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Sexuality and population 
education 
O.J. Sikes 

Each new 
generation of 
children 

faces health chal
lenges, but those 
faced by today 's 
school-age group 
seem particularly 
daunting. Chil
dren are con
fronted at an early 
age by situations 
that require 
know ledge for 

behaviour. 
Children learn to 
care about what 
happens to others 
as a result of 
irresponsible 
behaviour, to 
care about what 
happens to the 
environment, 
and so on . 

decision-making How to become healthy adults: this is the great challenge for todoy's young people. 

Experience 
has shown that it 
is possible to 
introduce some 
of the most and skills for 

preventive action. Very often adoles
cents find themselves under strong 
peer pressure to engage in highly 
risky behaviour which can have 
serious implications for. their lives. 

Early pregnancy, for instance, 
clearly limits girls' education and 
employment opportunities. When 
drugs, alcohol and tobacco are also 
involved, early pregnancy involves 
an added danger of birth defects . 
Although its association with higher 
risks of maternal mortality has been 
widely known for years, the problem 
of early pregnancy persists. The 
spread ofHIV/AIDS among adoles
cents is a more recent phenomenon, 
but is growing in importance, while 
the traditional problem of sexually 
transmitted diseases among adoles
cents continues to increase. 

In 1994, the International 
Conference on Population and 
Development drew attention to these 
problems and urged countries and the 
UN system to assign high priority to 
the reproductive health needs of 
adolescents. It also endorsed the 
goal of Education for All, with spe
cial emphasis on the education of 

girls. Since then, a number of other 
major international conferences, such 
as the Fourth World Conference on 
Women, have drawn attention to 
the health and education needs of 
adolescents. 

Such bodies as UNESCO, 
UNICEF, WHO and UNFPA are 
working on these issues with min
istries of education around the world. 
UNFPA is funding projects on popu
lation education in over 70 develop
ing countries, while other donors are 
funding related activities, and gov
ernments around the world are build
ing these activities into their school 
curricula. 

Population education devotes 
considerable attention to family life, 
sexuality and human ecology. 
Educators have long realized that 
traditional methods of instruction do 
not sufficiently prepare young people 
to meet challenges that have such an 
important bearing upon their lives. 
Population education stresses partici
patory teaching techniques that 
encourage students to reflect on the 
issues, and to think about the impli
cations of the issues and of their own 

important concepts in the area of 
reproductive and sexual health 
without arousing controversy. These 
include respect for others (especially 
persons of the other sex); self
esteem; the possibility of planning 
families and understanding that 
children are ideally born as the result 
of a conscious decision by loving 
and responsible parents; the impor
tance of postponing the first preg
nancy; and the abi lity to withstand 
peer pressure. A key ingredient in 
the success of these projects is the 
involvement and support of parents 
and the community. Health systems, 
and health educators in particular, 
can play an important role in ensur
ing that support. • 
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