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ACCESSING SEXUAL HEALTH 
EDUCATION MATERIALS 
IN SCHOOLS AND PUBLIC 
LIBRARIES 

Across Canada, schools and libraries are being 
called to review, censor, or remove books 
focused on sexuality, gender identity, and sexual 
orientation (Brown, 2023; Lederman, 2023; Logan, 2023). 
Often, calls to remove educational materials are 
framed within the context of parental rights or 
child protection (Benchetrit, 2023; Kemp, 2023) and 
claim resources focused on sexual health topics 
are “pornographic” (Logan, 2023). 

Responses to these calls have highlighted the 
abilities of libraries and librarians to distinguish 
between educational and pornographic 
materials, choose credible books, defend 
freedom of expression and the right to read, and 
challenge efforts to stigmatize 2SLGBTQINA+ 
communities (Canadian School Libraries, 2023; New 

Brunswick Women’s Council, 2023; Unger, 2022). 

In this SIECCAN Issue Brief, we add to this 
conversation by highlighting young people’s 
right to access educational resources that assist 
them in making autonomous decisions about 
their sexual health.

Access to information that can be used  
to make autonomous decisions is a 
human right. 

All children and youth have a 
fundamental right to information that 
enables them to protect, promote, and 
enhance their bodily autonomy, sexual 
health, and well-being (SIECCAN, 2019; 

SIECCAN, 2023). 

ACCESSIBILITY AND HUMAN 
RIGHTS ARE CORE PRINCIPLES 
OF COMPREHENSIVE SEXUAL 
HEALTH EDUCATION 

Access to relevant sexual health information 
is a core principle of comprehensive sexual 
health education (SIECCAN, 2019). The Canadian 
Guidelines for Sexual Health Education (SIECCAN, 

2019, p.23) state that:

All people should have access to age-
appropriate sexual health information 
and resources beginning in childhood and 
continuing across the lifespan.

A large majority of youth (83%) and parents 
(73%) across Canada agree that access to age-
appropriate sexual health education in schools is 
a basic right for all children and youth (Loveless et 

al., 2022; SIECCAN, 2023). 

2SLGBTQINA+ youth have a right to access 
materials that reflect their lived experiences 
and sexual health needs (see SIECCAN, 2019; 

2023). Educational resources that have inclusive 
language and represent a range of bodies and 
relationships are often missing in sexual health 
education (Epps et al., 2023; Planned Parenthood Toronto, 

2016; Tordoff et al., 2020). Removing materials 
focused on gender and sexual diversity violates 
the rights of 2SLGBTINA+ youth to access 
critical, relevant sexual health information. 
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BENEFITS OF COMPREHENSIVE SEXUAL HEALTH EDUCATION 

There is strong evidence that comprehensive sexual health education can provide young people with the 
information, motivation, and skills to enhance their sexual health and reduce outcomes that negatively 
impact sexual health and well-being (see SIECCAN, 2019; 2020; 2023 to review the relevant research). 

Comprehensive sexual health education is critical for the prevention of gender-based violence (GBV; 

SIECCAN, 2023). To ensure that young people develop the knowledge and skills to understand and prevent 
GBV, youth need access to evidence-based information on sexual health, bodies, gender norms, roles and 
stereotypes, consent, human rights, relationships, digital media literacy and technology, and sexual and 
gender diversity (see SIECCAN, 2023). 

COMPREHENSIVE SEXUAL HEALTH EDUCATION CAN:

Improve interpersonal communication skills. Improve safer sex strategies (e.g., condom use).

Increase understanding and awareness of 
sexual rights. Improve contraceptive use.

Increase gender-equitable attitudes. Build self-efficacy and communication skills to 
prevent sexually transmitted infections.

Expand understanding of gender and gender 
norms.

Reduce attitudes that contribute to GBV, 
including homophobia and sexism.

Improve social-emotional outcomes, such as 
increased empathy, respect for others, and 
self-esteem.

Improve critical GBV prevention knowledge 
and skills (e.g., increase bystander intervention 
skills, improve knowledge of sexual abuse, 
increase help-seeking behaviours).

Improve media literacy related to sexuality.

Decrease GBV (e.g., intimate partner violence, 
dating violence, bullying based on gender 
identity, gender expression, and/or sexual 
orientation).

Improve ability to access sexual and 
reproductive health services.

Impact sexual behaviour (e.g., delayed initiation 
of partnered sex, having fewer sex partners).

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019; 2023; Cheedalla et al., 2020; Goldfarb & Lieberman, 2021; Mon 
Kyaw Soe et al., 2016; Lopez et al., 2016; Morales et al., 2016; UNESCO, 2018; 2021; Rothman et al., 2020; Scull et 
al.. 2018; 2021; Schneider & Hirsch, 2020
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COMPREHENSIVE SEXUAL 
HEALTH EDUCATION IS A 
SHARED RESPONSIBILITY  

According to The Canadian Guidelines for 
Sexual Health Education (SIECCAN, 2019, p. 17):

Providing access to comprehensive sexual 
health education for all people in Canada 
is a shared responsibility that requires the 
participation of families, communities, 
schools, and all levels of government.

Most parents/guardians and youth agree that 
sexual health education should be a shared 
responsibility between schools, teachers, parents/
families, and others (e.g., community, health 
professionals; Byers et al., 2003; Gesner et al., in press; 

Weaver et al. 2002). In a national survey of parents/
guardians in Canada, the majority of parents 
(85%) agreed that sexual health education should 
be taught in schools (Wood et al., 2021).

School libraries can provide a safe learning 
environment for youth; public libraries can 
provide a welcoming community space for youth 
to obtain learning materials that may not be 
available elsewhere or accessible to all youth 
(e.g., due to cost). 

Not all youth have access to classroom 
comprehensive sexual health education  
that meets their learning needs. School 
and public libraries, therefore, play a 
critical role in providing young people 
with equitable access to sexual health 
information. 

It is imperative that schools and libraries are 
supported in upholding youth’s right to access 
important health information and ensure that 
sexual health education materials remain accessible.

KEY MESSAGE

Access to information that can 
be used to make autonomous 
decisions about health and well-
being should be considered a 
basic human right of all people, 
including children and youth. 

Access to information about sexual 
health can play an important role in 
contributing to the safety, health, 
and well-being of young people. 

Policymakers should incorporate 
and prioritize consideration of the 
rights of young people to access 
information about sexual health 
in setting policy regarding sexual 
health education books in school 
and public libraries.

 
Suggested Citation:
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