproductive health. But comprehensive sexuality education is so much wider 

and more all-encompassing than information about disease and treatment. Namely, it 

should be seen as training for life, training for young people to critically be able to 

understand their bodies, their environments, and their ability to interact with each other 

and with their societies. A narrow focus on ill-health will not achieve these purposes and, 

moreover, will most likely have an off-putting effect on young people or seem utterly 

irrelevant to them. 

Traditional sexuality education has had a predominantly biological approach and has 

focused on preventing problems such as sexually transmitted infections or unwanted 

pregnancy. In contrast, comprehensive sexuality education, as understood in the human 

rights framework, has social, political, cultural, biological and ethical/moral components. 

It provides life skills by addressing values, stereotypes and prejudices, fostering critical 

thinking, and emphasizing the positive aspects of responsible sexual behavior. In short, 



comprehensive sexuality education ensures that young people can make informed choices 

about sex and relationships, learn to respect others’ choices, as well as learn to question 

myths and false perceptions about sexuality. 

This way of framing sexuality education has gained wide acceptance in the human rights 

world. 

For example, in 2010, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Education 

issued a groundbreaking report before the UN General Assembly on “the human right to 

comprehensive sexual education.” In his report he demonstrated that key UN human 

rights treaties support the human right to comprehensive sex ed, in the sense that such 

education is solidly based in well-established human rights norms. These major UN 

human rights treaties have all been ratified by all EU member states. 

In his report, the Special Rapporteur underlines the comprehensive, scientifically 

accurate, culturally sensitive and interdisciplinary nature of good sexuality education. He 

adds, importantly, that “pleasure in and enjoyment of sexuality, in the context of respect 

for others, should be one of the goals of comprehensive sexuality education, abolishing 

guilt feelings about eroticism that restrict sexuality to the mere reproductive function.” 

This is a clear shift away from the alarmist, fear-mongering approach of early or 

traditional sexuality education, and one that is much more likely to resonate with young 

people of today and seem relevant to their lives. 

I want to highlight a few, and very important points of the Special Rapporteur’s report, 

namely: 

- Sexuality	education	is	both	a	right	in	and	of	itself—indispensable	for	human	

dignity,	 autonomy	and self-worth—and	a	 right	necessary	 for	 the	 realization	

and	enjoyment	of	other	rights.	These	include	the	right	to	health,	information,	

freedom	from	cruel	and	inhuman	treatment,	privacy,	non-discrimination,	etc.	



- Comprehensive	 sexuality	 education	 must	 have	 a	 solid	 gender	 perspective,	

shedding	 light	 on	 and	 questioning	 patriarchal	 norms	 and	 stereotypical	

gender	 roles.	 It	 is	 a	 key	 component	 of	 in	 the	 fight	 against	 gender-based	

violence	and	sexual	harassment.	

- Comprehensive	 sexuality	 education	 must	 also	 embrace	 sexual	 diversity!	

There	 is	 a	 solid	 right	 for	 everyone	 to	 express	 his	 or	 her	 sexuality	without	

being	 discriminated	 against	 on	 grounds	 of	 sexual	 orientation	 or	 gender	

identity—and	 sexuality	 education	 has	 a	 strong	 role	 to	 play	 in	 order	 to	

combat	such	discrimination.	

The Special Rapporteur’s report is only a couple of years old, and one of the most 

detailed international human rights documents that there is on this subject. But the issue 

is not new. As early as 20 years ago, in 1994, the Program of Action of the International 

Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) established that universal access to 

sexuality education is essential for people’s enjoyment of their sexual and reproductive 

rights. This is a program that all EU Member States have committed to abide by and 

implement. It recognizes that sexuality education should begin in primary school and 

continue through all levels of formal and informal education. Similarly, both UNAIDS 

and the WHO have stated that sex ed should begin early, based on the well-established 

fact that it is more effective if given prior to puberty or at least prior to first intercourse. 

Here should also be emphasized that children or adolescents who do not receive sexuality 

education in school, will find out about sexuality through other means. We live in a world 

full of easily accessible information, both accurate information and misleading or directly 

harmful information. The UN Special Rapporteur cautions about what he calls a “model 

of sexuality education by omission.” By this he means leaving girls and boys on their 

own in seeking knowledge and messages on sexuality—through whatever means 

available. Adolescents of today will seek and find information. But, as we all know, 

much of what is out there is biased, scientifically inaccurate, discriminatory, reinforcing 

gender stereotypes, and may pressure young people into sexual behavior that they do not 

feel comfortable with. 



Furthermore, the widespread myth that sexuality education leads to earlier sexual debut 

and increases sexual activity among youth is false. Studies from different parts of the 

world show that with more information and knowledge by which to make informed and 

responsible choices, the sexual debut of young people tends to occur later. Adolescents 

who have received adequate and scientifically accurate sexuality education also know 

better to protect themselves against sexually transmitted infections and unwanted 

pregnancies. They are less likely to drop out of school, and can pursue their life goals 

better than those who have been poorly prepared for adult life. 

Abstinence-only programs have, across the board, not shown positive results on the 

sexual health of young people. Such programs marginalize young people who are already 

having sexual relations and do not foster informed and responsible decision-making. 

They also promote discriminatory views on people who live outside of the traditional 

heterosexual family, whether in same-sex relations or alone, with or without children. 

These programs do not offer a range of options to young people and do not foster critical 

thinking and a rights-approach to sexual health. They are also likely to seem unattractive 

and irrelevant to young people. 

As mentioned, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Education emphasizes strongly 

that sexuality education should encourage rethinking of the stereotypical roles assigned to 

men and women, “so that real equality can be achieved.” He also stresses that, in the 

name of non-discrimination and other human rights, sexual education programs should 

have a clear sexual diversity approach. 

This can be contrasted with the situation in several EU member states, predominantly in 

the eastern half of the Union. Several states have instead of sexuality education a subject 

called “Preparation for Family Life” or “Education for Marriage and Parenthood.” 

Strongly influenced by conservative religious norms and principles, these classes tend to 

focus on traditional values gender roles with strong emphasis on marriage and parenthood 

and virtually no discussion about gender equality and sexual diversity. Issues such as 



contraception, masturbation, and homosexuality tend to be described in discriminatory 

and dismissive terms. In a few countries these classes are integrated in classes on 

religion, emphasizing abstinence of sex before marriage and promoting only so-called 

natural family planning methods. Needless to say, these countries fall short of living up to 

the standards established under international human rights law. The EU has an important 

role to play in promoting the development of truly comprehensive, scientifically correct, 

and rights-promoting sexuality education programs in the whole Union. This is not an 

issue outside of the EUs mandate. Rather, it is an issue of greatest importance for values 

at the core of the EU project, such as human dignity, gender equality, and enjoyment of 

all rights as established by the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.

Finally, only to reiterate: children and adolescents have rights. Parents have 

responsibilities to guide and help their youngsters through life. But parents’ views and 

beliefs cannot stand in the way for the rights of children and adolescents. This goes in 

line with the primacy of the principle of the best interest of the child: a principle all EU 

member states are obliged to uphold. The EU bodies must do everything in their power to 

influence the states that do not live up to their obligations, so that European youth can 

grow, learn, work, and live a life characterized by self-respect and respect for others. 

Thank you. 


