
 

Proposed sex education guidance in England
goes against evidence and may well lead to
harm
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The UK government has released new plans for relationships, sex and
health education (RSHE) in primary and secondary schools in England.
This would see age parameters introduced for key issues in sex
education, with no education on sex at all for children under the age of 9.

A consultation on these plans has been launched. If adopted, this 
guidance will diminish years of progress in how young people are
educated about sex and relationships—education that keeps them safe.
The recommendations set out in the policy are in direct conflict with
many years of research in this area of education.

The age limits in the new draft guidance set out that puberty should not
be taught before year four, when pupils are aged 8 and 9. Sex education,
which should be in line with what children learn in science about
conception and birth—the "factual description of conception in the
science curriculum"—shouldn't be taught before year five, when
children are 9 and 10.

Issues regarding sexual harassment shouldn't be taught before year
seven—the first year of secondary school, when children are 11 and 12.
No direct references to suicide should be taught before year eight. No
explicit discussion of sexual acts should take place before year nine,
when children are aged 13 and 14.

Having strict parameters around the ages children can be taught specific
information will restrict teachers from delivering potentially crucial
education adapted to their pupils' needs.

For instance, puberty may start any time from 8 years old with some
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https://consult.education.gov.uk/rshe-team/review-of-the-rshe-statutory-guidance/supporting_documents/Draft%20RSE%20and%20Health%20Education%20statutory%20guidance.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/review-of-the-rshe-statutory-guidance
https://phys.org/tags/guidance/
https://educationhub.blog.gov.uk/2024/05/16/new-rshe-guidance-what-it-means-for-sex-education-lessons-in-schools/
https://cambspborochildrenshealth.nhs.uk/child-development-and-growing-up/hormones-puberty-and-sexuality/


 

young people starting their periods at 9. Before this happens,
incremental education to prepare children needs to have taken place.

The guidance states that there can be flexibility on what is taught at what
age if there is a safeguarding risk to children—for instance, if
pornographic material is circulating among children at a primary school.

But the problem is that children and young people may be experiencing
something like this without the school knowing about it. Research with
teenagers found that just 2% reported receiving an unwanted sexual
image to their school.

A NSPCC survey found that one in 25 primary school children had been
shown or sent a naked or semi-naked image by an adult. That's the
equivalent of one child in every class. But under this guidance, children
wouldn't learn about specifically sexual harassment like this until they
are in secondary school.

A survey by the Children's Commissioner for England found that 10%
of children had seen pornography by age 9, and the average age children
see pornography is age 13. This means many children will have seen
footage of sexual acts before the age their school would be permitted to
teach them about this.

Research has found that women who received inadequate sex education
as children were more likely to have experienced childhood sexual
abuse. And evidence suggests that children who have received education
aimed at preventing sexual abuse may more likely to tell an adult if they
experience abuse.

A great deal of research also tells us that young people are more likely to
delay sex the more information that they have about it.
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https://www.nspcc.org.uk/globalassets/documents/online-safety/children-sending-receiving-sexual-messages.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/primary+school/
https://phys.org/tags/sexual+harassment/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/growing-up-with-pornography-advice-for-parents-and-schools/#:~:text=The%20CCo%20survey%20finds%3A,self-esteem%20as%20young%20adults.
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/2310970/
https://phys.org/tags/sex+education/
https://assets.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wpuploads/2017/06/Preventing-CSA-The-Role-of-Schools-CCO-April-2017-1.2-1.pdf
https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/documents/youth/fact-sheets/youth-sexuality-education.pdf
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770


 

What's more, there are clear conflicts between what the new draft
guidance includes and what children and young people consistently say
they want and need.

What young people want

I carried out research with children and young people to hear their views
on sex and relationships education—research that the Department of
Education wanted and welcomed, to help inform this draft guidance. The
young people said they wanted more, not less, RSHE.

They stated that the education they already receive is too little, too late
and that they are being taught things they already know. They want safe
spaces to talk about the issues that surround them.

My findings echo a plethora of research in this area about what is needed
in RSHE. Children and young people need more, better sex education to
inform them and keep them safe.

The draft guidance also states that while young people should learn the
law about gender reassignment, "schools should not teach about the
broader concept of gender identity." The result of this will be that young
people receive less information about LGBTQ+ identities.

Again, this conflicts with what young people say they want from RSHE.
Young people say that they want a more diverse RSHE education that
encompasses differing identities and LGBTQ+ knowledge.

Research has found that all young people benefit from inclusive RSHE:
comprehensive sex education improves the school environment for all
students, making it welcoming and creating a better environment for
learning.
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https://pure-oai.bham.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/223027932/Young_Peoples_Voices_RSHE_Report_Dr_Sophie_King-Hill_2024.pdf
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/social-policy/departments/health-services-management-centre/research/a-students-guide-to-what-you-dont-know
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2023/how-young-people-are-learning-about-relationships-sex-sexuality
https://www.sexeducationforum.org.uk/news/news/young-people-turn-online-sources-rse-information
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10125267/7/Ringrose_Good%20Practice%20Guide%20-%2016%20April%202021%20pdf.pdf
https://pure-oai.bham.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/223027932/Young_Peoples_Voices_RSHE_Report_Dr_Sophie_King-Hill_2024.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/10598405211043394
https://www.jahonline.org/article/S1054-139X(20)30456-0/fulltext
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11920-021-01245-9


 

Teaching RSHE is a challenge. It throws up moral issues that teachers
may feel uncomfortable with, often as a result of our society's
perceptions about sexual development and what children should know
about sex. This means that teaching staff and schools need more
evidence-based training and resources on how to teach about sex and
relationships, not guidance that may leave them fearful about doing or
saying the wrong thing.

The new proposals conflict with many years of robust evidence in this
field. In my view these guidelines are naive when considering access to
the internet and current social contexts. When considering the wealth of
evidence in the field they are nothing short of dangerous. This guidance
poses a serious risk to the psychological and physical health and well-
being of children and young people.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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