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ENHANCING SEXUAL 
HEALTH SERVICES 
in Waterloo Region District School Board 
Secondary Schools
Region of Waterloo Public Health has been offering sexual health services in Waterloo 
Region District School Board secondary schools for over 25 years. In response to data and 
research findings related to the sexual health of youth in Waterloo Region, the services 
provided to students in Waterloo District School Board secondary schools are being 
enhanced. This ‘question and answer’ document provides information about the sexual 
health services at Waterloo Region District School Board Secondary Schools and how  
they are changing.

1. WHAT IS ‘SEXUAL HEALTH’?

Sexual health includes the physical aspects of
sexual and reproductive health, but also includes
non-physical aspects such as:

• Self-respect and treating others with respect
• Dating
• Healthy relationships

2. WHAT SEXUAL HEALTH SERVICES
ARE CURRENTLY PROVIDED IN
WATERLOO REGION DISTRICT
SCHOOL BOARD SECONDARY
SCHOOLS?

Region of Waterloo Public Health provides a
number of services in Waterloo Region District
School Board Secondary Schools. These range
from providing curriculum support to educators
on topics related to sexual health; consultation
with school staff when they have questions
about sexual health resources in the community
or concerns about the sexual health of a student;
and sexual health information and supports for
students through individual visits with the Public
Heath Nurse. The service enhancement only
impacts services provided to students through
visits with the Public Health Nurse.
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3. WHAT TYPES OF INFORMATION 
AND SUPPORTS ARE AVAILABLE TO 
STUDENTS THROUGH VISITS WITH 
THE PUBLIC HEALTH NURSE?

Public Health Nurses are available at secondary 
schools for one half day each week to provide 
one-on-one counselling, education, support 
and resources to students on a range of 
sexual health topics. While there are many 
reasons that students seek out support from 
the Public Health Nurse, including concerns 
about Sexually Transmitted Infections (STIs), 
having respectful and healthy relationships, and 
to request condoms, most visits to the Public 
Health Nurse are for information and support 
about contraception and pregnancy. In some of 
these cases, a student asks to begin a course of 
contraception medication (birth control). Working 
under the medical directive of Public Health’s 
medical team (Dr. Liana Nolan, Medical Officer 
of Health, and Dr. Hsiu-Li Wang, Associate 
Medical Officer of Health), Public Health Nurses 
are able to provide comprehensive counselling 
and arrange that students start a course of 
contraception. Previously, a student would 
receive the counselling component at a school, 
but was required to travel to one of Region of 
Waterloo Public Health’s clinics in Cambridge or 
Waterloo to pick up their contraception.

4. HOW IS THE SERVICE CHANGING 
AND WHY?

Up until now, students who wanted contraception 
had to travel to a Region of Waterloo Public 
Health Office located at either 150 Main Street in 
Cambridge or 99 Regina Street South in Waterloo 
to pick it up. In a recent study, it was determined 
that over 40 per cent of students who requested 
birth control did not pick it up from a Public 
Health clinic. Upon consultation with students, 
transportation was mentioned as the main reason 
that students were unable to get to a clinic. 

To help students better access birth control when 
they request it, the service is being changed so 
that students can pick up their contraception 
from the Public Health Nurse at their school after 
they receive comprehensive counselling. This 
change will eliminate the transportation-related 
barriers felt by some students who are requesting 
contraception, but are unable to pick it up.

5. IS THE SERVICE BEING CHANGED 
FOR ALL WATERLOO REGION 
DISTRICT SCHOOL BOARD 
SECONDARY SCHOOLS?

The change to the service at Waterloo Region 
District School Board Secondary Schools will be 
implemented in phases. From 2014 to 2015, the 
service change was pilot tested in two schools. 
Based on the results, it is being expanded to 
11 additional schools across Waterloo Region 
starting at some point during the 2015/2016 
school year. Implementation of the service 
change in remaining schools is expected to occur 
in the following years.
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6. WHAT HAPPENS WHEN A STUDENT
MEETS WITH A NURSE IN A SCHOOL
TO DISCUSS BIRTH CONTROL
MEDICATION?

Students who meet with a Public Health Nurse
to request contraception receive comprehensive
counselling from the Public Health Nurse.
Comprehensive counselling includes:

• Assessing student’s readiness
• Discussing abstinence
• Assessing student’s understanding of

contraception use
• Reviewing age of consent if sexually active
• Reviewing a student’s health history
• Reviewing a student’s allergies and

medications
• Discussing a student’s past relationships,

sexual activity and risk behaviours such as
smoking, alcohol, and/or drug use

• Checking a student’s blood pressure
• Asking about their current relationship and

discuss their decision to be sexually active
including the consequences and risks of that
choice

• Discussing healthy relationships and consent
• Encouraging the student to consider speaking

with their parents about their relationship
and their decision to be sexually active

In some cases, the Public Health Nurse will 
provide the student with information about 
community supports that are available to them.

The nurse will also talk about how to properly 
use contraception, including the risks, benefits 
and possible side effects. In the case that 
contraindications are observed (e.g. the student 
has a history of migraines), the student is not 
eligible to receive birth control at their school 
and will be referred to a Public Health clinic to 
be assessed by a physician or Nurse Practitioner 
before receiving birth control. As part of 
implementing medical directives, students who 
begin a course of contraception are also referred 

to see a physician or Nurse Practitioner at some 
point after they start their medication, usually at 
the three month mark.

Public Health strongly encourages parent(s) 
and guardian(s) to talk with their children about 
sexual health. The following guide was created 
to help parent(s) and guardian(s) decide when to 
talk with their child about sexual health topics: 
www.tinyurl.com/totstoteens 

7. DOES A CHILD NEED PERMISSION
FROM A PARENT TO OBTAIN
CONTRACEPTION?

The Health Care Consent Act  is an Ontario law
that sets out very clear rules on when consent is
required for treatment, who may give consent,
and how to obtain that consent. There is no
minimum age for consent.

Public Health Nurses in all clinical settings
assess the client’s capacity for decision making
and consent to treatment. The assessment
includes:

• The nature of the treatment
• Expected benefits of the treatment
• Risks and side effects of the treatment
• Alternative courses of action
• Likely consequences of not having the

treatment

A client is capable of giving consent to a 
treatment, if he/she:

• Understands the information they receive
that enables them to make a decision
concerning the treatment

• Appreciates the possible consequences of
a decision or lack of a decision about the
treatment

If a student is unable to give informed consent 
the Public Health Nurse will not provide the 
contraception. 
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8. WILL FAMILY PHYSICIANS OR
PARENTS BE INFORMED THAT THEIR
CHILD IS TAKING CONTRACEPTION?

Confidentiality is guaranteed to all students
who seek help from medical professionals. It is
against the law (as per the Health Care Consent
Act) for Public Health Nurses (or any other
health care provider) to share a person’s health
information without their consent. Confidentiality
can only be breached in situations where a
student is at risk of harm to themselves or others,
or if there are concerns regarding age of consent
to sexual activity.

As part of the comprehensive counselling
provided by the Public Health Nurse, students are
asked if they have considered speaking with their
parent(s) or guardian(s) about their relationship,
being sexually active, and/or wanting to start
contraception. The nurse may also provide advice
on how to initiate the conversation. However, it
is ultimately the youth’s choice whether or not to
involve his/her parents.

9. CAN A NURSE PRESCRIBE
CONTRACEPTION?

Under the medical directive of Public Health’s
medical team, Public Health Nurses are able
to provide comprehensive counselling (refer to
Question 6 for the list of activities included in
‘comprehensive counselling’) and arrange that
students start a course of contraception. The
nurse will also discuss the follow-up required
after birth control is started.

10. WHAT ARE THE HEALTH CONCERNS
ASSOCIATED WITH TEEN
PREGNANCY?

Pregnancy during the teenage years can have
significant impacts on health and wellbeing of
a young person. Pregnant teens have a greater
risk of developing problems such as anaemia,
hypertension, eclampsia and depressive
disorders. In addition, children of teen mothers
are more likely to have low birth weights,
preterm births and, as a result, are more likely
to experience increased mortality (death)
and childhood morbidities (illness) including
developmental problems, learning difficulties,
hearing and visual impairments, and chronic
respiratory (breathing) problems (Ministry of
Health and Long Term Care 2009).

Teen pregnancy is more common among
disadvantaged teens and can affect student
achievement which may further impact
educational and employment opportunities later
in life.

11. WHAT ELSE IS PUBLIC HEALTH
DOING TO PROMOTE HEALTHY
SEXUALITY AMONG YOUTH?

Providing access to contraception in schools
is one activity of a larger Sexual Health Youth
Strategy for Waterloo Region.  The strategy
includes over twenty activities that focus on
three areas: increasing access, improving
education and supporting parents. Together, the
activities aim to meet the needs of youth at any
point in their development, in their homes, in
their schools and in their communities. Region
of Waterloo Public Health will continue to work
with the Waterloo Region District School Board
on other initiatives, including those related to
education and parents. For more information
about the Sexual Health Youth Strategy visit
www.tinyurl.com/sexual-health-youth-
strategy

For more information contact:
Region of Waterloo Public Health
519-575-4400

Accessible formats of this document 
are available upon request.
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