Is Ontario’s
Sex-Ed Curriculum
Age-Appropriate?
An Evidence-Based Analysis
From a very young age, kids exhibit curiosity about
their bodies, and ask questions about reproduction
and relationships. Sexuality takes different forms over
the life cycle, but it is a natural part of being human –
for children, adolescents, and adults alike.
The role of sexual education is to empower students to know
and appreciate their bodies, as well as to help them navigate
the confusing world of intimate relationships. By providing
scientifically-accurate, age-appropriate information, sex-ed gives
students the tools to make informed choices about their sexual
and reproductive health.
This factsheet uses a variety of evidence to examine whether
selected topics from the 1998 and 2015 Ontario sex-ed curricula
are developmentally and age-appropriate.

Body Awareness
& Growth
Get to know your
changing body

Healthy
Relationships &
Sexuality
Develop healthy intimate
and sexual relationships

Experts recommend
teaching young children
the correct terminology for
genitalia, as this knowledge
can help them disclose
sexual abuse.1-3

Children can reach puberty
at as early an age as 8,4 and
are asking questions about
sex and related topics at a
young age.5

Masturbation is common
among preteens: by the age
of 14, 63% of boys and 43%
of girls had engaged in the
activity.6

Masturbation does not cause
physical or emotional harm,
but feelings of shame and
guilt can be detrimental to
health and wellbeing.7

Experts recommend
teaching consent in middle
school, when many young
people start dating and
engaging in sexual activity.8

One quarter of Grade 7-12
students have engaged in
sexual activity.9 By the age of
15, 22% had engaged in oral
sex and 16% in intercourse.10

Evidence shows that even
brief education programs
on healthy relationships can
reduce dating violence, as
well as improve knowledge
and relationship skills.11-14

The majority of young
women have experienced
sexual harassment, and 1 in 5
will experience sexual assault
at college or university.15

99% of students in Grades
4-11 have access to the
internet outside of school.16

One quarter of students in
Grade 4 have their own cell
phone and two thirds are
“rarely” or “never” online
at home with an adult.17

Sexting is on the rise:
more than 1 in 4 teens are
receiving sexts,18 and nearly
1 in 8 have forwarded a sext
without consent.19

Household rules about
treating people online with
respect do not reduce a
young person’s likelihood
of forwarding sexts.20

Children can discriminate
between men and women
as toddlers, and begin
developing a gender identity
in preschool (ages 3-5).21

Some children start
identifying as transgender
as early as the age of 3.22

Experts recommend
introducing concepts of
gender identity and sexual
orientation to students aged
5-8, with an emphasis on
respect and tolerance.23-24

Around 8% of high school
students in Toronto identify
as non-heterosexual (e.g.,
lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer)
or “not sure/questioning”.25

Online Safety
Safely and responsibly
use the Internet

Gender & Sexual
Diversity
Respect differences and
build a positive self-concept

1998

Sex-Ed
Topics by
Grade

What are students learning in Grades 1-8?
When are key topics introduced?
This easy-to-read timeline can help you decode
the similarities and differences between the
two curricula.26-27

How to say no
to exploitative
behaviours
Similarities and
differences between
self and others

Proper names of
major body parts

2

1
Correct terms for
genitalia

Characteristics of
healthy relationships

How to say no and
respect others’ right
to say no

5

Characteristics of
healthy relationships

2015

Optional

Consequences
of sexual
activity

Effective
communication skills

7

8

Masturbation is
normal
Consent;
Positive aspects of
sexuality;
STI transmission
through anal/oral sex

Sexual harassment

Self-concept,
stereotypes and
inclusion
Risks associated with
communications
technology

Topic introduced earlier

Online Safety
Safely and responsibly use the Internet

6

Puberty

Sexual orientation
and gender identity as
invisible differences

Topic expanded

Body Awareness and Growth
Get to know your changing body

Puberty

4

Basic stages of growth
& bodily changes

Healthy Relationships & Sexuality
Develop healthy intimate and sexual relationships

Strategies to deal with
‘stress and pressures’

Basic stages of growth

3

Gender and Sexual Diversity
Respect differences and build a positive self concept

Relationship
benefits and
risks
Gender identity,
expression and
orientation

Sexting

NOTE: This guide is not meant to be comprehensive.
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