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Executive 
summary

What We Found
The external literature review and interviews 
conducted in the first phase of research revealed 
that there is little operational guidance aimed 
at NGOs or civil society organisations; most 
existing recommendations are high-level, to be 
taken into consideration by policy-makers or 
technical staff in the public sector. This finding 
highlighted the importance of the operations 
research in El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe. 

The research yielded important guidance, 
based on implementers’ experience of what 
works in practice. These examples may work 
in one setting, but not in another, and therefore 
cannot be posited as universal recommendations. 
However, they serve as an opportunity for 
experimentation, learning and growth and should 
be embraced as such. 

Although evaluating Plan International’s work 
was beyond the scope of this study, research in 
Zimbabwe, Laos and El Salvador uncovered a 
wealth of expertise and practical programme 
knowledge which can be adapted globally. 

The study uncovered many aspects of CSE 
that need further research and the report also 
includes a list of topics that merit further 
consideration and exploration.

This report, based on research 
undertaken from March to 
December 2021, provides findings 
and operational guidance for the 
implementation of comprehensive 
sexuality education (CSE) 
across Plan International and 
beyond. It analyses the available 
information and learning from CSE 
programming in El Salvador, Laos 
and Zimbabwe. It is expected that 
learnings from this research will 
contribute to the development of a 
global programme model for CSE. 

It includes a review of relevant literature and 
existing guidance, interviews with international 
experts in CSE, in-country research in 
El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe, and 
validation workshops with the staff of the Plan 
International country offices mentioned. 

If you want to involve  
young people, it takes time ... 
Donors giving at least 6 months 
to design is crucial to ensuring 
that young people have meaningful 
participation.  

1

1.	 Validation workshop, Laos.
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Key recommendations have emerged from both the literature review and from research interviews with 
CSE practitioners. Many are cross-cutting – important throughout all five stages of the programme cycle – 
engagement and planning, design, implementation and delivery, monitoring, evaluation and learning,  
and sustainability and scale up. They can be summarised as follows:

•	  Avoid a one size fits all approach:  context is 
crucial in CSE programme planning.

•	  Undertake comprehensive mapping  of needs 
and potential entry points and participatory 
processes with stakeholders: this will illuminate 
how to achieve buy-in from young people, their 
communities and their governments. 

•	  Build and maintain partnerships:  partners at 
many levels are vital for effectiveness, funding 
and sustainability. They should include youth 
and community organisations that reach out 
to marginalised groups as well as schools and 
government ministries. Internally, seek support 
from a range of colleagues.

•	  Include training and ongoing support  for all 
facilitators and educators in programme design and 
budgets. Train educators in methodology as well as 
content and invest in values and attitude training for 
staff and partners, to ensure an evidence-informed 
and rights-based approach to CSE.

•	  Provide detailed budgets  and fund sufficient 
time at all stages of the process; including funding 
young people’s meaningful participation and 
embedding sustainability and scale-up strategies. 

•	  Ensure that programme design respects  
 privacy, practises informed consent  and 
prioritises the safety, in all spaces including 
digital, of both educators and participants without 
shying away from difficult topics. 

•	  Consult young people at a every step of the  
 way  and be primarily accountable to them – rather 
than parents, teachers or experts. They must be at 
the heart of programme and project design. Invest in 
qualitative research in order to facilitate accountability 
to young learners and to other stakeholders.

•	  Make use of digital tools and spaces,  but not 
exclusively.

•	  Share learning  – CSE practitioners must find 
time and space to do this.

•	  Conduct further research  to shed light on 
areas of CSE where evidence is lacking.

Plan participates in alliances in line with their approaches and principles ... they  
[the partners] need to have experience in the subject, openness to collective construction, 
learning and mutual respect. Plan respects the work that many organisations have 
developed in the country, especially feminist organisations, and is very interested in  
youth organisations.  

2 

2.	 Programme discovery tool, El Salvador.
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Introduction
Plan International’s Global Hub (GH),  
Plan International Finland and Plan  
International Sweden commissioned  
a research study on the operational-
isation of Comprehensive sexuality 
Education (CSE) within and outside  
of Plan International. Despite an  
ever-growing evidence base on the 
effectiveness of CSE on a variety of 
health and gender outcomes, there  
is little in the way of operational  
guidance that takes into account  
the wide variety of contexts in which 
CSE is implemented. 

Further, existing operational guidance, notably that 
of International Planned Parenthood Federation 
(IPPF)3, United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)4 and 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
organisation (UNESCO)5, whilst useful, is not tailored 
to the specific and unique roles that Plan International 
plays in the contexts where it works. Plan International 
has invested significant time and resources to position 
itself as an important partner in CSE implementation, 
and this work represents a strong step forward. 

This study, entitled ‘Learnings from CSE 
Practitioners in El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe: 
operational research report’ is intended to fill 
gaps in the existing evidence by distilling lessons 
from implementing organisations worldwide and 
drawing upon the strengths and experiences of the 
country offices in El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe, 
all of which are involved in CSE programming. It 
focuses exclusively on operationalisation – the 
how of CSE. The purpose of the research was 
to extract external and internal learnings with the 
aim of providing operational recommendations for 
Plan International’s CSE programming globally. 
To this end, the study examines the various 
stages of CSE programmatic implementation: 
Engagement/Planning; Design; Implementation/
Delivery; Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning; and 
Sustainability/Scale-Up, as well as areas of inquiry 
within those stages and crosscutting considerations. 

This study follows closely on the release of Plan 
International’s ‘Putting the C in CSE: Standards for 
Content, Delivery and Environment of Comprehensive 
Sexuality Education (2020)’6 and the related 
assessment tools. Together with these and other 
research, the operational guidance resulting from this 
study intends to inform the development of Plan’s 
global CSE programme model. 

The study was conducted in four phases: 

01 The  first phase  articulated the 
research questions, areas of inquiry 
and methodology.

02 the  second phase  focused on the 
experiences of organisations outside 
of Plan International through  
a review of existing literature and 
a series of in-depth interviews with 
external global practitioners.

03 the  third phase  sought to gather 
more specific examples from field 
research in three countries –  
El Salvador, Laos, and Zimbabwe –  
to provide practical guidance for  
CSE implementers.

04 the  FOURTH phase  ANALYSED THE 
FINDINGS AND VALIDATED AND SHARED  
THE PRELIMINARY DATA.

3.	 IPPF (2013). Inside and Out. Available at: https://www.ippf.org/resource/inside-and-out-comprehensive-sexuality-education-cse-assessment-tool
4.	 UNFPA (2020). Out of school CSE guidelines.
5.	 UNESCO (2020). Sexuality education review and assessment tool (SERAT). Paris, France.
6.	 Plan International (2020). Putting the C in CSE: Standards for content, delivery and environment of Comprehensive Sexuality Education.  

Available at: https://plan-international.org/publications/comprehensive-sexuality-education-standards

https://www.ippf.org/resource/inside-and-out-comprehensive-sexuality-education-cse-assessment-tool
https://plan-international.org/publications/comprehensive-sexuality-education-standards
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introduction

Figure 1: Plan International CSE  
Programme Cycle

This report presents the combined results of 
what was gathered in Phase Two and Phase 
Three of the study and in addition incorporates 
reflections on preliminary findings from 
validation workshops with the country offices’ 
staff. Many of the examples yielded from the 
research are context-specific. The authors have 
made every effort to differentiate between more 
universal guidance and examples of contextual 
solutions that can be seen as a menu of 
options to test and adapt in local programming, 
particularly where there are sociodemographic, 
cultural, or programmatic similarities with one or 
more countries included in the study. 

Finally, the report describes gaps in findings and 
suggests areas that merit further consideration 
and study as Plan International forms and tests 
its global CSE programme model.

Plan International’s 
work on CSE
Plan International’s work on young people’s 
sexual and reproductive health and rights 
(SRHR) has been developing over the 
past decade. It is underpinned by a gender-
transformative approach, aiming to tackle 
the root causes of gender inequality and to 
shift the unequal power relations that control 
female sexuality. Comprehensive sexuality 
education is a key investment area. Plan 
International aims to support access to 
comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) and 
dialogue that enables children, adolescents 
and young people to explore values and 
attitudes, and build skills and coping 
mechanisms, regarding sex and sexuality. 
Other key CSE resources include:

Plan International’s  
CSE Standards
A suite of materials outlining 
Plan International’s CSE 
standards, comprising a 
comprehensive, human 
rights-based, sex-positive, 
gender transformative and 
inclusive approach towards 
sex and relationships for 
children and young people, 
from early childhood to 
adulthood.

https://plan-international.org/publications/
comprehensive-sexuality-education-standards

Plan International’s  
Translating CSE  
Commitments into  
Action
A tool to support govern-
ments to successfully and 
meaningfully implement CSE.

https://plan-international.org/publications/
translating-cse-commitments-into-action

https://plan-international.org/publications/comprehensive-sexuality-education-standards
https://plan-international.org/publications/comprehensive-sexuality-education-standards
https://plan-international.org/publications/translating-cse-commitments-into-action
https://plan-international.org/publications/translating-cse-commitments-into-action
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Methodology

Figure 2: Research phases for the ‘Operationalising CSE within Plan International’ study

7.	 Detailed methodology available from Plan International

PHASE 1  
INCEPTION

PHASE 2  
EXTERNAL 

INVESTIGATION

PHASE 3  
INTERNAL 

INVESTIGATION

PHASE 4  
DATA ANALYSIS AND  

REPORT WRITING

Study Objective
To develop operational recommendations for 
CSE programming that are consistent with Plan 
International’s rights-/evidence-based, gender-
transformative approach.

Primary Research 
Questions

? 
What practical and applicable lessons 
can be learnt from Plan International’s 
CSE programming and that of peer 
organisations?

? 
How are the principles behind Plan 
International’s CSE standards being 
implemented by the El Salvador, Laos 
and Zimbabwe country offices?

The study consisted of four phases, each with 
distinct tasks and data collection methods.7 

01 During the inception phase (Phase One), the 
team worked collaboratively with Plan International 
and country office staff members to refine the 
methodology for the entirety of the study and align 
the research questions. 

02 Phase Two of the study was the external 
investigation, during which the research team 
conducted a rapid literature review on operationalising 
CSE and carried out nine in-depth interviews with 
organisations involved in the implementation of CSE 
at global, regional and national levels. 

03 Phase Three was the internal investigation, during 
which data was collected in three countries where 
Plan International implements CSE programming – 
El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe. 

04 Phase Four during the final phase of the study,  
data from Phase Three were analysed and 
preliminary findings shared with stakeholders 
during online validation workshops. The data from 
phases two and three, as well as the validation 
meetings, feed into this report. 



 8 Learnings from CSE Practitioners in El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe: operational research report  plan-international.org 

Methodology

Data Collection
•	 The interviews and focus group discussions 

focused on lessons learnt across all areas of 
inquiry, with researchers being able to tailor each 
interview or group discussion to the expertise/
experience of the participants. In-depth interviews 
were carried out with 50 participants, 12 of whom 
were young leaders; there were 14 focus group 
discussions attended by 63 people – 14 adults 
and 49 youth.

•	 The programme discovery tool, which was 
intended to be completed first in each of 
the three countries, was a self-administered 
digital questionnaire and was filled in by 
14 participants. It provided background 
information that allowed the researchers to 
avoid spending too much interview or focus 
group discussion time focused on grasping the 
basics of the programme.

•	 The field diary and observation tools were 
intended to give insights from the everyday 
operation of the programme from the perspective 
of Plan International staff members, educators/
facilitators and young learners. Time limitations 
meant that these were not implemented.

•	 The validation workshops, attended by 
20 practitioners, served as a method of sharing 
the preliminary findings from Phase Three and 
filling gaps for areas of inquiry for which less 
data were available.

Limitations
The primary limitation of this study is the sheer 
breadth of the research questions. Though 
the study has yielded a substantial number of 
actionable recommendations across all areas of 
inquiry, it would be impossible to explore each 
of them in great depth. There were also several 
timing-related limitations that affected the quantity 
of data collected for this study. In all three countries, 
at least part of the time period for data collection 
(June – September 2021) fell during the regularly-
scheduled school holidays. The challenges posed 
by the school holidays were compounded by 
COVID-19 restrictions throughout the study period. 

Ethics and safeguarding
Ahead of the internal investigation, Plan International 
sought and received ethical approval for the 
study from the Overseas Development Institute’s 
Research Ethics Committee (REC). The team 
completed safeguarding risk assessments at global 
and local level. All researchers completed Plan’s 
online safeguarding course. Researchers obtained 
informed consent from all study participants, and 
from parents and guardians where applicable, using 
both verbal and written descriptions of the research 
objectives and how data would be used, ensuring 
that those approached for inclusion were aware of 
their ability to refuse participation at any time. 

01 Literature review
The research team identified relevant literature on 
operationalising CSE through bibliographic review 
and online and database searches using key terms. 
Both peer reviewed and grey literature were included 
in the review, as long as documents were relevant 
to one of the primary research questions and the 
publication date was on or after 1 January 2000.

02 External Interviews
The research team, in coordination with Plan 
International, generated a list of 25 external organisations 
and corresponding contact people representing 
expertise in CSE at a global, regional and/or national 
level. The final sample consists of nine respondents, 
representing UN agencies, youth-led organisations, 
International NGOS, and other civil society organisations 
identified for their experience implementing CSE. Each 
study participant was given a unique identifier that 
consists of ‘EO’ (external organisation) and a number; 
these are used in this report to ensure anonymity.

03 Internal investigation
Data was collected from CSE programmes in 
El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe. The data collection 
period was June-September 2021 and collection 
methods included: in-depth interviews focus group 
discussions, validation workshops and a programme 
discovery tool.
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Country profiles
This section provides background and an overview of the CSE programmes 
included in the study as well as general information about each Plan International 
country office’s approach to CSE.
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Country profiles

El Salvador
CSE is incorporated within the larger ‘Derechos 
sexuales y derechos reproductivos VIH (DSDR-
VIH)’ [Sexual and reproductive rights and HIV] 
programme and is part of Plan El Salvador’s 2016-
2021 strategic plan. It has four main components: 
prevention of unwanted/unplanned pregnancies, 
prevention of second pregnancy, HIV/AIDS 
prevention, and sexual and reproductive rights in 
humanitarian settings. CSE implementation covers a 
wide section of community members ranging from 
10-29 years old. Interventions are focused in both 
community and school contexts for adolescents 
and young people. The programme is implemented 
in more than 400 communities and since starting 
in 2016, has reached approximately 30,000 
10-29-year-old participants both in schools and in 
out-of-school settings. 

Plan International El Salvador runs a course directly 
with young people which, during the past year and 
a half, has been online due to COVID-19. The DSDR 
curriculum, which is entitled ‘Sexualidad, una 
dimensión humana para conquistar’ [Sexuality, 
a human dimension to conquer], covers sexuality 
education and life-skills training activities and 
guidelines for educators/facilitators.8 The country 
office also trains teachers on integrating CSE into the 
official school curriculum. 

Plan El Salvador’s CSE programme has a strong 
advocacy component. Plan is a primary partner of the 
Ministry of Education in CSE implementation in public 
schools. This partnership allows them not only to access 
schools and education centres, but also to participate 
in developing curricula and education toolkits. They 
work closely with the Ministry of Education and 
the Ministry of Health to ensure both healthcare 
providers and educators/facilitators develop their 
knowledge and skills on CSE. So far, Plan El Salvador 
has trained more than 5,000 educators in CSE. 

Laos
Plan International Laos has been involved with CSE 
advocacy and programming since 2017. In that 
year, the CSE curriculum for secondary schools 
was developed by the Ministry of Education and 
Sports (MoES) with support from the UNFPA country 
programme. From 2017 to mid-2019, the MoES and 
UNFPA engaged Plan International to provide inputs 
into learning objectives, modules and reviews of the 
curriculum materials for the following topics: gender 

8.	 Plan International El Salvador. (n.d). Sexualidad: una dimensión humana para conquistar.
9.	 Plan International (n.d.). Champions of change. Available at: https://plan-international.org/youth-activism/champions-change

equality and child rights, reproductive system, changes 
at puberty, relationships, consent, decision making 
and online safety. The CSE curriculum is used to 
supplement the national curriculum for three secondary 
school subjects: Population Studies, ICT and Biology. 

In 2018 the ‘Adolescent Sexual Reproductive Health 
and Rights programme’, was set up to help bolster 
the efforts of the MoES in Houn district, Oudomxay 
province. The programme is implemented exclusively 
with school-going adolescents in Houn district’s 15 
secondary schools. Apart from training and supporting 
MoES classroom teachers in the delivery of CSE, Plan 
International Laos also initiated extracurricular student 
clubs to complement in-classroom learning. A toolkit 
named ‘Merlin Phahoo’ was developed for these clubs 
together with a youth-led social enterprise. 

Zimbabwe
Through the ‘Promoting access to inclusive SRHR 
and SGBV information and services in Zimbabwe, 
Project’ and the ‘DREAMS AGYW HIV Project’, 
Plan International Zimbabwe has been supporting 
government teachers to deliver CSE to young people 
in school, and working within a consortium of partners 
to deliver CSE to out-of-school 10-24-year-olds. The 
programme is operational in the Harare, Kwekwe, 
Chiredzi, Bulawayo and Mutare regions and aims to 
reduce teenage pregnancies and STIs.

For young people in primary and secondary 
school, Plan International has been working in 
partnership with the Ministry of Primary and 
Secondary Education (MoPSE) to expand the 
life-skills education curriculum in line with the ‘UN 
International Technical Guidance on Sexuality 
Education’ and Plan International’s ‘Putting the 
C in CSE: Standards for Content, Delivery 
and Environment of Comprehensive Sexuality 
Education’. They are currently in discussion with 
the ministry and UNESCO on adapting teaching and 
learning materials to relevant CSE standards and 
guidelines. Plan International also offers ongoing 
support to teachers and provides monitoring tools.

For young people out-of-school, the programme 
uses ‘Champions of Change’9 modules that 
include sexuality and gender information, and 
focus on social norm change. With the advent of 
COVID-19, Plan International Zimbabwe adopted a 
hybrid approach, which included in-person delivery 
in small groups, digital delivery via WhatsApp and 
bulk SMSing and providing links to services through 
mobile outreach. 

https://plan-international.org/youth-activism/champions-change


 11 Learnings from CSE Practitioners in El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe: operational research report plan-international.org 

Findings and 
operational 
recommendations

10.	 Where the practice is directly attributable to a study participant, the source is cited in a footnote. 

This section contains the findings and operational recommendations emerging 
from the research. It is the product of the authors’ analysis of findings identified 
throughout the three research phases: literature review, external interviews 
and internal field research – including collective activities like focus group 
discussions, and validation workshops.10 

The recommendations can be taken into account by Plan International when developing global CSE guidance 
and country-level programmes. 
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Findings and operational recommendations

01  
ENGAGEMENT/ 
PLANNING
The engagement of relevant 
stakeholders, understanding the 
context in which the programme 
is to operate and building in 
sustainability and scale-up right 
from the beginning are crucial to 
the quality and success of CSE 
programming. 

Within the criteria we consider 
organisations that have experience [in CSE], 
are open to collective work, [ongoing] 
learning, and mutual respect. Plan respects 
a lot those existing local collectives and 
youth-based organisations.  

11

Make the context assessment an ongoing 
element of programme implementation
It was clear from numerous sources that 
understanding operational contexts is crucial 
for all CSE programme stages. Often existing 
knowledge, at Plan International or with its partners, 
of the context is available and sufficient. 

However, even when the programme implementation 
has a robust operations history, resources need to 
be allocated to update existing mappings and needs 
assessments, including perceptions from youth and 
children themselves on social norms and their own 
needs. Some programmes and initiatives can have 
a high staff/volunteer turnover or they change their 
structures or project activities over time, so regular 
updates are vital. Programmes also need to update 
their knowledge of the needs of children and young 
people, who are traditionally left out of mainstream 
programmes. One key external partner mentioned:

11.	 Programme discovery tool, El Salvador.

Much has been written elsewhere about what 
topics to include in a context assessment; in this 
section, we draw out recommendations on how to 
strengthen the process. 

Use context assessment as a trust- 
building opportunity 
It is important to frame contact with the 
communities as an ongoing trust-building process 
rather than a technical or donor requirement. 
This approach is a stepping stone to constructing 
meaningful partnerships within the different 
community institutions and leaders. As relevant 
stakeholders and potential partners are identified, 
they should be given the opportunity to feed into 
both the understanding of the context as well as 
the design of the programme(s), and there should 
be evidence and feedback about how their inputs 
were used. 

This approach was evident in country 
offices: staff from Plan El Salvador mentioned 
the importance of working together with local 
collectives and youth-led initiatives: 

A  Learning, mapping and  
assessing needs
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After 10 years of implementation 
history in the countries, we don’t start 
afresh but work using the knowledge of 
existing partners. At the start of each 
cycle (every five years) we do a context 
analysis looking at acceptability, space for 
civil society, and the policy framework. 
Within the expansion of what we do, we 
work with young people to test what is 
attractive language, materials, the best 
social media channels etc. to use.  

12

Allocate enough time and human  
resources to the context assessment 
activities of the CSE initiative
As part of making context assessments a core 
element of programming, allocating time and human 
resources to it is essential. Some study participants 
mentioned concerns over not having enough time 
to run a comprehensive context assessment in the 
communities and to reach those communities that 
might need more time for trust-building: 

There was limited time to engage 
stakeholders and start meetings. 
Therefore, more time before implementation 
of activities is important to foster 
understanding of the project.  

13 

Others noted, during the validation workshops, that 
having ample time for engaging with community 
members, particularly children, adolescents, young 
people, and their caregivers was key to project success: 

[This project required] having  
a 6-month design process and support  
team that allows us a lengthy time to 
develop programmes. It takes time to 
develop resources and tailor to different 
contexts. If you want to involve young 
people, it takes time – including other 
language groups.  

14

It is important for Plan to understand the 
community: particularly children, adolescents, and 
youth, in all of their diversity. The assessment 
should seek to understand the needs of 
marginalised ethnic groups, LGBTIQ+ youth 
and young people with disabilities, living in 
poverty, involved in transactional sex and 
others who are traditionally excluded from 
mainstream youth programming. 

If the programme intends to operate through the 
public sector, for example, in partnership with 
the Ministry of Education in schools, exploring 
the needs of all young people during the 
assessment stage can generate the arguments 
and justifications needed to ensure programming 
outside of traditional classroom settings. 

Develop robust political and 
organisational mappings and keep  
them updated 
This gives the programme staff a clear 
overview of who are the key stakeholders in the 
community, how they link to each other, and 
what kind of populations might be left behind, or 
overrepresented, in the CSE initiatives. Paying 
attention to this ongoing mapping exercise 
can facilitate inclusion initiatives in the future, 
since information on potential partners from the 
communities of interest is being continuously 
documented. 

This context mapping can also give the 
programme team a closer look at potential 
entry points and potential opposition to CSE in 
different levels: community, national, regional. 
These mappings can draw from quantitative, 
qualitative and mixed research methods 
approaches, including youth-led research.15 
Stakeholder mappings can also include:

•	 National, regional, and global laws and 
policies related to CSE, SRHR, and broader 
education policy including the level of 
investment in CSE by the government.16

•	 Relevant public health and education  
data at the local and national levels. 
For example, school enrolment rates 
(disaggregated by age and gender if data is 
available) and SRH indicators, which should 
inform programme design.17

12.	 External expert (EO6).
13.	 External stakeholder, Zimbabwe (CLS4Z).
14.	 Validation workshop, Laos
15.	 UNESCO (2021). CSE implementation toolkit. Available at: 

https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/; External experts (E06; EO10; E017)

16.	 Haberland, N., & Rogow, D. (2015). Sexuality education: Emerging trends in 
evidence and practice. The Journal of Adolescent Health: Official Publication of the 
Society for Adolescent Medicine, 56(1 Suppl), S15-21. 

17.	 Haberland, N., & Rogow, D. (2015). Sexuality education: Emerging trends in 
evidence and practice. The Journal of Adolescent Health: Official Publication of the 
Society for Adolescent Medicine, 56(1 Suppl), S15-21.

https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/
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•	 A list of other civil society organisations 
(CSOs), United Nations (UN) agencies and 
movements involved in the provision of or 
advocacy for CSE, including youth development 
programmes and cultural/religious institutions to 
understand their positioning regarding guiding 
principles in relation to CSE and SRHR and how 
they relate to Plan International’s standards. It 
is important to include all relevant actors in the 
mapping even if they are not desired partners. 

•	 Where CSE is already provided in schools, 
map the way in which it is integrated; for 
example, is it a curricular or extracurricular 
activity? Identify and build upon existing capacity 
and curricular or extracurricular CSE materials.18

•	 Assess the schools’ system or modality 
(private/public); this information can provide 
valuable insights on how to plan for sustainability 
and scale-up of CSE programming.

Needs assessments are necessary but 
not sufficient; complement them with 
participatory processes with stakeholders
Plan International already has needs assessment 
elements in their planning process as : participants 
mentioned they were done as “routine at project 
proposal stage.19” However, investing time and 
resources to undertake participatory exercises 
with, for example, parents, community and religious 
leaders, educators/facilitators and youth, can allow 
not only the identification of needs but will also result 
in a clearer picture of their causes.20 This process 
can lead to identifying shared values, social norms 
and attitudes surrounding adolescent SRH and their 
participation in society. This, in turn, helps to prevent 
backlash and creates a favourable environment for 
CSE in each community. 

Include a diversity of stakeholders in 
mapping and context assessment activities
The inclusion of a diversity of adolescents and young 
people, as well as community leaders, organisations, 
collectives, and participants into the project design 
right from the beginning really matters: making 
inclusiveness a core feature of the CSE initiative. 

Involving a diversity of stakeholders in context 
assessment activities can include formative research 
and consultations in preparation for programme 
design.21 Key stakeholders could include:

•	 Young people in all their diversity (this includes 
but it is not limited to): young people with disabilities, 
young people living in humanitarian settings, 
indigenous youth, young lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
and gender non-binary/nonconforming people, 
young transgender people, young intersex people, 
young people living with HIV, young people who 
use drugs, youth engaged in transactional sex and 
young people who are in detention.22

•	 Teachers and educators/facilitators,  
CSE implementers, faith-based organisations, 
NGOs, CSOs, and academia:23 these actors 
can be involved in capacity assessments, values 
clarification activities, and exploratory interviews 
to determine ‘how CSE ready’ they are for 
implementation.24

•	 Parents and caregivers: share and validate 
the findings of the context analysis with a range 
of stakeholders during, for example, parent-
teacher meetings, community forums, and school 
management meetings.25

•	 Social media influencers: several elements 
of CSE are present in digital spaces, it is worth 
identifying influencers who could mobilise positive 
CSE and SRHR messaging.26

Assess the digital environments accessed 
by young people and communities
In the digital era, the lines dividing the online  
and off-line lives of people become blurred.27 
Digital media represents an important source 
of information regarding SRH. Therefore, it 
is important for CSE implementers to map and 
understand where adolescents, young people, and 
the general community access this kind of information 
online.28 Similarly, knowing how community 
members exchange CSE and SRH information (and 
misinformation) through social media can reveal 
valuable information about mis/information channels 
and digital gaps. A study participant from Plan 
International Zimbabwe mentions: 

18	 ShareNet Netherlands (2021). Delivery of CSE in non-conventional settings during 
COVID-19. 

19.	 Programme discovery tool, Zimbabwe.
20.	 UNESCO (2021). CSE implementation toolkit. Available at:  

https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/; External experts (E06; EO10; E017)
21.	 UNESCO (2020). Sexuality education review and assessment tool (SERAT). 

Available at: Sexuality Education Review and Assessment Tool (SERAT) 3.0 | Digital 
library | Comprehensive Sexuality Education Learning Platform  
(cse-learning-platform-unesco.org) ; External experts (EO8; EO17)

22.	 External expert (EO17).
23.	 External expert (EO17).

24.	 External expert (EO8).
25.	 External expert (EO8).
26.	 UNESCO (2020). Switched on: sexuality education in the digital space. Available at: 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000372784
27.	 UNESCO (2020). Sexuality education review and assessment tool (SERAT). 

Available at: Sexuality Education Review and Assessment Tool (SERAT) 3.0 | Digital 
library | Comprehensive Sexuality Education Learning Platform (cse-learning-
platform-unesco.org) 

28.	 UNFPA (2020). International technical and programmatic guidance on out-of-
school Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE).

https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/
http://cse-learning-platform-unesco.org
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000372784
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Partnerships and external relations are part 
of the social dynamics of delivering CSE and 
identifying the right partners is key to successful 
programming: a significant number of study 
participants, both external and in the three study 
countries, commented that Plan International has 
a unique position as a trusted partner in child 
protection and development and supporting 
children, adolescents and youth. 

Plan has a trustworthy reputation in 
spaces around CSE because of their broader 
work. Sometimes you need organisations 
that speak openly about sexuality, to 
partner with the organisation to help the 
organisation understand how to deliver CSE 
the right way, so working with more liberal 
institutions that deliver in a more sensitive 
way can work better.  

30

Focus on both partnership building  
and maintenance
For partner selection, CSE practitioners should 
consider organisations that share its values and 
strengthen its youth-centeredness and gender-
transformative approaches. A key first step is to 
understand the purpose and proposed additional 
value of the partnerships, what do they contribute, 
intellectually or in terms of resources and diversity, 
that will complement Plan International’s expertise 
and experience? 

29.	 Educator, Zimbabwe (E5Z).
30.	 External expert (EO6).

31.	 Validation, El Salvador.
32.	 External expert (EO6). 

B  Building external 
partnerships and support

In El Salvador, for example, a youth working group 
was formed, including youth-led and LGBTIQ+ 
organisations, to provide input into the public 
sector collaboration on in-school CSE curricula and 
programmes. The organisations involved remain 
partners to Plan International.31 

Public sector partnerships are key for working in  
public (and private, depending on the country 
context) schools. There was no data on how 
Plan partnered with specific schools, but close 
partnerships with schools are cited as key to working 
with parents. The researchers have witnessed broad 
public sector partnerships with NGOS stemming 
from relationships built at school or municipal level 
and elevated to national agreements. Referral 
networks and connections to service providers 
should be considered within partnerships to ensure 
the capacity to implement at the delivery stage.

Partnerships should be based on communication 
channels and common projects through memoranda 
of understanding and other forms of explicit 
agreement, that adapt to the organisational 
dynamics of the different partners. Once alliances 
are established, they need constant follow-up. 
This can take the form of on-going training, technical 
exchanges, and spaces to co-design strategic 
advocacy and project plans. 

Opportunities for collaborative planning are 
important. Youth-led organisations, LGBTIQ+ 
organisations and organisations led by persons with 
disabilities in particular should not be given any reason 
to doubt being full partners at all stages of the project.

Keep the partnership network as diverse  
as possible
Potential partners mentioned throughout the external 
and internal investigations were:

•	 youth-led organisations
•	 government agencies
•	 health professional bodies
•	 religious organisations and leaders
•	 youth/child protection agencies
•	 parent-teacher associations
•	 teacher/educator networks
•	 women’s collectives and local non-profits.32

Young people get information from 
the media and then consult with the 
educators/facilitators on information 
they found out. TV, Twitter, Facebook, 
radio stations [and] phones are used to 
spread CSE.  

29
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However, exploring outside of the usual SRHR 
scope can foster an intersectional approach to CSE 
planning and delivery.33

Plan El Salvador addressed partnering with 
LBGTIQ+ organisations34 and Laos mentioned 
partnering with women’s organisations.35 These, in 
addition to organisations led by youth and by people 
with disabilities, are essential to partnering according 
to Plan International’s values. Within this diversity, it 
is also crucial to foster engagement with religious/
traditional leaders and congregations by sharing the 
positive aspects of CSE and exploring common-
ground visions, missions, and strategies.36 

Comments from study participants back up  
this approach: 

 ... You need to do a survey with 
religious people and bring the data to  
their leaders to get their buy-in. It has 
to be a bottom-up approach. Bring the 
evidence from THEIR context.  

37

In general, we implement an approach 
of diversity and inclusion, the starting 
point is the rights approach, this 
narrative [human rights] makes it easier 
to talk about sexual diversity.  

38

33.	 External expert (EO2).
34.	 Validation workshop, El Salvador.
35.	 Programme discovery tool, Laos.
36.	 SAfAIDS (2015). Religious leaders: Know more about CSE and youth friendly 

services! Available at: https:// healtheducationresources.unesco.org/sites/default/
files/ resources/unesco_cse_know_how_rl_guides_final.pdf

37.	 Validation workshop, Zimbabwe.
38.	 Validation workshop, El Salvador.

39.	 UNESCO (2021). CSE implementation toolkit. Available at:  
https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/ 

40.	 External expert (EO5).
41.	 External expert (EO10).
42.	 WISE (n.d). Best practices for family engagement in sex education implementation;  

External expert (EO10) 
43.	 Plan International (2021). Young people’s perspectives on sexual wellbeing and consent.  

Available at: https://plan-international.org/publications/sexual-wellbeing-consent 

Parents and guardians 

of young people are 
the primary sexuality 
educators of their 
children and key to 
CSE implementation. 39

C  Engagement of parents, 
guardians and caregivers

We want our children to be safe, we 
want them to make good decisions for 
themselves; everyone wants their kids 
to continue in education and thrive ... 
[Use] those values as your openers, your 
foundation. A whole lot of ground work in 
building relationships with young people 
and parents is important. As soon as there 
is a murmuring of how CSE is sexualising 
children, the programme collapses ... When 
they see it’s important stuff, they want 
their kids to know.  

40

Exercise flexibility when including  
families and caregivers in planning,  
design and implementation 
This involvement should not be one size fits all; 
the activities for parents and carers must fit their 
schedules and be as open and inclusive possible to 
different family configurations. The needs of single 
parents, may be different from those of older siblings 
or grandparents who are acting as primary carers 
and their desire for involvement may vary:

Parents can be super worried about CSE, 
but some parents will respond better to 
having close participation in the programme, 
others get tired of all the things and just 
need some very light touch activities.  

41

Many cannot go to multiple meetings but parents and  
carers can be motivated to engage in constant but  
strategic activities through diverse communication  
channels. Ideally, include in planning, caregiving offers,  
transportation and other incentives. Events can be  
tied to other school-events like parent-teachers’  
meetings and recurrent school calendar events.42 Of 
course, this participatory approach has as a prerequisite 
a strong partnership between Plan International and 
the school as outlined in Plan International’s ‘Putting 
the C in CSE: Standards for Content, Delivery and 
Environment of Comprehensive Sexuality Education 
standards 10 and 12, regarding total school support 
and caregiver involvement, respectively.43 

https:// healtheducationresources.unesco.org/sites/default/files/ resources/unesco_cse_know_how_rl_g
https:// healtheducationresources.unesco.org/sites/default/files/ resources/unesco_cse_know_how_rl_g
https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/
https://plan-international.org/publications/sexual-wellbeing-consent
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Plan International offices in Laos engage in this 
kind of planning: 

On special occasions, when we 
organise special events, such as National 
Teacher’s Day, Science Day in our school ... 
parents are invited to participate. During 
these events, students perform different 
performances ... through which CSE 
related messages are conveyed.  

44

Similarly, offices in El Salvador and Zimbabwe: 

[the parents] were invited for the  
first informative meeting, they were 
explained the process of the [CSE] workshops 
s and they were given material specifically 
for parents to support their children ...  
[the parents] sent pictures working 
together, some were able to do it.  

45

A few parents are involved as  
there are committees and some of 
them attend. They were not happy but 
after being taught they started to be 
supportive.  

46 

Create training spaces for families  
and caregivers
Research shows that messaging surrounding CSE 
was adapted to parents, which is a good strategy to 
get buy-in and engage them in further activities. This is 
particularly necessary when parents act as gatekeepers 
of CSE programmes in- and out-of-school. 

Some partners proposed: 

Engage parents through less 
controversial topics, (e.g., menstrual 
management) that they will be open to and 
see a need for, before broaching the full 
range of CSE topics with them.  

47

44.	 Educator, Laos (E5L).
45.	 Educator, El Salvador (E3ES).
46.	 Young person, Zimbabwe (YPFGD3Z).
47.	 External expert (EO17).

48.	 External experts (EO8, EO5).
49.	 External expert (EO5).
50.	 Educator, El Salvador (ES1S).

To fully include parents, they should receive 
comprehensive CSE messaging, not topics cherry picked for ease or acceptability. 

The inclusion of training and dialogue spaces for 
parents can provide an opportunity to solve doubts 
and gain practical skills on how to communicate with 
children, adolescents, and young people about their 
sexuality and overall well-being. As mentioned before 
these activities should have a flexible schedule and 
include incentives during initial phases. 

Parental engagement 

should be included 
in the budget to 
account for stipends, 
transportation, print 
educational resources 

and other materials 
where needed. 

Build intergenerational spaces into  
CSE delivery
Consider building in a parent/caregiver-child/adolescent 
communication component to the CSE programme 
that acts as a bridge to promote the role of parents in 
their children’s sexuality education.48 Some participants 
suggested positive parenting workshops and parent-
child dialogue groups with several father-son or mother-
daughter duos and a facilitator using participatory 
methods to engage everyone in discussion about CSE 
topics.49 One educator in El Salvador explained:

Many parents are now attending parent-
child communication sessions, as a result 
of schools being closed, children are not 
getting information from schools.  

50
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51.	 UNFPA (2020). International Technical and Programmatic Guidance on Out-of-
School CSE.

52.	 Young person, El Salvador (YL2ES).
53.	 Validation workshop, Laos.
54.	 Stakeholder, Laos (CLS7L).

55.	 Validation workshop, Laos.
56.	 YOUACT and CHOICE for Youth and Sexuality (2017). The Flower of Participation. 

Available at: https://www.youthdoit.org/assets/Uploads/20171122-Flower-of-
Participation-Narrative.pdf

57.	 ShareNet Netherlands (2021). Delivery of CSE in non-conventional settings during 
COVID-19. 

In addition to the above recommendations, the 
integration of at-home activities that involve parents 
into the curricula was also suggested: for example, 
homework or discussion activities that can take 
place out of the learning environment.

Include activities outside of school centres
Many of the references to parents’ and caregivers’ 
involvement use the school as an entry point and 
‘space for encounter’ with families. This approach 
is absolutely necessary but is not sufficient to reach 
out to those parents and caregivers whose children 
are outside of the formal school system. Alternatives 
can range from partnering with community 
centres, faith-based congregations, and 
grassroots coalitions that engage in outreach to 
historically excluded populations.51

D  Engaging  
young people 

Almost every publication and study participant 
mentioned the importance of youth engagement but  
there is little clarity on the specific collaboration models 
that can foster spaces to amplify the voices of young 
people. Furthermore, this study revealed little regarding 
the practicalities of engaging with youth where Plan 
International’s offices may not have specialised expertise. 

The inclusion of young people must, from the 
outset, be significant, participatory, and beyond 
a consultative status. It must include young 
people from diverse backgrounds as individuals 
and acknowledge the work of organised youth-led 
collectives. Any engagement with young people must be 
underpinned by good safeguarding and care practices.

Prioritise young people’s participation as 
a transversal element of CSE at all stages 
of the process from Engagement and 
Planning to Sustainability and Scale-up

There is no time in a CSE programming cycle when 
young people in all their diversity should not be 
involved and this should be considered in planning and 
budgeting. A diversity of young people includes any that 
may be excluded from traditional youth programming. 

Engaging with marginalised young people requires 
significant trust building and often partnerships with 
collectives or groups that have already built that trust in 
the community and are already serving some needs. 

The literature and study participants agree that 
beyond the statistics, CSE programmers need 
to know what is going on in the real lives of 
young people in all of their diversity. This requires 
listening, intently, on an ongoing basis and acting 
upon suggestions made by youth. This is not only 
imperative to a programme’s success but, also, part 
of an organisation’s accountability to the populations 
it is attempting to reach. During the research process, 
several local offices and Plan International partners 
often mentioned youth engagement as part of 
the programme delivery phase and reported 
being trained to do this: involving young people as 
researchers and encouraged to give feedback.52, 53, 54

However, the CSE implementation at the Laos country 
office highlighted the need to allocate enough time 
and resources for young people to be integrated 
from the planning and engagement process: 

If you want to involve young people, 
it takes time – including other language 
groups. We would not have the resources we 
do, and these will extend beyond the life of 
the project. Donors giving at least 6 months 
to design is crucial to ensuring that young 
people have meaningful participation.  

55

An additional suggested resource on youth 
engagement is The Flower of Participation from 
YOUACT and CHOICE for Youth and Sexuality (2017).56

Engage with youth-led organisations 
to include young people in CSE 
programming
it is important, in terms of diversity, to build partnerships 
that encourage young advocates to collaborate with 
country offices activities.57 According to the vast 
majority of interviews, the recruiting process at schools 
is done on the basis of students’ availability and 
interest, or teachers’ perceptions of leadership skills, 
which may not allow for a diverse pool of young people 
to engage. Some prospective participants are selected 
on the basis of their academic performance: 

https://www.youthdoit.org/assets/Uploads/20171122-Flower-of-Participation-Narrative.pdf
https://www.youthdoit.org/assets/Uploads/20171122-Flower-of-Participation-Narrative.pdf
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Since they took class hours to 
develop the activities, they were asked to 
keep up with their homework ... they were 
asked to be young people who had good 
grades and they were encouraged to turn 
in their homework so as not to leave 
anyone out.  

58 

These practices could lead to elite recruiting and 
become a barrier to the full participation of those 
young people who come from historically marginalised 
communities. For this reason, partnering with youth-
led initiatives and actively recruiting a diversity 
of young people can help ensure inclusion within 
programmes. Similarly, in the partnership building 
stage, CSE implementers must negotiate with school 
authorities to improve the inclusiveness of the process.

Budget for young people’s participation 
Budgeting for overarching and meaningful youth 
participation is key to programme sustainability. 
Include in the budget incentives and reimbursements 
to enable young people’s participation in workshops 
and meetings: for example, mobile credit and money 
for transportation.59 Similarly, those youth who act as 
peer-educators should get stipends for their work or 
another kind of socioeconomic support.60

Another suggestion from partner organisations is to 
hire young people as local office staff: 

Engage young people throughout  
the programme cycle: engage young people  
in research through focus group 
discussions, interviews, but also as paid 
researchers, facilitators, and peer  
educators or peer service providers.  

61 

Use creative and flexible outreach 
strategies 
Reaching children and young people, particularly girls, 
in insecure environments or humanitarian settings is 
a challenge to full and diverse participation principles. 
Suggestions from external partners included: offering 
flexible access to the programme, for example 

eliminating strict attendance requirements; running 
programmes at times when participants are most 
available and providing transportation costs and 
budget for them.62

Similarly, to increase the participation of those 
young people and adolescents who are more 
excluded, the outreach and participants’ inclusion 
process should align with the out-of-school 
education strategy of the local offices. Youth-led 
collectives can be vital partners in identifying and 
engaging with hard-to-reach populations:

Girls who fall pregnant and stop 
attending school miss out on important 
information, therefore there is a need to 
reach young people who are married and 
those who are pregnant. Young people 
living with disabilities and out-of-school 
are missing.  

63

Young people can also be engaged through 
internship programmes and professional 
development within Plan offices.64

58.	 Educator, El Salvador (E2ES).
59.	 ShareNet Netherlands (2021). Delivery of CSE in non-conventional settings during 

COVID-19. 
60.	 Billowitz, M., Evelia H., Menard-Freeman, L., and Watson, K. (2020) Asking the 

Right Questions: Existing evidence and the research agenda for youth peer 
education in SRH programming.

61.	 External expert (EO17).
62.	 External expert (EO17).
63.	 Staff, Zimbabwe (PFGD1Z).
64.	 Staff, Zimbabwe (comment on report draft).

E  Advocating  
for CSE

Advocacy cuts across all stages of a CSE 
programme, findings from the study illustrate how 
diverse advocacy can be in different contexts and at 
different stages of a programme. 

Set long-term advocacy goals whilst also 
being flexible and responsive 
As with all areas of inquiry for this study, CSE 
advocacy is very context-specific; not only will 
the asks or objectives differ, but also the target 
audiences, methods or channels for influence 
and timing. What’s more, depending on where 
pressure needs to be applied, boundaries need to 
be pushed and bottlenecks need to be addressed, 
advocacy priorities change across the course of 
a CSE programme. 
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At a macro level, priorities can change with 
geopolitical factors that are out of the control of the 
programme team: for example, when new political 
parties take power or when there is staff turnover 
within ministries. At a more micro level, unforeseen 
challenges such as opposition from a teachers’ 
union or a misinformation campaign by local media 
may require nimble responses alongside matching 
finances. At the same time, there are some long-
term advocacy goals and targets that can 
be considered fixed: these have to do with 

65.	 External expert (EO8).
66.	 Stakeholder, Laos (CLS4Z).
67.	 Stakeholder, Laos (CLS7L).
68	 LSE (2020). Delivering Successful Comprehensive Sexuality Education. 

69.	 SAfAIDS (2015). Religious leaders: Know more about CSE and youth friendly 
services! Available at: https:// healtheducationresources.unesco.org/sites/default/
files/ resources/unesco_cse_know_how_rl_guides_final.pdf ; UNESCO (2021).  
CSE implementation toolkit. Available at: https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/ ; External 
expert (EO11)

Table 1: CSE Advocacy focus areas and examples

CSE advocacy  
focus areas Examples

Raise 
awareness 

•	 dispel misconceptions about the objectives of CSE
•	 ensure the buy-in of principals, educators/facilitators and communities

Integrate 
CSE into 
the national 
education 
system 

•	 make CSE examinable within schools 
•	 include CSE in the national curriculum at all levels
•	 ensure the quality of CSE within various settings by feeding learning from 

monitoring and evaluation into advocacy efforts (see ‘Monitoring, evaluation and 
institutional learning’ section)

•	 integrate pre-service training on CSE into teacher training colleges65  
(see ‘Sustainability and scale-up’) 

Expand access  
to CSE

•	 change social norms that prevent young people from receiving adequate 
information about SRHR66

•	 increase access to CSE by ethnic and language minorities through the 
translation of curricula and/or resources67

•	 ensure linkages with healthcare and other essential services for young people, 
including for those living with a disability and with diverse SOGIESC 

•	 expand CSE to various marginalised groups or communities

Accountability 
for provision of 
CSE

•	 hold governments to account for international and national commitments  
to CSE

•	 increase funding and government support for CSE at national and local levels68

•	 reform or raise awareness of laws or policies that impact CSE delivery and 
content69

ensuring the longevity, quality and scale-up of 
CSE for which government support is needed. 

Country offices included in the study mentioned 
the importance of raising awareness and 
ensuring the buy-in of crucial stakeholders 
and gatekeepers. Less mention was made of 
accountability and law or policy reform, though 
those were documented in the literature and by 
external interviewees, as being a crucial component 
of CSE advocacy.

https:// healtheducationresources.unesco.org/sites/default/files/ resources/unesco_cse_know_how_rl_g
https:// healtheducationresources.unesco.org/sites/default/files/ resources/unesco_cse_know_how_rl_g
https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/
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Draw on local level examples to inform 
national level advocacy
One of Plan International’s strengths in relation to 
CSE advocacy is its proximity to the realities on the 
ground. Informing advocacy with these realities 
is powerful and should be further explored and 
systematised. In El Salvador, Plan International 
is using the experience of community-level work to 
influence key actors: 

 ... An example that we can mention  
is the construction of the National 
Strategy for Pregnancy Prevention, 
in which we showed the work that 
Plan is undertaking and in addition 
had participation of the adolescents 
from our SRHR course. In other words, 
it’s not just Plan, but the young 
people participating in the programme 
themselves who have influence.  

70 

Communicate clearly the objectives and 
outcomes of CSE with target audiences
In large part, CSE advocacy is viewed by country 
offices as the means through which information 
about the true purpose of CSE is shared with a 
variety of target audiences: including government 
officials, parliamentarians, parents, community 
leaders and young people themselves. Study 
participants saw communications as a crucial 
advocacy tool for creating favourable social and 
political environments for CSE programming.71

In Plan International Laos, providing information to 
communities, including parents, that illustrates the 
importance of CSE is seen as key to creating mutual 
understanding and safe spaces within which young 
people can learn. In Zimbabwe, the CSE programme 
is actively involved in sharing its successes and 
outcomes on social media and through reports to 
foster further understanding of its aims.72

Several study participants spoke of the personal 
responsibility they assume to communicate and 
advocate within their own sphere of influence. An 
educator from Laos explained: 

I took part in encouraging other 
teachers, friends and family to raise 
their awareness about the importance 
of CSE – take chances to explain to them 
when opportunity allows. For example, 
during casual discussion on general 
topics that are close to CSE, I insert 
some CSE topics into the discussion. Of 
course, the atmosphere/people’s mood 
have to be observed because otherwise 
people will go against it.  

73

Work with existing movements and legal 
frameworks in each context
In many countries and contexts, CSE has been a 
part of feminist, women’s and youth movements’ 
advocacy for several decades and there are 
many established players and coalitions through 
which this advocacy is being conducted.74 Plan 
International should map these key players and 
consider if and how it can contribute. In Laos, for 
example, Plan International is working with a variety 
of partners that are similarly supportive of CSE and, 
collectively, they are using the Noi Framework,75 
which is an advocacy tool focused on the rights of 
girls and the fulfilment of the SDGs, as a hook for 
their CSE advocacy.76

70.	 Programme discovery tool, El Salvador.
71.	 Educator, Laos (E5L); Stakeholder, Laos (CLS7L), Programme discovery tools,  

Laos and Zimbabwe.
72.	 Programme discovery tool, Zimbabwe.
73.	 Educator, Laos (E5L).

74.	 UNESCO (2017). CSE scale-up in practice. Case studies from Eastern and 
Southern Africa. Available at: https://healtheducationresources.unesco.org/sites/
default/files/resources/cse_scale_up_in_practice_june_2017_final_.pdf 

75.	 UNFPA (n.d.). The Noi 2030 framework - Achieving gender equality and 
empowerment of girls. Available at: https://lao.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-
pdf/noi_2030_framework_eng.pdf

76.	 Programme discovery tool, Laos.

https://lao.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/noi_2030_framework_eng.pdf
https://lao.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/noi_2030_framework_eng.pdf
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The international frameworks, listed below, provide 
opportunities for CSE advocacy.

Examples of international normative 
frameworks in relation to CSE 77

•	 Sustainable development goals (SDGs)

Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all 
at all stages (SDG3); Ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all (SDG4); Achieve gender equality 
and empower all women and girls (SDG5)

•	 International Conference for Population and 
Development (ICPD) Programme of Action; 
Beijing Platform for Action and the outcome 
documents of their review conferences

Call upon governments to ‘give full attention to 
meeting the sexual and reproductive health-
service, information and education needs of 
young people, with full respect for their privacy 
and confidentiality, free of discrimination, 
and to provide them with evidence-based 
comprehensive education on human sexuality, 
sexual and reproductive health, human rights 
and gender equality, to enable them to deal in a 
positive and responsible way with their sexuality’.

•	 Human Rights Council

Calls upon States to: ‘Develop and implement 
educational programmes and teaching materials, 
including comprehensive sexuality education, 
based on full and accurate information, for all 
adolescents and youth, in a manner consistent 
with their evolving capacities’.

•	 Committee on the Rights of the Child

Urges States that: ‘Age-appropriate, comprehensive 
and inclusive sexual and reproductive health 
education, based on scientific evidence and human 
rights standards and developed with adolescents, 
should be part of the mandatory school curriculum 
and reach out-of-school adolescents.’

•	 Committee on Economic, Social and  
Cultural Rights

Recommends: ‘The realisation of the right to 
sexual and reproductive health requires that State 
parties meet their obligations, such as the right 
to education on sexuality and reproduction that 
is comprehensive, non-discriminatory, evidence-
based, scientifically accurate and age-appropriate’.

At the regional level, opportunities for advocacy 
vary. In East and Southern Africa, for example, more 
than twenty governments have committed to young 
people’s health and rights in the East and Southern 
Africa Ministerial Commitment on access to CSE 
and youth-friendly health services.78, 79 West African 
countries are considering a similar commitment. 

National level frameworks for CSE are found in laws and 
policies, which should be assessed during the planning 
stages of a programme. Ministries of Education 
may have their own policies or directives, related to 
CSE, in place. Advocates should review these and 
assess the extent to which they are supportive and 
clearly communicated to stakeholders. Not only are 
such national policies important for accountability 
purposes but they are also useful in supporting 
organisations to address backlash and opposition by 
demonstrating government support for CSE.80 

77.	 Copied from UNESCO (2018). International technical guidance on sexuality 
education. p. 82. Available at: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/
pf0000260770/PDF/260770eng.pdf.multi

78.	 https://healtheducationresources.unesco.org/
79.	 This commitment will be renewed in late 2021 by 20+ governments from the region.

80.	 UNESCO (2017). CSE scale-up in practice. Case studies from Eastern and 
Southern Africa. Available at: https://healtheducationresources.unesco.org/sites/
default/files/resources/cse_scale_up_in_practice_june_2017_final_.pdf 

81.	 Educators, El Salvador (E1ES, E5ES); Young person, El Salvador (YL6ES).
82.	 Educator, Laos (E5L).

F  Addressing backlash  
and opposition 

Addressing backlash and opposition may start –  
but definitely does not end – during the 
‘Engagement/Planning’ phase. Phase Two research 
revealed the importance of exploring how country 
offices can anticipate and address backlash or 
opposition to CSE. Despite this, most Phase Three 
study participants did not highlight it as a major 
obstacle, except in relation to parents’ and 
community members’ misconceptions about 
CSE and religious fundamentalism in El Salvador, 
including amongst educators and facilitators.81 One 
educator from Laos mentioned: 

[There is] not much backlash or 
opposition in schools because the 
community and the students now have 
better awareness about CSE. District 
Health offices and health centres 
disseminate information in communities. 
Community’s awareness has increased. 
Perception of the general public has 
also changed a lot.  

82

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770/PDF/260770eng.pdf.multi 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770/PDF/260770eng.pdf.multi 
https://healtheducationresources.unesco.org/
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Study participants did highlight the importance of 
addressing parents’ opposition to their children’s 
participation in CSE. One stakeholder from 
Zimbabwe said: 

Ignorance and misconceptions for 
example ... parents say that CSE is a way 
of encouraging young people to engage in 
sexual activities.  

83 

Study participants from El Salvador take an approach  
that uses content related to self-care for young people  
(as opposed to sexual behaviour) as an entry point so  
that parents (and youth themselves) do not feel that CSE  
programming is encouraging young people to have sex.84

This approach should be closely examined to ensure 
that young people who do engage in sex are not 
stigmatised as a result of any CSE messaging. 
Additionally, curricula used must meet international 
standards: topics that are essential to young people’s  
rights and development should not be diluted. 

The following tactics can help mitigate the impact of 
the backlash from organised opposition to CSE:

•	 Equip participants/parents with evidence-
based talking points about CSE. Often 
members of organised opposition groups come 
with their own misinformation in the guise of 

Having a strong network 

of partners both in and 

out of government, a 
communications strategy 

that engages parents and 

the general public in support 

of CSE and an advocacy 

strategy that aims to codify 

access to CSE into law, can 

both prevent and respond to 

any backlash that arises. 

83.	 Stakeholder, Zimbabwe (CLS4Z). 84.	 Educator, El Salvador (E3ES).

“research” about programming, young peoples’ 
sexuality and health, that seem official, but are 
not based on rigorous science, evidence, or 
sound data collection methods and analysis.

•	 Avoid responding to members of the opposition 
(unless absolutely necessary), as they often have 
a mandate just to elicit a negative response.

•	 Engage “friendly” religious leaders in CSE 
spaces, and equip them with information.  
As mentioned elsewhere in this report, “common 
ground” partners can also help mitigate 
opposition and soften the perceptions of CSE  
as a radical intervention. 

02  
DESIGN
The engagement of stakeholders, 
including external partners, parents, 
and young people, described in 
the Engagement/Planning section 
should continue during this stage to 
encourage participatory planning and 
accountability. Likewise, this is a time 
period when effort and thought should 
be dedicated to detailed budgeting and 
to the monitoring, evaluation, research 
and learning plan for the programme as 
well as sustainability and scale-up.
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85.	 ShareNet Netherlands (2021). Delivery of CSE in non-conventional settings during 
COVID-19; External experts (EO5; EO8; EO10)

86.	 El Salvador Programme discovery tool.
87.	 Laos Programme discovery tool.
88.	 Zimbabwe Programme discovery tool.
89.	 Stakeholder, Zimbabwe (CLS4Z).

90.	 Advocates for Youth (2018). Professional Learning Standards for Sexuality Education 
91.	 Plan International (2021). Young People’s Perspectives on Sexual Wellbeing  

and Consent. Available at: https://plan-international.org/publications/sexual-
wellbeing-consent

92.	 External experts (EO7; EO11).
93.	 External expert (EO6); El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe Programme discovery tools.

A  Planning and  
programmatic design

Planning and programme design refers to the 
specifics of CSE programming – the who, 
what, where, and how – based on the contextual 
analysis made for this programme or for other SRHR 
programming already taking place. 

Determine programme objectives that 
can serve as entry points for CSE
External literature and Phase Two interviews note 
that the entry point for CSE should be context-
specific: for example, addressing high rates of 
unintended pregnancy amongst adolescents, or 
child abuse and should have buy-in from a range of 
stakeholders.85 An emphasis on context and buy-in 
will help prevent backlash and opposition.

Country offices have crafted their objectives around 
the issues that are most likely to garner support 
from communities and the government. Within this 
approach, however, their programmes contain a rights-
based, and not solely public health, perspective: 

•	 In El Salvador, the programme objectives focus on 
adolescent pregnancy and HIV/STI prevention, though 
the programme contains a rights-based focus.86 

•	 In Laos, child, early and forced marriages  
(CEFM) and school dropout were cited as entry 
points for CSE.87 

•	 In Zimbabwe, adolescent pregnancy, STIs,  
and the need to reach underserved populations 
informed programme objectives88 and study 
participants noted how their mapping process  
led to identification of these entry points:

When we were mapping wards,  
we realised that there are high issues 
of teenage pregnancies, STIs and school 
dropouts therefore we identified entry 
points on the basis of these indicators.  
After identifying the wards, there were 
district level meetings and community 
meetings with community members and 
leaders as well as community cadres.  

89

In other words, the SRHR of young people is not 
strictly a behaviour change issue, like giving up 
smoking. A rights and justice perspective takes 
into account the right to express one’s sexuality 
and experience pleasure: Plan International aims 
to deliver holistic SRHR programmes that reflect 
positive sexual experiences rather than focussing 
only on risks.91

Seek input from stakeholders during the 
planning and design stage
As previously mentioned, it is important to reach 
out to more marginalised groups and involve 
them in partnerships at all levels of the project, 
including as feasible in syllabus or curriculum 
development. 

Input should include participants from all levels of 
society and come from: children and young people 
in all their diversity; parents, guardians, other family 
members; educators/facilitators, faith leaders and 
other community leaders; the media, health and 
other service providers, local government officials; 
national ministries of children, youth, health, 
women, gender, protection, justice, social welfare, 
Indigenous affairs and departments of education 
and non-formal education.92

In all three countries, Plan International has 
developed memoranda of understanding with 
ministries, such as the Ministry of Education and 
Health to ensure their support and buy-in for their 
work. This is necessary for scale-up in the long-term, 
and helps ensure a birds-eye view of other existing 
programmes and how they can work together for 
greater effectiveness within existing infrastructure. 
It is an approach endorsed by the external expert 
quoted below:93 

In addition to public health 

issues, which may be of 

national interest, it is also 

recommended to focus on 

CSE as an issue of rights 

and justice.90 

https://plan-international.org/publications/sexual-wellbeing-consent
https://plan-international.org/publications/sexual-wellbeing-consent
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We now use the official route as  
it has more support for scale up. We  
now develop MOUs with ministries, we 
work with them in advisory committees 
and work with them to sensitise 
communities and schools.  

94 

It is important to engage with government 
ministries in the development of CSE programming 
– Ministry of Health officials, for example, may 
have a different perspective on young people’s 
needs and can connect the programme to health 
services. But it is also important to note that 
they should not become gatekeepers to 
comprehensive rights- and evidence-based 
sexuality education. This underscores the 
importance of having other programme partners at 
the table, including youth-led organisations, who 
will reinforce Plan’s principles. 

Design CSE programmes to respond  
to the context assessment, including 
determining geographies and participant 
profiles

94.	 External expert (EO6).
95.	 Young person, El Salvador (YL6ES).

96.	 External expert (EO8).
97.	 El Salvador Programme discovery tool.

The purpose of a 
context assessment is to design a programme that is responsive to a community’s SRHR needs while still ensuring evidence and right-based messaging.

It should be noted that contexts and understandings 
of these needs change over time and it is helpful 
to review periodically whether a programme is still 
responding to the needs of the populations that it 
was meant to serve. It will be especially beneficial to 
exchange experiences of programme adaptation 
and innovation during the Covid-19 pandemic, in 
order to inform future design decisions.95

External literature and interviews in Phase Two 
suggested using the available data to identify 
geographic hot spots where young people are 
lacking in access to information and/or services 
and use this as a starting point for programming; 
as well as identifying where support for CSE is 
high, in certain schools or communities perhaps 
and start with programming there.96 Study 
participants in Phase Two also recommended 
identifying gaps in the delivery of CSE and going 
to where the need exists. This might include out-
of-school groups who do not access formal CSE, 
or designing programmes specifically for certain 
groups – young people with disabilities, for example 
– who need supplementary information that is not 
provided in the formal curriculum. 

Country offices engage in this type of informed 
programme design. The El Salvador office uses  
a five-step process: 

01 Context analysisContext analysis in which specialists 
in thematic areas are sought, and 
implementation gaps and opportunities  
are identified; 

02 Stakeholder consultationStakeholder consultation with all groups 
relevant to the proposed programme, 
including government institutions, 
adolescents and youth, families, and 
municipal representatives; 

03 Design of strategies,Design of strategies, methodology, and 
populations of interest (beneficiaries), 
which Plan International staff produce in  
a programme proposal including the 
context, justification, strategies, population 
of focus, and evaluation proposal; 

04 Review and feedbackReview and feedback on the programme 
undertaken by the Plan International 
management team; 

05 Adjustment and approvalAdjustment and approval of  
the programme.97 
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In Laos, partners make decisions about number, 
length, and frequency and location of the CSE 
sessions, taking into account location of villages, 
in addition to location of health centres.98 
The Zimbabwe programme discovery tool 
acknowledged that the CSE programme could 
improve on inclusion of diverse young people based 
on an informed design process, but did describe 
work with YPLHIV and sex workers in out-of-
school CSE programmes. Other criteria that study 
participants mentioned for determining where and 
with whom to engage in CSE programming were:

•	 Where Plan International already has 
programmes, and therefore trust, in the 
communities. Study participants expressed the 
importance of Plan International’s experience and 
reputation working in education, child protection, 
and youth development.99 

•	 With underserved populations, such as 
young people living with a disability, ethnic 
minorities, girls who are not in school, sex 
workers, and young people living with HIV100 
and LGBTIQ+ youth

•	 Where health centres are located.101

•	 Taking into account the needs of adolescents 
and youth from their perspectives based on 
their inputs.102

In terms of people with disabilities,  
we choose the place where it’s possible 
for people to join. When you do the context 
analysis, and you know people have these 
vulnerabilities you use this information, 
make it more inclusive.  

103

Provide feedback to consultation 
participants, especially youth and 
adolescents, about how their participation 
has influenced programme design
While country offices described consulting with young  
people within the design process, there was little 
evidence that young people were aware of their role in  
design or any changes or adjustments to the programme  
that took place as a result of their participation.104 

98.	 Stakeholder, Laos (CLS7L).
99.	 El Salvador, Laos, and Zimbabwe Programme discovery tool.
100.	Stakeholders, Laos and Zimbabwe (CLS7L; CLS6Z); Zimbabwe programme 

discovery tool.
101.	Stakeholder, Laos (CLS7L).

102.	Educator, El Salvador (E5ES).
103.	External expert (EO2).
104.	Stakeholders, Laos (CLS7L; CLS9L).
105.	Laos Programme discovery tool.

Addressing culture and values, which takes time 
and therefore requires money, must be reflected 
in programme design. It is critical to engaging 
with historically marginalised communities 
and identities and to address the needs of 
programme staff: including Plan International staff, 
educators and facilitators, who may also require 
more understanding of sex and sexuality, and may 
have adolescent children themselves. 

Prioritise competency and recruitment  
of CSE educators and facilitators as much  
as training

There were varied opinions expressed in the 
research about the characteristics required of a CSE 
educator but it is seen as important to create spaces 
for continual dialogue, to promote understanding 
of gender and sexuality issues, and encourage 
collaborative problem-solving. 

As one educator put it:

If people are not comfortable  
talking about sexuality, then being a CSE 
educator will be difficult.  

105

Staff who are already 
open and interested 
in CSE topics should 
be hired, and safe 
spaces created to 
continue to challenge 
prominent social 
norms and contextual 

beliefs. 

B  Addressing internal  
cultures



Findings and operational recommendations

 27 Learnings from CSE Practitioners in El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe: operational research report plan-international.org 

106.	External expert (EO2).
107.	Educator, Laos (E1L).
108.	External expert (EO5).
109.	Eisenberg, M. E., Madsen, N., Oliphant, J. A., Sieving, R. E., & Resnick, M. (2010). 

“Am I Qualified? How Do I know?” A Qualitative Study of Sexuality Educators’ 
Training Experiences. American Journal of Health Education, 41(6), 337–344.

110.	Educator, Zimbabwe (E3Z).
111.	 Stakeholder, Zimbabwe (CLS10Z).
112.	Stakeholder, Zimbabwe (CLS9Z).

This implies that hiring is as 
important as values clarification and 
training. Encourage staff to be open-
minded and bridge gaps between those 
opposing and those supporting CSE: seek 
common ground with other members of 
the community regarding CSE.  

106 

For out-of-school programmes and those led by an 
outside facilitator, there is an opportunity to create an 
ideal profile for CSE facilitation and ensure that the 
competences, skills, knowledge and disposition 
required are in line with the organisation’s values 
and culture surrounding SRHR and gender. In 
contrast, for in-school programming there may be 
little choice: in the Laos school CSE programme, 
teachers are selected because they teach subjects 
deemed relevant to CSE or because the schools’ 
principals select them.107 

One external partner commented on gaps in the 
recruitment process:

When you are recruiting, you need 
to check for openness and flexibility – 
openness to challenge comfort zones.  
We don’t check on this during recruitment; 
but it’s so important ... It can be a difficult 
position to be in, especially in a context 
that’s overly conservative. You’re the 
person challenging the norm, and you need 
to ensure it’s not a difficult and lonely 
place for those educators.  

108

Even though the research in ideal profiles is sparse, 
researchers109 mention the following: 

expertise in sexual health and trained 

in sex and relationship education 

confident, unembarrassed, 

straightforward, approachable 

experienced at talking about sex, 

using everyday language 

trustworthy and able to keep 

information confidential 

has experiential knowledge 

comfortable with their own sexuality 

good at working with young people, 

able to relate to and accept young 

people’s sexual activity, respectful of 

young people’s autonomy, has similar 

values to youth 

provides a balanced and non-

judgemental view

Study participants also included in their ideal 
characteristics being non-discriminatory,110 having 
extensive experience with the community and with 
youth and adolescents,111 and being “mindful of  
self-care.”112

Based on the data collected, it appears that 
having the ability to recruit CSE facilitators/
educators with some of the desired abilities 
and an openness to CSE topics is preferable 
to training people without those qualities. 
Although the investment in educators who 
represent prevailing social norms and may not 
otherwise have chosen to be involved in CSE, can 
contribute to an increased acceptance of SRHR  
at a societal level. 

Staff members, educators and facilitators must  feel confident and  
supported to deal with complex situations, with institutional policies in place to back them up when challenges arise. 
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Invest in values clarification for  
educators, facilitators and staff and 
monitor that they convey the desired 
values and perspectives 
Values clarification refers to a process of engaging 
with the attitudinal components, such as values, 
openness and commitment, that shape CSE 
planning and delivery and examines how to address 
prejudices in a pedagogical way. Personal values 
do not shift through one training session and 
there is a need to emphasise the ability to think 
critically in safe spaces over a long period of time.113 

Study participants addressed the topic in this way: 

In many contexts, it’s a cultural 
shift when you’re delivering CSE; you’re 
supposed to be interactive and encourage 
questions. It’s in many cultures, across 
Asia, you’re not supposed to say how you 
really feel. To create that safe space, you 
need to make people feel free to break 
from cultural norms.”  

114

Values clarification is always one of 
the first steps. It is an interactive dialogue 
around sexuality, where space is created 
for people to understand where their ideas 
come from, both good and bad. We try to 
build an understanding that it is important 
for young people to understand when to say 
yes. One of the biggest issues is that there 
are strong internal feelings of preventing 
young people to have sex because there is a 
lot of morality behind it.  

115

It is crucial to discuss, reach consensus, and 
determine the reference values and norms of 
your programme: for example, mutual respect, 
tolerance, equality, inclusion and diversity.116 It is 
recommended to include, as part of educators/
facilitator training, the ability to distinguish between 
personal and professional attitudes with regards 
to CSE topics that may be considered sensitive.117 
Several participants commented on this:

113.	External expert (EO11).
114.	External expert (EO5).
115.	External expert (EO6).
116.	UNESCO (2017). CSE scale-up in practice. Case studies from Eastern and 

Southern Africa. Available at: https://healtheducationresources.unesco.org/sites/
default/files/resources/cse_scale_up_in_practice_june_2017_final_.pdf

117.	 External expert (EO8).

118.	Young person, El Salvador (YL5ES).
119.	Staff, Zimbabwe (PFGD1Z).
120.	Stakeholder, Zimbabwe (CLS6Z).
121.	UNFPA WCARO (2018). Comprehensive sexuality education: Evidence and 

promising practices in West and Central Africa. Available at: https://wcaro.unfpa.
org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/VF_Brochure%20CSE_EN_WCARO%20(1).pdf 

Training and support 
have to be ongoing, and 

are not sufficient on their 

own. Recognise that 
internal cultures reflect the 

external environment and 

challenging that is a long-

term process.

[As an educator] you can’t let your  
own personality influence the process.  
If I am a person with religious ideology,  
I can’t impose it. When facilitating, you 
should not mix those things.  

118

I realised that my personal values  
can affect the way I cascade information  
for CSE and this also applies to the 
teachers we train to be facilitators. My 
exposure through Plan International has 
however taught me that everything should 
be taught via a rights-based approach then 
counselling can come after.  

119

These references to educators/facilitators’ own 
values makes it clear that an action point for Plan 
International can be partnering with external 
organisations that manage values clarification 
and training (VCAT) methodologies and run 
ongoing training with all staff, especially those in 
constant contact with the communities and schools.120 

Invest in ongoing training and support, 
including spaces for reflection and learning
Ongoing training and reflection for programmatic 
staff members should include, at a minimum: 
commitment to sexuality education, respect for 
integrity and understanding of boundaries, open-
mindedness and respect for others. These should 
include all CSE programme staff, not only facilitators/
educators. These activities must include personal 
reflections on attitudes towards sexuality.121 

https://wcaro.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/VF_Brochure%20CSE_EN_WCARO%20(1).pdf
https://wcaro.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/VF_Brochure%20CSE_EN_WCARO%20(1).pdf
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For many, being involved in CSE programming 
may contravene social norms and entail social 
sanctions,122 so support and care for staff working 
on CSE is paramount and staff must be aware of the 
duty of care towards them from Plan International. 
In the researchers’ experience, women who are 
involved in SRHR programming may be viewed as 
morally questionable in their communities and even 
by male co-workers; support to them, including 
ensuring a safe working environment, should be part 
of any CSE programming. 

122.	External expert (EO5). 
123.	ShareNet Netherlands (2021).
124.	External expert (EO7).
125.	El Salvador programme discovery tool.
126.	James-Traore, et al., (2004).

127.	 Zhang T. & Dong H. (2008). Human-centred design: an emergent conceptual 
model. Available at: https://bura.brunel.ac.uk/bitstream/2438/3472/1/Fulltext.
pdf?msclkid=f2eb3859c15011ec899e6f36e3806d9b. 

128.	Laos programme discovery tool.
129.	External expert (EO10).

For example, in El Salvador, existing networks 
and youth consultative groups were involved 
in the development of the CSE manual. The 
manual ‘Sexualidad: Una dimensión humana para 
Conquistar’ [‘Sexuality: a Human Dimension to 
Conquer’] was a regional effort by Plan offices in 
five countries. In addition to the context analysis 
that had already taken place, Plan El Salvador 
consulted with adolescents and youth about 
their interests and priorities in terms of CSE. The 
design of resources also involved a review of 
successful CSE methodologies used in the region. 
A committee of youth organisations and the 
Ministry of Health (MoH) and Ministry of Education 
(MoE) reviewed the content, methodologies 
and incorporation of key topics.125 Consultations 
should also take place to ensure inclusion for 
young people with disabilities, LGBTIQ+ youth, 
and others.

Link teacher training explicitly to what is 
expected to be delivered
This means ensuring coordination between the 
pre-service training materials and the core teaching 
curriculum for CSE.126 In Laos for example, a 
human-centred design127 approach, gathering 
inputs from young people about what they would like 
included in a CSE programme, was taken from the 
outset. As a result, the teacher training manual was 
updated with their perspectives and more detailed 
SRHR information.128

Share and take advantage of economies 
of scale when developing programme 
materials without compromising the 
ability to adapt to context 
External study participants expressed their concern 
over duplication and the lack of material dissemination: 

All countries have very good 
material but nothing gets exchanged 
and the resources do not circulate. 
There’s no circulation of these designs 
because they do not budget for 
dissemination.  

129 

It is important to involve young people and 
other stakeholders in developing as well as pilot testing curricula for CSE programmes before rolling them out across the entire programme.124 

The focus of this section is on operational 
recommendations for the steps involved in 
developing resources – curricula, handbooks, 
training curricula, content and in-session activities – 
that respond to the programme’s objectives.

Use the context assessment to design 
CSE resources, pilot test them, and make 
adjustments as necessary
Following the initial context assessment conducted 
prior to any programme, a further needs assessment 
of the young people who have been defined as the 
population of interest should be undertaken, to find 
out what they most want to include in a programme, 
how they want to receive it, and to uncover any 
potential areas that require attention.123 

C  Developing  
resources

https://bura.brunel.ac.uk/bitstream/2438/3472/1/Fulltext.pdf?msclkid=f2eb3859c15011ec899e6f36e3806d9
https://bura.brunel.ac.uk/bitstream/2438/3472/1/Fulltext.pdf?msclkid=f2eb3859c15011ec899e6f36e3806d9
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Plan International already employs a resource 
sharing model with the creation of guidance, 
or manuals, that can be used and adapted to 
local contexts. There is, however, a tension 
between economising by creating one manual, 
or one programme model, to be used around the 
world, and valuing indigenous knowledge and 
expertise around sexuality and gender. This can 
be addressed, as Plan International has done, 
by creating global communities of practice. 
In addition to partnering with local SRHR and 
feminist organisations, including those that 
are youth-led to create materials that represent 
SRHR expertise and are also responsive to the 
local context. 

Use contextualised or locally developed 
resources
The development of resources for CSE should 
be understood as an ongoing process that takes 
into account international standards but seeks 
to meet specific contextual needs. The data 
analysis suggests that there must be space, 
methodologies, and resources for collaborative 
design, development, validation and readjustment 
within the communities where the programmes 
will take place. It is important that indigenous 
knowledge about sexuality and SRHR is 
properly incorporated into any international 
or national resources and the presence of local 
expertise acknowledged. Social norms should be 
taken into account in curriculum development,  
but without compromising the human rights core 
of CSE. 

Specifically, this means not cherry picking 
for acceptable topics or approaches. One 
study identified in Phase Two showed that when 
young people in Ghana were asked what they 
wanted to learn about in CSE, it closely matched 
international standards. This suggests that 
adults may be the ones serving as gatekeepers, 
wishing to limit access to information out of 
fear or misconceptions130 and echoes the 
recommendation about evaluating learners’ 
needs and interests regarding CSE content 
when designing the programme and its content. 

130.	Amo-Adjei, J. (2021). Local realities or international imposition? Intersecting 
sexuality education needs of Ghanaian adolescents with international norms. 
Global Public Health, 1-16.

131.	Rutgers (2018). Comprehensive Sexuality Education Knowledge File. 
132.	Plan International (2020). Putting the C in CSE: Standards for content, delivery and 

environment of Comprehensive Sexuality Education. Available at: https://plan-
international.org/publications/comprehensive-sexuality-education-standards

133.	UNESCO and UNFPA (2012). Sexuality education: a ten-country review of school 
curricula in East and Southern Africa. 

134.	Stakeholder, Laos (CLS4L).
135.	External expert (EO11).
136.	Reflected across data from all three countries from multiple study participants.
137.	 Stakeholder, Laos (CLS1L).
138.	Stakeholder, Laos (CLS7L).

Use rights and gender and evidence-
based guidance to ensure the most 
effective CSE content 
Whether created locally or adapted from existing 
country, regional, or international resources, a rights 
and gender lens must be included throughout the 
different programme activities and content.131 In 
addition to Plan International’s topic tables and content 
guidance,132 the International Technical Guidance on 
Sexuality Education (ITGSE) and other international 
and national technical guidelines133 can be used to 
develop curricula from scratch as well as improve 
missing, incorrect or inappropriately presented content 
in existing programme resources. Plan International 
Laos provides an example of content creation and 
adaptation to ensure effectiveness by reviewing 
materials with medical experts who are also involved in 
the provision of youth-friendly services to ensure that it 
is scientifically accurate.134

Take into consideration audio-visual 
resources as well as the language, literacy 
and access needs of the audiences
For all audiences, including educators, facilitators, 
and young learners, it is important to produce or 
adapt written material in simple language that is 
easily understood.135 In all three countries, because 
of COVID-19 restrictions, Plan International has used 
digital tools for educator/facilitator training and with 
young people themselves. It is important to note that 
study participants everywhere stressed that online 
approaches are not always possible. WhatsApp 
groups are used as a lower-bandwidth strategy, but 
they still reflect a digital gap as young people may 
not have smartphones, or phones at all, or data.136 

Aside from online resources, in Laos, young people 
are engaged in the delivery of CSE, and therefore 
require additional resources for CSE fairs (which tend 
to be one-off public outreach events), contact and 
sessions led by other youth and for videos and visual 
learning tools.137 Young people should be involved in 
the development of these resources. Also in Laos, 
Plan International intends to create audio materials in 
local languages and dialects to be used on the radio 
to reach additional young people and their families.138

https://plan-international.org/publications/comprehensive-sexuality-education-standards
https://plan-international.org/publications/comprehensive-sexuality-education-standards
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We have focused on schools.  
We did a costing and evaluation for 
CSE. Recent insights showed that the 
investment for the first two years 
comes from the NGO, but after that,  
the government has to take over. This  
is the approach we use now.  

144

Prepare for high initial investments;  
the costs reduce over time
This recommendation resulted from the literature 
review145 and underscores the importance of 
advocating with donors for flexibility and for 
more sustainable funding: for example, multi-
year funding with an exit plan to transfer costs 
to the public sector.146 Many study participants 
highlighted programmes ending when the project 
period ended. This emphasises the importance of 
investment in lasting programmes, such as pre-
service training that gets adopted as part of the 
educational system.

Invest in pre-service training and 
professional development, including  
using online platforms
The UNESCO costing report, one of the few 
undertaken,147 found that: 

•	 Teacher salaries are a large component of 
CSE programming costs

•	 Advocacy is a necessary component of 
programming and requires investment 

•	 Class sizes are a large factor in cost per 
student, though a balance must be struck with 
quality implementation, which may decrease 
with larger class sizes 

•	 Online platforms are a cost-effective training 
platform. However, in this current study, 
participants point out that any online CSE 
training or delivery will exclude large sectors of 
low-and-middle income countries.

139.	Programme discovery tools, El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe.
140.	External expert, personal communication.
141.	 Rutgers WPF and Stop AIDS Now (2009). Improving the quality of SRHR education 

programmes for young people. 
142.	Stakeholder, Laos (CLS6Z).
143.	Stakeholder, Laos (CLS6L).

144.	External expert (EO6).
145.	UNESCO (2021). CSE implementation toolkit. Available at:  

https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/ 
146.	Young person, El Salvador (YL5ES); External expert (EO2).
147.	 UNESCO (2011). School-based Sexuality Education Programmes: A Cost and 

Cost-Effectiveness Analysis in Six Countries.

The cost of CSE programmes was not easy to explore, 
with budgets often underrepresenting real staff costs 
and broad evidence that Plan International’s CSE 
programmes are supported by project funding 
that it procures, almost exclusively, even when 
other partners are involved. In all three countries, 
Plan International pays for one or more components of 
CSE delivery in schools in the public sector with donor 
funds: for example, while the state covers teachers’ 
salaries, Plan International pays for training and/or 
materials, among other items.139 

Adjust costing to the context and  
modality of delivery
There is scant research on the costing of CSE 
programming. A study participant from Phase Two 
warned that costing studies are expensive, complex 
and do not yield information that is applicable across 
many contexts.140 

Even if the budget line items are identical from one 
country to the next, economies vary, and the cost of 
CSE in different settings may be difficult to compare. 
Further research is needed in each context to 
determine the initial costs vs maintenance costs.141 

Similarly, as external experts in the research study 
testify, there is a need to get more inputs for 
budgeting from field-level staff or others in the 
geographic areas where programmes will take place.142

It would be better to include 
representatives from end-users/beneficiaries 
(like: youths, parents, officers at district, 
provincial and central level) into the initial 
stage like planning and programmatic design 
phase. By involving those direct beneficiaries, 
we will have insight information (actual 
needs) to complete the project proposal 
before requesting funding.  

143

D  Costing of  
CSE programmes

https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/
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CSE learning resources and costing should go hand in hand
Developing resources is also intimately linked to costing. A programme must determine how many sessions 
will be delivered at the costing stage, but this will also be determined by the topics to be covered. As this youth 
leader from El Salvador notes: 

 ... if the topic is complicated [you need] more sessions. 
148 

148.	Young person, El Salvador (YL5ES).
149.	ShareNet Netherlands (2021). Delivery of CSE in non-conventional settings during 

COVID-19; Young person, El Salvador (YL3ES). 
150.	External expert (EO17).

151.	External expert (EO11).
152.	External experts (EO10; EO5).

03  
IMPLEMENTATION/ 
DELIVERY
Implementation and delivery focus 
on the activities and interventions 
for CSE. Delivery has seen an 
increasing focus on digital CSE: a new 
methodology which, though providing 
support to learners and educators can 
also present new challenges.

Make sure to include often 
overlooked items in budgets and 
costing proposals, including: 

•	Project staff time, for all stages of 
work, including assessment activities, 
design meetings and work, preparation of 
resources, training, MERL

•	Budget incentives and remuneration for 
young people’s participation including  
mobile credit, money for transportation, 
condoms, or other giveaways149

•	Costs related to inclusion and accessibility  
including translation, physical accommoda-
tions for disability and transportation

•	Transportation and internet access for 
facilitators and other staff150

•	Partnership costs and parental 
involvement costs, including refreshments 
and staff time for meetings

•	Particular costing needs of fragile states 
and humanitarian settings including 
transportation for participants and flexibility for 
unseen political costs or natural disasters151

•	Out-of-school activities will require  
venues, facilitator/participant transportation 
and meals

•	Other items often left out include values 
clarification for staff and educators/
facilitators; context assessments, 
incentives, internal learning spaces, 
communication of results, ongoing training 
and support for facilitators/educators;152 
training and capacity building for youth.
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153.	External expert (EO2).
154.	United Nations Girls Education Initiative (2021) Applying a whole school approach: 

strengthening education systems to address gender violence. Available at:  
https://www.ungei.org/blog-post/applying-whole-school-approach

155.	Plan International (2020). Putting the C in CSE: Standards for content, delivery  
and environment of Comprehensive Sexuality Education. Available at: https://plan-
international.org/publications/comprehensive-sexuality-education-standards

156.	Staff, Zimbabwe (PFGD1Z).
157.	 External expert (EO8).
158.	External expert (EO5).
159.	Stakeholder, Laos (CLS4L)

Include a whole-school approach to 
safety and safeguarding in schools
A whole school approach recognises that schools 
exist within a community and mirror the values 
and norms its members have with regard to 
gender equality and the role, rights and duties of 
children, adolescents and young people.154 

In line with earlier recommendations and with the Plan  
International’s CSE standard, support the whole school,155  
researchers emphasise the need to invest in the training 
and on-going support, logistic and programmatic, for 
key stakeholders facilitating CSE in schools. 

Significant investments have been put 
for the in-service training for teachers 
over the past three years however CSE is 
new for the schools and therefore there 
was and is a need to invest in refresher 
programmes for schools.  

156 

Creating a safe space should 

be seen as creating a balance, 

whereby young people feel 

protected and supported 

whilst also being free to 

explore, question, be critical 

and express themselves.

A  Creating safe learning 
environments

Creating safe learning environments, where participants 
feel free to explore sensitive topics freely and openly, 
is a critical factor in safeguarding all participants. 
The external literature reviewed did not meaningfully 
address the creation of safe environments. However, 
research interview data did, highlighting the importance 
of safe spaces and the inclusion of trauma-informed 
curricula153 and methodologies, for both young learners 
and educators/facilitators. 

One external partner157 mentions that this training and 
support, particularly with regard to how to address  
sexuality, gender and wellbeing, should also include 
educators and facilitators, staff and volunteer members, 
who are not delivering CSE. They should be aware of 
what is being taught and learn how to be supportive of 
their colleagues and other programme participants.

Balance safeguarding with autonomy and 
evolving capacity to create spaces where 
learners can express themselves
Though several participants mentioned that Plan 
International’s safeguarding expertise lends itself 
to creating safe learning environments for CSE, 
one external organisation partner highlighted the false 
dissonance created between CSE and safeguarding. 

 ... This needs to be dealt with. It’s 
almost as though the safeguarding 
part goes way over to protection – but 
with no understanding of autonomy 
and evolving capacity. That’s important 
for staff to understand. The concept 
of evolving capacity needs attention, to 
pay attention to contextual factors and 
viewing them as sexual beings. Equipping 
young people with the agency they need 
to be able to take care of themselves. 
That’s one part of it.  

158

Although it was not a frequent comment among 
Plan International’s staff, some individuals are still 
concerned about the appropriateness of facilitating 
CSE to children (under 10 years old) and young 
adolescents (10-14 years old) or integrating it fully 
into school-curricula: 

In the biology subject for Grade 
1 of secondary school, students learn 
about plants. It is not appropriate to 
integrate CSE [in that subject] because it 
[CSE] is about humans. It would be more 
appropriate to have CSE as related extra-
curriculum activities for this grade.  

159

https://www.ungei.org/blog-post/applying-whole-school-approach
https://plan-international.org/publications/comprehensive-sexuality-education-standards
https://plan-international.org/publications/comprehensive-sexuality-education-standards
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To counter this unease, it is important to sensitise 
staff to understand that sexuality education’s 
comprehensiveness includes the delivery of age-
appropriate content that safeguards children and 
adolescents.

Prepare educators/facilitators to resolve 
conflicts and address discriminatory 
speech or behaviours in the moment
In all three countries, in reference to in-school 
programming, many study participants stated that 
CSE learning environments are considered safe 
because they happen in school settings.160 The 
researchers wish to recommend a questioning of this 
premise, and encourage further exploration. 

In validation workshops, participants explained 
that is it not only the structure of schools, but that 
teacher training and preparedness to address 
discriminatory speech, harassment, and bullying 
also make safe environments.161 Plan International 
El Salvador staff emphasised the importance of 
having these safeguarding practices consolidated 
and shared constantly among staff, volunteers, and 
external collaborators:

These protocols allow us to establish 
warning mechanisms in case of situations 
of rights violations, both for participants 
and for the team of facilitators ... . We also 
set up meetings to monitor and analyse the 
conditions of the site where the sessions 
are to be held.  

162

Include the importance of privacy and 
confidentiality in educators/facilitators’ 
training
Sharing experiences regarding their friendships 
and relationships can be hard for people in 
general. Adolescents and young people may feel 
judged if their privacy and confidentiality are not 
ensured. Therefore, as the staff members quoted 
below emphasise, all consent agreements and 
facilitation methodologies must make the privacy 
and confidentiality terms clear.

We have coexistence agreements 
to be respected by all ... They are 
given prior information about these 
agreements ... They are given the 
confidence that there are no wrong 
answers, we won’t tell their private 
things to their parents.  

163 

Young people feel comfortable 
when the educator upholds privacy and 
confidentiality.  

164

160.	Staff, El Salvador (E4ES, E2ES); Zimbabwe (E1Z); Laos (E3L).
161.	Validation workshops, El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe.
162.	Programme discovery tool, El Salvador.
163.	Staff, El Salvador (E1ES).

164.	Staff, Zimbabwe (E1Z).
165.	Sex Education Forum. (n.d). Confidentiality: Promoting young people’s  

sexual health and well-being in secondary schools. Available at:  
https://www.sexeducationforum.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/
Confidentiality%20-%20SEF%20guidance.pdf

Safeguarding protocols must recognise the evolving capacity of children, adolescents  and young people, prioritise  their privacy and confidentiality, while protecting their physical and psychosocial wellbeing  and safety. 

For example, learners should be aware that issues 
discussed in the sessions must not be shared 
outside the group. Likewise, all participants should 
also be aware that information that threatens 
the safety of others must be communicated to 
competent authorities with the utmost care to 
protect personal identities.165

Make informed consent to participate a 
constant practice within CSE activities
The internal and external investigation processes, 
indicated that robust protocols were in place to 
safeguard the identities and personal security of 
Plan International’s participants, both in digital and 
in-person settings:

https://www.sexeducationforum.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/Confidentiality%20-%20SEF%20guidance.pdf
https://www.sexeducationforum.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/Confidentiality%20-%20SEF%20guidance.pdf
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166.	Validation workshop, El Salvador.
167.	ShareNet Netherlands (2021).
168.	External expert (EO2).
169.	Fava, N. M., & Bay-Cheng, L. Y. (2013). Trauma-informed sexuality education: 

Recognising the rights and resilience of youth. Sex Education, 13(4), 383–394. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2012.745808

170.	Plan International (2021). Putting the C on CSE: standards for content, delivery and 
environment of comprehensive sexuality education.

This [pandemic] has led us to generate 
safeguard and security protocols that aim 
to ensure the protection of adolescents, 
but also to define warning mechanisms in 
case of situations of violation of rights. 
We included processes of authorisation 
and consent with parents, and in platforms 
such as Zoom and WhatsApp groups we have 
delimited a protocol.  

166

The following actions could contribute to strengthen 
those protocols:

•	 Let learners know in advance if documenting 
sessions for M&E purposes; record audio only 
and work on consensus about participant’s safety. 

•	 Anonymise data in reports and documents 
resulting from the participation of learners and 
other contributors.167

•	 Protect personal data and be explicit about 
how it will be used with learners and partners.168 

Include trauma-informed approaches  
to CSE
Despite the prevalence of violence and abuse 
towards children, adolescents, and young people, 
sexuality education does not generally accommodate 
trauma histories. This results in curricula, content 
and activities that ignore the particular needs 
and experiences of a proportion of learners.169 In 
contrast, trauma-focused interventions often neglect 
the prospects for positive and nurturing sexuality-
related experiences and relationships among young 
people who have been victims of abuse. 

The data about trauma-

informed CSE is limited 

and the researchers 
recommend further 
exploration to balance 

acknowledgement of 
trauma with positive 
approaches to CSE. 

In delivering CSE, programmes are only 
sustainable if organisations and implementers 
have a well-trained group of teachers, 
educators, and facilitators that renews 
periodically. The external literature highlights the 
need for high-quality recruitment strategies, training, 
and support mechanisms that go beyond single 
sessions.170 Interview data showed that support 
for educators and facilitators does go beyond 
equipping them with a comprehensive curriculum 
and extends to areas like self-care, training in 
facilitation methodologies, as well as conflict 
resolution strategies and skills.

Provide pre-service and ongoing training  
to educators and facilitators
For professionalised educators/facilitators, both  
in- and out-of-school, pre-service training on 
sexuality education at universities is often their first 
contact with CSE. Meanwhile, for those in the role 
of peer educators and CSE facilitators, without 
a formal background in education, the training 
curricula from organisations like Plan International 
is their entry point. 

B  Supporting  
educators

Focusing on educators and facilitators’ training must be a priority during the whole programme cycle, for both in-school and out-of-school staff.

Plan International staff mention training is available, 
but recognise it could be strengthened by ensuring 
that more educators/facilitators complete all the 
programme modules:

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681811.2012.745808
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171.	Staff, Zimbabwe (E1Z).
172.	Zimbabwe Programme discovery tool.
173.	UNESCO (2021). CSE implementation toolkit. Available at: https://csetoolkit.

unesco.org/ ; UNESCO (2015). Comprehensive sexuality education in teacher 
training in Eastern and Southern Africa. 

174.	 Rutgers (2018). Comprehensive Sexuality Education Knowledge File; UNESCO (2015). 
Comprehensive sexuality education in teacher training in Eastern and Southern Africa. 

175.	Staff, El Salvador (E4ES)
176.	Billowitz, M., Evelia H., Menard-Freeman, L., and Watson, K. (2020) Asking the 

Right Questions: Existing evidence and the research agenda for youth peer 
education in SRH programming. 

177.	 Young Leader, Laos (YL5L).
178.	Stakeholder, Laos (CLS9L).
179.	UNESCO (2017). CSE scale-up in practice. Case studies from Eastern and 

Southern Africa. Available at: https://healtheducationresources.unesco.org/library/
documents/cse-scale-practice-case-studies-eastern-and-southern-africa 

180.	ShareNet Netherlands (2021). Delivery of CSE in non-conventional settings 
during COVID-19; Ghana Education Service (2018). Comprehensive sexuality 
education guidelines. Available at: https://www.npc.gov.gh/wp-content/
uploads/2019/10/427871647-National-CSE-Guidelines-Final.pdf 

181.	Young leader, El Salvador (YL5ES).
182.	Young person, El Salvador (YL5ES).

Pre-service training was received  
two years back on sexuality, GBV, and  
gender equality. Since this is voluntary, 
some people drop out and, when new people 
join, they attend a workshop and not  
the comprehensive training.  

171

Consider using a strengthened cascade 
training model (Training of Trainers) for higher 
coverage but ensure negotiating and maintaining 
minimum standards across training workshops. 
Plan International Zimbabwe, for example, uses 
this model to build CSE facilitation skills.172

Include ongoing development opportunities for 
teachers: a balance of learning content and skills, 
with opportunities to rehearse lessons and receive 
feedback from peers and supervisors and discussions 
on troubleshooting challenges.173 Standalone sessions 
for training have very little effect and are insufficient 
to inspire teacher confidence and competence over 
the long term.174 They need to be kept up to date when 
changes in the programme occur:

When we moved to the virtual modality, 
we had a short workshop in which we were 
given a briefing on how we should develop 
the workshop, how much it [the programme] 
would be modified.  

175

Likewise, young people require ongoing support 
when they are serving as peer-educators in 
communities and school settings.176 This approach 
was evidenced in Laos and should be strengthened 
across the country offices and regional programmes:

We were trained in a practical manner 
... teachers and project facilitators help 
us to plan activities and teach us contents 
that we can teach our friends. Teachers 
and project facilitators also follow up and 
help us to improve.  

177

Finally, it is important to have monitoring and 
support mechanisms to identify teachers who 
are struggling or who, despite support and 
training, are not meeting expectations – for 
example, those who display continued discomfort 
with CSE, are skipping topics or not using available 
CSE resources – and separate them from the 
programme.178

Train educators/facilitators in 
methodology as well as in content
To encourage the implementation of participatory 
methodologies in the sessions, educators and 
facilitators must receive training in group 
dynamics, facilitation techniques, and 
participatory education.179 This kind of training 
is not focused on what to deliver, but emphasises 
how. For instance, educators and facilitators 
can make use of demonstrations, brainstorming, 
group discussion, cooperative learning, role-
plays and independent study and consider using 
different media and storytelling.180 Several Plan 
International stakeholders commented on the 
importance of games:

The participation of the young 
people at the beginning [of the sessions] 
is complicated, but when we do 
participation dynamics and games at  
the end, they feel good because they 
were playing.  

181 

When I started receiving the sessions, 
I received a lot of information; the 
topics were complicated but the way the 
facilitators turned them into activities 
and games made it easy to understand and 
here I am, what they taught me is being 
put into practice.  

182

https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/
https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/
http://cse-learning-platform-unesco.org
http://cse-learning-platform-unesco.org
https://www.npc.gov.gh/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/427871647-National-CSE-Guidelines-Final.pdf
https://www.npc.gov.gh/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/427871647-National-CSE-Guidelines-Final.pdf
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According to a UNESCO review of evidence on CSE 
implementation, most effective school-based 
interventions involve multiple sessions, are 
interactive, and provide a variety of activities.183

Educators/facilitators also require  
a safe space
Safe environments for CSE are not only important for 
learners, educators and facilitators also require a 
safe space to explore their strengths and points 
of improvement.184, 185 Some study participants 
recommended the following: 

•	 Support educators/facilitators to know their 
limits and ask for another professional to step in 
if needed.186

•	 Prepare educators and facilitators to be 
flexible and adjust activities if they are triggering 
or cause discomfort.187

•	 Understand that teachers are overburdened, 
alternatives like mentor-led groups wholly 
dedicated to exploring doubts surrounding CSE 
facilitation can give educators/facilitators a space 
to explore their doubt without feeling judged.188

It is also valuable to include on-going self-care 
practices like providing educators/facilitators with 
outlets to address their own mental health and to 
discuss concerns with other educators/facilitators.189

183.	UNESCO (2016a). Review of the Evidence on Sexuality Education. Report to 
inform the update of the UNESCO International Technical Guidance on Sexuality 
Education.

184.	Nelson et al (2018).
185.	de Haas, B., & Hutter, I. (2019). Teachers’ conflicting cultural schemas of teaching 

comprehensive school-based sexuality education in Kampala, Uganda. Culture, 
Health & Sexuality, 21(2), 233–247.; External expert (EO11).

186.	External expert, (EO5).
187.	External expert, (EO2).
188.	de Haas, B., & Hutter, I. (2019). Teachers’ conflicting cultural schemas of teaching 

comprehensive school-based sexuality education in Kampala, Uganda. Culture, 
Health & Sexuality, 21(2), 233–247.; External expert (EO11).

189.	External expert (EO11).
190.	External expert (EO5).
191.	UNESCO (2017). CSE scale-up in practice. Case studies from Eastern and 

Southern Africa. Available at: https://healtheducationresources.unesco.org/sites/
default/files/resources/cse_scale_up_in_practice_june_2017_final_.pdf 

	 UNESCO (2018). International technical guidance on sexuality education. Available at: 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770/PDF/260770eng.pdf.multi 

This section examines how to provide clear, 
comprehensive, accurate, non-judgmental 
information about sexuality, relationships 
and consent and sexual health – including 
contraceptive choices and abortion care. 

Context analysis should inform decisions 
about session delivery
Programmatic decisions about whether a specific 
CSE session is integrated or standalone; whether 
it is examinable or not; the ages to which it is 
delivered; the composition of groups of participants; 
the cultural, social and religious norms that exist; the 
time allocated in the curriculum used and the access 
of educators/facilitators and students to digital 
resources and platforms should all be informed by 
context assessments:

There’s no one answer – it’s 
extremely contextual. ... To ask and listen 
to all who are engaged is key. We need 
a participatory answer. We know that 
participatory learning works – it’s about 
bringing communities together and saying 
‘how should we solve it together?  

190

Consider that appropriate CSE dosage 
can change according to the programme 
participants
There is little in the way of granular guidance 
regarding the number and length of sessions. 
General guidance is given by UNESCO in the 
updated technical guidance on sexuality education, 
all of which is aimed at government audiences and 
in-school programmes.191 Many context-specific 
variables come into play when deciding about 
session dosage. 

C  Delivering  
CSE

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770/PDF/260770eng.pdf.multi
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However, there is a common understanding that 
skipping, modifying, or eliminating potentially 
sensitive topics like masturbation, sexual and gender 
diversity, abortion, or contraception are detrimental 
to educational outcomes concerning safer sex 
practices.192 

Several recommendations can be identified from  
the literature:

•	 Ensure programme fidelity, avoid cutting content 
or activities arbitrarily. However, adaptation based 
on context is a good practice.193

•	 Allow for enough time to deliver the 
sessions, generally, the few studies that exist 
show that more sessions increase desired 
outcomes: “to maximise learning, multiple 
topics, addressing sexuality, need to be covered 
in an age-responsive manner over the course of 
several years ... ” 194

•	 Do not overload content, adapt the frequency 
and amount of content to the target group’s 
preferences and needs.195

There is very little evidence in the literature about  
the length and number of sessions. Plan country 
offices have been implementing as much as 
one hour a week for 50 weeks in out-of-school 
programmes, like Champions of Change in 
Zimbabwe, where staff are confident that this 
dosage is meeting the programmatic objectives. 

Include content sessions related to  
SRH services 
To promote health-related outcomes, the 
programme needs to give clear and easy access 
to SRH services. Educators/facilitators can invite 
service providers to the programmes so they can 
serve as a referral and focal person for services, 
SRH supplies and information. This practice was 
seen in all three country offices. 

In some country office settings, educators/facilitators 
are partnered with a health provider so that they 
can make effective referrals to young people. El 
Salvador country office offers an interesting 
case of linking education, services and advocacy 
by promoting SRH services among young people 
but also encouraging them to take part in social 
monitoring in their communities:

192.	LSE (2020). Delivering Successful Comprehensive Sexuality Education.
193.	de Haas, B., & Hutter, I. (2019). Teachers’ conflicting cultural schemas of teaching 

comprehensive school-based sexuality education in Kampala, Uganda. Culture, 
Health & Sexuality, 21(2), 233–247; Rutgers (2018). Comprehensive Sexuality 
Education Knowledge File. 

194.	Rutgers (2018). Comprehensive Sexuality Education Knowledge File.

195.	ShareNet Netherlands (2021). Delivery of CSE in non-conventional settings during 
COVID-19. 

196.	Programme discovery tool, El Salvador.
197.	 Programme discovery tool, El Salvador.

We have a session where friendly 
services are explained and emphasis is 
placed on the promotion of services. 
Similarly, coordination with schools 
is strengthened, and in the case of 
adolescents and young people, they 
are encouraged to be part of the 
Ministry of Health’s strategy of youth 
promoters or in the social monitoring 
committees.  

196

D  CSE in  
a digital era

Much emphasis has been placed on digital 
platforms for CSE. All three country offices included 
in this study made efforts to move CSE content 
online as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
While recognising that the pandemic presented 
unprecedented challenges as well as opportunities 
for innovation, it is important to note that the 
data suggests that digital CSE should not be 
a standalone effort, nor an intervention that 
replaces in-person CSE. 

Ensure that CSE does not exacerbate  
the digital divide
Online CSE has the potential to expand access 
to CSE for young people in out-of-school 
settings. During the COVID-19 lockdowns, in El 
Salvador, the app, ElSpacial, that Plan International 
developed and its online SRHR school were cited 
as important strategies.197 However, many young 
people across the world, particularly those 
living in rural areas, continue to experience 
challenges in accessing digital platforms. One 
external expert warned: 
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198.	External expert (EO17).
199.	Programme discovery tool, Zimbabwe.
200.	Educator, El Salvador (E3ES).
201.	Programme discovery tool, Laos; Stakeholder, Laos (CLS7L); Stakeholder, Laos 

(CLS1L); Educator, Laos (E1L).

202.	Field diaries, El Salvador.
203.	External expert (EO17).
204.	Young leader, El Salvador (YL6ES).
205.	Stakeholder, Laos (CLS4L).

To maximise effectiveness, digital 
platforms and tools and other out-of-
school CSE resources need to form part 
of broader efforts to promote sexual and 
reproductive health ... The digital divide 
needs to be addressed, as digital access 
and digital literacy differ among the most 
vulnerable groups and can exacerbate the 
gender disparities that many young women 
and girls experience.  

198

The existing challenges have been further magnified 
by the COVID-19 pandemic as schools across the 
world moved to remote learning. In Zimbabwe, Plan 
International used various social media platforms, 
including WhatsApp, to reach young people with 
information during lockdowns. Staff members were 
well aware of the challenges inherent in this approach: 

Technology was only used during COVID 
lockdowns, most of our young people come 
from poor backgrounds and do not have 
gadgets to go online. COVID-19 introduced 
digital learning, which is quite difficult as 
the majority of youths do not have access 
to phones or the internet.  

199

These challenges were also common in El Salvador 
and Laos. During COVID, at least one educator noted 
a drop in learners’ participation due to the virtual 
nature of CSE.200 In Laos, several study participants 
mentioned that digital CSE would be desirable but 
not possible due to the lack of network connectivity 
in the programme’s target areas and young people’s 
lack of access to mobile data.201 Even when access 
is available, it is important to analyse if digital efforts 
comply with comprehensiveness, especially if only key 
messages are being offered or interactivity is limited.

Likewise, online and offline should not be considered 
as two mutually exclusive strategies. Young people, 
adolescents, and other populations of interest navigate 
CSE through several types of media. Therefore, the two 
methods complement each other, even during session 
delivery. Staff from El Salvador country office highlight 
the importance of equipping CSE educators with 
hybrid facilitation methodologies and strategies: 

We use WhatsApp for some digital 
interventions because it has low data 
requirements ... then we can pick up in 
class or at school ... or also recommend 
internet resources while having sessions 
in person.  

202

Before jumping on the digital 

bandwagon, Plan and its 

partners should think carefully 

– especially during planning 

stages – about the extent 

to which digital methods of 

delivery are appropriate for 

any given context. 

Where it is deemed appropriate, consideration should 
be given to all barriers experienced by marginalised 
groups in accessing digital networks and the internet. 
Costs for young people’s access to the hardware 
(phones, tablets, computers) plus the ongoing cost of 
mobile data for phones or internet access should be 
built into programme budgets. 

Do not discount the utility of traditional 
audio-visual materials for CSE delivery
Digital CSE is not a silver bullet.’203 In fact, study 
participants thought that more traditional modes of 
communication such as radio and TV might still be 
the most effective way of reaching young people 
(and their parents), particularly in rural areas. 

Participating educators/facilitators and learners 
alike expressed great appreciation for audio-visual 
materials that allow them to learn about sensitive 
information before discussions. Video clips shown 
on an educator’s/facilitator’s laptop or a classroom 
TV were mentioned across all three countries as 
desirable. In El Salvador, a young leader noted that 
short, animated video clips and those with real-life 
stories generated great discussion.204 In Laos, one 
stakeholder found that the flipcharts, audio clips and 
videos for use by educators/facilitators in schools 
were particularly useful, though they commented that 
videos should be made with professional actors.205 
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206.	Educator, Zimbabwe (E4Z).
207.	Educator, Laos (E5L).
208.	Educator, Zimbabwe (E2Z).
209.	Stakeholder, Zimbabwe (CLS6Z).

210.	ShareNet Netherlands (2021). Delivery of CSE in non-conventional settings during 
COVID-19. 

211.	ShareNet Netherlands (2021). Delivery of CSE in non-conventional settings during 
COVID-19. 

212.	External expert (EO17).

Finally, in Zimbabwe, an educator said that learners 
commented that videos help them learn better.206 
This suggests to the researchers that there are 
alternatives for the digital age – sending USB 
drives to young people with videos, gathering in 
central spaces with good access – that do not 
depend on individual devices and access.

Most participants in this study were positive about 
the potential of digital CSE. At the same time, it is 
clear that educators/facilitators and learners in many 
contexts are not ready for it. At the very least, as 
one educator in Laos commented, programmers 
should be considering complementary, mixed 
media approaches. 

Use smart phones and the internet 
to find more knowledge. We advised 
students how and where to search for 
more information when at home, which 
are mostly Thai Youtube ... , websites ... 
For those who do not have smartphones, 
they are recommended to share and learn 
from their friends. When they are back to 
school, we follow up with them, checking 
their understanding, allowing time to ask 
questions and help clarify.  

207

Extend the focus on safe environments to 
CSE digital spaces
In Zimbabwe, one educator pointed out that when 
engaging in digital CSE, learners may be using 
parents’ or other family members’ phones; in 
these cases, there is the potential for breaches of 
confidentiality.208 Parents may also be listening in to 
conversations that their children are having during 
virtual CSE sessions.209

Crucial for ensuring safe environments for digital CSE is training for all educators and facilitators in cybersecurity and online safeguarding.210 

It is also a good idea for those involved with CSE 
programmes to be aware of the digital platforms 
where young people are getting their information 
and the harmful messages or inaccurate 
information that they may be receiving. In response, 
CSE programmes should correct, supplement and 
complement that content with accurate, rights-
based information.211

Include service providers early, allowing 
input into assessment and planning, and 
contributing to reducing stigma around 
adolescent sexuality
Programmes need strong referral networks, 
with non-judgmental, gender responsive and 
youth friendly providers. All three country 
programmes not only have these networks they 
have also involved the Ministry of Health in the 
programming and some have signed MOUs or 
similar collaboration agreements that link CSE to 
health services. 

Service providers from different specialities (primary 
healthcare, sexual and reproductive health, social 
services and mental health), including from the 
private sector and NGOS, should be drawn into the 
CSE programme from an early stage: 

School-based programmes have been 
shown to be a very cost-effective way 
to contribute to HIV prevention and to 
ensure the rights of young people to SRH 
education and services. At the same time 
out-of-school programmes may be better 
able to provide sexual and reproductive 
health commodities and link children 
and young people to services, mentors 
and other forms of support.  

212

E  Linkages
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Ensure linkages with menstrual health and 
hygiene management, including referrals to 
services and the provision of sanitary products within 
the CSE venue.216

Link the CSE programme with other youth 
development initiatives
Consider linking to innovative and non-formal 
programming for young people that already 
exists: for example, income generation or vocational 
training programmes for out-of-school youth, and 
use these as entry points to deliver CSE.217 Link 
CSE to GBV-prevention programmes, programmes 
focused on eliminating harmful practices, such as 
CEFMU, HIV prevention and treatment programmes 
and to youth leadership programmes.218

Include a referral network within the CSE 
curricula package
Part of creating a safe environment is providing 
linkages to other health services, particularly, 
SRH. Similarly, young people and adolescents need 
a direct contact to report, or look for counselling, 
regarding violence or abuse. If the implementing 
organisation cannot provide this support, a referral 
system needs to be established. 

Engage service providers to ensure that referral 
services are gender-responsive and youth-friendly.213 
This supportive environment allows adolescents and 
young people to make use of what they have learnt in 
the programme.214 Include guided visits to local health 
centres as part of a CSE session on SRH, ensuring that 
young people know where they can access services 
and the professionals involved in service delivery.215 

04 
MONITORING,  
EVALUATION  
AND INSTITUTIONAL 
LEARNING
Monitoring, evaluation, and research 
is vital to ensure that programme 
and influencing is effective and 
aligned to international standards. 
Monitoring and evaluation should 
occur throughout all stages of the 
programme cycle. 

213.	External expert (E017)
214.	ShareNet Netherlands (2021). Delivery of CSE in non-conventional settings during 

COVID-19; Rutgers WPF and Stop AIDS Now (2009). Improving the quality of SRHR 
education programmes for young people. 

215.	Fonner, V. A., Armstrong, K. S., Kennedy, C. E., O’Reilly, K. R., & Sweat, M. D. 
(2014). School Based Sex Education and HIV Prevention in Low- and Middle-
Income Countries: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis. PLOS ONE, 9(3), 
e89692; 2014); External expert (EO5).

216.	External expert (EO5).
217.	 External experts (EO8; EO2).
218.	External expert (EO17).
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219.	Plan International (n.d.). Monitoring, evaluation, research and learning policy. 
220.	Educators, Zimbabwe, Laos, and El Salvador (E6Z, E4L, E3ES, E4ES); Stakeholders, 

Laos (CLS7L, CLS5L, CLS6L); Programme discovery tools, Laos, Zimbabwe.
221.	Stakeholder, Laos (CLS9L); Educators, Zimbabwe (E5Z, E6Z).
222.	E5Z, Programme discovery tool, Zimbabwe.
223.	External esports (EO5, EO6, EO8, EO11).

224.	External expert (EO8).
225.	Programme discovery tool, El Salvador.
226.	OMBEA (n.d.). Available at: https://www.ombea.com/
227.	Stakeholder, Laos (CLS8L).
228.	Programme discovery tool, Zimbabwe.

Evaluations should include 

analysis of both qualitative 

and quantitative data and 

incorporate feedback from 

key stakeholders.219

A  Programmatic monitoring  
and evaluating

Across organisations and contexts, there is no one-size-
fits-all model of monitoring and evaluating CSE program-
ming. However, findings from this study offer adaptable 
operational guidance on what is measured (monitored 
and evaluated) as well as how CSE programming is 
monitored and evaluated within Plan International.

Provide the space and resources for 
testing out innovative indicators and tools 
within CSE programmes
With regard to what is measured in CSE 
programming, this study illustrates that globally and 
within country offices, there remains a focus on 
the requirements of distinct, timebound projects 
and donors. Traditional indicators used for CSE 
programming within country offices include: number 
of CSE sessions held; the number of young people 
in attendance at those sessions; knowledge levels 
amongst young people and/or educators/facilitators; 
and population-level reductions in child marriages, 
school dropouts, teenage pregnancies and STIs.220 

Many study participants continue to stress the 
importance of these traditional CSE measurements for 
monitoring and evaluating their CSE programmes,221 but 
at the same time, advocate for expanding and innovating 
with regard to measurement frameworks for CSE 
programming. In Plan International Laos, for example, 
one study participant expressed a desire to measure 
the quality of CSE teaching and the importance 
placed on girls’ higher education by parents. In 
Zimbabwe, study participants spoke of wanting more 
measurements of change for marginalised groups 
of young people and young people’s comfort levels 
in asking for support with the challenges they face.222 

Outside of Plan International, there are similar calls 
for change, with experts globally suggesting a 
greater emphasis on measurements related to the 
longer-term, social and emotional impacts of CSE.223 
An external expert from a UN agency explained: 

First, let me say I don’t like when 
people compare behaviour change theories 
and apply to CSE; it’s more complex than an 
individual smoking. BUT, the under-measured 
aspect of CSE is its prevention potential. 
If you do it well at younger ages – like it’s 
meant to be – you’re not having behaviour 
change, you’re developing and maintaining 
them ... . Most programmes are not looking 
long-term; they want to know if the 
knowledge was retained, but not [taking] the 
cumulative life cycle approach.  

224

Regarding the tools and methods for monitoring 
and evaluation, the picture is much the same. Whilst 
many study participants still value the more traditional 
approaches, there is evidence of many valuing or 
desiring the space and resources to test out more 
innovative, context and programme-specific tools. 

Plan International El Salvador has a set of M&E tools, 
including a tool entitled ‘Monitoreo de contenidos y 
competencias EIS desarrolladas en el aula’ [‘Monitoring 
of CSE content and competencies developed in 
the classroom’], which rates the development of 
competencies amongst learners at each stage of CSE 
implementation. In addition, the country office has 
developed a specific tool to measure the implementation 
of their family education methodology for CSE.225 

Plan International Laos uses assessment forms 
that are filled in by learners, educators/facilitators 
and principals, as well as questionnaires in 
Ombea226 to assess learner’s knowledge.227 In Plan 
International Zimbabwe, the linkages between 
CSE and access to SRH services for young people 
is being monitored through referral forms, and young 
people are providing feedback on the usefulness of 
each CSE session.228 Table Three provides examples 
of some of the methods commonly used within 
country offices and by other external organisations 
participating in this study.

https://www.ombea.com/
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Table 3: Examples of methods utilised for monitoring and/or evaluating CSE programming

El Salvador Laos Zimbabwe External

•	 Pre/post-tests for 
learners

•	 Monitoreo de 
contenidos y 
competencias EIS 
desarrolladas en 
el aula tool (see 
above for more 
information)

•	 Interview forms for 
learners, principals 
and educators/
facilitators

•	 Questionnaire for 
learners to assess 
knowledge levels

•	 Forms to monitor 
increases in SRH 
service utilisation 

•	 Activity trackers

•	 Monitoring reports 

•	 Expenditure reports

•	 MoES checklist for 
CSE monitoring

•	 Baseline survey 

•	 Midterm evaluation 

•	 Positive deviance 
research 

•	 In-classroom 
observations 

•	 Attendance 
registers

•	 In-depth interviews 
and focus group 
discussions229

•	 Baseline/endline 
surveys230

•	 Participatory 
action research231

•	 Storytelling232

•	 Epidemiological 
time-series 
analysis233 

•	 Population-based 
survey analysis234 

•	 Cross-sectional 
surveys235

At the same time that space needs to be created for innovation, overall monitoring and learning needs to be 
improved and space created for reflection on the utility of newly-developed measurements and methods. 
Whilst country offices point to many interesting initiatives, what is lacking is data on how they are being 
applied and their utility in increasing the effectiveness of CSE programming. Across the three countries, 
this may be a function of the delays and disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and of CSE being a 
relatively new area of programming. Continuous monitoring and learning needs to be acknowledged at the 
design stage and budgeted for.

Invest in more qualitative measurements 
that centre the perspectives of young 
learners as well as educators/facilitators, 
principals, community leaders and parents
Across the board, in both the literature reviewed and 
the qualitative data collected for this study, there 
is agreement that quantitative and qualitative 
methods are equally important in programmatic 
monitoring and evaluation and given the historical 
focus on quantitative data, a greater focus on 
qualitative methods is merited. In order to realise 
this operationally, monitoring and evaluation must 
be adequately resourced. Without the requisite 
human and financial resources CSE programmes 
run the risk of being deprioritised.236 

Invest in documentation of CSE 
programmatic operations and processes
This study identified that there are significant 
gaps in research and evaluation related to 
the operationalisation of CSE globally. With 
few exceptions, programme evaluations, NGO 
publications and the academic literature have all 
largely focused on the outcomes of CSE, rather 
than operations. This also rings true within the 
country offices. However, this study illustrates 
the richness that results from taking the time 
to understand not just what happened within a 
programme but how it happened.

229.	UNESCO (2021). CSE implementation toolkit. Available at:  
https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/ 

230.	ShareNet Netherlands (2021). Delivery of CSE in non-conventional settings during 
COVID-19; Rutgers WPF and Stop AIDS Now (2009). Improving the quality of SRHR 
education programmes for young people.  

231.	External expert (EO17).
232.	External expert (EO2).

233.	UNESCO (2021). CSE implementation toolkit. Available at:  
https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/ 

234.	UNESCO (2021). CSE implementation toolkit. Available at:  
https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/ 

235.	UNESCO (2021). CSE implementation toolkit. Available at:  
https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/ 

236.	LSE (2020). Delivering Successful Comprehensive Sexuality Education. 

https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/
https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/
https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/
https://csetoolkit.unesco.org/
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Critical lessons for institutional and 
programmatic learning are often unearthed by 
answering the questions ‘how?’, ‘why?’ and 
‘what would you do differently next time?’ So, 
rather than merely documenting that there were 
x meetings with parents of young CSE learners, 
process documentation would seek to understand 
how those parents were contacted and engaged 
in the first instance; how the team prepared for the 
meeting with the parents; and what worked during 
the meeting itself to facilitate dialogue. 

The programme discovery tool used in all 
three countries for this study proved to 
be a useful starting point for monitoring, 
evaluation and research. 
When filled in collaboratively and completely, it yields 
a rich overview of the programme or project. For 
outsiders, it acts as a useful ‘go to’ information sheet 
that clarifies not only the history of the programme’s 
implementation but, also, the strategies used at 
both programme and project level for engagement 
and planning, delivery, monitoring, evaluation 
and learning, sustainable scale-up and more. 
Once compiled, this information can be used in 
innumerable ways: as a discussion tool during team 
meetings, as a resource for developing interview or 
FGD guides for research, as a shareable information 
sheet for external parties wanting to learn more 
about the programme and as part of training and 
orientation for new staff members and volunteers. 

Invest in CSE research on topics identified 
as missing from the literature
Given Plan International’s research capacities, 
commitment to MERL and country-level 
programmes, it is well placed to fill some of the 
gaps that exist globally in CSE documentation and 
research. Topics identified for further research are 
listed in the Conclusion and Recommendations 
section of the report which follows.

Engage young people in monitoring, 
evaluation and research, as partners and 
invest accordingly in their training 
The findings of this study indicate that young 
people need to be more integrally involved in 
monitoring, evaluation and research: they were 
not mentioned by any of the country level study 
participants as having been involved in this part of 
any CSE programme. One external study participant 

spoke of the importance of involving young people 
as researchers, including in participatory action 
research and working together with them to assess 
programmatic effectiveness and outcomes.237 
Other potential options for their involvement include: 
inputting into the initial measurement frameworks, 
training young people as evaluators and researchers, 
creating a fund for young people to develop their 
own methods for monitoring and evaluation. 

237.	External expert (EO17). 238.	External expert (EO4).

B  Institutional  
learning

By ensuring that learning experienced by one 
individual, group, programme or region is 
shared and utilised, we safeguard the continual 
evolution, co-creation and responsiveness 
of CSE programming. Without this, institutions 
and their programmes remain static, preserving a 
potentially antiquated status quo. No operational 
guidance on institutional learning can be found 
in the external literature. However, the findings 
from the in-country research indicate that it is 
happening in a variety of formal and informal 
ways that provide a starting point for Plan 
International’s operations globally.

Invest further in existing learning spaces 
within programming and continuously 
evaluate their utility
Study participants in the three countries 
expressed a belief that there is value inherent in 
institutional learning processes. They are keen 
to share with colleagues across geographical 
regions, stakeholder groups and technical 
areas. Educators/facilitators in particular are 
enthusiastic about having the time and space 
to learn from each other and discuss how to 
handle tricky situations with learners; several 
expressed this as a need. 

We have constantly been perfecting  
and refining the curriculum based on  
the on-the-ground learning we have 
gathered. We are constantly recreating  
and co-creating this with the female 
students.  

238
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At the same time, the research team’s observations 
indicate that country level staff are stretched 
thinly, leaving little time or space for reflection. As 
such, it is important to look and budget for learning 
spaces that can be built into existing processes, 
rather than create new, time-consuming activities that 
place extra burden on staff members. Operationally, 
learning within CSE programmes could be built 
into established meetings: during management 
meetings or teacher council meetings, as is currently 
being done in El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe 
country offices.239 Whilst using existing spaces, 
the focus on learning should be deliberate, 
continuously evaluated and adapted accordingly. 

In addition to meetings, Plan International El 
Salvador is using other existing platforms for 
institutional learning, including: NotiPlan, a magazine 
that is shared with all staff and recounts the activities 
of each programme, Workplace, the internal Plan 
International platform for sharing and learning with 
other country offices and an internal programme 
management and finances dashboard.240 

Create new learning spaces and tools 
with commensurate funding and support 
for country offices
The validation workshops held to discuss the preliminary 
findings from this study illustrated the appetite amongst 
staff members for discussion and learning. Where 

funding and time allows, new spaces for institutional 
learning should be created, particularly those that 
involve face-to-face discussion and joint problem 
solving for CSE programming. Consideration could 
be given to CSE surgeries, whereby educators and 
other programme staff use anonymised case studies 
across a variety of topics. Other strategies include: 
buddy systems between educators/facilitators, field 
diaries for educators/facilitators and programme staff 
that are used to facilitate discussion and observation 
tools that allow for constructive feedback. 

When the project has been implemented 
for some time, [there] should be a session 
for institutional learning where all 
involved parties can meet and share what 
they have done – what are the successes 
and challenges that they have faced and 
how did they overcome them and what will 
they suggest to do in the future?  

241

Some of the proposed learning tools – field diaries 
and observation tools – were not fully assessed by 
country offices. As a follow-up, staff members could 
be further supported to pilot them. The programme 
discovery tool, another learning tool developed for 
this study, was used by all three countries. 

05 
SUSTAINABILITY  
AND SCALE-UP
Adopt a flexible definition of sustainability 
for CSE programming in each context
In Laos and Zimbabwe, study participants 
understood sustainability as government support 
and integration of CSE into the national curriculum. 
Plan El Salvador took a slightly more expanded 
definition for its CSE programming, considering it 
sustainable when the following are in place: 

239.Programme discovery tools, Laos, Zimbabwe; Stakeholder, Laos (CLS6L); 
Educators, Laos (E2L, E5L).

240.	Programme discovery tool, El Salvador.
241.	Stakeholder, Laos (CLS9L).
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242.	Programme discovery tool, El Salvador.
243.	Programme discovery tool, Laos; Stakeholders and educators, Laos (CLS1L; 

CLS4L; CLS9L; E2L; E6L).
244.	Stakeholder, Laos (CLS9L).
245.	Educators, Zimbabwe (E4Z; E5Z); Staff, Zimbabwe (PFGD1Z); Stakeholder, 

Zimbabwe (CLS10Z).

246.	Educator, Zimbabwe (E4Z); Stakeholder, Zimbabwe (CLS4Z).
247.	 Programme discovery tool, Laos.
248.	External expert (EO8).
249.	Staff, El Salvador, personal communication.

•	 Teachers trained in CSE apply the training in the 
classroom and use the curriculum to update in-
classroom planning

•	 Families demand CSE programmes and there 
is no resistance to offering it to their sons and 
daughters

•	 Alliances are in place with health facilities that 
allow for young people’s access to friendly 
services

•	 Organised youth promote CSE actions among 
peers 

•	 The municipality provides financing for CSE 
programmes.242

There is no one size fits all model for 
sustainability, and country offices should continue 
to have the flexibility to define it as they see fit 
within the contexts. Flexibility should also be 
afforded for the concept to change over time with 
geopolitical, legal, financial and other environmental 
changes that affect programming. 

Advocate for integration of CSE into 
national curricula and pre-service training 
of teachers

Across countries and organisations, study participants agree that government involvement  in CSE is a key factor in  its sustainability. 

makes it sustainable.243 One participant from Laos 
added that aspects of CSE that are not in the formal 
curriculum will die out after the funding ends.244 
Similarly in Zimbabwe study participants mentioned 
that, integration into the national curriculum, 
making CSE examinable, and ensuring that 
government officials are trained in CSE, all ensure 
sustainability after Plan International’s programme 
ends.245 In addition, two study participants 
in Zimbabwe highlighted the importance of 
community involvement for continued buy-in.246 
Plan International staff members who filled in the 
programme discovery tool agreed: 

Because CSE is a MoES objective, it 
is taken forward by them and the CSE 
standards are socialised among education 
stakeholders much more strongly.  

247

The in-country research findings resonate with data 
collected from external study participants, who 
also emphasised the importance of government 
involvement. One participant reinforced that the 
government has a definite role in ensuring sustainability, 
saying that pre-service teacher training in colleges 
does need to be ensured to sustain CSE in the 
long-term.248 Another external study participant also 
mentioned the need to build buy-in and expertise 
for the CSE programme across teams within 
organisations and government ministries to avoid 
reliance on one or two staff people who may eventually 
leave. A good example of how country offices have 
addressed this is Plan El Salvador’s close partnership 
with the Ministry of Education that has invested 
significantly in teacher training.249 

Research and develop sustainability models 
for out-of-school CSE programming
Overwhelmingly, study participants focused their 
responses on in-school CSE when asked about 
sustainability. Indeed, there was a belief amongst 
several study participants that any programmes not 
taken on by the government are not sustainable. 

With regard to out-of-school CSE programming, more 
evaluation and research is needed to fully understand 
what sustainability means in those programmes and to 
determine Plan International’s role in each context. 

Two of the primary ways that government support 
is desired are: integrating CSE into the national 
curriculum, which ensures it is built into school 
timetables and pre-service teacher training, which 
ensures that all educational facilities are equipped 
with the human resources needed for CSE. 

In Laos, all study participants who commented on 
this area of inquiry expressed a belief that having 
CSE integrated within the national MoES curriculum 
and backed by government funding and support 
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A starting point is study participants’ suggestions to 
piggy-back on community-based and other out-of-
school initiatives and to initiate partnerships with 
ministries of youth, gender, social development, 
amongst others, rather than working solely with 
ministries of education.250 Lessons may also be drawn 
from CSE programmes implemented in educational 
facilities (like the private schools in Sri Lanka, cited 
below) that are not government-sponsored. 

One of the most sustainable is 
one called Sound Body, Sound Mind by 
Grassrooted Trust in four schools ... It’s 
in all languages. Curriculum is great. They 
have the support of the parent teacher 
association to fund it; it’s sustainable 
financially. They’ve managed to get the 
principals to include one subject in daily 
lessons, too. They have trained teachers in 
Sinhal and Tamil to deliver, and the teacher 
is paid by PTA. This has been going on for 
four-five years very successfully.  

251

Expand the concept of scale-up beyond 
coverage of CSE programmes
Scale-up, like sustainability, is an evolving concept. 
ExpandNet defines it as: “Deliberate efforts to increase 
the impact of innovations successfully tested ​in pilot or 
experimental projects so as to benefit more people and 
to foster policy and program development on a lasting 
basis.” 252 Key within this definition is the term deliberate, 
which resonates with guidance given by UNESCO and 
others that planning for scale-up must start early.253 
Further guidance indicates that scale-up for CSE 
programmes should happen within existing policies, 
systems and budgets and avoid dependence on 
a particular political figure or party.254 

Within country CSE programmes in El Salvador, 
Laos and Zimbabwe, the understanding of 
‘scale-up’ is focused primarily on coverage – the 
programmes’ ability to reach numbers of young 
people and communities with CSE. For Plan 

250.	Chandra-Mouli, V., Plesons, M., Hadi, S., Baig, Q., & Lang, I. (2018). Building 
Support for Adolescent Sexuality and Reproductive Health Education and 
Responding to Resistance in Conservative Contexts: cases from Pakistan. Global 
Health, Science and Practice, 6(1), 128–136; External expert (EO8); Educator and 
stakeholder, Zimbabwe (E4Z; CLS4Z).

251.	External expert (EO7).
252.	ExpandNet (n.d.). Our definition of scaling-up. Available at: https://expandnet.net/

scaling-up-definition/
253.	UNESCO (2014). Comprehensive sexuality education: the challenges and 

opportunities for scaling-up. 

254.	UNESCO (2016). Strengthening comprehensive sexuality education for young 
people in school settings in Zambia: A review and documentation of the scale-up 
process. Available at: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/ pf0000247268; 
External expert (EO17). 

255.	Programme discovery tool, El Salvador.
256.	Stakeholders, Laos (CLS8L; CLS7L; CLS6L; CLS5L; CLS4L); Programme discovery 

tools, Laos and Zimbabwe.
257.	Rutgers (2021). Scaling up sexuality education: Lessons learned and 

considerations for civil society organizations. Available at: https://rutgers.
international/resources/scaling-up-sexuality-education-lessons-learned-and-
considerations-for-civil-society-organizations/

258.	Programme discovery tool, Laos.

International El Salvador, this includes training 
partner organisations to implement their 
methodologies in other parts of the country.255 In 
Laos and Zimbabwe, study participants across 
the board mentioned that, for them, scale-up 
means expanding the CSE programme to other 
regions, districts or educational institutions.256 

A publication by Rutgers, IPPF and other partners 
entitled ‘Scaling Up Sexuality Education: Lessons 
learned and considerations for civil society 
organisations’,257 disseminated after the literature 
review for this study was conducted, provides civil 
society organisations with a tool for determining 
how and whether they should be involved in CSE 
scale-up. Its key lessons and case studies of scale-
up may provide insights for Plan going forward.

Produce documentation of scale-up 
models of NGO-led CSE programmes
Given that several country offices are accompanying 
and supporting governments in distinct ways, including 
in relation to scale-up, this is an area ripe for further 
study and documentation. Plan International 
Laos, for example, has recent experience supporting 
the government scale-up of CSE. Following the pilot 
and evaluation of the government’s CSE curriculum 
in Bokeo Province, it was scaled-up to Houn and 
three other provinces. In the scale-up process, Plan 
International has played a role in educator/facilitator 
training sessions as well as monitoring for the 
government.258 Understanding the ways that NGOs 
complement and fill gaps in government scale-
up efforts will support country offices looking for 
partnership with their respective governments.

Both sustainability and 

scale-up need to be 
planned and budgeted for 

at the programme design 

stage and advocacy and 

influencing strategies should 

be in place.

https://expandnet.net/scaling-up-definition/
https://expandnet.net/scaling-up-definition/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/ pf0000247268
https://rutgers.international/resources/scaling-up-sexuality-education-lessons-learned-and-considerations-for-civil-society-organizations/
https://rutgers.international/resources/scaling-up-sexuality-education-lessons-learned-and-considerations-for-civil-society-organizations/
https://rutgers.international/resources/scaling-up-sexuality-education-lessons-learned-and-considerations-for-civil-society-organizations/
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Conclusion and 
recommendations for 
further exploration
This study analyses the extensive  
and diverse nature of CSE 
programming in three Plan 
International country offices. 
Based on this analysis, a literature 
review and in-depth interviews 
with a variety of experts the 
current report provides practical 
guidance for practitioners.

The research is designed to fill a key gap in 
the implementation of CSE. The study reveals 
some of the excellent practice already underway 
in El Salvador, Laos and Zimbabwe; it also 
looks closely at ways to improve CSE delivery, 
highlighting some of the pitfalls to avoid. Plan 
International offices and other CSE practitioners 
can learn from these experiences, and should be 
allowed the resources and space to experiment, 
adapt and discover what works within their 
respective contexts to best serve the needs of 
their communities.

An important finding of this study is that 
CSE is contextual in every way imaginable, 
at every stage of the programming cycle and 
across all areas of inquiry. Any attempt to 
make universally-applicable recommendations 
will be fairly top level and subject to interpretation 
and application within each country, province, 
district, town, community and school. The initial 
context assessment, the programme planning 
and design are critical but will not bring to 
light all the potential challenges that will arise 
during implementation. As such, weaving a 
web of support within each community is 
of utmost importance – one that is buoyant, 
adaptable and strongly committed to be able 
to withstand the challenges that come with 
CSE delivery in every setting.

From the current research it is clear that:

The participation of and the accountability 
to the young people for whom CSE 
programmes are so vital underpins their 
success. These young people need to be from 
diverse population groups and they must be 
involved throughout the process. 

Partnerships – buy-in from all levels of 
society from parents to governments – 
are crucial for funding and sustainability. 
Partnerships need maintaining throughout the 
process. A comprehensive mapping exercise 
will help identify potential partners. 

Ongoing support for educators and 
facilitators is also crucial, as is the 
safeguarding of all participants in all spaces, 
though this safeguarding must be balanced 
with evolving capacity. Educators must be 
trained in methodology as well as content.

Advocacy and influencing are central to the 
programme’s longevity and impact and must 
be planned and budgeted for.

Budgets must be realistic, detailed and cost 
both time and resources for each programme 
phase. The time it takes to be genuinely 
participatory and reach out to marginalised 
groups is often underestimated; as is time 
spent building and maintaining partnerships to 
ensure sustainability.

 Detailed practical suggestions, across 
all programme phases, emerging from 

the research, are laid out in the the Findings 
and Operational Recommendations section 
of this report. 
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•	 The costing of CSE programmes and how 
to provide concrete guidance, linked closely 
to sustainability and the longevity of CSE 
implementation, particularly in coordination with the 
public sector. The study revealed significant reliance 
on donor funds to implement CSE, without clear 
guidance on how governments can begin to take 
responsibility for implementation costs.

•	 Exploring sustainability and scalability 
models for both in- and out-of-school 
programmes which look at examples of funding 
that do not rely on 100 per cent subsidy from 
either Plan International or national governments. 

•	 Further exploration of strategies to address 
backlash, opposition, or religious 
fundamentalism in different contexts. It was 
surprising that backlash was not mentioned 
more among study participants, but precipitating 
and addressing backlash may become more 
important as CSE implementation becomes more 
widespread across different organisations.

•	 Locally-led curriculum development that draws 
on indigenous expertise in sexuality and gender as 
well as being informed by international evidence and 
standards. There is significant SRHR expertise on 
the ground in most countries, and there is room to 
explore more country-led curriculum development 
in collaboration with youth-led organisations, 
feminists and others already versed in CSE. 

•	 What dosage is needed both for teacher 
training and for the delivery of CSE to be 
effective. Further research is needed to explore 
if certain outcomes require more time that 
others to achieve what is desired. 

•	 The effects on educators/facilitators themselves 
from engaging in CSE. What are the benefits and 
perhaps unexpected outcomes? How does CSE 
affect the teaching methodologies for other topics?

•	 Further understanding of young people’s 
perspectives of safe learning environments; 
there was limited data on young people’s 
perspectives of what constitutes a safe learning 
environment. It would be relevant to explore 
youth perspectives on protection, autonomy, 
and evolving capacities as they relate to their 
experience participating in CSE.

•	 Linkages to health services in general, 
including SRHR, and to mental health 
services; underlying this study, the researchers 
and participants sensed and expressed 
awareness of the COVID-19 context, which has 
elevated the importance of mental health care. 
Aside from mention of trauma-awareness, this 
study did not produce data on how CSE can be 
linked to mental health or psychosocial services. 
An exploration of this topic is merited. 

•	 Specific considerations for ensuring 
diversity and inclusion within CSE. Though 
this study revealed inclusion of a diversity of 
young people and the particular efforts made 
by Plan International country offices to do so, 
there was no data on the particularities of how 
to incorporate a diversity and inclusion lens 
throughout the CSE programming cycle.

•	 Gender-transformative measurements that 
show that gender-transformative approaches are 
successful in norm change, to add to knowledge 
generation around the effectiveness of CSE 
in changing gender norms and attitudes and 
contributing to gender equality. 

•	 Good practices on institutional learning; there is 
little information in external literature that is specific 
to CSE. Further research could explore how the 
internal learning and reflection processes mentioned 
in this study are benefitting CSE programmes, and 
what are other good practices in this area. 

Additionally, the study also reveals other operational aspects that merit further research which are outlined 
below, including evaluations that measure the outcomes of practices around:

Plan International is committed to implementing best 
practice in its CSE programming and influencing and looks forward to both continuing to develop resources and to 
exploring the issues emerging from this research.
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