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What is sex and relationship
education?
Sex and relationship education is about much more than sex. The 
subject includes learning about human anatomy: how the body 
changes when we reach puberty, how children are conceived, how 
to protect yourself from sexually transmitted infections, what 
happens in the body during sex. Equally important are relations-
hips of various kinds, sexual equality, what it’s like to be in love, 
and how it feels when a relationship ends. Another goal of sex and 
relationship education is to prevent discrimination and sexual ha-
rassment. The topics covered are adapted to the students’ age and 
the issues and questions they face.

Sex and relationship education is based on facts and knowledge, 
but it’s equally important to give students an opportunity to re-

flect, discuss and formulate values. This reflection – on how to 
behave in various situations, for instance – is necessary so that 

students can put their knowledge in context. Discussion topics 
may range from manifestations of love to condoms to sexual ha-

rassment to pornography.

It’s up to each school to determine which methods to use, but 
common methods include value-clarification exercises of various 
kinds, moderated discussions and group conversations. This is 
usually the students’ favourite part of sex and relationship educa-
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tion – they are curious and interested to know what their friends 
and adults think. Students and teachers often say that these di-
scussions and exercises build trust between the teacher and stu-
dents, creating a better atmosphere in the classroom during other 
lessons too.

Alongside value-clarification exercises, discussions and visits to 
the youth clinic, a common teaching method is the “question 
box.” Students write their questions anonymously on slips of pa-
per and place them in a box, and the teacher or instructor reads 
them and responds.

In RFSU’s many years of experience in sex and relationship edu-
cation, both in Sweden and internationally, we have found that 
the questions do not differ much from one country to another. 
On the whole, children and young people the world over wonder 
about the same things.

Another starting point for sex and relationship education is re-
spect for children’s and young people’s own sexuality. The goal 
is to provide them with support on the road to adulthood. Even 
young children have thoughts and questions about the human 
body and sexuality, such as “Where did I come from?” Children 
and young people encounter sexuality in many different ways: 
through TV, books, the Internet, siblings, friends, and so on. 
Relatives or parents may get pregnant, fall in love, become jealous 

skolbroschyr_eng.indd   3 2011-05-16   14.33



WHAT´S IT ALL ABOUT?

4

or have their heart broken. Sexuality is always present in people’s 
lives, in many forms besides actual sexual activities. If you ask 
young people what they want sex and relationship education to 
cover, they may well tell you: “Everything!”

Common questions include:
How do you know when to have sex?
What is love?
How long does puberty last?
Does it hurt the first time?
Is it dangerous to masturbate a lot?
How often is it normal to masturbate at age 14?
Where is the clitoris?
Can you get pregnant or infected with HIV by swimming in a 
public pool?
Does penis size matter in terms of enjoyment?
Why are my breasts growing at different rates?
Is it abnormal to have a crush on a teacher?
How do you know if you’re homosexual?
What do you do if you fall in love with a friend?
How do you break up?
Can you get HIV from making out?
How do you know if your partner is enjoying sex?
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From a letter to RFSU, 1924:
“I dare allow myself to ask you what I should do, as I suffer from 
highly sensitive arousal. I am a 17 year-old boy. The reason for this 
letter regards masturbation, which I have been doing since I was 14 
years old. A few years ago, I read a book in the bookstore where I am 
now, that masturbation carries with it terrible consequences. At that 
moment I realized that if I did not quit, I would ruin my life.”
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The reply to the letter:
“Stockholm, April 18th 1934

Dear Mr. ---,

Oh, poor you! It is such a shame, and the worst part is that you have 
gone and tortured yourself for three years without any reason –like 
thousands of other boys like yourself, who are victims of books of the 
kind you mention. I am enclosing a booklet, ”Popular magazine for 
sexual education” which addresses, among other things, the mastur-
bation problem. If you read the article you will see that, first of all, 
masturbation is not some burden, but rather a fully natural pheno-
menon and, secondly, that it is not harmful as long as you just doń t 
go around worrying about it.

Ejaculation is the body’s natural way to dispose of produced semen 
when it is not exhausted during intercourse or masturbation. Some 
weakening of the testicles need not worry you, testicles have a two-
part elimination; part sperm that leaves the body, and something 
we call hormones that is added to the blood and thus stays in the 
body. It is the hormones that have the ability to remain in the body. 
Masturbation has, as mentioned before, no harmful effects, neither 
related to the nerves or the body in general, but your concern is un-
derstandable, after the frightening images that come to life in those 
unscientific books you read.
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From what has been said above, it is clear that you should not take 
any medicine for the ejaculation. It is normal, and it stops after you 
have had sexual intercourse or masturbated.

The fact that you blush for nothing may well be due to the ”burden”. 
Thus far, you have thought of it as a burden, but now that you know 
better it will probably disappear by itself.

Pimples are not related to masturbation. Pimple are something very 
common at your age and it usually gets better when you get older.”
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Carl von Linné, 1707-1778, världsberömd botaniker och professor
vid Uppsala Universitet.
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A long tradition of sexuality education
Sex and relationship education became compulsory in Sweden in 
1955, but its history goes back a lot further. From as early as the 
18th century, the world-famous scientist Carl von Linné was lec-
turing to students at Uppsala University on sexuality as a source 
of joy and pleasure. Linné impressed upon students his belief that 
sexuality and reproduction were not just good in their own right, 
but were decreed by God.

In the late 19th century Karolina Widerström, Sweden’s first 
female doctor, gave lectures on sexual hygiene at the teachers’ col-
lege. In her work as a doctor, Widerström observed a great need 
for knowledge about the human body among both young and old 
women. She encountered a lot of women who didn’t know how 
they had gotten pregnant and others who had picked up sexually 

transmitted infections.

Widerström’s patients had many more questions concerning 
anatomy and sexuality and her lectures were a way of answering 
those questions. She also fought to include sex and relationship 
in schools, for all students. In 1908 a motion was passed in the 
Swedish parliament calling for health education lessons to cover 
sexually transmitted infections and the appearance and function 
of the genitals.
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The big breakthrough for sex and relationship education came in 
the 1920s when Elise Ottesen-Jensen, a journalist and women’s 
rights defender known as “Ottar”, toured the rural parts of Swe-
den lecturing on sexuality and desire. The response was huge 
– people needed knowledge, and women in particular wanted to 
learn about contraception. Large families were the norm in rural 
areas, often placing a heavy burden on parents who already had a 
hard job feeding themselves.

Before embarking on her tour, Ottar had written about relations-
hips and sexuality in the women’s pages of the Arbetaren newspa-
per and had received thousands of letters from men and women 
asking for advice on sexual problems and other issues. Ottar also 
received letters from many people distressed by their homosexu-
ality or by pregnancies they couldn’t afford (homosexuality and 
abortion were both illegal in those days).

In 1933, Elise Ottesen-Jensen joined forces with a group of doc-
tors and trade union representatives to found RFSU (Riksför-

bundet för sexuell upplysning, the Swedish Association for Sexu-
ality Education) in Stockholm. The founders’ principal aim was 

to fight for abortion rights, the introduction of sex and relation-
ship education in schools, and abolition of the law prohibiting 

information on contraception.
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RFSU:s grundare Elise Ottesen-Jensen talar på en av sina föreläsnings-
turnéer.
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Over the decades that followed, sex and relationship education 
was the subject of much discussion in Sweden. In the early ’30s, 
RFSU campaigned for young people’s right to sex and relations-
hip education – a demand supported by many teachers and their 
unions. Eventually, in 1942, the Swedish parliament unanimous-
ly recommended that schools should provide sex and relationship 
education, which became compulsory in 1955.

Under Swedish law, no student may suffer discrimination at 
school based on gender, transgender identity or expression, 
ethnic background or sexual orientation. Every school is re-
quired to draw up an equality action plan, setting out the 
steps to be taken to counter discrimination. The school has 
a duty to intervene if, for example, a student is harassed for 
being homosexual. Students who feel they are being discri-
minated against can report their school to the Children’s and 
Students’ Ombudsman at the Swedish Schools Inspectorate 
(www.skolinspektionen.se/BEO).
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Sex and relationship education
and its content
In simple terms, we can say that sex and relationship education 
covers six naturally overlapping topics: sexuality and society, 
human development, sexual expression and behaviour, sexual 
health, relationships, and skills. The topics are intertwined and 
cannot be clearly separated. 

Sexuality and society
Under this topic, schools examine the sexual rights that all hu-
man beings have. Examples include the right not to suffer discri-
mination on the grounds of gender, sexual orientation or gender 
identity, and the right to abortion and contraception. With these 
rights come responsibilities: No-one should exploit another per-

son or make them have sex against their will. Anyone suffering 
from certain sexually transmitted infections, such as chlamydia 

and gonorrhea, must tell their health-care provider the names of 
everyone they have had unprotected sex with recently.

Since the media often covers sexuality in various ways, it’s a good 
idea to give students a chance to discuss the images they encoun-
ter almost daily. What message do these send? Who is portrayed 
as desirable? How are men and women portrayed? It’s also good 
to have a general discussion of how we are expected to be and to 
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By the end of the 6th Grade, students should have knowledge 
about puberty, reproduction, identity, relationships, love and 
responsibility. They should also have had the time and possi-
bility to reflect and discuss these issues. By the time the stu-
dents reach puberty, they should have learned what it entails.
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“Sexuality is an integral part of every human personality – 
man, woman or child. It is a basic need and an aspect of being 
human that is inseparable from other aspects of life. Sexu-
ality is not the same as sexual intercourse, it is not about our 
ability to have orgasms, nor is it the sum of our erotic life. 
These may be part of our sexuality, but not necessarily. Sexu-
ality is much more: it is the energy that drives us to seek love, 
contact, warmth and affection; it is expressed in the way we 
feel and arouse emotions and deal with one another. Sexu-
ality affects our thoughts, emotions, actions and responses, 
and thus our mental and physical health.”

Definition of sexuality by the World Health Organization 
(WHO)
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behave by virtue of being either male or female, and how this 
affects us.

Pornography is also among the images of sexuality that children 
and young people may encounter. Huge amounts of pornograp-
hic material exist, especially online, and people can easily come 
across them unintentionally. It’s therefore important to discuss 
pornography and its depiction of sex and sexuality.

Human development
What happens in the body during puberty? How do the genitals 
function, and what do they look like? How do you get pregnant? 
How does menstruation work? As well as teaching students about 
anatomy and how the body works, this topic covers sexual iden-
tity – hetero‑, homo‑ and bisexuality – and gender identity; some 

people, for instance, feel that their body doesn’t match the person 
they feel themselves to be.

It’s also good to talk about body image: about how people per-
ceive their own body, and the fact that bodies can look very diffe-
rent; about past and present ideals of beauty, and what the world 
at large thinks people should look like.
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Sexual expression and sexual behaviour
Human beings are sexual creatures throughout their entire lives, 
despite the clear distinction between child and adult sexuality. 
Even very young children masturbate, for example, and they can 
fall in love and feel affection. For slightly older children, kissing 
someone can be a cause for great excitement. In sex and relation-
ship education, students learn that our sexuality changes over the 
course of our life. They also learn about various forms of sexual 
activity such as intercourse, masturbation, fondling and oral sex, 
and how the body reacts to touching and other sexual stimuli.

Sexual health
Sexuality is a source of pleasure, but it’s important that people 
protect themselves and others from sexually transmitted infec-
tions (STIs). Knowing how STIs, especially HIV, are spread and 
how to protect against them is essential. An STI such as chlamy-

dia can cause infertility and other problems later on. As well as 
knowing how children are conceived, it’s equally important to 

know how different contraceptives work, what the rules on abor-
tion are and how one is performed. But sexual health is about 

more than preventing infections; it also involves the right not to 
be sexually harassed or assaulted. It’s essential that children and 

young people know where to turn if they suffer sexual assault or 
harassment.
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From a letter to RFSU, 1937:
“I would be grateful if you could give me some advice. I am pregnant 
and have tried to get rid of it with a tube, but cannot. I bought four 
pieces because I thought there was something wrong with them, but 
now I understand that it’s me that cannot use them right. I bought 
a uterine syringe with a long tube and injected soda and soap, but it 
doesń t work. It bleeds, but this only lasts for half a day...”

“…I have not taken it as hard before. I’ve had a very difficult time, 
the youngest is 4 years old and I have had my hopes up before. That’s 
why it feels worse now. I’m trying to work up the courage and faith 
that everything will be fine again once, but it’s the same misery again. 
I want so much to live for my children’s sake, but I think it’s...”.
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The reply to the letter: 
“Mrs. --- ---
---, Sweden

Dear Mrs. ---,
We see that you are having a hard time, and in addition to that, you 
have once again been part of a sad story. You wonder if there is no 
effective medicine that could help you to abort the fetus. If it were so 
easy, no one would be happier than we, who have so many unhappy 
people come to us to ask for help. Unfortunately, the current laws are 
so strict that one cannot get expert help. A quack doctor is also not 
recommended; they are often very unskilled and often unsuccessful. 
You can read the enclosed circular about which risks exist. However, 
what we would advise to you is that in the future to get reliable pro-
tection so that it need not be repeated.”
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Relationships
Relationships with other people play a major role in children’s 
and young people’s lives. Their questions often centre on rela-
tionships: How can you show someone that you like them, or 
that you’re jealous of your best friend who is in a relationship? 
Young people may also be afraid of being inadequate and not 
worthy of love. Sex and relationship education provides a good 
opportunity to discuss topics such as starting a relationship, brea-
king up, infidelity, unhappy relationships, what makes a good 
relationship, and the need for reciprocity. Relationships with pa-
rents, siblings and friends are also discussed.

Skills
How do you use a condom? How do you talk about sexuality 
with your partner? What does self-esteem have to do with sexu-
ality?

Condoms not only prevent unwanted pregnancy but also provide 
the only reliable protection against sexually transmitted infec-
tions, including HIV. Good sex and relationship education is not 
only about letting students practise putting condoms on penis-
shaped props; through discussions and value-based exercises, it 
also equips students to make the decision to use a condom. High 
self-esteem, coupled with knowledge of the options in various 
situations, helps young people listen to their own desires, wishes 
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and free will, giving them the strength to say yes or no to sex. 
What’s more, a person with high self-esteem respects the inte-
grity and free will of others.

Many schools take students on a visit to the local youth clinic, if 
there is one. This gives students an opportunity to ask questions, 
as well as showing them where they can go for advice and sup-
port.

According to the curriculum, by the end of 9th Grade the 
students should:
–	 Know about reproductive biology, contraceptive methods 

and sexually transmitted infections
–	 Be familiar with their own bodily organs
–	 Be able to discuss sexuality and relationships and, in so 

doing, show respect for other people’s opinions and dif-
ferent relationship types
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What does the curriculum say?
Teaching in Swedish schools is governed by curricula and syl-
labuses. The curricula, laid down by parliament, set out the 
school’s values, mandate and goals. The requirements include 
each principal taking responsibility for integrating sex and rela-
tionship education into the teaching program. Syllabuses contain 
more detailed targets for the teaching program in each subject. 
However, there is not a separate syllabus for sex and relationship 
education, since the idea is that the topic should be integrated 
in other subjects, including those for which there are no explicit 
targets for sex and relationship education.

The targets for sex and relationship education are set out most 
clearly in the biology syllabus, but they are also present in social 
science subjects such as civics, history and religion.

For more information on syllabuses go to www.skolverket.se, 

where they are available in multiple languages.
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The teaching differs
Schools structure sex and relationship education in a variety of 
ways. In some schools, teachers team up with other professionals, 
such as doctors, nurses and counsellors. Schools may dedicate a 
“love week” or a series of theme days to sex and relationship edu-
cation. Some schools cover sex and relationships in a wide variety 
of subject lessons, while others do so mainly in biology classes. 
Sometimes the students are involved in planning the lessons. At 
senior level, the biology teacher is usually in charge of sex and 
relationship education, while at junior and intermediate level this 
role normally falls on the class teacher.

Since there is no separate syllabus for the subject, the content of 
sex and relationship education varies from one school to another. 
The idea is that sex and relationships should be integrated into 

various subjects. Consequently, individual schools and teachers 
have a great deal of discretion as to which topics they cover, and 

in how much detail.

The best sex and relationship education programs mix know-
ledge with dialogue and reflection, incorporating many different 
aspects and teaching methods. A good program should be inclu-
sive, so that students can identify with the program regardless of 
who they are, where they come from and what experience they 
have.
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At some schools, however, students receive little or no sex and 
relationship education, even though they have a right to it. Pa-
rents can contact the principal and the teaching staff to find out 
what the school’s program is like. If it seems inadequate, they are 
entitled to ask for improvements.

Studies have shown that quality can vary even within a school, 
with some classes receiving a good, in-depth education while oth-
ers are equipped only with the most basic biological knowledge. 
Schools have an obligation to provide sex and relationship educa-
tion, and it is the principal’s job to ensure that all students receive 
equally good instruction.

Are you interested in sex and relationship education? Would you 
like to find out about the latest developments in the subject? Visit 
RFSU online at www.rfsu.se.
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Why do we talk about sexuality
in schools?
Sexuality has, throughout history, always been of significance in 
all societies. An obvious example of this is the rules and regula-
tions that surround marriage and other relationships. Therefore, 
knowledge about sexuality has been vital in all times. In the old 
days, knowledge and ideas regarding sex and sexuality were pas-
sed on orally, through myths and legends, by the church or by fa-
mily members. Various initiation rituals connected to the transi-
tion from childhood to adulthood also contained an element of 
sex education.

Sometimes the information was provided in a detailed, open-
minded way, while other times it was far from adequate to enable 

people to avoid pregnancies and infections. As Sweden developed 
into a modern, centralized society, schools became an increasingly 

important venue for knowledge promotion. Not surprisingly, sex 
and relationship education was soon seen as an essential part of 

the citizenship skills that schools were supposed to instill in their 
students.

Another reason for this was a realization that it wasn’t always 
easy for parents to educate their own children about sexuality. 
Likewise, most children find it hard to talk to their parents about 
sexuality once they become teenagers and reach puberty. This is 
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why it’s so important that there are other adults available to talk 
to.

Schools are an excellent learning venue for children and young 
people, and not just because they spend a lot of time there. As 
centres of learning, schools provide a safe, professional environ-
ment for discussions and conversations, where students can get 
answers to their questions.
Students themselves – and boys especially – have indicated in 
surveys that they think school is a good venue in which to discuss 
sex and relationships.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child says 
that all children and young people have a right to sex education. 
And the World Health Organization (WHO) stresses the im-
portance of good sex and relationship education. UNESCO, the 
UN’s education agency, has published international guidelines 

on sex education at all levels of schooling, recommending that 
it should start at the age of five. The HIV/AIDS epidemic in 

many countries only strengthens the case for sex and relationship 
education.

Research also shows that young people who have received good 
sex and relationship education in school do not have sex any ear-
lier or more frequently. What it does show is that they are bet-
ter prepared and more likely to use protection if and when they 
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choose to have sex. Better knowledge of sex and relationship is-
sues can also boost young people’s self-esteem and enable them to 
figure out what’s right for them.
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RFSU’s aim, since it was founded in 1933, has been to give people 
the means to change their lives for the better. RFSU is a non-
profit organisation independent of any political party or religion. 
We are dedicated to promoting a well-informed, open-minded at-
titude about sexuality and relationship issues. RFSU is founded 
on a firm belief that sexuality and relationships are central to the 
individual and to society. By informing and educating people and 
shaping opinion, RFSU aims to break down prejudices, overcome 
ignorance and improve sexual health in Sweden and abroad. RFSU 
views sexuality as a matter of individual liberty and human rights, 
in which all of us have the freedom to be ourselves, the freedom 
to choose and the freedom to enjoy.

For more information, visit www.rfsu.se.
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