
A creative and 

systematic approach to 

helping students respect 

themselves and others.
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Introduction
The Human Dignity Curriculum (HDC) is a program of the World Youth Alliance (WYA) to promote a healthy and integrated 

understanding of sexuality among young people. An organization of young people around the world, WYA promotes the respect 

of human dignity—the intrinsic value of every human person—as key to human flourishing. Human dignity is the basis for our 

curriculum, which fosters a holistic understanding of the person to nurture personal development rather than simply prevent 

sexual activity or its consequences. Through the program, students understand themselves as integrated persons capable of 

healthy decisions and the attainment of human excellence—and learn to respect, in their personal behavior, themselves, their 

friends, their own dignity and the dignity of others.
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The Need for a New Model
The World Health Organization (WHO) defines sexuality as “a central aspect of being human throughout life and encompasses 

sex, gender identities and roles, sexual orientation, eroticism, pleasure, intimacy and reproduction. Sexuality is experienced and 

expressed in thoughts, fantasies, desires, beliefs, attitudes, values, behaviours, practices, roles and relationships.”1  This definition 

informs WHO programs as well as others intended to meet sexual education needs in the U.S. and abroad. WYA’s position is 

that standards for sexual education must respect human dignity and help individuals make healthy choices regarding themselves 

and the relationships in which they engage, thus contributing to the formation of healthy persons and societies. The existing 

status quo in the U.S. and abroad manifests that these standards are unmet by current programs. In the U.S., the average young 

person has sex for the first time around age 17.2  This early sexual debut among youth negatively impacts life plans by effects on 

health, education, earning power, and marriage.3  Additionally, the U.S. 

Centers for Disease Control & Prevention (CDC) found that, of nearly 20 

million new sexually transmitted infections in the U.S. in 2008, half were 

acquired by young people aged 15-24.4  The total cost of these infections 

among Americans is $16 billion,5 an intense financial burden for U.S. 

healthcare, and dashed hopes and dreams for many young people.

 Additionally, many programs are confused and inadequate. For example, WHO Europe, working with the Federal Centre 

for Health Education, published a set of guidelines for sexuality education in Europe. These include the introduction of a number 

of concepts that many would find objectionable or offensive as subject matter for children. These standards promote teaching 

children from 0-4 years old about early childhood masturbation.6 Children from 4-6 learn the basics of human reproduction and 

the idea that they can create their own gender and identity.7 Children aged 6-9 learn about contraceptive methods, sexually 

transmitted infections (STIs), and self-stimulation.8 Effective condom and contraceptive use and sexual rights are part of the 

curriculum for 9-12 year olds.9 Children from 12-15 are supposed to develop skills in negotiating sexual experiences,10  and from 

age 15 and up children should “be empowered to claim sexual rights.”11 These guidelines were designed to provide standards 

for children’s education in Europe and have informed curricula and content currently being implemented. 

 No current program addresses fully the needs of children and their families for the lifetime healthy integration of 

sexuality. Most sexual education programs, whether comprehensive or abstinence-exclusive, either lack efficacy entirely or have 

limited, short-term effects.12 The HDC has been created in response to existing deficiencies as a holistic human development 

program, in order to educate youth about human sexuality in context of their person and life.

“... through our actions we reveal 
our character, and this influences 
how others treat us; if we’re good 
people, we inspire others to be 
better to us.”

- 5th grade student, Mexico



4  |  Human Dignity Curriculum

Best Practices in Character Formation & Sexual Education Programs
Research indicates best practices for supporting healthy decision-making and behavior choices. A clear personal identity13 needs 

to be developed as a meaningful part of an individual’s worldview consistent with reason and human experience,14 in line with 

the primary human competencies (social, emotional, cognitive, behavioral, and moral),15 and with the opportunity for future- and 

goal-oriented thinking.16 The application of this framework to the teaching of biology and body-specific behaviors is the basis for 

the groundbreaking approach of the HDC, which brings together best practices from character formation and sexual education 

programs.17 

 Additionally, research shows that effective programs involve parents, civic and religious values, and after school 

programs.18 Programs that incorporate these elements show a strong correlation with high levels of personal and academic 

achievement,19 as well as high rates of delayed sexual debut through high school and even college.20 

 These best practices all inform the development of the HDC. The curriculum helps children forge a strong personal 

identity, grounded in a proper understanding of human dignity as well as the unique place of the human person in the world. 

Each grade level examines this concept and applies it to children’s lives 

in developmentally appropriate ways. The sexual education module is 

introduced with the sixth grade (ages 11-12) but follows seven hours of 

classroom instruction in personal identity, worldview, and commitments 

to achieving human excellence in our own behaviors and choices within 

which sexual education content is integrated. 

 The HDC focuses on the development of the entire human person. This involves learning how to act in ways that respect 

the dignity of each human person, including ourselves, as the means by which we become excellent. Discussions of human 

sexuality are presented in the context of its integration with the full human person. This integrated approach also helps HDC 

students articulate goals for human excellence, for their health and wellbeing, and for long-term achievements and pursuits. 

“Plants grow because they can, 
animals feel and we should treat 
them well, but humans can be 
excellent.”

- 3rd grade student, Mexico
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What are the key elements of the HDC?
The HDC examines several themes that build on each other grade by grade. The first theme develops an understanding of the 

dignity of the human person, the intrinsic value of the person, which is marked by the uniquely human capacities for thinking and 

choosing (intellect and will). With that understanding in mind, students study human agency, human freedom, and the ability 

to make choices that enable human excellence. This integration of human dignity and human freedom establishes the basis for 

examining secondary themes, such as human sexuality and its integration into our lives. 

The HDC incorporates several key support elements. It includes a teacher training program, as well as teacher support in lesson plans, 

materials, and assessments (K-12). A web-based delivery of the curriculum for teachers, a web-based parent portal for support and 

involvement, and a student website are currently under development. These materials conform to local educational standards and 

outcomes. These aspects and components help teachers, families, and students to derive the most benefit from the program. 

Themes (Grades K-12):

•	 Human Dignity

•	 The Hierarchy of Living Beings / Powers of Living Things:

 » vegetative (nutrition, growth, reproduction: basic physical existence)

 » sensitive (senses and emotions: relation with the world)

 » rational (intellect and will: self-awareness and -determination)

•	 Intentional Actions

•	 Human Freedom

•	 Persons as Subjects vs. Objects

•	 Friendship and Heroes

•	 Human Excellence

Sexual Education Module (Optional for Grades 6+):

•	 Health-Hormone Connection 

•	 Emotion-Hormone Connection

•	 Human Dignity & Health Integration
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Status of the Program
WYA is piloting the HDC at schools in both New York and Mexico. Grades K-8 are being piloted in Mexico City and New York 

City and a pilot program for grades 9-12 is underway at a high school in the Bronx, New York City. Each week students from 

every grade level as well as classroom teachers are interviewed for feedback on the program. 

 In Mexico, after the first class, one 5th grade student described human dignity as the “worth that we have inside and 

that makes us special,” and something that “no one can take away because if they did, they would be taking away you.” Some 

6th graders in New York initially defined dignity as something that one “achieves” or “earns,” but by the end of the introductory 

session were won over by the example of Nick Vujicic, an inspirational speaker born without limbs, who they now know 

possesses the same dignity as they do. 

 Older students in New York learned the distinctions between subjects and objects, with subjects defined as living beings 

capable of self-determination (only humans), and the difference between intentional and non-intentional actions. One student 

said, “[this] lesson will influence how I will allow myself to be treated, because now I am more confident that I have dignity 
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and that I’m a subject that shouldn’t be treated like an object.” Another stated, “I’m beginning to understand that through our 

actions we reveal our character, and this influences how others treat us; if we’re good people, we inspire others to be better to us.” 

 These same students also learned about building virtue in order to grow in human excellence, respecting one’s own 

dignity and the dignity of others, and taking small steps to prepare for bigger decisions and more heroic actions in the future. “I 

liked learning about the steps to human excellence…they teach me how to help myself, my family members, and others,” one 

student remarked. According to another, “I liked learning about what I can do now to reach my goals in the future.” “I liked 

learning about the virtues and vices because they show you what you need to do in order to be a better person,” said a third. 

The students almost universally grasped the core of the curriculum: that human beings, due to their unique powers to think and 

choose, possess the special capacity to determine their own characters, and to grow in excellence.  

 Finally, the students responded powerfully to the underlying relevance of the course when asked to compare it with 

other classes. One said, “[in] science we study to understand volcanoes and earthquakes, but in HDC class we learn about 

ourselves.” Similarly, another student stated, “[in] other classes we just learn definitions, but in HDC we learn about big ideas. 

HDC teaches us that nobody can give or take away human dignity.” According to the principal at the school in Mexico, the 

“program is important because it is 100% human development. Complex philosophical ideas are articulated with a clarity that 

children can understand.” The curriculum builds from basic philosophical concepts to practical application in a short span of 

time, and it gives students an immediate context in which to understand human existence, the operations of their minds and 

bodies, and the choices they make about both.

 The pilots are conducted as preparation for a summative evaluation and longitudinal study. Grades 3-8 will be ready 

for broad-based implementation in September 2015, at which point WYA will begin larger school-based evaluation of these 

programs in New York City.

How to Participate
WYA is currently inviting interested schools to participate in the HDC project. WYA is seeking in particular 10 schools in the 

New York City area to commit by April 2015, for summative evaluation for the curricula for grades 3-8 and 9-12. The target 

participation numbers for each grade are 500 students participating in the HDC, and 500 students per grade in the control 

group.  Teacher training and program preparation will take place in July for a September start date. 

 To contact us about this program, please email education@wya.net.
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The Human Person: Subject & Object 
Human Dignity Curriculum – Grade 8 | Lesson 5 

1 

 
 

PURPOSE    
 

Introduce the concepts of subject and object as they apply to the human person. 
 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
 

By the end of the lesson students will: 
1. Be able to define the terms subject and object. 
2. Be able to discuss how to treat subjects vs. objects in the actions they take. 

 
MATERIALS & RESOURCES  
   

• Subjects & Object worksheet (see Materials)  
• Respecting Other Subjects worksheet (see Materials)  

 
VOCABULARY 
 

• subject: a person, possessing human dignity, with powers necessary for free choices and self-
determination 

• object: a being without rational powers 
 
PROCEDURE  
 
Review & Anticipatory Set (3 mins.) 
 
“Why do animals and humans feel emotions?” (we have sensitive powers and need to know how to inter-
act with the world around us) “Are we responsible for which emotions we feel?” (no – they are automatic 
responses in the body) “But can we choose how we respond to and act on our emotions?” (most of the 
time) “If we choose how we react, are we responsible for our reaction?” (yes) 
 
“In our last lesson on human action we learned about the difference between intentional actions and non-
intentional actions.” Ask for volunteers to provide a definition in their own words and give an example of 
each. “While we have no control over our non-intentional actions, we are responsible for our intentional 
actions. Why is this?” (they involve the intellect and will) “What is it about our intellect and will that 
makes us responsible for our actions?” (we are free, and we can choose actions that didn’t have to hap-
pen) “Does our freedom mean that we can do whatever we want?” (no, our freedom means that we have 
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the ability to choose our actions and have the capacity for excellence) “Are we free when there are re-
straints placed upon us?” (yes) “Why is this?” (we can still make choices) 
 
Direct Instruction (10 mins.) 
 
“When we make intentional actions, we are responsible for them and their effects because they come from 
our will – they don’t have to happen, but we choose to make them happen. This is why we said that some 
of our non-intentional actions are done more by our bodies than by us. As a result, we have to make 
sure that the actions we take treat ourselves and others in the right way. How do we know how to treat 
each other? We need to know if we are subjects or objects.  

 
“Subjects are people – beings who possess human dignity and rational powers, the intellect and will, 
which are those powers necessary to make choices. A subject, therefore, has the powers that are necessary 
for intentional actions. He is a subject because he has these powers, and he remains a subject even when 
he doesn’t use them. This is why babies, who can’t make their own decisions yet, or older people who 
have become sick, or people who have been in severe accidents, are subjects just like the rest of us. We 
care about our rational powers because using them to make choices about ourselves and our lives is the 
way we show the dignity we possess. Every subject, because of his intellect and will, is free to make choic-
es – and he is individually responsible for making choices that respect his dignity and the dignity of others, 
as well as lead to or make possible his own human excellence, which we will learn about next. When we 
recognize others as subjects, we recognize their dignity and our own dignity, as well as our mutual respon-
sibility to make the right choices. 
 
“Objects, on the other hand, are those beings without rational powers. Because they do not have an intel-
lect or will, they cannot make choices. They themselves are, therefore, not free in the way humans are, and 
this means that they can be used or taken advantage of by us subjects without us causing them any disre-
spect. For example, we use tools to build a house, or we take a bus to school: these are objects used for 
our benefit. We also use pets for our pleasure. Our pets don’t choose to be our pets – when we buy one, 
we choose it. Just because animals or other objects cannot choose, however, does not mean that we can 
treat them with violence. Even though our pets don’t have a will and cannot make choices, they are living, 
and their lives should be respected.  
 
“It is also important to remember that objects help subjects live their lives. For example, we have to grow 
food in order to have it to eat and survive. Unnecessarily destroying food, then, is an inappropriate way to 
handle it – even though the food is an object. 
 
“So are human persons subjects or objects?” (subjects) “Is the table an object?” (yes) “What do I use it 
for?” (to sit at) “Is it appropriate for me to treat it as an object?” (yes) “Is it possible to treat a human per-
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son as an object?” (yes, but students may struggle – an example would be making friends with the smart-
est person in the class only to get help on homework) “Is it wrong to treat a human person as an object?” 
(yes) “Why?” (they have human dignity, and we need to use our rational powers to respect their dignity) 

 
“Should I treat my friend as an object?” (no) “Ok, great.” 
 
Worksheet (15 mins.) 
 
“Let’s see how well we understand this distinction.” 
 

• Subject & Object worksheet. Students will answer a series of conceptual and example-based 
questions about the distinctions between subjects and objects.  

• Respecting Other Subjects worksheet. Students will apply their understanding of subjects 
and objects to different situations and behaviors from their own lives.  

 
Conclusion (2 mins.) 
 
“Tell me what you know! 
 
“Are we subjects or objects?” (subjects) 
“Do we have responsibility for intentional or non-intentional actions?” (intentional) 
“Why?” (intentional actions use our rational powers, using our intellect and will) 
“Do we have human dignity?” (yes) “Can anyone ever take it away from us?” (no) 
“Can we act in ways that violate our human dignity?” (yes) “This week are we going to practice acting in 
ways that reflect our dignity and the dignity of others?” (yes) 
 
FOLLOW-UP & HOMEWORK 
 
No homework.  
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sensing things internally

Directions: Use a line to connect the internal sense with its definition, then answers the questions below. 

Grade 8, L2A

1. Is it possible to have memories if the external senses have never sensed anything? Why or why not?

2.

3.

4.

Name:

Date:

Is it possible to experience the same object, i.e., a banana, through different external senses? Can you 
give an example? Which internal sense helps organize the sense knowledge?

How can someone imagine what a dragon looks like though they have never seen one before? (Where 
does the image come from?)

Which other internal senses do you thing work with instinct in order to make it more accurate over 
time? How?

the ability to organize the knowledge gained by the senses

the ability to recognize the appropriate response to a particular situation

the ability to remember knowledge gained through the senses

the ability to picture things in the mind that are not immediately before a person

instinct

imagination

memory

the common sense

5. What is the major difference between the external senses and the internal senses?

Bonus: The external senses and internal senses often work together. However, one of them has to work 
before the other can begin. Which one works first and how do you know?SA
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senses put together

Directions: For the following scenarios, identify which senses are used (clues for the number of senses are in parantheses) 
and how.

Grade 8, L2A

1. A girl burns her hand on the stove and doesn’t forget the pain until she’s much older. (1 external, 2 inter-
nal)

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Name:

Date:

A toddler waves at her mother every time she sees her. (1 external, 1 internal)

A boy starts to sweat the moment he comes inside from sledding. (1 external, 1 internal)

A cat sees a dog and immediately runs away. (1 external, 1 or 2 internal)

A daycare provider watches her toddlers and knows what each one needs when they cry. 
(2 external, 1 or 2 internal)

After soccer practice, a boy’s mouth begins to water when he thinks about what his mom prepared for 
dinner. (1 external, 2 or 3 internal)

7. A woman feels raindrops and immediately steps under her roof. (1 external, 1 internal)SA
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Every	  day	  you	  make	  choices	  about:	  

•  what	  food	  you	  will	  eat	  

•  how	  much	  exercise	  you	  will	  get	  	  	  	  

•  when	  you	  will	  sleep	  	  

•  what	  you	  will	  do	  to	  manage	  your	  stress	  

Adequate	  nutri;on,	  exercise	  &	  sleep	  are	  essen;al	  for	  
hormonal	  &	  overall	  health.	  

The	  Health-‐Hormone	  Connec;on	  

©	  FEMM	   SA
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