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Sexuality Education in the WHO European Region

Estonia was the first country of the former Soviet 
Union to officially introduce school-based sexuality 
education. Since then the sexuality-education 
programme has gradually been extended and 
implemented in all schools. It is comprehensive 
in character and mandatory in all schools. The 
Estonian programme is often presented as a model 
by international (UN) organisations like UNESCO 
and the WHO.

Status of sexuality education
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Laws and policies

In 1996, sexuality education was included, by law, as a 
subject in the new curriculum for primary schools. The 
curriculum has since been adapted twice, in 2002 and 
2011. Currently, there are two national curricula: one for 
primary schools and one for upper secondary schools. The 
Ministry of Education and Research is officially responsi-
ble for the curriculum, but local  authorities are responsi-
ble for the delivery of education.

Training of teachers on sexuality  
education

Approximately half of the teachers involved in teaching 
of sexuality education participated in postgraduate sexu-
ality-education courses. During the period 2005 – 2010, 
there were many one-day courses, based on the sexuali-
ty-education teacher-training manual. The manual and 
short courses were initiated and financed by the Nation-
al Institute for Health Development. In addition, there 
have been one-day courses on gender stereotypes as well 
as separate two-day courses for Russian-language teachers. 
Currently, there are also one-day courses on dating, vio-
lence and healthy relationships. In previous years, PSHE 
was included in the university training of teachers at the 
universities of Tartu and Tallinn.

The National Institute of Health Development, teach-
er organisations, the Estonian Sexual Health Association 
(ESHA, IPPF member association) and Tartu University 
have developed various guidelines and educational materi-
als for teachers and learners2. These educational materials 
reflect the comprehensive character of sexuality education 
and participatory learning approaches.

Sexuality education outside the  
formal school setting

The ESHA organises out-of-school activities through its 
network of youth-friendly clinics and its website. The 
Medical Students Association and the LGBT3 Associa-
tion are also active in providing information on sexuality 
outside the school system, mainly through their respective 
websites and peer education programmes. The National 
Institute of Health Development and the ESHA periodi-
cally organise public awareness-raising campaigns. Under-
served young people are also addressed via special projects.

Estonia

Implementation of sexuality education

Sexuality education in primary school (nine grades; ages 
7 – 16) is a part of the subject (programme) of personal, 
social and health education (PSHE, previously human 
studies). During the entire programme, almost all relevant 
issues concerning sexuality and health are dealt with in de-
tail in an age-appropriate manner. Furthermore, there is a 
strong emphasis on attitudes and development of behav-
ioural skills. 

The National Curriculum for Upper Secondary Schools 
formulates the objectives as well as the compulsory or op-
tional subjects that contain sexuality education for grades 
10 – 12 (ages 16 – 19). Sexuality-education elements are 
also included in the subject of biology.

Sexuality education in Estonia was evaluated extensively, 
particularly as part of a UNESCO study (2011)1 concern-
ing its cost and cost-effectiveness. The evaluation showed 
that, in combination with the provision of youth-friend-
ly sexual and reproductive health services throughout the 
country, the programme has had a sizeable impact on the 
improvement of young people’s sexual and reproductive 
health.
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Challenges

There is some resistance to sexuality education. Whilst most 
schools provide evidence-informed quality sexuality educa-
tion, some religious schools refuse to provide comprehensive 
sexuality education and prefer the abstinence-only approach. 
Survey data indicate that Russian-speaking women re-
ceived less sexuality education, and that Russian-speaking 
schools found sexuality education topics ‘more difficult’.

In 2014, it was found that almost all young people had 
been exposed to sexuality education in school.

Estonia

Assessment of exposure to sexuality education: young women*,4

Yes, even too much

Yes, too little

Yes, sufficient

No, but would  
have wished to

No, and would not 
have wished to

Unknown

*  Percentage of young women aged 16 – 17 years exposed to 
school-based sexuality education and their opinion of it.

71 %

20.8 %

5.
3 

%

1.2 %
1 % 0.7 %

➜  This survey also found that 50.6 % of 16  – 17-year-old girls and 79.3 % of 18  –  24-year-old women were sexually experi-
enced: 16.5 % of the younger ones and 15.8 % of the older ones had not used any method of contraception.

Data

➜ Sexually transmitted infections
In 2015, 1351 cases of chlamydia were registered in Es-
tonia5, among them 824 cases among persons under 25 
years.6 Of these cases, 493 were diagnosed in youth-friend-
ly sexual and reproductive health clinics. There were also 
121 registered cases of gonorrhoea5, including 64 cases 
among persons under 25 years.6
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EstoniaCountry facts

Total population7 1 313 000

Population aged 15  – 19 years  
(% of 15  – 19-year-olds in total population)7 60 000 (4.6 %)

Government expenditure on education  
(% of GDP)8 4.7

Youth unemployment rate 
(% of labour force aged 15  – 24 years)9 11.3

Gender Inequality Index rating10 0.131

Births per 1 000 women aged 15  – 19 years11 12

% of 15-year-olds who have had sexual intercourse12 boys:  20 %
girls:   21 %

Average age of mother at birth of first child13 26.5

For references go to last page
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