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Abstract 

Sexuality education in England has been through a prolonged period of turbulence since the 

1980s and remains a controversial area of the curriculum today (Thomas & Aggleton, 2016). 

This instability is attributable to the politics surrounding sexuality education (Alldred & 

David, 2007). Alongside the chaos of sexuality education reforms, the English education 

system has increasingly been adopting neoliberal policies which, among others, favour; strict 

performance management, competition in and between schools and increased choice for its 

consumers (Keating et al., 2013). Neoliberal reforms have remodelled the school curriculum, 

which now emphasises 21st century skills and science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics (STEM). This combination raises the question, where does that leave a subject 

such as sexuality education?  

This study draws into question the effects that the contemporary educational policy context 

has on Relationship and Sex Education (RSE) in four secondary schools with varying 

performance rankings. It does so through a study of both national and local RSE policy 

documents, as well as interviews with staff members and student focus groups in four 

secondary schools.  

The data collected demonstrates that RSE remains in a volatile position in the curriculum, 

being replaced by subject areas deemed to be of more value. Despite teachers of the subject 

and students clearly expressing a desire for more curriculum time, this was denied at the 

leadership level through top-down decision making. The schools of study all exuded ‘liberal’ 

discourses of sexuality education and focused heavily on students having the knowledge and 

skills necessary to make their own choices.  

This study concludes that while there appears to be growing recognition of the importance of 

RSE, mostly due to the imminent statutory status (DfE, 2019), neoliberal tendencies in the 

current education policy climate are preventing the progression of RSE programmes that meet 

the needs and wants of both the teachers and learners. Going forward, RSE would benefit 

from developing a status to match the other ‘measurable’ subjects on the curriculum in an if 

you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em mentality – if only for the sake of the young people who, 

otherwise, are being offered a tokenistic version of sexuality education.   
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You can't measure the impact of PSHE/RSHE until years later because it's a society change. 

You can't hold a school accountable for that. So, you know, when it's not measurable, it 

doesn't mean anything. But I suppose that's education in a nutshell.  

– Teacher from school C 
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1  Introduction  

 Background  

Sexuality education in England is a highly politicized area of school life and, much like many 

other politicized areas of public policy, it has experienced a lot of controversy. Sexuality 

Education (henceforth referred to as SE) maintains a unique position at the crossover 

between; the education sector and the health sector, central and local government, and moral 

traditionalists and health campaigners. Debates that arise between these parties often revolve 

around complex issues of the rights of parents, young people and the state (Durham, 1991; 

Monk, 1998; Thomson, 1994).  

Matters of SE have experienced a prolonged period of turbulence since its inception in the 

late 1800s. SE is understood to have originated out of the ‘medico–moral’ discourses of the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Pilcher, 2005, p. 154). From these early days of 

sexual health education, the topic was already highly problematic, and tension rose between 

the physical and the sexual–moral health elements of the medico–moral discourses. In 1914 

the central government Board of Education declared that it was the duty of the parents to deal 

with matters of sex with their children, taking it away from the remit of schools (Hall, 2004).   

Throughout the last hundred years, the developments of SE in England have been firmly 

rooted in the context of the times, politically or otherwise. For instance, the end of World War 

One brought with it issues with venereal diseases which prompted the government to change 

their stance slightly as they began to look to schools as an arena for SE. In the 1960s and 

1970s, due to the birth control pill and subsequently, greater sexual freedom, the Department 

for Education were forced into recognising that sexual activity outside the realms of marriage 

was much more prevalent than they would like to have believed (Mason & Woolley, 2019).  

The public’s understanding of what is acceptable with regards to matters of sex and 

relationships has, perhaps naturally, undergone major changes. However, when this is applied 

to ‘children’, things become even more contested. In a review of key debates and perspectives 

on sex education in the Health Education Journal (HEJ), Iyer and Aggleton examined trends 

in SE over the last 70 years. They found that there has been a clear shift from efforts to 

prevent young people engaging in sexual activity to managing the outcomes of it (2015, p. 
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12). They also state that a persistent theme throughout journals over the last seven decades 

has been the oppositional pressures of moralistic versus liberal approaches to SE. Notably, 

this is not that dissimilar to the tensions present at the very origin of SE one hundred years 

ago. They also add that such tensions are “yet to be resolved” (p. 12).  

In education more generally, there has also been a significant shift in the guiding principles. 

As Stephen Ball puts it, “education reform agendas influenced by neoliberalism have spread 

across the globe, like ‘a policy epidemic’”(2003, p. 215). Starting in 1979 when Margaret 

Thatcher was elected into power as the conservative Prime Minister, reforms began to undo 

the post-war efforts to develop a strong welfare state that aimed at reducing opportunity gaps 

(West & Bailey, 2013). Thatcher’s period in government is often referred to as the era that the 

welfare state transitioned into the neoliberal state (Birch, 2017; Harvey, 2005; Keating et al., 

2013; Morrow & Torres, 2013). It is neoliberal in the sense that many of the ensuing policy 

reforms were focused on reducing the role of the state, privatizing previous public services, 

promoting efficiency and productivity, increasing choice, and supporting free market 

principles. This is evidenced in the 1976 conservative policy statement called “The Right 

Approach”, where sub-headings like “liberating profits” and “escaping from the tax trap” 

exemplify their interest in turning public services into competitive tendering (Conservative 

Party, 1976). Simultaneously, Thatcher’s government also circulated a distinct message of 

neo-conservatism, wherein the moral principles of family and values based education were at 

the forefront of policymaking (Taylor, 1993). This was particularly dominant in the arena of 

SE and in 1988 they infamously displayed their traditionalist conservative views through the 

inclusion of Section 28 in the Local Government Act (LGA) which condemned the 

“promotion of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship” (Conservative Party, 1988).  

In the years since, the strength of the moral traditionalism has faded, although the neoliberal 

movement has arguably become stronger (Morley et al., 2014; Olmedo & Wilkins, 2017). The 

contemporary education system in England has instrumentally used choice of provision to 

increase educational standards and to appeal to parents as consumers of their child’s 

education (Courtney, 2015; Olmedo & Wilkins, 2017). The rise in competition in and among 

schools, the use of league tables and data driven performance management are all examples of 

what has become the “norm” in English schools (Furlong, 2013; Ozga, 2009).  
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 The problem 

Given the prolific changes that have occurred in the English education system due to 

neoliberal policies, this study examines how such reforms have impacted a subject like SE. I 

say “like SE” as sexuality education can uniquely be considered as situated both outside and 

inside of the goals of economic neoliberalism and its conceptual goals for education reform. 

That is, while SE is not strongly related to the acquisition of testable “core” subjects such as 

English, Maths, and Science, a utilitarian construction of SE can emphasize SE’s prominent 

role in the prevention of unwanted outcomes and the contribution to a more equitable society 

with less social exclusion.  

The convoluted and unsteady history of SE has arisen out of a fraught socio-political climate 

and there has been a dearth of consensus around the role of SE in schools and the ‘values’ that 

is represents (Abbott et al., 2016). This coupled with the heavy influence of neoliberal 

education policies is a major problem for the quality of SE programmes that are operating in 

schools. Previous research has established that SE is sub-standard and falling short of the 

actual needs of young people in schools  (Abbott et al., 2016; Alldred & David, 2007; 

Corteen, 2006; Hirst, 2008; Long, 2019; Tanton et al., 2015). Many of these studies focus on 

the lack of clarity, consensus and understanding of what the aim of RSE in secondary schools 

is. There have been numerous calls for improved standards in SE, including the “Not yet good 

enough” report from the Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills 

(OFSTED) (2013).  

It is therefore possible to offer a hypothesis of sorts: while SE policy was strategically being 

chopped and changed by those in power to satisfy their values, and education policy was 

undergoing a neoliberal cleanse, SE provision in schools has landed in a precarious position 

in the curriculum and young people have been denied of a meaningful and relevant 

programme of SE.  

Although there are some studies which shine a light onto the effects of current education 

policy on ‘non-core’ subjects like music and physical education (Aróstegui, 2020; Lindsey, 

2020) – very little can be found in the way of studies that expose this phenomenon 

specifically in relation to Relationship and Sex Education (RSE). This study sets out to 

change that, with the intention of exposing the effects of neoliberal policy movements – 



5 

 

particularly performance management and competition - on RSE in secondary schools. The 

thesis takes up this issue within a comparative dimension between four schools.  

 Aims of the research and research questions   

The aim of this thesis is to compare how RSE, in four secondary schools with varying 

performance results, has been shaped by the current education policy context of England. 

Thus, the overall research question that has been formed to help guide the project is:  

How does the current sexuality education policy context in England shape relationship 

and sex education in selected secondary schools? 

To realise its aim, this study investigates two main aspects of RSE provision. The first is to 

explore the structure and organisation of the subject, and is guided by the following 

explorative research question:  

1) How is RSE organised and structured within selected schools? 

The terms structure and organisation refer to the operational aspects of provision, including 

how many hours a week are being dedicated to RSE; who controls the content; what type of 

strategy for change is in place and the context within which RSE is delivered.  

The second aspect to be explored is how the people within the school understand and 

conceptualise RSE. That is to say; what are their underlying assumptions about the ‘point’ of 

teaching young people about relationships and sex? For this purpose, the following research 

question was utilized:  

2) What are the key assumptions of relationship and sex education made by school 

leaders and teachers within selected schools?  

 Key terminology  

As there are numerous terms used to refer to the teaching and learning of and about sex and 

relationships, I offer a brief description and justification of how the terms are to be used in the 

thesis. Firstly, Sex and Relationship Education (SRE) is the ‘outgoing’ name of the national 

guidance (DfEE, 2000) and is used when referring to the school’s policy which continues 
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under this title. In difference, Relationship and Sex Education (RSE) is the ‘incoming’ 

name of the reformed national guidance (DfE, 2019) and is used plentifully throughout the 

thesis when referring to the school subject. It is also the name of school policies which have 

chosen to adopt the new guidance at the time of writing.  

Sexuality education is used to refer to an education based on an understanding of oneself as a 

sexual being set within society. This is the preferred term and therefore is seen abundantly in 

the thesis when referring to the concept of teaching and learning about sex, sexuality and 

relationships. Sex education is less frequently put into use in the thesis. When it is, it is used 

in two distinct ways; firstly, when there is a need for a more “technical” label for the 

education of sexual acts. As Ponzetti (2015) points out, the term sex education is the most 

“restrictive” description wherein the subject focuses on subject matter concerning the 

“biological markers” and often times creating “a dichotomy between men and women” 

(Ponzetti, 2015, p. 20). The second use of the term sex education or sex ed, is a more 

idiomatic phrasing that I used in the focus group with students to produce a colloquial feel 

and to emulate their own choice of language. Finally, the students who made up part of the 

research via focus groups will be referred to in this thesis as either ‘students’ or ‘young 

people’ by the author. This has been deliberately chosen to reflect my understanding of their 

position in the school, and in society more generally.  

 Organisation of the thesis 

Having introduced the background and purpose of the study in this chapter (1), the upcoming 

chapter (2 – Setting the scene) combines previous studies on the issues and the contextual 

background in England into a detailed exploration of the setting in which this thesis is 

positioned. It presents and discusses the conditions that have shaped SE to date and how this 

impacts contemporary provision and discourse. In chapter 3 the analytical framework that 

has been chosen for the thesis is laid out and justified. This is followed (chapter 4) by a 

presentation of the research design and methodologies that were applied It is here that 

issues relating to the quality of the data are considered. The results of the analysis appear in 

chapter 5 as concerns the organisation and structure of RSE and chapter 6 as concerns the key 

assumptions of SE. Finally, chapter 7 provides an arena for discussion and conclusion 

(chapter 7) of what was learned from the research and positions the findings within the 

theoretical footings from earlier chapters.  
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2 Setting the scene   

 The stage 

RSE is only one small facet of the school curriculum and an even smaller component of the 

politicised institution of the English education system as a whole (Figure 2.1). Furthermore, 

policymaking takes place in the backdrop of broader structural factors like party-political 

leanings, societal context and matters of public health.  

This chapter, therefore, traces the trajectory of SE policy in England whilst linking it to 

broader determining factors. This serves to position sexuality education within this 

multifaceted setting. This will lead to the eventual discussion of how the education policy 

climate shapes today’s RSE in four secondary schools in Norfolk, England.  

 

Figure 2.1  Conceptual map for the “setting of the scene” of SRE/RSE policy and practice  

 Enter stage (new) right – 1979 to 1997   

Taylor (1993) refers to the 1980s as being particularly influential on education policy. She 

attributes this to the ‘New Right’ and their added pressure on the education system in the form 

of two defining traits which were seemingly contradictory; the neo-liberal and the neo-

conservative strands of their politics (Taylor, 1993, p. 32). On the one hand the conservative 

Broader determining factors

Political leanings 
(neo-

conservatism, 
new left etc.) 

Rise in 
neoliberalism

Education policy context

Competitiveness 
and contestability

Performance 
management 

SE policy context

Provision, structure and 
organisation of SE 

Sexuality discourses in SE 
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policies of the day called for economic liberation, free market principles and progression of a 

neoliberal nature whilst backing the socially traditional, moral principles of family and 

stability encapsulated in neoconservatism. This apparent clash in principles is nowhere more 

prominent than in the Conservative’s own 1987 Manifesto, where the chapter Raising 

Standards in Education, includes the following statement: “They (parents) want schools that 

will encourage moral values: honesty, hard work and responsibility. And they should have the 

right to choose those schools which do these things for their children” (Conservative Party, 

1987, p. 23).   

 Moralising SE  

Prior to 1986, the teaching of SE was up to the discretion of individual head teachers, 

influenced strongly by their Local Education Authority (LEA). However, during the 1980s 

debates had been rising about the supposed bias of certain LEAs around the country. 

Specifically, the conservative ‘right’ accused particular ‘left’ leaning pockets of the country of 

corrupting children with sex education (Meredith, 1989). This fostered the ‘moral counter-

revolution’ of the 1980s, which led to the 1986 Education (No 2) Act. This shifted control 

away from LEAs and into the direct control of school governors1 and head teachers, enhanced 

accountability to parents and required that sex education be provided in such a way as to 

encourage pupils, “to have due regard to moral considerations and the value of family life” 

(Monk, 2001).  

 Reinforcing heteronormativity   

The conservative party, after winning their third consecutive election in 1987, and just one 

year into their third term, and two months on from publishing the ERA, published Section 28 

in the Local Government Act of 19882. Section 28 states that local authorities should not 

“intentionally promote homosexuality or publish material with the intention of promoting 

homosexuality” nor should they “promote the teaching in any maintained school of the 

 
1 School governors are responsible for overseeing the management side of a school: strategy, policy, budgeting 

and staffing. 
2 England is divided into a variety of different types of Local Authorities. Local authorities are responsible for 

the provision of an extensive range of public services; social, economic, environmental, recreational, cultural, 

community or general development of the area.  
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acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship” (Conservative Party, 

1988).  

This bold move to prescribe the ‘values’ the local authority has to uphold in maintained 

schools3, is also a clear display of the approach the Government had towards the restructuring 

of decision-making. The introduction of the National Curriculum (NC) meant that the 

‘biological’ aspects of sex education, within the Curriculum for Science, were controlled 

directly by the Secretary of State for Education. However, other aspects of sex education, at 

this time non-compulsory, remained under the control of school governors (Monk, 2001). 

Finally, matters regarding homosexuality, as set out in Section 28, were devolved to the LEA 

(Conservative Party, 1988). The chaotic reorganization of control was thought to be a 

neoliberal tactic used by the conservative government – to devolve ‘tricky’ topics to the local 

authorities to save central government the duty while simultaneously increasing central 

control over general classroom content, all bundled into a package advertised as “increasing 

local autonomy” (Strain, 2009, pp. 152–153). The Government at the time defended this by 

stating that Section 28 would be somewhat redundant since previous reforms had reduced the 

influence of LEAs over school practice (Sauerteig & Davidson, 2009, p. 39).  

Contrary to their argument, the introduction of Section 28 led to wide-ranging confusion in 

and among schools and the legislation affected teachers’ practice substantially (Greenland & 

Nunney, 2008). Warwick, Aggleton, and Douglas (2001) studied secondary school teachers in 

England and Wales and found significant uncertainty regarding the meaning of ‘promotion’, 

with 44% of teachers reporting that Section 28 had caused difficulties in them being able to 

support the needs of gay and lesbian students, 82% of teachers were aware of instances of 

homophobic verbal bullying and 26% were aware of incidents of homophobic physical 

bullying (Warwick et al., 2001, pp. 134–136).  

 SE as a technique of governance 

This interpretation of the motives for Section 28 contributes to the wealth of literature on the 

state’s governance of sexuality and sexual behaviour (Cooper, 1993; Monk, 1998). Cooper 

argues that government policy and legislation is put in place to steer the agendas and struggles 

of particular sexualities in distinct directions (1993, p. 257). She is supported by Monk who 

 
3 There are a number of different school types in England – an overview is provided in Appendix 2.  
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writes about central powers utilizing their position in order to problematize and regulate 

sexual behaviour among young people (Monk, 1998, p. 240).  

Greenland & Nunney (2008), in their research into the longer-lasting effects of Section 28 on 

SE in schools, reiterate that the addition of such legislation “came into being within a very 

specific historical and political context” (p. 243). They, supported by others (Monk, 2001; 

Smith, 1994), suggest that Section 28 was a result of the conservative government wanting to 

take back moral control over sex education and dominate the ongoing conflict between more 

liberal, left-wing urban local authorities, which appeared to be threatening the moral dogma 

being built by the New Right leadership (Greenland & Nunney, 2008). They also indicate that 

the right-wing national press “had a central role in whipping up a moral panic” (2008, p. 243). 

They cite several news stories which were curated, or even fabricated, to invoke ‘fear’ in 

people and lead to a national panic of morality. Irvine refers to this as a tactic wherein “the 

emotions of sex panics represent a means by which moral entrepreneurs attempt to reinforce 

conservative sexual morality” (2006, p. 82).  

 The HIV/AIDS tension  

In 1991, the then Secretary of State, Kenneth Baker shifted the goalposts for sex education 

under the National Curriculum for Science by including the study of HIV/AIDS (DfES, 

1991). This however, was met with much political backlash which centred on the rhetoric that 

content of this nature would expose children to inappropriate information about 

homosexuality (Sauerteig & Davidson, 2009; Thomson, 1994). Campaigns were led by the 

pressure group Christian Action Research and Education, and the fundamentalist Plymouth 

Brethren sect (Chitty, 1994, p. 17) that both demanded the prohibition of compulsory sex 

education in schools and the elimination of all mention of HIV/AIDS from the National 

Curriculum.  

As a result, the position of education on HIV/AIDS and any other sexually transmitted 

infections (STIs) was shifted, from the arena of NC Science, as it was previously inserted by 

Baker in 1991, to ‘Sex Education’ as a subject outside the NC. Notably, any non-NC topics 

were not compulsory. It also initiated the “right to withdraw” clause, meaning parents could 

request for their child not to take part in sex education, and it requested that schools draw up a 

policy for sex education and make it available to parents of children at the school (DfE, 

1994).  
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 The right to withdraw – the power of parents 

Several studies have examined the decision to include the “right to withdraw” clause in the 

1993 EA. Haywood (1996) argues that the inclusion of the clause demonstrates two 

intentions; firstly it works to strip young people of agency surrounding their rights and 

choices associated with sex education and in the same manner constructs childhood as an 

innocent time when children are dependent on adults to make decisions on their behalf. 

Secondly, he suggests that this move reinforces the notion that sex education is best left in the 

parental realm, positioning it as a familial matter (Haywood, 1996, p. 126). Walker (2004) 

echoes these thoughts and raises concerns, stating that a young person’s right to education 

may be overlooked as the parent’s right to choose is superior. He claims that  young people 

are “arguably the most significant partners in sex education” (2004, p. 241). However, these 

sentiments were not shared by right-leaning moral pressure groups, who celebrated the 

inclusion of the right to withdraw. Valerie Riches, Director of Family and Youth Concern, 

wrote:  

The right to withdraw children from lessons must be maintained until the sex 

education lobby shows itself both willing and capable of promoting responsible 

attitudes towards sexual behaviour, marriage and family life (As cited in Chitty, 1994, 

p. 17). 

Interestingly, a survey completed by the Health Education Authority in 1994 found that 94% 

of parents supported sex education in schools and 80% were in support of teaching about HIV 

and AIDS (as cited in Chitty, 1995, p. 19). This goes some way in highlighting that the right-

leaning pressure was marginal but powerful.  

Furniss and Blair (1997)  examined the new changes set within the conflicting interests which 

preceded the reform as well as considering “whether the compromise reached by the 1993 Act 

promotes either the interests of the child or those of the public” (1997, p. 190). They conclude 

that statutory sex education in maintained schools is a welcome reform for most but called for 

a reform of the ‘right to withdraw’ item, stating that it is in the public interest as well as in the 

welfare of the individual to do so (1997, p. 199). Thorogood (2000) argued that “the 

'explosion of discourse' around sex education indicates its centrality as a site for surveillance, 

monitoring and regulation” (Thorogood, 2000, p. 427). Her critique of the regulatory 

conditions of the new statutory sex education shadowed the thoughts of Redman (1994) who 
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called for a new agenda of SE based on four factors: “the need to address sexual diversity, 

relations of power, the construction of sexuality in schooling processes, and pupil sexual 

cultures” (Redman, 1994, p. 147). He presents his new agenda as a distinct alternative to the 

“current sub moral Right hegemony that holds sway over sex education in schools” (1994, p. 

148).  

 Enter stage (new) left – 1997 to 2010  

In 1997, the Labour party entered government, headed by Tony Blair, in a landslide victory 

which marked the start of the New Left. On entering his premiership, Blair declared that his 

government was going to prioritize education above all else. The entrance of a labour 

government gave children’s rights and health campaigners hope that the previous traditional 

moralistic approach might be replaced with a new more progressive and pragmatic approach 

(Monk, 2001).  

 Social exclusion – combatting a social phenomenon  

Of particular importance to the New Left’s strategy, particularly in matters of education, was 

the theme of social exclusion (Alexiadou, 2002). Social exclusion became a policy priority 

through the 1997 establishment of the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) in the Cabinet Office. The 

SEU states that social exclusion is a “shorthand term for what can happen when people or 

areas suffer from a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low 

incomes, poor housing, high crime environments, bad health and family breakdown” (SEU, 

2001). Emphasis was put on the need to combat social exclusion by creating a globally 

competitive economy through the education system, and through responsible individual 

attitudes (Alexiadou, 2002).  These are traits that appear reminiscent of neoliberal principles; 

competition, responsibilisation and economizing the education system.   

One of the first actions of the new government was to commission the SEU report on teenage 

pregnancies (SEU, 1999). The report set out with two goals, to halve the rate of conceptions 

among under 18s by 2010 and to get more teenage parents into education, training or 

employment to reduce their risk of further social exclusion (SEU, 1999, p. 8). The report was 

extensive and spotlighted the issue of teenage pregnancies in England – at the time the nation 



13 

 

had rates higher than any other Western European country. In summarizing the rationale for 

action, the report states:  

Whether the Government likes it or not, young people decide what they’re going to do 

about sex and contraception. Keeping them in the dark or preaching at them makes it 

less likely they’ll make the right decision. (SEU, 1999, p. 90).  

The Teenage Pregnancy report set out a clear plan of action for the improvement of education 

about sex and relationships, including a call for new guidance on sex education in schools, 

better training for teachers and improved communication between the school and parents 

(1999, pp. 93–94). The report represented a more progressive attitude towards the 

development of sex education in schools and shortly after the report was circulated, the 

Government attempted to repeal the controversial Section 28, which set out to deny the 

promotion of homosexuality in schools. However, the appeal was met with strong opposition 

in Parliament, with Labour being successively defeated in the House of Lords4 (Burridge, 

2004). The attempt failed and the repeal was discarded, with a promise to return to the issue at 

a later date (Burridge, 2004, p. 329). Eventually, the legislation was repealed in 2003.  

 The first national SE guidance 

In the meantime, the Government made progress on the matter by making some amendments 

to the statutory framework for sex education in the Learning and Skills Act 2000, namely that 

the Secretary of State must issue guidance to schools which must secure that pupils (a) learn 

the nature of marriage and its importance for family life and the bringing up of children, and 

(b) are protected from teaching and materials, which are inappropriate having regard to the 

age and the religious and cultural background of the pupils concerned (DfE, 2000). Monk 

reflects that it was unfortunate that Labour’s intended reference to ‘other stable relationships’ 

was not included in the final amendments (Monk, 2001, p. 274). He notes that this “clearly 

reflected the concerns of Baroness Young and her supporters in the House of Lords” (2001, p. 

274). Notably, the conservative moralism of the previous government was still significantly 

present. Furthermore, whilst the changes regarding SE reflected some progression and slight 

push back on the previous legislation, there is still some vagueness regarding provision. 

Governors and head teachers are required to “have regard” to the guidance (DfE, 2000). As 

 
4 The British Parliament’s non-elected second legislative chamber. 
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Monk contemplated at the time it was “too early to tell how in practice they will exercise their 

discretion” (2001, p. 274).  

The guidance they refer to in the Learning and Skills Act, was the result of an extensive 

consultation which led to new guidance on sex and relationship education. In July 2000 the 

first national guidance document for SE was published in England: Sex and Relationship 

Education (SRE) (DfEE, 2000). This document made it very clear that schools ensure that all 

students should feel included in sex education programmes:  

It is up to schools to make sure that the needs of all pupils are met in their 

programmes. Young people, whatever their developing sexuality, need to feel that sex 

and relationship education is relevant to them and sensitive to their needs. The 

Secretary of State for Education and Employment is clear that teachers should be able 

to deal honestly and sensitively with sexual orientation, answer appropriate questions 

and offer support. There should be no direct promotion of sexual orientation (DfEE, 

2000, pp. 12–13). 

The guidance outlines that the following topics “would usually need to be addressed” in a 

school’s SRE programme; puberty, menstruation, contraception, abortion, and Safer Sex and 

HIV/AIDS and sexually transmitted infections (STIs) (DfEE, 2000, pp. 14–17).  

 Julia Hirst, a leading scholar in the field of sexuality education, brands the guidance 

‘laudable’ (Hirst, 2008, p. 405) while Monk, chose to describe the new guidance as ‘an 

improvement’ (2001, p. 288). Nevertheless they both agreed on the same pitfalls; the absence 

of clarity and non-statutory nature of the policy guidance, and the lack of authenticity with 

regards to the lived-experiences of young people, a theme that informs the title of Alldred and 

David’s book Get Real About Sex (2007). Hirst also brings to the fore the issue of little to no 

consultation with young people on the content of their SE programmes. She suggests that this 

could jeopardize a shared understanding of SRE between educators and students (2008, p. 

405).  

Monk stated that SRE in England at this time was characterized by an attempt to reduce the 

rate of teenage pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases, whilst at the same time making 

some progress towards a national SRE which was positioned within the context of 

“citizenship and personal development” (Monk, 2001, p. 288). In the same paper he also 
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exposed two major areas of contention; control and content. He argues that despite the alleged 

appearance that the national SRE guidance builds a centrally regulated provision, control has 

ultimately remained with the local level decision-makers. Later in his discussion, he adds that 

the Government are “clearly aware” that the SRE guidance would not guarantee any 

uniformity in SRE (2001, p. 277). His thoughts on the regulation of provision seem to suggest 

that the New Labour government have trailed the neoliberal trend they inherited – increasing 

central control while simultaneously passing the operations into local level hands. 

 A missed opportunity – still not statutory  

The hopes that were pinned on the new labour government to revolutionize the previous 

traditional moralistic approach to SE, were left somewhat discontented with reality. One 

element which Monk determines as a disappointing aspect of the new SRE guidance is the 

lack of statutory status. He attributes this to “the political sensitivity surrounding sex 

education and its special status within the curriculum” (Monk, 2001, p. 265). He also adds 

that their choice not to make SRE a compulsory element of the curriculum, is to surrender to 

the rights of parents. To move SRE into the NC would essentially mean taking away parent’s 

right to withdraw their children from sex education – something, it appears, no government 

has been willing to do.   

 Constructing the responsible sexual agent 

Throughout the late 1990s and 2000s the rhetoric in education policy bolstered the idea that 

“everyone can succeed”, so should a student fail an element/elements of their educational 

journey, the responsibility falls with students themselves, also accountable are inadequate 

teachers and parents (Torrance, 2017). In the SRE guidance published in 2000, there is a 

distinct understanding of the necessity for young people to be responsible sexual agents. In 

Corteen’s critical evaluation of school policies, programmes of work and practices in three 

case study schools, she concludes that in all cases there was evidence of the 

“responsibilisation of children who are structurally less powerful than adults” (Corteen, 2006, 

p. 95). The SRE guidance itself (DfEE, 2000) states that pupils are to comprehend “the 

consequences of choices made” (p.5) while asking schools to set “sex education within a 

broader base of self-esteem and responsibility for the consequences of one’s actions” (p.10). 

To which Corteen comments, “children are expected to understand and behave in a way that 
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the majority of adults do not” (2006, p. 95). Additionally, young people are being asked to 

“recognize and avoid abuse”, in a very clear demonstration of loading responsibility onto 

young people, even in a situation of potential abuse.  

The same shift was taking place in the US as evidenced by Elliott's (2014) ethnographic study 

into the deployment of neoliberal discourses of personal responsibility in sex education 

classes. She concludes her findings by stating that the message she observed was very clear: 

The responsible sexual citizen should exert individual agency and free choice. 

Responsible sexual agents take responsibility for their actions. The teen parent 

presenters did just that when they shared their stories of becoming parents, implying a 

“you play, you pay” ethos. This kind of personal responsibility displaces any notion of 

social or governmental responsibility. (Elliott, 2014, p. 221) 

Elliott (2014) rounds off her study by offering an alternative to the current emphasis on 

personal responsibilisation, she states that SE should focus on social justice and getting to the 

root of social inequalities in order to nip them in the bud. She supports the alternative framing 

of young people; “bringing youth into the sex education classroom, not as objects of concern 

and control, but as agents who actively construct meaning around sexuality thus has 

subversive potential” (Elliott, 2014, p. 222). Elliott is not alone in her call for a more critical 

SE classroom that engages young people as action makers and active members of society as 

witnessed by other research (Hagquist & Starrin, 1997; Sanjakdar et al., 2015; Sanjakdar & 

Yip, 2018).  

 Enter stage right, again – 2010 to today  

The past decade commenced with the unexpected General Election results of 2010. This led 

to the first coalition government in 36 years, between the Conservatives and Liberal 

Democrats. The Cameron/Clegg leadership lasted for five years, before a majority 

Conservative government was instated and Cameron continued, followed by Theresa May and 

now, Boris Johnson.  
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 Reducing the National Curriculum and expanding school choice  

Education policy under the Coalition government was characterized by prioritizing 

‘academic’ subjects at all costs, often to the determent of personal development. There was a 

push to reduce the NC and encourage schools to focus on the essential knowledge needed in 

each of the core subjects (Wilkinson, 2017). This policy perspective quelled any hopes that 

SRE would make it into the statutory realm of the NC.  

Wilkinson suggests that the unwillingness to open up the NC for new subjects came as a 

result of the majority-Conservatives’ desire to expand the academies initiative, put in place by 

the 2005 Labour Government (Wilkinson, 2017). Between 2010 and 2015, the total number of 

schools that converted to academies (see Appendix 2) increased rapidly - 41% of all state-

funded post-primary schools had converted to academy status by November 2014 (Bolton, 

2014). This is thought to derive from the neoliberal policy agenda wherein choice of 

provision is used instrumentally to increase educational standards (Courtney, 2015). This has 

resulted in the creation of several new school ‘types’ over the past decade (see Appendix 2 for 

a full overview).  

Regarding all the ‘types’ of school in England, it is only the community/maintained schools 

and the foundation schools that are obliged by law to follow the NC. All other types of school 

are entitled to develop their own curriculum. With respect to RSE provision, 

community/maintained schools are the only type of school in England that are currently 

(academic year 2019/2020) required by the Government to teach RSE (an overview of the 

RSE requirements for different school types is presented in Appendix 3) (DfEE, 2000). For 

community/maintained schools who are obliged to teach RSE, the enforced content is limited 

to education on HIV, AIDs and other sexually transmitted infections. Further to that, they 

must have “due regard” to the 2000 Guidance.  

 A pleasant surprise – legalising same sex marriage  

The legalization of same-sex civil marriage was not expected of the then coalition 

government. However, in 2013 the legislation was voted in the House of Commons and 

resulted in being passed, with a positive result of 400 to 175. Many Conservative Members of 

Parliament (MP) pressured the motion and more Conservative MPs voted against it than in 
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favour. The Prime Minister’s own support for same-sex marriage was raised as a possible 

reason for the indignation felt by some of his fellow MPs (Eekelaar, 2014).  

 Silencing the SE network – top down decision making 

In contrast to the previous Labour Government who emphasised the input of ground level 

voices on SE, the Cameron/Clegg Government preferred to silence their calls to review SE 

programmes. Over the decade from 2010 to 2020, numerous bodies called for renewals, 

reforms and statutory status for SE.  

One of proposals for change was the OFSTED report on PSHE in primary and secondary 

schools in England, which clearly stated “sex and relationships education required 

improvement in over a third of schools” (OFSTED, 2013). In response no amendments were 

made. This was closely trailed by an attempt to introduce statutory PSHE and update the SRE 

guidance during the report Stage of the Children and Families Bill in the House of Commons 

in June 2013. In response, the conservative party defended their choice with the following 

comment: 

We strongly believe that teachers need the flexibility to use their professional 

judgment to decide when and how best to provide PSHE in their local circumstances. 

The Government do not believe that the right of parents to withdraw their children 

from sex and relationship education should be diminished in the way proposed (as 

quoted in Long, 2019, p. 20).  

In 2014 The House of Commons Education Select Committee launched an inquiry into PSHE 

and SRE in schools, and in 2015 published the findings (The Education Committee, 2015). 

With continued reluctance the Government still made no commitment to changes saying that 

there was a “range of good quality advice that has been developed by the voluntary sector in 

relation to PSHE and SRE” (as quoted in Long, 2019, p. 22).  

The guidance was re-published in January 2014 after a review. Incongruously it was re-

published with no revisions or amendments to the original document (Sundaram & Sauntson, 

2015). The Government had concluded that no revisions nor additions to the text were 

necessary (Long, 2019, pp. 18–25).  
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In a bold statement Wilkinson claims that it is possible that “PSHEE and comprehensive SRE 

would have had statutory status within the National Curriculum for England had Labour won 

the 2010 general election or formed a coalition with the Liberal Democrat party” (Wilkinson, 

2017, p. 617) 

The extended period of inaction in relation to SE may speak to the highly political nature of 

SE. It seems that the governments in this period chose to evade the topic, perhaps not wanting 

to rock the boat. This in fact, contrasts to the situation which took place back in the 1980s and 

1990s where policy on SE was seemingly used tactically as a form of electability. This period 

of stillness in relation to SE policy has lasted through eight elections. In effect, 19 years have 

passed and the content of the SRE guidance has remained the same. 

 Incoming RSE Guidance – statutory at last 

The incoming RSE guidance brings with it the long-awaited statutory status, for all school 

types. It also marks the introduction of much clearer information about what young people 

should know when they leave secondary school. In contrast to the vague direction given in the 

2000 policy that schools “must have regard to the guidance” (DfEE, 2000), the incoming 

policy revises this with the addition that “where they depart from those parts of the guidance 

which state that they should (or should not) do something they will need to have good reasons 

for doing so.” (DfE, 2019). At the time of writing this thesis (spring 2020), the new guidance 

is published but not yet put into effect so it is not possible to know how the new guidance will 

be accepted and adopted in schools. In the same vein, research and/or literature on the new 

RSE guidance is scarce. 

 Summarizing the scene – murky waters  

This contextual discussion has gone some way in demonstrating the substantial murkiness that 

surrounds the topic of teaching and learning about matters of sex and relationships. The 

reason for this appears to be born out of the idea that education on sexuality is invested, not 

only in the transition of sexual information, but also in producing a specific kind of sexual 

individual. Therefore, with every new political power, there is a new or updated idea of what 

type of sexual individual is wanted in society. This reflects the moral groundings of the 

politics of the time. As has been demonstrated in this chapter, the political leanings of the 
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1980s and early 1990s seemed to favour a more moralistic version of SE wherein young 

people were understood as needing to be sheltered from SE content whilst power was handed 

over to the parents, in the form of the right to withdraw. From the late 1990s through to the 

2010s, a more progressive outlook towards SE was adopted. The Government also 

acknowledged the potential SE has in combatting issues of social exclusion, although they did 

not fully manage to renounce the influence of moral values and the rights of the parents 

established earlier. Finally, in the most recent period, from 2010 to 2020, school choice has 

been widened and top-down policymaking has muted the ground level voices on SE, meaning 

multiple calls for improved quality and statutory RSE have been omitted.  

Underpinning the trajectory of SE in England is the underlying understandings of what ‘point’ 

there is in teaching young people about sex and relationships. Policymakers, and ultimately 

the government, must ask the questions; what power lies within the teaching and learning of 

SE? and how do we want to manipulate that power?   

In order to fulfil the research aims of this thesis and examine how the policy landscape has 

shaped RSE, a comprehensive analytical framework is needed. It is vital that this framework 

provides insights into the fundamental understandings of SE as well as how SE is positioned 

into the overall school operations.  
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3 Analytical framework  

 Introduction 

In order to establish how RSE sits within the current climate of educational policy, an 

analytical framework has been developed. It offers a lens through which to view the 

“underlying understandings” of RSE as found in the collected data. The framework has two 

elements: one which focuses more on the organizational structure that health education takes 

within the school setting; the other which focuses on the differing constructions of sexuality as 

portrayed by staff members in schools. 

The first element is Hagquist and Starrin’s (1997) typology for models of health education in 

schools. The models focus on how schools, as arenas for health education, adopt their duty to 

educate young people on health and wellbeing. Centre stage is the structure and form that 

health education takes within the school environment as a whole as opposed to the content of 

the classes.  

The second element is Jones’ framework of SE Discourses (2011). Jones developed an 

“exemplar” detailing 28 individual SE discourses which are defined by their orientation to 

education; conservative; liberal; critical; or postmodern (Jones, 2011, p. 135). The main 

focus of her exemplar is to differentiate the various discourses by “their orientation to 

education and their key beliefs about the point of schooling on sexuality generally” (Jones, 

2011, p. 136). The latter of her two intentions is key for the aim of this thesis.  

 Models for health education in schools 

Hagquist and Starring analysed empirical research papers on health education in schools  

using an approach comparable to grounded theory, meaning that they coded and classified 

content to look for similarities and differences that derived from within the data itself 

(Hagquist & Starrin, 1997, p. 226). This method of analysis produced two distinct categories 

that informed their typology; the first was the strategy for change being used by the school – 

being either top-down or bottom-up and the second was the contextual framework in place – 

being either narrow or wide (p. 226). The combination of these two categories provided four 

distinct types of health education in schools: Traditional educational models; Modern 
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educational models; Planner models; and Empowerment models (see Figure 3.1). These four 

models will now be discussed in greater detail. 

 

 

Figure 3.1  Models for health education in schools – a typology  

Source: Adapted from Hagquist & Starrin, 1997 

  Traditional educational models  

Traditional models of health education sit within the realm of a top-down strategy for change 

and exhibit a narrow contextual framework within which health education is practiced. The 

notion of ‘traditional’ is linked to the idea of a traditional method of teaching, the direct 

dissemination of knowledge from teacher to student (Hagquist & Starrin, 1997, p. 228). 

Hagquist and Starrin refer to the idea that if given the facts, students would use them to 

inform rational decision making. This model is also characterized by classroom-based 

teaching and learning where the students are considered passive recipients in the transfer of 

knowledge (1997, p. 228). Hagquist and Starrin also add that the focus of this model is 

individualization and a strong focus on health-related behaviour and decision making.  

  Modern educational models  

Modern educational models are also characterized by a narrow contextual framework but as 

opposed to the top-down strategy of traditional models, they consider students as active 

participants, making for a bottom-up strategy of change. With regards to the locality of such 

health education, it remains within the school classroom. Furthermore, modern educational 

 Contextual framework 
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Strategy for 

change 

Top – down Traditional education model Planner models 

 

Bottom – up  

Modern educational models  Empowerment models  
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models are attributed to social learning theories, whereby focus is centred on factors that 

influence behaviour rather than on behaviour itself (Hagquist & Starrin, 1997, p. 227). In line 

with this thinking, social skills, resistance skills and general skills are also incorporated in the 

model.  

Although methods and content may be described as more innovative in this model, it is still 

firmly placed within the framework of a curriculum. Some distinct program types are referred 

to by Hagquist and Starrin (1997) as falling within the modern educational model. Affective 

programs whereby emotional development and social competence are encouraged, include 

goal setting, decision-making, self-esteem building and stress management. Social influence 

programs which focus on offering students the skills which meet the needs of concrete 

situations is also an example of a modern educational model.  

 Planner models  

Planner models utilize a top-down strategy for change and a wide contextual framework, 

meaning that the arena in which health education operates is much bigger – often including 

the whole school and even the community/society outside the school. Much like modern 

education models, student participation is a focus in the classroom, although Hagquist and 

Starrin (1997) point out that the programs are run for and not with or by students, so their 

participation is limited. With regards to the wide contextual framework of planner models, the 

focus here is on both the individual and the individual’s environment.  

Planner models of health education have gained attraction in recent years and subsequently 

this model encompasses several of the more prevalent programs promoted by national 

agencies and international networks. Firstly, Hagquist and Starrin (1997)  state that the 

commonly referred to ‘comprehensive sexuality education’ (CSE) falls within the frame of 

planner models, incorporating school health services, school health education and school 

health environment (Allensworth & Kolbe, 1987). The British counterpart to the CSE 

movement was the initiation of a new model of health education referred to as the health 

promoting school – which integrated school curriculum, school environment and community 

outreach. The health promotion school was described as a model that “balances the effort and 

attention given to curriculum development and classroom teaching, with action directed 

toward improving the school environment and improving links with the family and the wider 
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community” (Smith et al., 1992, p. 172). Many of the same notions are also rooted within the 

European Networks for Health-promoting schools.   

 Empowerment models  

The empowerment model exhibits a wide contextual framework and a bottom-up strategy for 

change, wherein student (participant) orientation is a vital criterion for health education. The 

school and local environment are tantamount and essential aspects of the program. Students 

(children and young people) are regarded as partners in health education. In contrast to 

planner models, the program is run with and by young people, not just for them. In this model 

students are deemed capable of representing themselves, making health related decisions and 

participating in health care work. Hagquist and Starrin (1997) refer to the notion that 

empowerment models of health education are in direct contrast to the largely adult-driven 

arena which has been dominant in health education and specifically SE (Allen, 2011) until the 

present time.  

 A SE discourse framework  

Jones’ framework recognizes that SE is understood and approached from drastically different 

standpoints. By means of analysing official SE documents from across the globe, she has been 

able to classify such understandings into four orientations and then in to a further twenty-eight 

discourses (see Table 3.1). She highlights that such discourses should not be seen as “purely 

oppositional” but rather as compound and diverse (Jones, 2011, p. 133). These variations in 

ideologies and beliefs which, in turn, directly inform policy and practice are by no means a 

new phenomenon and are certainly not exclusive to sexuality education.  

The four main orientations outlined by Jones are a development of the earlier work of 

Kemmis, Cole & Suggett (1983) who outlined three main orientations to curriculum: the 

vocational/neo-classical; the liberal/progressive; and the socially-critical orientation (1983, p. 

18). They state that their three orientations are formed of compositions of ideas and views 

towards curriculum which culminate in a ‘position’ from which to view education (1983, p. 

19). However, they make very clear that schools and curriculum are often not clean 

reflections of one single orientation but rather a compound of all three or at least components 

of more than one (1983, p. 17). 
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Table 3.1 Sexuality education discourses framework exemplar 

Orientation  Sexuality Education Discourses  

Conservative  

 Transmitting dominant 

 sexualities  

 

1. Storks and Fairies  

2. None/Nonapproach 

3. Physical Hygiene  

4. Sexual Morality  

5. Birds and Bees 

6. Biological Science/Biological Essentialism  

7. Abstinence-only-until-marriage Education 

8. Christian/Ex-gay Redemption  

Liberal  

 Teaching sexuality skills 

 and knowledge for 

 personal choice and 

 development  

9. Sexual Liberationist  

10. Comprehensive Sex Education  

11. Sexual Risk  

12. Sexual Readiness  

13. Effective Relationships/Relationships Ed  

14. Controversial Issues/Values Clarification  

15. Liberal Feminist  

16. State Socialist/Sexual-Politics  

Critical  

 Facilitating integrated 

 student action based on 

 alternative sexuality 

 principles. Redressing 

 marginalized sexualities 

17. Sexual Revolutionary Socialist/Radical Freudian 

18. Radical Feminist  

19. Anti-discrimination/Anti-harassment  

20. Inclusive/Social Justice  

21. Safe and Supportive Spaces/Caring Communities  

22. Gay Liberationist  

23. Postcolonial  

Postmodern  

 Theoretically exploring 

 sex, gender and sexuality 

 frameworks and positions  

24. Poststructuralist  

25. Postidentity Feminist  

26. Multicultural Education  

27. Diversity Education  

28. Queer  

 

Source: Adapted from Jones, 2011. 
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 The four orientations have been utilized by Jones as a way to group the defining features of 

the 28 discourses - the orientation itself refers to the key assumptions about the purpose of SE 

(see Table 3.1).  

These four orientations will now be discussed in greater detail however the twenty-eight 

different discourses will not be explored in any detail given the wide-ranging ideological 

stances they represent.  

 Conservative SE discourse  

The conservative orientation towards SE is described by Jones as “transmitting dominant 

sexualities” (2011, p. 135). She states that although the exact approaches and methods vary, 

the consensus is that SE is a tool for reinforcing the leading sexuality ideal whilst any 

perceived threats towards this hegemonic norm will be educated against (Jones, 2011, p. 136). 

The sexuality ideal itself is determined by an “external force” which can take the form of any 

authoritative power, be it from “the natural order of the universe, an omnipotent creator, or 

politically or culturally determined” (Jones, 2011, p. 136). In turn, this dominating sexuality is 

enforced and echoed by institutions and individuals who support the ideal, such as academic 

institutes, schools, medical professionals, scientific institutes and parents and families. Jones 

notes that programs within this orientation regard gender, sex and sexuality as two-

dimensional, namely that there exists either a heterosexual masculine male or a heterosexual 

feminine female. Variations from this ideal are considered to be “invisible, pathologized, 

demonized, or declared a fallacy or a mistaken choice” (2011, p. 136). A real-life instance of 

this type of discourse would be the previously mentioned Section 28 clause to condemn the 

promotion of homosexuality in schools (Conservative Party, 1988).  

Further to that, there is a collective focus on the role of heterosexual marriage and 

procreativity as a rationale for sexual expression. Distinct discourses of SE which manifest 

this way of thinking are labelled by Jones as: Storks and Fairies; Non/Nonapproach; Physical 

Hygiene; Sexual Morality; Birds and Bee; Biological Science; Abstinence Education; and 

Christian/Ex-Gay redemption (2011, p. 137) (see Table 3.1). These discourses use a range of 

pedagogical methods, from lectures and sermons to hell houses, camps and clinics.  

There are key concepts that transcend all eight of the discourses Jones’ positions under the 

conservative approach. Such principles include the idea that children and young people are 
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asexual and possess a natural purity, which leads to the belief that youth morality must be 

promoted as a means of preserving their unadulterated condition. In addition, there is frequent 

mention of where the responsibility of SE lies, consensus being on the church and parents. 

Another feature is that failure to conform to either abstinence or marital heterosexual sex with 

the intention of procreation is branded sinful, deviant, shameful, and/or punishable, ultimately 

leading to a multitude of negative consequences (Jones, 2011, pp. 137–143). This kind of 

discourse emerged in the late-1800s and continued to develop into the mid-1900s while 

programs today still possess some of the concepts.  

With regards to the delivery of the discourses, authority is particularly dominant within the 

teaching/learning environment. Teachers often take on a mastery role to transmit knowledge 

to passive students who are not granted agency over their sexuality. This approach replicates 

many of the concepts seen within the traditional educational model detailed by Hagquist and 

Starrin (1997) and Kemmis et al.'s (1983) vocational/neoclassical orientation to curriculum. 

On the whole, students are understood to be in school in order to learn how to conform as a 

member of the society in which they find themselves. This is underpinned by the standpoint 

that education ultimately leads to the acquisition of a job (Jones, 2011, p. 136).   

In summary, conservative SE discourses favour an attitude towards education wherein the 

dominant beliefs, values and practices of the time are to be reproduced by those holding 

positions of authority. Students are understood as those who lack knowledge, a gap that is 

expected to be filled by teachers. Discourses of this nature align well with the principles of 

the traditional model of health education, featuring top-down strategies for change and a 

narrow contextual framework.  

 Liberal SE discourse 

Gaining attraction much later than the conservative discourses, the liberal discourses 

developed in the 1960s, as Jones describes, a time when there was a noticeable shift in 

orientation towards education (2011, p. 144). Rather than understanding school as an arena 

for the development of the working adult, it began to favour school as a place that could 

develop young people for life. That is to say that the focus dropped away from the necessity 

to educate simply for work and rather made space for educating students to become well-

rounded people. If evaluated against Kemmis et al.’s framework of education orientations it 
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could be said that orientation shifted from the vocational/neo-classical orientation to the 

liberal/progressive orientation (1983, p. 9).  

As a result there were also implications for sexuality education, whereby the discourse began 

to focus on the development of “skills and knowledge” which would enable “personal choice 

and development” (Jones, 2011, p. 144). Contrary to the status of conservative discourses 

wherein authority is exclusively external, liberal discourses suggest that authority is placed 

within the individual themselves – making them responsible for making their own informed 

choices. Therefore, there is a strong emphasis on providing the individual with information on 

sexuality and sexual health but that ultimately, the responsibility for what happens lies with 

the individual.  

The prevalence of a sexuality ideal is softened in liberal discourses with the recognition that 

there is diversity beyond the heteronormative model. A space is made for diversity and it is 

generally understood as the individual’s own choice based on their understanding of the 

information presented to them. That is, “sexuality orientation is fixed, but behaviour and roles 

are more optional” (Jones, 2011, p. 144). This construction of sexuality is underpinned with 

the understanding that the amount of freedom and individual choice granted to a young person 

is directly correlated to their maturity.  

A leading feature of the conservative discourse is to see young people as non-sexual, pure 

beings, which contrasts with the liberalist view where self-actualization is prominent. Self-

actualization is understood by Jones as “the development of a consistent code of personal 

sexuality” (2011, p. 144) which is described in her text as the result of an individual 

considering possible values, possible outcomes, and responsibilities. In this way any critique 

of social order or societal issues are understood as the individuals own meaning and not as a 

social process reflected by the teachings of the school (Jones, 2011).  

In line with the notion of individual choice and actualization, pedagogical methods favour the 

use of a teacher as a facilitator, who offers multiple options from which to choose. This is 

essentially a more democratic vision of sexuality education. The format in which the 

information is shared could be lectures or guest speakers with a focus on teacher to student 

transfer, use of media, and consideration of personal experience and outlooks. There are seven 

distinct discourses which fall under the liberal orientation and therefore reflect the 

aforementioned approaches, understandings and deliveries. They are: Sexual Liberationist; 
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Comprehensive Sex Education; Sexual Risk/Progressive; Sexual Readiness; Effective 

Relationships; Controversial Issues/Values Clarification; and Liberal Feminist (See Table 

3.1) 

A feature shared by these discourses is the reference to using SE as a means of avoiding 

unwanted behaviours, examples of which are teenage pregnancy, multiple sexual partners, 

sexually transmitted infections/diseases, and even emotional or psychosocial risks. This is 

backed by the concept of age-appropriate information and the framing of sexuality as 

developmentally staged, viewing individuals as either “ready” or “not ready” (Jones, 2011, p. 

148). A common thread in the liberal oriented discourses is that SE is used as a means of 

combatting a social phenomenon, take for example comprehensive sex education which Jones 

states was a response to the perceived epidemic of teenage pregnancies in New Jersey 

(Moran, 2000, p. 209) or sexual risk which arguably developed as a reaction to the venereal 

disease outbreak in the 1930s and 1940s and then popularized again in the 1980s in response 

to the AIDS epidemic (Moran, 2000, pp. 200–205). Effective relationships was established as 

a way to oppose the high numbers of divorce and single parent families in the United States – 

entitling one exemplar program “Relationship Smarts” (Pearson, 2007). 

In summary, liberal SE discourses intend to direct attention to individuals, and as such much 

of their content and delivery reflects individualistic and instrumentalist pedagogies. This is 

most complimentary to the modern education model, with students considered active 

participants whilst retaining a narrow contextual framework, although it also compliments 

some features of the traditional model; individualization and a strong focus on decision 

making. 

 Critical SE discourse 

A critical approach to SE displays discourses which encourage student engagement in 

society’s privileging of particular sexualities and sexual identities, ultimately with the goal of 

encouraging actions which would lead to a more equitable society (Jones, 2011, p. 151), in 

short “redressing marginalized sexualities” and calls for the “facilitation of integrated student 

action based on alternative principles” (p. 135). This comes as an echo of the socially critical 

orientation to education as defined by Kemmis et al. (1983, p. 23) whereby individual 

morality and action is understood as insufficient for the desired outcome - changes to social 

structure. Students within these programs are actively encouraged to take their critical 
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thinking skills and put them into practice in real-world situations, often including being 

engaged with community organizations and causes. With this in mind, teachers are thought of 

as “project organizers” or “resource people”  (Kemmis et al., 1983, p. 23) who embody 

concerns of sexuality equity. Topics of interest in the curriculum may be sexism, 

heterosexism, homophobia or the possibility of empowerment – all framed within the context 

of their repressive qualities of power.   

Sex, sexuality and gender, much like in conservative and liberal orientations, are thought of 

primarily in a fixed bi-polar opposition. However, where the critical orientation differs is that 

they consider diversity that goes beyond this structure to be equal and actively support it, 

ensuring they are given equal weight within the curricula. Jones mentions that traditional 

accounts of sexuality are open to critique here, often undertaken with the aid of alternative 

lectures, texts and literature or guest speakers who represent marginalized groups (2011, p. 

152).  

Sexuality models, viewed with a critical orientation lens, convert the way that the ‘body’ is 

viewed. It is no longer exclusively a tool for procreation and marital intercourse but the body 

now possesses a political dynamic, whereby desires, pleasures, activities, and relations all 

exist inside a power dynamic (Jones, 2011, pp. 151–152). Education of this approach deems 

the personal to be political.  

 Postmodern SE discourse 

The postmodern orientation encourages the revealing of hegemonic assumptions and/or truths 

about sexuality by way of inviting students to analyse frameworks and positions of sexuality 

in a theoretical manner (Jones, 2011). This type of engagement with discourse on sexuality is 

developed in the hope that young people can deconstruct frameworks to reveal what their 

positions are, outing any hegemonic notions of truth, authority or reality, before re-

constructing their own self-reflexive versions (Jones, 2009). Generally speaking, a critical 

analytical approach is desired whereby any authorized versions or positions are questioned.   

In order to achieve this teachers move from being facilitators to being “deconstructors” 

(Morton & Zavarzadeh, 1991, p. 11). This role includes playing the “devil’s advocate” in 

order to develop a critical opposition within students in relation to the hegemonic order. It 

also aims to lead students to a critical understanding of their own partiality and expose the 

denaturalized version of their truth. This will then be deconstructed by students themselves – 
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making sense of how their discourse has been constituted by social and cultural discourses. 

The student’s sense of secured identity is removed during this educational process, which 

intentionally reveals a space in which reorganization and creative change can take place 

(Jones, 2009, p. 159). This orientation to SE reflects many of the key concepts that Starrin and 

Hagquist explore within the empowerment model, wherein students are considered as capable 

of constructing, or rather deconstructing, their understanding of the world around them in 

relation of sexuality.    

Pedagogically, this postmodern orientation requires student’s engagement in a range of 

theoretical and historic-cultural perspectives. It is an intellectually challenging approach with 

a preference to confront the complex and multifaceted nature of sexuality head on as opposed 

to dismissing it – as for example would happen in a conservative orientation towards 

sexuality. Teachers of programs within this field of discourse have used techniques such as 

playing conceptual tricks on students, using vocabulary interventions, conceptual play, and 

the inclusion of guest speakers or excursions. This is the most recent of the four orientations 

outlined in Jones’ exemplar which has five distinct discourses: Poststructuralist; Post-identity 

Feminist; Multicultural Education; Diversity Education; and Queer Theory (Jones, 2009, p. 

160). A theme that runs through Jones’ discussion is the possibility of multiple subjectivities, 

sexualities as opposed to sexuality. A central aim is for students to escape the limitations of a 

sexuality and rather translate that into a discourse of  understanding sexuality as fluid, unfixed 

and episodic (Baber & Murray, 2001). The postmodern SE discourses reflect the 

empowerment model of health education outlined previously, with Jones stating that these 

discourses “also reposition students as more empowered and active participants” (Jones, 

2009, p.166).  

 Rationale for the choice of analytical framework 

The two elements of the analytical framework each have a distinct role, as well as playing a 

part in a joint function.  

Hagquist and Starrin’s Models of Health Education in Schools (1997) are more concerned 

with the organizational and structural understanding of sexuality education. This was used as 

a support when interviewing the school leaders and RSE teachers for this thesis. Hagquist and 

Starrin’s model has also been applied during the analysis of the policy documents at both 
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national and local level. This element of the framework allows for research question 1 to be 

answered; How is RSE organised and structured within selected schools? 

It is with research question 2 in mind that Jones’ SE Discourses Framework (2011) has been 

selected; What are the key assumptions of relationship and sex education made by school 

leaders and teachers within selected schools? It offers an extensive exemplar wherein the 

possible discourses that the participants may allude to are listed, categorised and described in 

detail. In addition to providing a lens to unpack understandings of gender, power and 

sexuality, this model focuses on how this translates into pedagogical practice. The framework 

was used as a base from which to develop the interview- and focus group guides. In addition, 

Jones published a book around two years after the release of her discourse exemplar entitled 

“Understanding Education Policy - The ‘Four Education Orientations’ Framework” (2013). 

This publication has been extremely helpful with regards to the document analysis which 

makes up one part of the data collection and analysis in this thesis.  

Together the two elements of the framework aid my goal of answering the overall guiding 

research question: How does the current sexuality education policy context in England shape 

relationship and sex education in selected secondary schools? 

In order to understand the position of RSE within the current climate of educational policy, I 

deemed it necessary to view the subject both from a structural perspective, relating to 

organisation and provision as well as by the content of the curriculum, since one cannot 

feasible operate without the other. This also speaks to the fact that policy is understood as 

having its own energy within state, kept alive through shifting and changing political 

surroundings, being manipulated and altered in ways that are deemed fit by those who possess 

it (Ball, 2005). 

Each element, therefore, brings something different to the analysis stage of this research and 

together they allow for a thorough and deep understanding of SE from multiple perspectives. 

The choice to combine these two elements was made with the overall research question in 

mind.  
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4  Research Methods  

 Introduction  

This chapter reflects on the research process, starting with the methodology, the research 

strategy and the research design identifying the ontological and epistemological orientation of 

the thesis. The chapter also provides a detailed outline of the research sites and selection as 

well as sampling criteria. After a presentation of the methods of data collection, the data 

analysis is discussed with reference to how the analytical framework was operationalized to 

fit the purpose of analysis. Considerations on data quality are also included. 

 Research strategy and design  

The research strategy is solely qualitative. The predominant reason is the object of research 

itself, text produced by people and text produced by documents - simplified by Bryman as, 

“words rather than numbers” (2012, p. 380).  

The use of people as the object of analysis means that the ontological concern is 

constructivist; what is the reality being experienced by the individual participants in the study 

and how do they understand their reality? (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). This means that my 

knowledge of their experiences develops through my own subjective understanding and 

interpretation of it. The epistemology is also typical of qualitative research which prefers an 

interpretive model (as opposed to positivism) stemming from the belief that one’s knowledge 

of the world is constructed through one’s lived experiences.  

However, rather than adopting a purely deductive approach, a hybrid process of analysis is 

employed. The deductive development of the analytical framework and the composing of a 

hypothesis based on the literature in the field is tested by gathering data and conducting 

analysis which works to prove or disprove the hypothesis. The hybrid element appears in the 

analysis where room is left to develop original or adjusted theory out of the data inductively. 

A deeper discussion and justification of this will be developed in section 4.8 on the quality of 

the data.  
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The research design  is a comparative case study. (Yin, 2009) claims that case study research 

is relevant if research questions “require an extensive and in-depth description of a social 

phenomenon” (p.4). The comparative element was informed by the literature review which 

shows that RSE is not uniform within schools in England for which reason multiple cases 

needed to be analysed. Yin (2009) suggests five distinct types available to a case study 

researcher: critical; extreme or unique; representative or typical; revelatory; and longitudinal. 

These five types are distinguishable by their representational characteristics with regards to 

other cases of the same type. However, as Bryman (2012) clearly states, no case study 

research should be mistaken in thinking that because their case study is of the “representative 

or typical” type, its results have generalisability (p.70). The cases chosen in this thesis would 

be considered “representative or typical” according to Yin’s categorisation (2009), however 

Bryman’s notion of an “exemplifying” case is preferred (2012). That is to say, the objective 

of the four case studies is to “capture the circumstances and conditions of an everyday or 

commonplace situation” (Yin, 2009, p.48).  

 Sampling of location and schools 

England was chosen as the macro research site because it has, and continues to, undergo 

significant SE policy developments and major changes both in policy and within the political 

system. The meso research site was procured by way of convenience sampling. That falls 

within the realm of purposive sampling, or rather “a non-probability form of sampling” 

(Bryman, 2012, p. 418). This method was deemed most effective given the time, cost and 

travel restrictions of the research. Given that the general research site was England, a country 

of approximately 55,977,200 inhabitants, a limited region needed to be chosen as a way of 

narrowing the search for participating schools. Norwich was chosen as the researcher had the 

possibility to reside here during the length of the data collection and that it was rather easily 

accessible from Oslo, Norway. It moreover fulfilled the criteria for the study, namely that it 

represents a typically medium-sized English city.  

Norwich is a city situated in the county of Norfolk and has a population of 141,137 (Norfolk 

Insight, 2019). The following features provide context for the rest of the research. The 

percentage of 10-19-year olds in Norfolk is 5.2%, slightly under the national average of 5.9% 

(Norfolk Insight, 2019).  Norfolk can be described as somewhat less diverse than other places 

in the country since its percentage of UK nationals is slightly higher than the national average, 
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that is 92,5% to the national figure of 90%, while surpassing the national percentage of people 

who are ethnically white; 96,5% to the national average of 85,4% (Norfolk Insight, 2019). 

Norfolk is a mostly Christian county, that is 61% of the county, marginally higher than the 

national average of 59,4% (Norfolk Insight, 2019).  

The starting point for the research sites was to establish the pool from which schools could be 

contacted. This process began in July 2019 with an initial search using the National 

Governments’ online tool named Find and compare schools in England (gov.uk, 2019). A 

search was made of Norwich, Norfolk along with a 20-mile radius, where there were a total of 

367 schools, 79 of which were at the secondary level (gov.uk, 2019). From this result pool the 

school types were distinguished.  

This study limited the school types (see Appendix 2) to academies, maintained schools, 

independent schools and colleges. This means that the only school type eliminated from the 

sample was special schools who did not fit the aims of this study. The initial selection 

amounted to 59 schools; all of which were sent an initial email in July and August 2019 

introducing the broad idea of the research to gauge whether the school might be interested in 

taking part. Follow-up emails were sent to all schools which expressed interest in taking part 

(6 schools in total). Follow-up emails were also sent to schools which did not respond to the 

initial email (5 schools) and a thank-you email was sent to all schools which rejected the 

invitation to partake in the research (48 schools).  

Following the initial contact 3 schools accepted the invitation to conduct research (October 

2019). These schools were informed of the process of data collection and what was required 

of them. They were also sent the consent forms for student participants under the age of 16 so 

that there was sufficient time for a parent or guardian to return the form (Appendix 8).  Due to 

unforeseen circumstances, one school decided, with short notice, not to participate. Therefore, 

the original search was conducted again but this time the radius was extended from 20 miles 

to 25 miles. This produced 17 new schools, all of which were contacted in November 2019, 

using the same procedure as for the first search. Two schools agreed to participate, and 15 

schools did not respond.  

To conclude, a total of 4 out of 76 schools agreed to take part in the research. Due to the 

withdrawal of one case study and the subsequent expansion of the search area, data collection 
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was conducted in 2 phases, the first was in October 2019 lasting two days and the other in 

January 2020 also lasting 2 days.  

 School A 

School A is an Academy Converter mainstream (Appendix 2) school offering secondary 

education to 11 to 18-year olds, with the final two years of education being offered through 

the school’s own sixth form (ages 16 to 18). The school is part of an academy trust; however, 

school A is the only one in the trust to deliver secondary phase education. The school has 

mixed gender and does not have any religious ethos or character. At the time of data 

collection, the school had a percentage of 5.8 children eligible for free school meals. School A 

has a large capacity, with an over-average number of pupils for the Norfolk Local Authority 

(LA). It is located in an “urban city and town”.  

 School B 

School B is an Academy sponsor led mainstream (Appendix 2) school which offers education 

in the secondary phase to students between 11 and 16 years old. The school is part of a multi-

academy trust, 4 of which deliver secondary phase education. The school has mixed gender 

and does not have any religious ethos or character.  At the time of data collection, the school 

had a percentage of 29.5 children who are eligible for free school meals. School B has 

medium capacity, with an average number of pupils for the LA. It is located in an “urban city 

and town”.  

 School C 

School C is an Academy - Converter mainstream (Appendix 2) offering secondary phase 

education to students from 11 to 18 years of age. The school is part of a multi-academy trust 

which contains 4 secondary phase academies, among others. School C is a mixed gender 

school with no religious character. At the time of data collection, approximately 10 percent of 

the students were eligible for free school meals. The school has a medium capacity and is 

described as an “urban city and town” school.  

 School D  
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School D is an independent school (Appendix 2) which caters for students between the ages 

of 3 and 14. The school offers mixed gender education and has a non-religious character. At 

the time of data collection none of the students were eligible for free school meals. The school 

has a small capacity. Its location is described as “urban city and town”.  

 Accountability and performance  

Accountability and performance measures play a leading role in the English education 

system. Two of the most widely used indicators are; Progress 8 Scores and OFSTED 

inspection results (gov.uk, 2019).  

Progress 8 scores were introduced in 2016 and measure students’ progress between Key Stage 

2 and Key Stage 45 (KS), compared to pupils across England who got similar results at the 

end of KS2. Progress is calculated on exam results in English, maths, 3 English 

Baccalaureate6 qualifications including sciences, computer science, history, geography and 

languages, and 3 other additional approved qualifications. A score of ‘0’ means pupils in this 

school on average do about as well at KS4 as those with similar prior attainment nationally, a 

positive score means pupils in this school on average do better at KS4 as those with similar 

prior attainment nationally, and a negative score means pupils in this school on average do 

worse at KS4 as those with similar prior attainment nationally (Table 4.1) (DfE, 2016).  

OFSTED is a non-ministerial department which inspect services providing education and 

skills for learners of all ages. Following a school inspection, one of four grades on a scale is 

awarded to the school; grade 1 – outstanding, grade 2 – good, grade 3 – requires 

improvement, grade 4 – inadequate. The inspection is based around four key judgements; 

quality of education, behaviour and attitudes, personal development, leadership and 

management (OFSTED, 2019).  

Progress 8 data is not published for independent schools and OFSTED only inspect 

government-maintained schools and academies, thus there is no relating data for school D. 

However, the Independent Schools Inspectorate (ISI) inspected the school in 2017 and it 

 
5 A Key Stage (KS) is any of the four fixed stages into which the national curriculum is divided, each having its 

own prescribed course of study – KS1 (age 5-7), KS2 (age 7-11), KS3 (age 11-14) and KS4 (age 14-16).  
6 English Baccalaureate is a range of qualifications. To gain the English Baccalaureate one must have 

qualifications in the following subjects; English, maths, sciences, a language and either history or geography.  
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‘met’ all the necessary requirements. Additionally, the school has won a national award for 

independent schools.  

Table 4.1 Accountability measures; Progress 8 and OFSTED scores by school   

School Progress 8 Score Latest OFSTED Inspection  

A 0,23 = Above average Outstanding 

B -0,19 = Average Requires Improvement 

C 0,15 = Average Good 

D N/A N/A 

 Sampling of participants   

The selection of the participants was conducted in a purposeful manner based upon a set of 

criteria “that will allow the research questions to be answered” (Bryman, 2012, p. 418). The 

procedure is presented in the following section, starting with RSE teachers and school leaders, 

followed by the students.  

  School leaders and RSE teachers  

School leaders were purposefully selected in order to explore their perspectives and 

underlying understandings of RSE within the school. Since they were often involved in the 

policy writing process, they were selected with their insight on the RSE policy and the school 

as a whole in mind. Teachers were selected on the basis that they deliver RSE in the 

classroom and work with students closely on this topic. Dedicated RSE teachers were 

included so as to have active knowledge of the curriculum, programme organisation and 

student response.  

The recruitment of the school leaders and RSE teachers was conducted by way of identifying 

the school’s head teacher, principal, director or similar and using them as the first point of 

contact. The school leader was asked directly if he/she believed that the school would be 

likely to take part in the research and if so, that it would involve an interview with a school 

leader and a teacher of RSE (or similar). In situations where the leader was not able to/not 
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interested in being part of the research, he/she suggested another member of staff with a 

leadership position in the school who would be able to answer questions in place of the main 

school leader, often a deputy or an assistant (Table 4.2).  

Table 4.2 School leader and RSE teacher participants, by position  

School School leaders RSE teachers 

A PSHE coordinator / Head of RSE Teacher of PSHE (former PSHE coordinator) 

B Head of School Head of Department RE and PSHE* 

C Assistant Head Head of PSHE* 

D Headmaster Head of PSHE* 

 

Note: Italic text indicates that this person was the main contact of the school (i.e. all pre- and post-

interview contact was conducted through them). In school D, the main contact was a tertiary person 

(Deputy Head) who was not interviewed. 

 

*Although some of the teachers were also a “Head of Department”, they still actively taught subject 

classes. 

Some contextual factors are shared by all the participants; they are all white British, excluding 

the pilot study participant; they all studied or gained their teaching qualifications in the UK; 

and all, except for the pilot study participant, were interviewed on the school premises during 

working hours. More specific details that are relevant to the research are now presented 

participant by participant.  

A_LEADER  

School A’s PSHE coordinator has a master’s in citizenship and PSHE, although when (s)he 

first started teaching, (s)he was predominantly a Physical Education (PE) teacher. (S)he has 

been in leadership roles for the past 20 years, including Head of Year and Head of House7. 

During the interview (s)he disclosed that (s)he had recently attended training on the new RSE 

guidance, although mentioned no other RSE training.  

 
7 The Head of House is a middle leadership role, responsible for overseeing the pastoral care of students within 

their ‘House’ and coordinates the day to day administration. Some schools use «houses» to organise students.  
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A_TEACHER  

School A’s RSE teacher started his/her teaching life as a Maths teacher although soon after 

moved into PSHE, stating ‘interest’ as the main reason for the transition. Now, (s)he currently 

teaches PSHE, including RSE, and oversees the careers and uniformed services work. (S)he 

was previously head of PSHE at school A. (S)he gave no evidence of having attended RSE 

training.  

B_LEADER  

School B’s Head of School is in charge of the day-to-day running of the school. At the time of 

the interview, (s)he had only been in this role approximately one month, however (s)he was 

previously the Deputy Head at school B. Originally, (s)he was a geography teacher, but had 

also held positions such as head of Religious Studies (RS), Head of Year and Assistant Head. 

(S)he mentions attending one session of training on the incoming RSE national guidance.  

B_TEACHER 

School B’s RSE teacher is Head of Department for RS and PSHE and has been in this role for 

approximately 20 years. (S)he holds formal qualifications as a history teacher (by way of a 

PGCE) but started teaching RE and PSHE early in the career. (S)he has been at school B for 

the entirety of the teaching career. (S)he mentions having attended ‘a lot of’ training on RSE.  

C_LEADER  

The Assistant Head of school C’s role includes being responsible for Special Education Needs 

(SEN), looking after children, inequalities, and safeguarding. (S/he) has been at school C in 

various positions for 13 years. (S)he took further education in law and languages, followed by 

a PGCE. The current role also entails being line manager for PSHE. (S)he makes reference to 

the fact that (s)he is an out-LGBT teacher. (S)he refers to having completed secondary 

training through another member of staff who attended training on the new national guidance 

for RSE.  

C_TEACHER  

The RSE teacher at school C is also the subject head of PSHE. His/her career in teaching 

started out with a degree in philosophy, wherein ethics was his/her specialist area. (S)he 
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taught RS for two years before transferring to school C to take up the position of subject head. 

During the interview (s)he points out the fact that when (s)he took on the current position 

(s)he had no formal RSE training, and by the time of interview had attended a one-day course 

about the new statutory requirements for RSHE.  

D_LEADER 

The head teacher at school D studied international relations at university and then began 

teaching French and maths for a number of years. (S)he was promoted to Head of Department 

followed by Deputy Head and finally moved to the position of Head Teacher. (S)he has been 

at school D for 7 years. (S)he mentions no training related to PSHE or RSE.  

D_TEACHER  

The head of PSHE at school D is responsible for PSHE for the entire school but only teaches 

in years 3 to 8. (S)he has an undergraduate degree in English and drama along with a PGCE 

qualification. (S)he has been teaching for 8 years in total within three different schools. (S)he 

attends yearly PSHE training with the PSHE Association8.  

 Participants: students  

The student population was chosen for their unique insight as recipients of RSE. The students 

needed to be a current student at the sample school and had already completed at least one 

term of SE education at the time of the interview. The age group was not dictated so as to hear 

from students throughout the school, at different stages of their education.  

Student participants were selected by the main contacts (see Table 4.2) who were asked to 

select between 6 and 8 students with a fair ratio of boys and girls. As a result, the final focus 

groups consisted of a total of 26 students (see Table 4.3). As the intention of the focus groups 

was to understand how students discussed RSE as a member of a group as opposed to 

individual experiences, there was no need to give context of the individual participants.  

 

 

 
8 The PSHE Association is the national body for PSHE education 
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Table 4.3 Student participants by school and year group   

School School A  School B   School C  School D  

 

Participants 

+  

Year group 

   ST1 – year 8  

ST2 – year 11 

ST3 – year 11 

ST4 – year 12 

ST5 – year 12  

ST6 – year 8  

ST7 – year 9  

ST8 – year 9 

ST1 – year 10 

ST2 – year 10 

ST3 – year 10 

ST4 – year 10 

ST5 – year 10 

  

ST1 – year 7 

ST2 – year 7 

 ST3 – year 11 

ST4 – year 9 

ST5 – year 9 

ST6 - year 11 

 

ST1 – year 7 

ST2 – year 8 

ST3 – year 5 

ST4 – year 5  

ST5 – year 8 

ST6 - year 7 

ST7 – year 7 

 

Total  8 student 

participants 

5 student 

participants*  

6 student 

participants 

7 student 

participants* 

 Total = 26 student participants 

 

 *One student participant was ill on the day of the data collection.   

Although the student focus group at school C took place, there was a subsequent issue with 

consent. Only 3 of the 6 participants’ parents/caregivers retrospectively gave consent for their 

data to be used in this thesis. As their personal information had not been collected to keep the 

data anonymised, I was not able to identify the four students in question from the recording. 

This resulted in a decision to withdraw the use of the student focus group from school C in the 

research.  

 Data collection  

Data was collected from three separate sources; policy documents, semi-structured interviews, 

and focus groups. Each of the sources will now be addressed, with regards to how the data 

was collected and contributed to the answering of the research questions.  

 RSE policy documents  

The first set of data collection came from two national and three local level RSE policy 

documents.  
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The current national policy is the Sex and Relationship Education Guidance (DfEE, 2000). It 

is publicly available online and I downloaded it in September 2019 ready for use in analysis. 

Additionally, the incoming national guidance which becomes statutory when the research has 

concluded in September 2020, was accessed for use in analysis. This document; Relationship 

and Sex Education Guidance (DfE, 2019), is also available for download online from the 

official government webpage.  

The local level RSE policy documents belong to individual schools or academy trusts. Of the 

four case study schools, three had a dedicated RSE policy available to the public online. 

School C did not possess a school-level policy specifically for RSE.  

 Semi-structured interviews  

The semi-structured interview guides were developed on the basis of the frameworks outlined 

in chapter 3 (see Figure 3.1 and Table 3.1) as well as the need to get an overall picture of the 

participants’ understanding of RSE. This resulted in developing interview questions set within 

the following four core areas:  

1. Participant information  

2. Structure of RSE and strategy for change of RSE curriculum/delivery  

3. Sexuality discourses and teaching style within RSE 

4. Understanding and attitude towards the purpose of RSE  

 

A pilot interview was conducted in order to test out the guide and subsequent amendments 

were made. For each participant who took part in the interviews, an individual interview 

guide was created. This was necessary as the interview contained specific questions referring 

to the school’s context as well as the content in the school’s RSE policy. During the interview 

itself, additional questions were posed spontaneously based on the direction or disclosure of 

the participants’ answers to the extent possible. 

 Appendix 4 and Appendix 5 contain sample interview guides for a school leader and an RSE 

teacher respectively. The identifying features have been removed in order to maintain the 

anonymity of school and participant.  
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 Focus groups  

The focus group guides were also constructed out of the core themes in the frameworks 

outlined in chapter 3 (Figure 3.1 and Table 3.1). In difference to the semi-structured 

interviews, the focus group guide took account of two additional elements; the number of 

participants in each discussion (min 5, max 8) and the fact that the participants were young 

people aged between 9 and 17. The interview questions were set within the following four 

core areas: 

1. Participant understanding of school’s RSE  

2. Teacher, teaching style and “feel” of the class  

3. Strategy for change and student involvement  

4. Understanding and attitude towards the purpose of RSE   

 

An example of a full sample focus group guide can be found in Appendix 5.  

For both the interviews and focus groups, data was collected via voice recorder of the 

University of Oslo’s nettskjema diktafon recording tool. Those audio files were stored directly 

into the University of Oslo’s cloud storage drives consistent with National Center for 

Research Data (NSD) protocol. The audio files were then transcribed within f4transkript 

transcription software. All interviews were conducted in English, the first language of all 

participants involved. Consent for recording was granted from all participants, both in writing 

in advance of the research and verbally immediately prior to starting the interview.  

 Codebooks  

The partially deductive nature of this research meant that deductive codes were utilized in the 

coding stage produced from the main features of the frameworks.  

Firstly, with regards to Hagquist and Starrin’s Models of Health Education, the four main 

models were deconstructed, and the key components of each model were detailed into a 

checklist Appendix 1A. This was designed for use in the document analysis of the national 

and school level RSE guidance) as well as the analysis of the transcribed interviews with 

school leaders and RSE teachers.  
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The same procedure was completed with Jones’ (2011) framework for SE discourses 

(Appendix 1B). These, along with the components of Hagquist and Starrin’s Models of 

Health Education, were applied as codes to the data during the deductive coding stage (Figure 

4.1). The hybrid form of analysis meant that the coding process also was open for new codes 

to develop from the data. 

 

Figure 4.1  Data analysis process, by stage  

 Data analysis  

An initial analysis took place during transcription. It mostly involved thinking about the data 

along with making bullet point notes as and when points of interest were observed in the data. 

During proof-reading notes, comments and highlights were made directly onto the transcript. 

This follows Bryman’s “steps and considerations in coding”  (2012, p. 577).  

The next stage was to formally code the data using the deductive codebooks. Sentences, 

words or phrases considered examples were copied out of the original transcript and pasted 

into the codebook in the corresponding cell for later reference (Figure 4.2).  

This thorough and time-consuming process was necessary for two main reasons. Firstly, the 

codebooks contained a combined total of 67 codes. A rushed process could have resulted in 

missed codes. Secondly, by copying and pasting the text examples of each code, the 

6. Theoretical discussion 

5. Synthesis and reconsideration of codes

4. Inductive coding 

3. Deductive Coding 

2. Revision of transcriptions 

1. Transcription and initial analysis post-collection
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codebooks began to form their own indicative shape and visually identify areas of significant 

codes.   

 

Figure 4.2  Example of the deductive coding process 

Although deductive coding made up the majority of the analysis stage, inductive codes also 

appeared (Figure 4.1). Therefore, stages 3 and 4 of the analysis should be considered as linked 

rather than a sequential process.   

The inductive codes were unknown when the process began. They instead developed out of 

the text itself via the identification of patterns, echoed thoughts, contradictions and emotional 

responses. Once the initial set of codes had been found, they were synthesised and related 

back to the research questions. 

Two main codes and six sub-codes were revealed in the inductive coding process (Figure 4.3). 

The two main codes were the pecking order and staffing. The sub-codes (e.g. recent reduction 

in time, the fall guy, OFSTED/ISI ratings etc.) were identified by mapping all of the coded 

information and identifying common themes.   

 

Figure 4.3  Inductive codes 

1. The pecking order

Recent reduction in 
time

"The fall guy"

OFSTED/ISI ratings 

RSE as a non-
examined subject

2. Staffing

Willingness of teachers

Teacher's personal 
interest 
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 Quality of the data  

In discussions of ‘quality’, the terms reliability and validity are commonplace. These terms 

are often associated with quantitative research designs and presuppose that an absolute truth 

about the social world exists (Bryman, 2012, p. 390). This study instead refers to Guba and 

Lincoln’s alternative concepts; trustworthiness and authenticity (1994). Four criteria are used 

to evaluate the trustworthiness; credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 

The concept authenticity has been controversial and limited in use (Bryman, 2012) but has 

been included because of the nature of this thesis, in particular as related to political impact.   

 Trustworthiness  

Credibility  

Credibility concerns whether the findings of the research are attained through implementing 

systems of proper research practice (Bryman, 2012). Credibility arguably resembles internal 

validity, which Bryman (2012) defines as “whether there is a good match between 

researchers’ observations and the theoretical ideas they develop” (p. 390). I have made efforts 

to increase the credibility of this research by way of implementing triangulation techniques. 

Triangulation permits an understanding of the phenomenon under scrutiny as holistically as 

possible.  

 

Firstly, the data collection was triangulated, by collecting data in three distinct ways: semi-

structured interviews; semi-structured focus groups; and documents. As Yin (2009) suggests, 

using multiple sources of evidence helps to boost the construct validity of case study designs 

(p. 41). By gathering data from three different sources, I hoped to gain a clearer picture of the 

situation at each of the case study schools. This was particularly important with regards to the 

structure and organisation of RSE in the schools. I was able to verify the data from the 

interviews by checking the school-level RSE policy as well as using the PSHE ‘curriculum 

map’, which came about during the data collection stage. Secondly, the thesis employed 

theoretical triangulation in the form of choosing to combine two elements in the analytical 

framework. Instead of one framework, I selected two complementary elements that helped to 

answer the two research questions of this thesis.  
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Transferability  

Transferability parallels external validity, i.e. whether the research results can be transferred 

to a larger population “across social settings” (Bryman, 2012, p. 390). The most frequent 

criticism of case-studies is that they are incapable of providing generalizable results (Idowu, 

2016). However, as Bryman (2012) alludes, this thesis is concerned with the “uniqueness” of 

the social world being studied. With that in mind, ‘thick descriptions’, i.e. “rich accounts of 

the details of a culture” (Bryman, p. 392), were developed with respect to sampling, context 

of participants and of the thesis topic.  

Dependability  

The notion of dependability relates to reliability. Since it is not possible to ‘freeze’ the social 

setting and all the circumstances of the initial study (Bryman, 2012, p. 390), Guba and 

Lincoln instead suggest that researchers need to make the process and the product of the 

research as consistent as possible (1994). In this thesis, I have used the ‘auditing’ approach, 

wherein detailed records of every step of the research have been saved and organized to 

clearly display the processes undertaken.  

Confirmability 

Confirmability can be likened to the level of objectivity present in research. This thesis was 

undertaken on the premise that all research, be it qualitative or quantitative, retains some 

traces of subjectivity. I, as a researcher, and my previous knowledge and experiences, have 

inescapably influenced what I saw, heard and read in the field and throughout the process. 

With that in mind, to ensure that the research was conducted in “good faith” (Bryman, 2012, 

p. 392). I enlisted another researcher to code one of my transcripts, followed by a joint 

discussion of their results. This was done to develop an awareness of where and how my own 

biases manifest before continuing the process. 

Moreover, the hybrid analysis allowed for making use of both inductive and deductive codes 

so that the data could tell its own story.  
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 Authenticity  

The concept of authenticity is more focused on the practical outcomes of research, and for 

that reason has been associated with action research (Bryman, 2012, p. 393). Although this 

thesis is not an example of action research it does lead to some practical outcomes for the 

people involved. 

Firstly, with regards to ontological authenticity, that is whether the people who took part in 

the research may better understand their social milieu, some of the interviews and focus group 

discussions did seem to be eye-opening to both the adults and young people. Additionally, 

students of different ages in the focus groups were encouraged to offer their personal 

standpoints on the subject and views and their opinions varied greatly. This presented a 

learning opportunity for many of the participants which was evident in the informal feedback 

given to me post-focus group.  

Moreover, in all four schools there was mention of upcoming meetings with school leadership 

to discuss the future of RSE, in some cases even the following day or the same week. While 

this may not have been a consequence of my research, there is a potential that awareness of 

the subject was raised. In addition, I sent anonymous feedback to all schools after the student 

focus group in order to give the school an opportunity to hear the ‘student voice’ with regards 

to RSE and subsequently use that to improve the provision of RSE as best as they could. This 

was received positively in all cases. 

 Ethical considerations  

The primary ethical concerns of this research were to; gain permission from NSD to conduct 

the research; ensuring the safety and wellbeing of all the participants, specifically the 

students, and; making sure the data remained anonymous to the greatest extent possible.  

The project proposal, including participation information letter and participant consent form, 

was submitted in full to NSD on 16th July 2019 and was approved on 7th August 2019. Once 

approval was granted, the letter and consent form were distributed to the participants at the 

stage of data collection (Appendix 7 and 8).  

As several participants were under the age of 16, parent’s/guardian’s consent was arranged 

prior to the focus group. This was done through the contact around two weeks before the 
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focus group with a request for the completed documents to be returned to me on the day of 

my visit. The key points from the information letter were repeated together with the right to 

withdraw before the focus group discussions took place. Verbal consent was also given before 

the recording began. 

With respect to the wellbeing and safety of the students, there was no intention for the 

participants to disclose their own sexual experiences or talk about personal matters connected 

to relationships and sex.  

This was a major concern whilst putting together the focus group guide since it was a theme 

in the literature as well (Bryman, 2012; Lewis-Beck et al., 2004). The outcome was to inject 

more structure into the organisation of the focus group in order to keep the participants on 

track and avoid unwanted areas of discussion which could lead to some participants feeling 

uncomfortable and potentially unwilling to share their thoughts. Special care was, therefore, 

taken with the wording of the questions. The issue of student safety was discussed with the 

organizing teacher before the focus groups. I was responsible for informing the designated 

safeguarding member of staff should there be a disclosure of anything that was deemed to 

breach the student’s safety. Neither of the above eventualities occurred during the data 

collection stage.   

With respect to the anonymity of the participants, all names of participants were retracted 

from all written forms of the interviews at the transcription stage and replaced with codes 

based on position in the school, as follows:  

School leader or similar: _LEADER 

Subject teacher or similar: _TEACHER  

Students: _FOCUSGROUP  

The schools were given an alphabetical code; A, B, C and D. The final code used to name the 

interviews was the school code plus the position code: B_LEADER or A_FOCUSGROUP. 

Individual participants in the focus groups were coded using numbers from 1-8: ST1, ST2, 

ST3, ST4, ST5, ST6, ST7, ST8. These were assigned to the participants based on their seating 

arrangement for ease at transcription stage.  

As the interviews/focus groups progressed, there were mention of names of other members of 

staff, colleagues, locations, students or schools. All of these were deleted at transcript stage 
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and replaced with the code “*****” so as not to act as an identifiable factor. Additionally, 

gender has been concealed with the use of “(s)he” or “his/her”.  

Finally, one of the schools had a unique name for “PSHE”, this was substituted for PSHE for 

the reasons outlined above. All of these measures were taken to ensure as close to anonymity 

as possible in the research and was communicated to the participants before they gave consent 

to partake.  

  Limitations  

The main limitation was the sampling of the participants, i.e. the non-randomized nature of 

how they were sampled. It has to be assumed that the individuals who were willing to 

participate had a particular interest in the topic or believed there to be a strong enough reason 

to partake. According to one participant: “We really believe very much in the subject and 

would be happy to help with your research”. Therefore, the sample is likely to contain biases 

of this nature.  

This also concerns the students for the focus groups who were selected by their teachers 

independently of the researcher, who asked for a random selection in accordance with NSD 

regulations. It must be assumed that the teacher’s selection was purposeful in some way. For 

example, in one school, one of the student participants was also featured heavily in the 

school’s promotion material (website and flyers), suggesting that this might be a so-called 

“model pupil”. This was considered when interpreting the results.  

  Summary  

In brief summary, this is a qualitative study wherein documents, and transcriptions of 

interviews and focus groups underwent qualitative analysis. The research is deductive - 

whereby the interview and focus group guides and codes derived from the two elements of the 

guiding analytical framework – but also inductive to allow for codes to develop naturally. The 

research sites were selected conveniently while the participants and documents were selected 

purposively. The methodological choices were made with the research questions in mind and 

guided by literature and models of best practice to ensure that the research was of the highest 

quality it could be. The results of the research appear in the ensuing Chapter 5 and Chapter 6. 
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5  The organisation and structure of RSE 

This chapter addresses the organisation and structure of RSE in response to research question 

1. Three major themes appeared: the provision of RSE; the contextual framework; and the 

strategy for change. These themes overlap somewhat but have here been arranged as disparate 

from one another for the purposes of data management.  

 Provision of RSE 

As discussed in chapter 2, only community/maintained schools are currently under statutory 

obligation to provide RSE and there is no national consensus on what and how RSE should be 

delivered. This is represented in the incoming national guidance as a chance to “allow schools 

flexibility in developing their planned programme” (DfE, 2019, p.10) or as Ringrose referred 

to it, as having created a “shaky space in the formal school curriculum” (2016, p.38). With 

this variability in mind, the findings regarding the provision of RSE are now presented by 

way of raw data from the study accompanied by a commentary. They address the positioning 

of RSE in the curriculum, allocation of RSE among year groups, and the share of curriculum 

time for RSE. 

 The position of RSE within the curriculum  

The 2019 national RSE guidance refers to PSHE as a suitable fit for RSE, commenting - 

“many schools are choosing to deliver relationships or sex education as part of a timetabled 

PSHE programme, with good outcomes” (2019, p. 9). However, this is somewhat less 

stipulating than the 2000 guidance which states in the introduction; “Sex and relationship 

education should be firmly rooted in the framework for PSHE” (DfEE, 2000, p. 3). Of the 

four selected schools; two deliver RSE within PSHE; and the other two have a joint subject 

containing PSHE and RE (Appendix 9).  

The following reason was given by the teacher at school C for the decision to merge more 

than one subject together:  
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C_TEACHER: (…) the head had decided to combine a number of small subjects, so 

citizenship was in form time9, PSHE was once a fortnight, RS was once a fortnight, 

and instead it was decided that actually they needed to bring that all together 

His/her comment that a number of ‘small’ subjects were combined by the Head, suggests that 

Citizenship, PSHE and RS were believed to be ‘small’ in relation to their position in the 

curriculum. It also suggests a top-down strategy for change, given that the ‘head’ made the 

choice and as the teacher of RSE, (s)he responded accordingly.  

These slight differences in the organisation of school based RSE become much more 

revealing when it comes to the allocation of curriculum time. That is to say, schools B and C 

have much more to cover during their allocated curriculum time as they also need to cover 

religious education in addition to PSHE.   

 Curriculum time dedicated to PSHE and RSE 

The point of interest here is to explore the alignment between how much RSE content is 

wanted or needed by the students and how much RSE content they receive and who makes 

this decision.  

In order to decipher the amount of time that each of the schools dedicates specifically to RSE, 

two data sources were utilised. Firstly, data was elicited during the interviews and secondly, a 

copy of the PSHE ‘curriculum map’ was requested from every school. This was granted from 

school A and B, school C had open access to this on their website and school D, that did not 

offer a copy, referred to a hard copy in the interview and the researcher took field notes. The 

curriculum maps detail a breakdown of PSHE, specifying the topics delivered during each 

term for each year group. That way, it was possible to calculate how much time would be 

used on RSE specific topics throughout one year of study. The results and respective 

comments are now presented for each school.  

As school A follows the three core themes model (Appendix 9), it might be assumed that each 

of the three themes carry equal weighting within PSHE. This was not the case; RSE was 

awarded the lowest amount of curriculum time within PSHE. An estimation, calculated on the 

 
9  Form time is a small part of the day, usually in the morning, pre-class or after lunch, where student groups 

meet their ‘form tutor’ to register and do other small activities, often of a pastoral nature. 
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basis of the curriculum map, shows that approximately 22% of all PSHE classes are dedicated 

to RSE provision.  

Despite RSE being granted less classroom time than the other two subjects under PSHE, 

neither the school leader nor the RSE teacher referred to this as a major issue. Even when 

prompted about whether the school faced any particular challenges to delivering RSE, both 

members of staff merely mentioned the lack of time in passing:  

 A_LEADER: there's a lot to cram into that time…  

…I think with more curriculum time it would be a really good thing. 

In the focus group discussion at school A, two students in particular indicated that a weekly 

class was insufficient. Those two students, ST4 and ST6, were year 12 students (16 or 17 

years old), so they were speaking in hindsight, having completed a full course of RSE classes.  

RESEARCHER: So, one half term every year.  

COLLECTIVE: yeah. 

ST4: That's it.  

RESEARCHER: and is that like one class a week?  

COLLECTIVE: Yeah. 

RESEARCHER: OK, do you think that's enough?  

ST4 & ST6: No.  

Overall, lack of provision for RSE was not identified by the participants at school A as a 

dominant theme. Although as previously detailed, the lack of provision for year 10 was 

presented as problematic.  

School B’s RSE provision is believed to be approximately 10% of the total PSHE provision 

throughout KS3 and KS4, based on the curriculum map for the academic year 2019/2020 

along with data from the interviews. In years 7 to 9, school B offers one class a week. 

Although this is the same as school A, school B must fit in both RE and PSHE with the same 

classroom time. In year 10 and 11, when PSHE becomes a single subject, (as RE is now 
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optional) the quantity drops by 1 hour, leaving a 1-hour session bi-weekly. This is echoed by 

comments from students in the focus group:  

RESEARCHER: in year 7 and 8 you get it once a week, is that enough do you think?  

ST5: I think it's- it was enough then but I don't think it's enough now.  

ST5: To have one a fortnight I don't think that's enough.  

ST5: but one a week is good.  

RESEARCHER: Yeah, so one a fortnight is not enough you think, why's that?  

ST5: Cus it's such a content heavy subject and to squeeze it all into fortnight sessions. 

ST3: Yeah, and then usually you also forget like what you did the last time as well. 

Later during the focus group, when students were asked if they believed they would know 

everything they would need with regards to Relationships and Sex by the end of year 11, they 

replied in the following way: 

 ST3: I don't think, I don't know.  

ST1: Not enough at all.  

ST2: for what you need like absolutely need to know, that's a lot less than the entire 

subject so if you're going off what you bare bones need to know then, yes.  

ST5: but it would have to be like weekly.  

ST3: yeah, we need more lessons.  

ST2: I think you'd need more than just what you absolutely need to know to be 

considered educated about it. 

The students who participated in the focus group made it quite clear, even with their RSE 

teacher present in the room at the time, that the provision for RSE was below what they 

deemed enough to be “educated” on the topic. As far as the RSE teacher at school B is 

concerned, (s)he also referred quite frequently to the lack of curriculum time for RSE – one 

example was: 



56 

 

B_TEACHER: curriculum time, you know, I'd like more time and then we could do 

something a lot more in depth, sometimes it can be that you have a lesson and you 

think I could've, had another hour on that, and so just possibly more curriculum time.  

At a later stage in the interview, the RSE teacher opened up about how the curriculum time 

for his/her subject has changed during the period (s)he has been teaching at school B:  

 B_TEACHER: It used to be two lessons a week, um I mean then they had a 

curriculum, sort of, overhaul and RS10/PSHE was reduced to one lesson a week.  

RESEARCHER: OK, and do you know why that was? Why they reduced...?  

B_TEACHER: I think it was just to make - I don't know- to make room for different 

options and things and different subjects, to increase hours in some places and reduce 

them in - due to some different priorities really, I mean the only good thing about it, it 

gives me more control because if it was two lessons a week, I'd have lots of non-

specialist staff doing bits and pieces whereas I do it all, so I practically see everyone in 

the school. 

On being prompted for the reasons why the reduction in time to his/her subject took place, the 

RSE teacher responded cautiously saying that PSHE had been deprioritized in order to free up 

more curriculum time for other subjects. The RSE teacher fashioned this situation into a 

positive, referring to his/her ability to ‘have control’. However, this is contradictory to his/her 

earlier recurrent complaints about wanting more curriculum time. Overall, it appears that the 

RSE teacher has had little influence over decisions regarding the curriculum time for his/her 

subject. This leads to the probability that the decision to reduce PSHE hours came in the form 

of a top-down strategy for change, as proposed by Hagquist and Starrin (1997) in both their 

Traditional and Planner educational models (Figure 3.1).  

School C faces a similar issue with regards to the reduction of curriculum time, with the RSE 

teacher offering the following input, without being prompted:   

C_TEACHER: it was originally four hours a fortnight for year 7 through to year 11. 

Curricular allocation was reduced to provide additional English and maths. 

 
10 RS – religious studies. Referred to more commonly as RE – religious education  
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In an almost repeat scenario of school B, the reason for the reduction was to increase time in 

some places and reduce it in others. This teacher was very explicit that it was maths and 

English that gained the time lost by PSHE. To add more context to the teacher’s input above, 

school C now offers three hours a fortnight in KS3 (years 7, 8 and 9) and two hours a 

fortnight in KS4 (years 10 and 11). Further still, from an analysis of the curriculum map, out 

of a total of 253.5 hours of PSHE classes from year 7 to year 11, only 23.5 of those appear to 

be dedicated to RSE, roughly 9.1% of the subject as a whole.  

As discussion progressed, the teacher revealed why (s)he believed the time had been 

reallocated from PSHE to maths and English:  

RESEARCHER: Was there an external reason, was the school having bad results in 

English and maths or…?  

C_TEACHER: So, no, actually, we've always been a school that would fall into the 

good category. But (..) the previous Head was on a massive drive to make it 

outstanding. And unfortunately, (…) this area PSHE, if we collectively call it that, is 

the fall guy. It's always the one that says, well, you know, we could take it away from 

you. And that is a real frustration of mine because actually I believe, particularly with 

the new the new RSHE curriculum that we need that time back. No chance we're 

gonna get it because the whole curriculum model is changed and they're not gunna 

change it for us. 

The RSE teacher at school C speaks quite unreservedly about the status of PSHE and his/her 

belief that the subject is more likely to face cutbacks than other subjects. (S)he specifically 

points the blame for this phenomenon onto the school’s previous head teacher claiming that 

they were on a ‘drive’ to become an ‘outstanding’ school. This is a reference to the four 

OFSTED ratings a school can achieve; Inadequate, Requires improvement, Good and 

Outstanding. In short, the teacher is suggesting that PSHE provision is irrelevant in the 

school’s pursuit to be rated Outstanding by OFSTED. Not only does this highlight the 

positioning of PSHE as set within the hierarchy of curriculum subjects but it also shines a 

light on the perceived value of obtaining a desirable OFSTED rating.  

The lack of curriculum time is also cited by the school leader at school C when asked if the 

school faces any particular challenges in delivering RSE:  
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C_LEADER: Well, we'd like more curriculum time. Um and no, no I don't think so. 

Other than I'd always want more time.   

What is somewhat fascinating with the situation in school C is that at all levels within the 

school, the thinking corresponds; RSE is important for young people but current provision is 

not adequate to meet their needs. Despite the unity in opinion, more provision seems 

unattainable. When questioned directly on this topic, the RSE teacher offered his/her own 

explanation as to why (s)he believes increased curriculum time is not a possibility. 

C_TEACHER: Unfortunately, I think our head teacher would absolutely, I really 

believe this, would absolutely love to say to me - have four periods11 a fortnight back. 

But (s)he's under so much pressure. There's always a level above you. Until the 

government actually say, and they've made a little nod to it by saying OFSTED can 

say you require improvement. So that might make a difference. But until schools - 

until OFSTED actually say unless your RSHE curriculum is outstanding and it 

allocates X amount of hours minimum, you cannot be an outstanding school. Schools 

won't do anything, it's until they say that, because unfortunately the hot word in 

education these days is "impact". What's the impact? What's the impact? And actually, 

OFSTED have even said themselves. You can't measure the impact of PSHE/RSHE 

until years later because it's a society change. You can't hold a school accountable for 

that. So, you know, when it's not measurable, it doesn't mean anything. Unfortunately, 

from a school perspective, but I do believe fully that the Head is fully behind our new 

curriculum. (S)he's very supportive of it. And it is an exciting time for us. It's just a 

challenge as well. But I suppose that's education in a nutshell anyway so. 

In a very honest and open expression of how (s)he feels about the fate of their subject, the 

teacher from school C refers explicitly to the issue (s)he believes his/her school faces. What 

(s)he is communicating is a very clear example of ‘top-down’ strategy for change which is 

working to silence the needs of the teachers and students. Despite all parties in the school 

agreeing, nothing is expected to change until the government puts in place concrete and 

explicit parameters for schools with regards to provision for RSE. (S)he also raises the issue 

of measurability, stating that subjects which are deemed unmeasurable will not be taken 

 
11 A period is another name for a school lesson. A period is usually a one hour class. 
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seriously by school leaders. That is until OFSTED grant them the same influence as other 

curriculum subjects.  

This account given by the RSE teacher at school C highlights a very important observation; 

despite being sure that they have the head teacher’s ‘support’ and ‘belief’ in RSE, the appeal 

of a higher OFSTED inspection rating defeats the needs and wants of the teachers and 

students in the school.   

School D - much like school A - has kept PSHE as a single subject and follows the three core 

themes model. School D offers one bi-weekly PSHE class to students in all year groups. The 

head of PSHE commented on this during our interview:  

D_TEACHER: We have specific PSHE lessons an hour a fortnight, hoping to get 

more time because that's not necessarily enough. 

RESEARCHER: Do you see it increasing?  

D_TEACHER: Yeah, I would like to get an hour a week. 

Due to not having access to the school’s curriculum map for PSHE, it was difficult to 

decipher the time dedicated to RSE under that umbrella subject. However as can be inferred 

from his/her comment; ‘that’s not necessarily enough’, it is insufficient in their view.  

The students in the focus group also expressed the feeling that one hour every fortnight was 

not enough. As the discussion developed, I started to explore what they considered to be the 

ideal amount of time for PSHE. The conversation went as such:  

RESEARCHER: Tell me how many classes do you want?  

ST3: An hour a week. 

ST1: An hour a week would be good. 

ST2: Maybe an hour and a half a week. 

Five of the seven students in the group contributed to the discussion, all stating that they 

would like one hour a week or more, effectively doubling the current provision. The views 
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expressed by the students in the focus group and the head of PSHE both clearly articulate that 

more is better.  

Turning now to the school leader at school D, his/her standpoint does not quite align with 

what is being communicated elsewhere in the school. When prompted for their thoughts on 

the bi-weekly class for PSHE, (s)he replies:  

D_LEADER: My view is and I feel quite comfortable with that as a PSHE time and 

it's deliberately one hour every two weeks so you get more time rather than it being 

sort of, you flit into something and you flit out of it… 

His/her response is carefully hedged by referring to the ‘difficulty’ of timetabling and how 

there ‘will always be someone’ who is not satisfied. When (s)he actually refers to the 

curriculum time for PSHE at his/her school, the opinion is clear; one hour a fortnight is 

enough. In justification of this opinion, (s)he adds:  

… But it would be worrying if that was your only kind of PSHE moment but if you're 

sort of having an unofficial PSHE moments every day.  

This recognition that one single lesson of PSHE every two weeks is not sufficient when 

delivered in isolation. However, (s)he gives examples of various activities which have taken 

place in the ‘unofficial’ PSHE curriculum, none of which were related to RSE. However, that 

is not to say that they never offer extra PSHE content directed towards RSE.  

In conclusion, the accounts from the student focus groups overwhelmingly suggest that 

provision for RSE is not good enough. Teachers and head teachers vary in their opinion, but 

overall, also agree that their RSE delivery would be improved with an increase in provision. 

This finding begs the question: If the students feel that the amount of RSE classes are 

insufficient and the RSE teacher is dissatisfied with time allocated to their subject, why is RSE 

curriculum time not prioritized?  

For the answer to this, I turn to the rest of the findings and the discussion.  
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 Allocation of RSE among the year groups 

During the data collection phase, it quickly became apparent that RSE was not delivered 

consistently to all year groups. There were both exclusions of whole year groups and 

reductions in provision for Key Stages (KS).   

School A provided (at the time of data collection) RSE to years 7, 8, 9 and 11, meaning that 

year 10 was exempt from provision. In speaking with the school leader and RSE teacher at the 

school, it was made clear that reinstating RSE provision for year 10 was a priority:  

A_LEADER: hopefully year 10 at some point we'll get back …  

… I’m gunna try and be campaigning for year 10 time now cos we can't tick all of 

those criteria without having … 

A_TEACHER: yeah, but I think having PSHE back in year 10 would be helpful, 

there's where there is a gap. 

It appears that the main motivator for getting year 10 provision back is to satisfy the lack of 

time available to fit in the necessary content for RSE. In speaking to the student focus group, 

of which none of the students were actually from year 10, they raised the following point:  

RESEARCHER: OK do you think that's enough?  

ST5 & ST6: No.  

RESEARCHER: You guys say no, anyone think it's enough?  

ST3: I mean it is, I think it is when you're in like year 7 and 8. Because they sort of 

teach you what you already know but then in year 10, year 11 there probably should 

be a bit more because they just sort of scan over it cos there's not enough time.  

The idea of ‘age relevance’ is raised by the students in the above interaction and is brought up 

again in their explicit mention of ‘puberty’ as one of the RSE topics covered. Students 

discussing the ‘relevance’ of certain topics to their age group can be linked closely to the 

notion of ‘age-appropriate learning’. This is a key feature of Jones’ Liberal Sexuality 

discourse framework (2011).  
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RESEARCHER: do you think the timing is right, in terms of like what you learn and 

when?   

COLLECTIVE: yeah.   

ST3: I do cus I feel like it gets more relevant as you get older, in year 7 it's like very 

vague and sort of the basics but when you get to like year 9, 10, 11 that's when they 

start...   

ST7: It's like relevant to like your age so you learn about the stuff that your age really 

need to know in year 7 and then year 8 and 9 and then I guess (…) 

From the focus group discussions, it appears that students are somewhat satisfied with the 

appropriateness of when different topics are introduced but they maintain that the amount of 

provision should be increased as they get older. Additionally, there is reference to the 

designation of RSE to certain year groups in the school policy under the heading 

‘Organisation’, stating that: 

A_POLICY: The main content is delivered in PSHE lessons in the second half of the 

Summer term in year 7-9, with some provision planned for the Spring term in Year 11.  

To conclude, students in year 10 in school A do not receive any RSE, despite students in the 

focus group indicating that year 10 and 11 are the year groups which require an increase in the 

amount of provision. It was not clear from the interviews at the school or the school’s RSE 

policy why there is no provision for year 10. However, it was discovered from further 

research via the school’s website and curriculum outline that year 10 is not just exempt from 

RSE specifically, they do not receive any PSHE at all. Rather, year 10 is reserved for 

“Careers related assemblies, conferences and workshops”. This finding has important 

implications for the how RSE and PSHE is prioritized within the curriculum.  

School B offers provision of RSE to years 7, 8, 9 and 10, whilst year 11’s RSE provision gets 

replaced with a focus on careers, exam strategies and CV writing – much like school A. This 

was revealed in the semi-structured interview with the RSE teacher at school B:  

B_TEACHER: all their lessons are geared to careers, you know, writing CVs, 

personal statements, exam strategies, preparation so, that's what we tend to do with 

year 11. 
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In discussion with the focus group at school B, the following dialogue about the lack of 

provision for year 11 took place:  

RESEARCHR: But what do you think about that? You're focusing on other things, 

right it's your exams and stuff but do you think it's important to have RSE when you're 

at that age in year 11?  

ST5: Yeah definitely.  

ST2: Yeah (.) even if it is at least once a fortnight it's definitely important to have.  

RESEARCHER: Is there a particular age when you're at school that it maybe is like 

the most important to get sex and relationships education?   

ST2: probably in year 10 and 11.  

ST5: yeah like 16 when you get to that age, that's obviously when it's legal.  

From the responses of the students in the focus group, it is evident that they feel provision in 

year 11 is beneficial to them whereas the RSE teacher believed the provision offered in years 

7-10 was enough. The teacher also referred to time pressure, by mentioning the fact that the 

classes are bi-weekly with year 10 and 11 as opposed to weekly.  

School B’s policy for RSE does not shed any light on the distribution of RSE to year groups 

in that it details the programmes of study for years 7 to 10 but makes no reference whatsoever 

to year 11.  

To summarise, in school B year 11 is offered an exam/work focused alternative instead of 

RSE, despite claims from the students that year 11 is the exact age when they feel RSE is 

most vital. No official reasoning was given for this choice, either by members of staff or in 

the school’s RSE policy.  

School C does not have a dedicated RSE policy, so the following information is inferred from 

the conversations with RSE teachers and students at the school as well as research via the 

school’s website. It is understood that school C offers RSE in the following ways; year 8 
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covers RSE for one half-term, year 9 has an RSE drop-down day12, and year 10 is offered 

RSE for one full term. Outside of this, there is evidence of some non-formal input such as 

assemblies and form time sessions. The lack of provision was explicitly mentioned by the 

RSE teacher when (s)he was prompted to think about what the students might tell me during 

the focus group:  

C_TEACHER: Our year 7s have no explicit RSHE at all. So they might not even 

know what you're talking about (…). The year nines are about to have a sex ed day 

next month. So, they won't have had too much. So if anything, again, they may have 

had some in science, but it might be interesting for you to think bloody hell these kids 

know nothing and year elevens they had a version of the year 10 stuff last year but 

effectively, our provision at the moment is weak. 

The teacher’s concerns were confirmed in discussions with the students. Furthermore, 

feedback from students regarding the most suitable year group for RSE provision (year 8) 

stood in direct contrast to the explanation offered from the RSE teacher on the same topic:  

RESEARCHER: why is year 10- why have you targeted that year?  

C_TEACHER: Two reasons. One was just logistics so, effectively, the year nines still 

have a collapsed learning day on sex ed. And after the last two years, I've been asking 

for it not to happen anymore because of all the reasons. But SLT (senior leadership 

team) have still said no "we want an external day" because that is the way things are 

year nine have always received that, and they received it for the last seven years (…) 

we didn't have the confidence to put it into year 8 because we hadn't consulted with 

parents and we felt a bit nervous about introducing sexting13 and stuff in year 8 even 

though provisionally it should be year 8 because that's when a kid is most likely to 

receive their first nude image or whatever is age eleven/twelve so it should be there. 

So, we decided that year 11 was too late. Year 9 was already going on, that’s why that 

we have gone with the year 10. 

 
12 Drop-down days are days when all other normal classes are stopped and one specific topic is taught, often in 

less traditional ways e.g. workshops, activities and games or by using outside agencies for delivery. Also known 

as a collapsed learning day. 
13 Sexting is sending, receiving, or forwarding sexually explicit messages, photographs, or images, primarily 

between mobile phones. 



65 

 

Much like the disparity observed in schools A and B, students’ opinion regarding which 

school year is most relevant for RSE does not align with the provision they are being offered. 

The RSE teacher makes reference to two reasons as to why year 10 has been selected as the 

target year group for RSE; top-down decision making on logistics and a lack of confidence 

with regards to introducing RSE to year 8 students. Interestingly, (s)he indicates that year 8 

‘should’ be the target year group for RSE, presumably based on what (s)he knows about 

students at that age. However due to what can be inferred as ‘external’ reasons, namely not 

gaining permission from SLT, the final choice falls to year 10.  

Finally, school D provides PSHE to all year groups, years 3 to 6 receive Relationship 

Education and year 7 and 8 receive Relationship and Sex Education (Appendix 8). School D 

caters for different year groups than the other three schools. However, it is important to note 

that all year groups are allocated the same amount of curriculum time for PSHE, as confirmed 

by the PSHE lead:  

D_LEADER: it's the same for year 3 to year 8 in terms of the amount of time. 

Although the same amount of time is allocated to PSHE throughout all year groups in the 

Prep Department (KS2 and KS3), the PSHE leader does refer to how RSE becomes more 

‘explicit’ in the older years, namely year 8:  

D_LEADER: But in terms of understanding the relationships and the sex, you know, 

it's just the kind of the year 8s.  

… so much of it is being - I've left for their secondary school because our children are 

not ready. They're quite innocent because it's a prep school and we go to year 8, they 

are kept quite child-like. 

In his/her account of which year group is most suitable to receive RSE provision, the PSHE 

lead refers to the ‘readiness’ of young people. In addition, (s)he used the students’ 

‘innocence’ as a reason for leaving the main content up to their secondary schools. During the 

focus group with students from school D, a direct question was asked in relation to this:  

RESEARCHER: Which year do you think it's really, really important to start talking 

in PSHE about relationships and sex? 

COLLECTIVE: 7 and 8.  
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RESEARCHER: Yeah, ok why those years?  

ST6: Cus like those are the years when, I mean, when we're going to leave to our 

senior schools and it's going to be quite hard and to just learn not just about 

relationships and sex, but everything else that can prepare us to prosper in our new 

schools.  

ST2: It's when we're getting older and we're going through puberty and we need to 

know about things like that.  

ST7: Yeah. And you get - you're like curious to know what things mean so PSHE with 

sex education and relationships would help you understand what those words mean 

and what words you shouldn't use against people and words that are okay. 

It is evident from the excerpts that the students from the focus group and the teacher are in 

agreement as to when RSE should be introduced, unlike schools A, B and C. A possible 

reason for this is that the school terminates after year 8, therefore the options are much more 

limited here. However, it can be argued that although they share the same thoughts as to 

which year group RSE should be aimed at, the thinking behind their answers differ. The head 

of PSHE comments that year 7 and 8 is suitable because ‘statistically’ they are starting to 

become aware of topics related to RSE but ‘in reality’ the students at his/her school are still 

children with an innocence towards such topics. This is contradictory to what the students 

themselves express. They refer to their transition into puberty and the move from prep school 

to senior school as reasons for why learning about RSE is ‘necessary’.  

Having presented the findings with regards to the positioning of RSE within the school 

curriculum and which year groups RSE is directed at, this section now turns to the strategies 

for change that were observed.    

 Strategy for change  

Strategy for change was one of the themes deductively chosen to help inform and guide the 

data collection and analysis of this study. It developed out of the empirical work done by 

Hagquist & Starrin (1997) and is one of two main categories that emerged in their typology 

for models of health education. Each of the four models feature a distinctive strategy for 

change, either: top-down or bottom-up (Figure 3.1). The interview guides contained questions 
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that had been developed specifically to encourage participants to talk about the strategy for 

change that operated within their school (Appendices 4, 5 and 6). The results from the 

discussions are now presented with comments, in school order.  

School A  

An interesting standpoint, in relation to the strategy for change was revealed through the 

discussion with the Leader at school A. Initially, the data indicates that there is evidence of a 

bottom-up strategy for change. This comes from a statement made by the Leader that (s)he 

had been totally free to make changes to the development of the RSE curriculum and 

resources:  

A_LEADER: I mean no one’s ever checked this - above my head, I’m meeting with 

the Deputy Head tomorrow, but I think they're expecting me to inform them as to what 

needs to happen rather than the other way around. 

The same was reiterated by the RSE teacher from school A:  

A_TEACHER: In terms of teaching- I don't have to speak to anybody senior. No, no 

one’s ever checked that … there’s a lot of trust.  

With that said, as the discussion progressed, references were made to elements of a top-down 

strategy for change. This was mostly in the form of gaining permissions or having ideas or 

requests denied:  

A_LEADER: …so that's gunna be my kind of ammo, to go and say look we need 

some training. 

… that's one of my things is to get that recognition up here of that actually it can't all 

be me that's doing all of this. 

A_TEACHER: We've looked at that before and there was some issue with (…). 

RESEARCHER: What's been the-. 

A_TEACHER: I think from a governor’s point of view, old fashioned governors, I'll 

be honest, old fashioned-. 
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These statements from school A give the impression that a top-down strategy for change was 

operating in the school. Although they mentioned ‘freedom’ and ‘trust’ in connection to 

classroom related decisions, structural changes or introductions of new whole-school policies 

were halted, necessitating the use of ‘ammo’ to get approval.  

School B 

School B reflects a similar strategy for change model. The following are comments made by 

the RSE teacher, who referred to having a lot of autonomy to build and develop the classes 

but that ultimately (s)he is answerable to the school leaders, specifically the governors:  

B_TEACHER:  … but certainly, it's up to me how it's delivered, when it's delivered, 

you know I have a lot of autonomy with that basically.  

… I know that in a couple of weeks there's one [a governor] coming to talk to me 

about how we deal with social, moral, spiritual, cultural education across the school 

and I'm sure they'll wanna talk about, you know, RSE as well as it's becoming 

statutory. So, I think we're gunna have more engagement on that from governors from 

what I understand. 

 It is also notable that (s)he mentions that a reason for the newly arranged meeting with the 

governors has something to do with the new statutory regulations surrounding RSE.  

On speaking with the Head of school B, (s)he also discussed examples of top-down strategy 

for change.  

B_LEADER: Yeah so what happened was we had a previous policy that was there, 

***** then took that in line with the new guidance that's coming out. We then- (s)he 

then looked at those, made some adaptations, changes etc, (s)he then presented that, 

brought it forward, that came to myself and *** and then it went to the academy 

governing body to look at and for approval as well. 

In a moment of self-correction, the Head of school shifted from “we then…” to “(s)he 

then…”, an indication that at the planning stage of the policy, there was little to no teamwork. 

Rather, the RSE teacher at school B wrote the updated policy by themselves, as is confirmed 

by their own account. Following that, the updated policy was sent to the ‘top’ for approval, 

throughout this process, neither the leader nor the teacher mentions collaborative work.  
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Overall, school B reflects a top-down strategy for change, especially highlighted in times of 

writing a new policy which adheres to the incoming national guidance.  

School C 

The RSE teacher at school C gave similar narratives with regards to the freedom they have in 

the classroom and with the development of the curriculum.  

C_TEACHER: But we have total freedom at the moment to do what we want. I don't 

know whether that will change once we have to fit certain criteria. 

In addition, interviews at school C revealed that the school operated in a way which they 

called “responsive”. They emphasised that this means reacting and responding to what 

happens in the school and in the classroom in order to meet the needs of the students. 

Effectively, a bottom-up strategy.  

C_TEACHER: I would say that it's always been informed by suggested curriculum 

content, but we've always been responsive in terms of what the school needs. 

…. because that's kind of the big move at the moment is to respond to the learner's 

needs. 

The school Leader at school C also emphasised this trait:  

 C_LEADER: One of our whole school targets is about responsive teaching. 

 … but within that we do want teachers to be responsive. 

There is some indication of a bottom-up strategy for change among the school leader and 

teachers. However, on speaking with the students in the focus group some notions of top-

down strategy for change were voiced:  

ST5: (S)he asks us questions about this kind of thing and (s)he’s like ‘what can I do to 

improve it?’ We'll tell him/her and (s)he'll try and change it but (s)he can't always 

change it. 

ST6: Yeah. Sometimes it's out of his/her power but (s)he'll do the best (s)he can. 
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Here, students refer to asking their teacher for changes and it being ‘out of his/her power’. 

This begs the question, in whose power is it? A response to this will be addressed in the 

discussion.   

School D  

The interview with the teacher at school D exemplified elements of a bottom-up strategy for 

change. In response to a question regarding his/her ability to make changes to the curriculum, 

the head of PSHE replied:   

 D_TEACHER: Free. (…) it's more of a dialogue than a - I'm quite free to-. 

Although in the same interview (s)he also indicated having to ‘fight’ for curriculum time, 

implying that those decisions of that nature are made above him/her in the school hierarchy. 

D_TEACHER: And I am really digging my heels in with the time whether or not that 

will come to fruition I can't tell. 

D_TEACHER: I'm meeting later with the head of pre-prep to kind of cement what 

we're doing with the pre-prep in terms of our RSE and health education. So, I think 

they are aware that the goalposts are changing in some ways. I think because the 

Independent Schools Inspectorate (ISI) as well as OFSTED are focused more on it. ... I 

know that our senior leadership team are aware that actually there will be scrutiny 

coming through that avenue as well. 

Of interest in the above example is that the head of PSHE refers to the increased interest in 

RSE from the senior leadership team as attributable to the newfound attention from the ISI 

and OFSTED.  

During the interview, the school leader at school D expressed this position:  

D_LEADER: Well, I think that my involvement is twofold. One is making sure it's 

happening and making sure that our head of PSHE in conjunction with the pastoral 

deputy are ensuring it's delivered. And secondly, I'm involved in the sorts of 

conversations that we have around the whole staff on all sorts of related issues to 

PSHE. 
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In addition, with reference to the RSE policy planning the head stated:  

 D_LEADER: the policy itself is reviewed by the head of PSHE. 

…. the reality of being a school leader is we have more pages and policy than there - 

you have a hope of digesting. 

In the focus group with the students at school D, little was mentioned in the way of a strategy 

for change in the school. On one occasion they disclosed that when the teacher decides what 

to teach, they might ask for students’ opinions. Although they stated that this happened ‘one 

time’ and ‘when we were younger’.  

In summary, although there is some evidence of a bottom-up strategy for change, this does 

not make it all the way to the so-called “bottom”. That is, the students are rarely involved in 

the process for change with regards to RSE. Schools A and C offer some evidence of the 

involvement of students in the decision-making process for PSHE, but this was limited and 

the students themselves doubted the power of this.  

With regards to the teaching staff, the interviews evidenced that they hold the decision-

making power for the planning and implementation of the RSE policies and content. 

However, when it comes to the provision for RSE, the school leaders and governors seem to 

maintain a tight grip on matters such as curriculum time, positioning of RSE and allocation 

throughout the year groups. This seemed to establish a dynamic wherein students and teachers 

are in close communication with regards to their needs and wants for RSE.  However, all of 

this is set within the confines laid out by the school leaders.  

This scenario has proved problematic, as stated in the section on provision for RSE, in that 

students and teachers together agree that they need more curriculum time or to bring back 

RSE for a particular year group, but they are not granted these requests from above.  

With all of this in mind, I conclude that although there was some indication towards a bottom-

up strategy for change, this is in fact only on the surface. The strategy for change in all four 

case study schools mirrors the top-down approach as outlined by Hagquist and Starrin (1997).  
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 Contextual framework  

The search for the contextual framework employed by the schools in relation to RSE was also 

a theme adopted from Hagquist & Starrin's empirical research on school based health 

education (1997). In “Traditional” and “Modern” education models the contextual framework 

is narrow, while in the “Planner” and “Empowerment” models, a wide contextual framework 

is customary. The notion of ‘narrow’ or ‘wide’ can be thought of in two distinct ways; 

physically and figuratively. In a physical manner, this pertains to whether the teaching and 

learning leaves the traditional classroom setting or even still, the school building.  

Figuratively, teaching and learning extend beyond RSE being conceptualized as a ‘subject’ to 

be ‘studied’ at school, to be a social matter that demands the shared efforts of all in the 

extended community. Of particular interest, regarding the schools’ contextual framework, is 

understanding the value and importance schools put on RSE as a means of ‘educating’ 

students for their futures. 

School A 

The school leader and the RSE teacher at school A are both aware that a wider context is 

beneficial for RSE specifically and PSHE more generally. However, the school’s RSE 

programme is still very much set within a narrow contextual framework. When asked directly 

for examples of the school’s contextual framework, no evidence was given of education 

which goes beyond the four walls of the school, literally or figuratively. Despite not providing 

a wide context in which to embed RSE, the RSE teacher in particular articulates an attitude 

which contains such notions:  

A_TEACHER: Let's be honest, what area of life doesn't revolve, doesn't involve 

relationships. 

Because we're trying to (.) create whole people not just seeing it as a discreet element 

of people's lives. 

These feelings reflected by the RSE teacher are juxtaposed with comments related to the 

actual delivery of RSE in the school, namely:  

A_LEADER: I’ve got (…) a noticeboard that I’m developing - PSHE in the news and 

they appreciate that some of these issues we cover are political but we try to step away 
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from that side of things when we actual teach them as it were, acknowledging it but 

not-.  

…They need to see that wider context and most of them (..) are aware of that anyway, 

I think with phones and what not. 

These comments show that the desires of the staff, in line with what they know to be helpful 

for young people, and the reality of what is happening in the school are not fully aligned. 

Here, (s)he recognises the importance of a wide contextual framework and acknowledges the 

link between news and media coverage and PSHE/RSE. However, (s)he goes on to mention 

explicitly that they avoid the political part of the discussion and subsequently assumes that as 

it is widespread for young people to have ‘phones’ this will lead to an understanding of the 

wider context of RSE.    

Another such example is when I asked both the leader and teacher to what extent they agreed 

or disagreed with the following statement:  

RESEARCHER: SRE should encourage collaborative student action which would 

lead to a more equitable or equal society.  

Their responses were:  

A_TEACHER: that's a harder one to achieve I’m guessing. A starting point would be 

you know engaging with the youngsters to find out what they think about provision 

and what we can do better. 

A_LEADER: I think, it's probably not just the PSHE department's job but I think 

there's a role for PSHE in that it’s the understanding and awareness, but I think that's 

where the pastoral side comes into it. 

Interestingly, with both responses, their answers neither contain concrete examples or 

suggestions for collaborative student action nor a link to contributing to a more equal society. 

The RSE teacher turns to student voice as a way of rectifying issues with RSE provision and 

the PSHE coordinator gives explicit examples of how the ‘support team’ have set up solutions 

‘for’ the students, as opposed to ‘with’ or ‘by’ the students.   

These findings indicate that the contextual framework for RSE at school A is narrow.  
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School B 

At School B there were many examples to demonstrate a narrow contextual framework, and 

on one occasion, the condemning of students being involved in a project which promoted 

involvement in the wider context. The most striking result from the interview with the teacher 

at school B is the very limited context within which RSE is delivered:  

B_TEACHER: I'm kind of a one-person department now yeah, so it's all kind o- 

everything is planned really and controlled in that area just by me. 

All the teaching and learning took place in the classroom setting and except for a visit from 

the school’s Safer Schools police officer, a police-officer based at the school, the RSE 

programme did not involve any influences outside of the school’s one RSE teacher.  

When speaking with the school leader about student action and involvement with the 

community, (s)he offers an example of the ‘climate strikes’ that were taking place around the 

same time as the interview:  

B_LEADER: It would depend on the cause. So for example the climate change 

protests recently would be one, we've actually told our students that they can support 

that without missing their education, so particularly for example some of our year 11s 

who are doing their exams, that actually they can still support that cause - missing a 

day off school when they've got a deadline in three days’ time is not necessarily in 

their own long term interest of supporting that cause gunna be beneficial to them. 

Essentially, the rhetoric underlying this example is that social action and school are two 

separate entities. These comments are also laced with an undertone that one’s long term 

success falls into the realm of doing well in school exams, as opposed to being part of an 

international call for action on a societal issue.   

It appears that the main focus of both members of staff interviewed was on achieving a wider 

school context rather than a wider context in relation to society. Some examples of that were:  

B_TEACHER: We did an audit in the summer term to look at where some of the 

different topics were being covered (…) So, when you look at it as a whole school, 

you know, there's a lot of cross pollination.  
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B_LEADER: ***** reviewed all of the provision that ***** does on PSHE which 

includes the relationship and sex education to see about actually where are there other 

avenues in the school where it's delivered. So, for example science have a delivery of 

the kind of the scientific, factual-.  

Both members of staff referred to the ‘wider’ context within the school environment, 

however, only mentioned one other subject where content can be found; science. There is 

little surprise that elements of RSE are found in the science curriculum as this is a statutory 

requirement outlined in the national curriculum. To reiterate, school B shows no evidence of a 

wider contextual framework to support RSE.  

School C 

The interviews with members of staff at school C show that they have a broader contextual 

framework for RSE. The role of the ‘community’ is positioned more centrally, and the 

students encounter members of the public in relation to RSE. For example:  

C_LEADER: (s)he's had LGBT so the Norfolk LGBT project in, (s)he's had the trans 

*****, ***** who runs the self-esteem groups on Thursday here has come in and 

done stuff on pornography and sex and yeah (s)he's had the nursing team in to do the 

normal condom stuff. 

…We've also been high profile around saying that we are going to talk about difficult 

topics as a school. So, it's not just in lessons, it kind of permeates the wider school.  

These quotes exemplify his/her understanding of RSE as going beyond the remit of 

‘traditional schooling’. Furthermore, much like schools A and B, there was also mention of an 

‘audit’ and the ‘cross-curricular’ links to other subjects - this time Information 

Communication Technology (ICT), Physical Education (PE) and science. On the whole, 

despite efforts towards building a wider context, there was insufficient examples deemed 

‘wide’ enough to warrant Hagquist and Starrin’s label of a wide contextual framework.  

 

School D 
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School D’s attitude towards the context for RSE in school was also firmly within the realm of 

a ‘narrow’ framework. The students at the school had the opportunity to speak to a school 

doctor with regards to RSE matters, but they had no other contact with guests, speakers, 

groups or activists etc. In fact, on asking a direct question in relation to this, the teacher (s)he 

answered as follows:  

RSEARCHER: Do you guys collaborate with any outside agencies?  

D_TEACHER: We haven't really done recently because I mean, necessarily- No, I 

don't I don't really- (…) it's a little bit like having a doctor make it very medical, like 

as much as I'm sure they deliver really good sessions. It kind of separates it, which I 

don't necessarily personally feel that that's the right decision (…) but it's not 

necessarily something that I have completely discounted.  

(S)he refers to the risk of “separating” RSE from its normal setting of PSHE. The reason 

given for this standpoint is that (s)he is afraid of losing the close rapport/trust between 

students and their PSHE teacher. However, this poses an interesting question, does it insinuate 

that RSE is only a school matter and therefore should not break out of the confinement of the 

school day? Or further still, is it only a PSHE matter and should not break out of the PSHE 

classroom? Further on in the discussion with the teacher, the subject was explored from a 

different angle, asking:  

RESEARCHER: Why do you think that for society and for the community, it's 

important that students have this input?  

D_TEACHER: my husband works for the ****** charity (a charity for young 

people) and he sees young people from like 14 to then up to 25. So, he kind of then 

sees like what they go on to and through like dialogue at home and things, you can see 

like the different areas where children and young people are really struggling in their 

lives. And I just reflect on my own like struggles as a kind of late teenager and not 

having any conversations about any of this with anyone and I just think 'I would've 

been such a confident person, if I'd have known' that it was okay to say this, to be who 

I was. 

The response given here is contrary to the first response and demonstrates clearly that the 

teacher is acutely aware of how PSHE, and perhaps directly RSE, is not just a school issue, 
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but a much wider social issue. There is a discord with these two responses, the reason for 

which is not entirely clear. However, from the analysis of all interviews at school D as well as 

the school policy, it is clear that the school operates with a narrow contextual framework.  

In summary, the schools were very concerned with the idea of ‘whole school approaches’, 

‘cross curricular’ solutions and ‘auditing’ to find out where RSE is being taught in other 

subjects. Although this does offer a slightly wider ‘school context’, it does not reflective the 

wider context that Hagquist & Starrin (1997) referred to in their paper. In fact, evidence of the 

wider context they propose to be part of the “Planner” and “Empowerment” models is 

virtually non-existent in the four schools studied, with the exception of school C where some 

elements of a wider context were observed. This will be discussed further in section 7.1.2.  

 Main findings of structure and organisation of 

RSE  

To conclude the results for research question 1, I present a table of the key findings (Table 

5.1). The table includes five data points, the first three pertain to the provision of RSE in the 

four schools; the positioning of RSE in the curriculum as a single or a joint subject, the 

percentage of time allocated specifically to RSE within the umbrella subject, and where RSE 

is allocated throughout the year groups. The following data point outlines the strategy for 

change that was operating in the four schools, according to Hagquist and Starrin’s models for 

health education (1997). Finally, the last point represents the contextual framework within 

which RSE was practiced.  

With regards to the final two points, they have been ‘categorised’ based on the extent to 

which certain codes were visible through the data collection. This is, of course, interpretive 

however effort was made to ensure all four schools were analysed using the same parameters; 

the codebooks developed based on the analytical framework. 
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Table 5.1  Key findings of structure and organisation of RSE in schools of study 

 School 

 and OFSTED 

inspection 

ranking  

A 

[Outstanding] 

B 

[Needs 

improvement] 

C 

[Good] 

D 

[N/A] 

1 Position of RSE 

in the 

curriculum 

Single subject 

[PSHE] 

Joint subject 

[PSHE & RE] 

Joint subject 

[PSHE & RE] 

Single Subject 

[PSHE] 

2 % of curriculum 

time  

20.5% of 

PSHE 

10.5% of 

PSHE & RE 

9.1% of PSHE 

& RE 

N/A 

3 Allocation 

among year 

groups 

No provision 

for year 10 

No provision 

for year 11 

No provision 

for year 7 and 

11 

Provision for 

all year groups 

4 Strategy for 

change 

Top-down Top-down Top-down Top-down 

5 Contextual 

framework 

Narrow Narrow Narrow Narrow 
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6  Key assumptions of sexuality education  

The second research question relates to the underlying assumptions of sexuality that exist 

within the schools or how SE was conceptualized within the schools. This was achieved by 

exploring the ‘position’ from which SE is viewed. This was a mostly deductive process, 

developed through features of the four key orientations in Jones’ SE discourses framework 

(2011); conservative; liberal; critical and post-modern.  

 Conservative SE discourse  

Jones opens the “conservative” section of her 2011 paper by stating that although 

conservative orientations to education arose in the late 1800s, their ideologies are still 

influential today (2011, p. 136). This was supported, to a point, when one theme of a 

conservative nature emerged in two of the schools. However, it was far from the central 

assumption of sexuality education, generally. The theme identified in the data was the belief 

that youth morality must be promoted as a means of preserving their unadulterated condition.  

Themes around the concept of youth morality were evident in school D and school A. 

Interestingly with school D, there was frequent reference to the fact that the school only offers 

education up to year 8 (when the students are 12 or 13 years old). The younger age group at 

school D and the fact that it is an independent school was referenced as possible reasons for 

why the students at this school were more ‘innocent’ and unlikely to be engaging with sexual 

activities.  

D_TEACHER: They're quite innocent because it's a prep school and we go to year 8, 

they are kept quite child-like. 

D_LEADER: that is as far as it goes for the majority of our pupils because other than 

a very innocent sort of boyfriend, girlfriend, 'we're going out' and maybe there's been a 

peck. 

…I think it'll be a little while before some of them are actually finding themselves sort 

of alone and unsupervised in a steamy moment with a prospective partner. 

This notion that students are too young or innocent until they reach year 9 was not supported 

by the data collection from other schools. In the other three schools, no distinction was made 
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between the maturity of the year groups. Students in the focus groups made a distinction 

between age and real-life experiences:   

RESEARCHER: So why do you think it is that at ***** they've kind of just told you 

a little bit - not as much in depth at this point before you go to senior school?  

ST6: Not because we're not old enough that mainly because we won't understand how 

it might be but when we get to senior school, I think the changes that we might go 

through will help us understand the problems. 

The students also confirmed that they would be able to understand more ‘adult’ topics of 

RSE:  

RESEARCHER: You said a moment ago that maybe it's because 'we wouldn't 

understand', But do you think you could understand?  

ST1: Some-. 

COLLECTIVE: Most of it. 

Moreover, a contradiction of ideas was observed when the school leader offered an example 

about the type of information (s)he considered valuable for the students at their school:  

D_LEADER: For instance, if you take the classic issue of children and masturbation, 

which is obviously perfectly normal (…) I think that getting that sense of  'OK actually 

this is really normal' that's sort of part of what I would think of as being informed and 

trying to get rid of anxiety. 

This standpoint includes the recognition that young people attending his/her school may be 

engaging in masturbation and students should feel this is perfectly normal. This view is 

somewhat conflicting with his/her earlier remark about them playfully referring to someone as 

their ‘boyfriend’ or ‘girlfriend’. These comments support the quote from school D’s teacher, 

who stated that some sex education is covered but most is left unearthed until secondary 

school. Could it be that self-pleasure is accepted and included in the provision at school D, yet 

other topics of sexuality are not deemed appropriate as the students are still in the ‘child-like’ 

phase? And who is it that decides what is appropriate?  
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The teacher at school A referred to the (lack of) sexual agency granted to the students. But 

(s)he also seemed to distance ‘their’ opinion from what the ‘school’ seemed to think: 

A_TEACHER: schools will realise that their children are sexually active and its 

maybe something that they don't want to acknowledge but, actually, they are, and I 

wonder whether (.) the school has brushed that under the carpet to an extent. 

 The distinction between students and school highlights a detachment between the belief 

system of ‘schools’ and the teacher’s own understanding of young people’s sexual 

experience. Who is “the school” and “they”? Does that imply leaders? Teachers of RSE? 

Teachers of other subjects? Whoever the teacher is referring to, there is clearly a point of 

contention regarding young people’s sexual agency.  

Conservative orientations towards RSE were not dominant in the four schools, but when a 

theme of a conservative nature was found, it was in the form of preserving students’ 

unadulterated condition.  

 Liberal SE discourse  

Liberal understandings of SE were by far the most common place among the schools. They 

centred around the more progressive notion that students are ‘whole’ people who are to be 

educated for the purpose of ‘life’ as opposed to ‘work’ (Kemmis et al., 1983). This appears in 

the national guidance for RSE in England which describes provision as “a comprehensive 

programme and whole school approach” (DfE, 2019, p. 20) in line with the discourse on 

Comprehensive Sex Education (CSE), which is one of the eight discourses Jones identifies 

under the liberal orientation for sexuality education (Table 3.1). Themes of a liberal discourse 

were found in all four schools and a total of seven core themes were present. When 

overlapping in content some themes have been merged, as is the case with the first theme.  

Authority  

Under the subheading of authority, I have chosen to merge two themes as they covered much 

of the same ground; (1) teaching sexuality skills and knowledge for personal 

choice/development and (2) authority is placed within the individual themselves. Put simply 

by Jones; “authority shifts more to the individual” (2011, p. 144).  
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This was reflected strongly by members of staff at the four schools.  

A_LEADER: we are equipping students to make those decisions and to go out there 

into the world and be safe. 

…It's about empowering them to make their own decisions really. 

A_TEACHER: we want them to be knowledgeable and informed to make the right 

decisions. 

B_TEACHER: I think it's just all about equipping them with what they need to know, 

basically (…) I think it's all about choices really, you know, and trying to educate 

them on how to make sensible and safe choices really. 

C_TEACHER: I think to give students insight and knowledge, (…) that allows them 

to make an informed opinion that is chosen by them. 

There seems to be a consensus throughout the four schools that young people, having gained 

the ‘knowledge’ and ‘skills’ at school, are responsible for making their own decisions about 

relationships and sex thereafter. Moreover, some interviewees make use of very similar 

language and wording from the guidance itself, perhaps indicating that their understandings 

may derive from that document.   

Recognition of diversity beyond the heteronormative model 

In the collected data, there were examples where RSE incorporated the recognition of 

sexuality which goes beyond the heteronormative model, recognition being the operative 

word.  

In conversation with the leader at school A, it was clear that the SE they offer recognizes 

diversity. However, it did not seem to enter the realm of a critical discourse wherein 

education is for, about, or against the privileging of  “difference” (Kumashiro, 2002):  

 A_LEADER: I think it [RSE] should be inclusive of all sexualities. 

… Yeah, and we do we cover that kind of (…) not everyone likes the same people 

and, cus, you know you've got a class of 30, there will be students in there that aren't 

straight.  
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The reference to ‘non-straight’ students confirms Jones’ suggestion that in a liberally 

orientated sexuality programme sexual orientation is seen as fixed and often recognizes 

sexuality as bi-polar oppositions; straight or non-straight. The teacher at school A supports 

this idea when (s)he was prompted to agree or disagree with the following statement:  

RESEARCHER: SRE should work to address societies’ marginalization of particular 

sexualities. 

A_TEACHER: Yes, I think it needs to make, well recognise that society is made up 

of lots of different people and I think it's our job to- to highlight that because that's 

reality and people are gunna be meeting people out of school and be aware that people 

are different.  

The difference between ‘to address’ marginalization in the statement and “recognize” and 

“highlight” that people are different in the answer may show an air of reluctance towards the 

school playing the role of a critic towards society’s hegemonic norms. This reluctance is 

present despite the teacher stating clearly that he/she believes young people talking about and 

being more open about their sexuality as a positive change.   

A_TEACHER: I think we're noticing more, which is a good thing, uh sexuality and 

youngsters having the confi- well some of them are quite confident coming out.  

(S)he follows this up with a comment that confirms how fundamental the school’s role is in 

building an environment where students feel comfortable and supported about sexuality and 

issues related to sex and relationships.  

A_TEACHER: I'm not suggesting there is an increase perhaps people have just not 

been open about that in the past but perhaps we're creating an atmosphere where 

people feel um confident to whatever extent they feel able to contribute. 

The recognition of diversity beyond the heteronormative model was present in all four 

schools and all sharing a similar attitude towards the positive effects of diversity at school:  

 B_LEADER: I think it's important that we teach about different sexualities. 
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B_TEACHER: we did a lot of work around pride, with whole school assemblies and 

so on and encouraged respect and they wore badges and things like that so yeah, I 

think, yeah, we do have that responsibility. 

C_LEADER: That is something that we've done a lot of work on and it's a difficult 

topic. I know, there's some stuff on different families and different types of 

relationships that we particularly cover sexuality. 

C_TEACHER: We try and interweave LGBT throughout so it's not an independent 

part, we try and keep it part of all of it. 

D_LEADER: But we've done quite a lot in terms of messages around inclusion, 

diversity and without having a specific assembly on same sex relationships. 

In conclusion recognition of diversity was a prominent theme in the data collection at all four 

schools and the comments and understandings offered correspond with the description offered 

by Jones of a liberal understanding of sexuality education.  

Age-appropriate learning 

The notion that teaching and learning about RSE should develop at a rate which fits with the 

stages of a young person’s development, is a trait often attributed to liberally focused SE 

programmes. This theme was particularly apparent in the national and local RSE policies.   

2000_GUIDANCE: Meeting these objectives will require a graduated, age-

appropriate programme of sex and relationship education. Teaching methods need to 

take account of the developmental differences of children. 

2019_GUIDANCE: Our guiding principles have been that all of the compulsory 

subject content must be age appropriate and developmentally appropriate. 

A_POLICY: These are appropriate to the age and stage of development of the young 

children and young people and dependent on their readiness to receive this 

information.  
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B_POLICY: We deliver RSE during our focus on the Relationships and Health and 

Wellbeing themes, adopting a spiral approach which builds on content and knowledge 

through different year groups, and is age appropriate. 

This was also supported in the interviews with teaching and leadership staff:  

B_LEADER: a lot of what is taught is taught in year 7, there are similar themes and 

topics in year 8, and then in year 9 but maybe in a greater depth or detail or to 

emotional level depending on the age of the students so they get a greater 

understanding. 

B_TEACHER: as the children get older and what's suitable for them and what they 

need to know at that time at that stage in their kind of, development and their learning. 

D_LEADER: understanding relationships and how they build and what's kind of 

normal to be expected at different ages. 

D_TEACHER: And then, you know, learning about conception and I things like that. 

And I definitely think it's more appropriate for their secondary school. 

Irrespective of where the reference to ‘age-appropriateness’ was made, there was never 

mention of who decides when students are ‘ready’ or at the ‘appropriate age’ to receive such 

information.  It can be deduced, with a degree of certainty, that this decision is ‘adult-led’, 

although detail beyond this is tentative. Adults making decisions for young people, albeit with 

their best interest in mind, is a feature of liberal education models (Jones, 2011).  

However, at school C the teacher offered some doubt about the stages that are implemented at 

his/her school with regards to when certain topics of RSE are taught:  

C_TEACHER: I'd have to I research this - but some kids do stuff in year 8 now and 

it's like, are we doing them a disservice - should you really be talking about condoms 

after they've already been doing things with each other?  

His/her comments on the timeline of particular topics highlight that there is a contradiction 

between young people’s sexual activities and the delivery of topics such as contraception. The 

teacher seems to have an insight into when the students become sexually active and the 

delivery of the RSE curriculum does not appear to align with their needs.  
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Teacher as a facilitator 

Given that the liberal orientation towards RSE, and education generally, is understood to be 

built on democratic foundations, the teacher’s role as a ‘facilitator’ is preferred over the role 

of the teacher as a ‘master’ - which is more typical of conservative discourses. In interviews 

with the teachers, examples of more democratic pedagogical strategies were given, although 

they did not feature in all the schools:  

A_LEADER: it’s that kind of encouraging that climate of being able to ask questions, 

being able to talk to each other, let's look things up. 

A_TEACHER: we always make sure they've got a box they can put questions in - 

think that's key (.) and that no question is dismissed.  

 C_TEACHER: Next lesson let's do an "ask-it-basket"14 about sexting. 

C_LEADER: But to (…) also create a safe environment where kids feel they can ask 

questions. It's really important particularly around sex and sexuality especially, but in 

all topics really.  

However, there were also examples of teaching techniques which were founded in more 

autocratic methods:  

B_TEACHER: I've got a very specific style and I think I would keep it similar really 

in terms of structure, (…) so you need a starter that hooks them, you need some 

development progression within the lesson and testing understanding throughout the 

lesson, (…) I’d plan and structure it like any other lesson. 

B_LEADER: some people they're not interested unless it's a topic they want to be 

interested about and actually  (…) it's creating a culture in the school that actually no, 

this is what you do, you're always going to do it, this is important. 

Overall, the role of the teacher with regards to RSE varied between the schools. It may be 

reasonable to conclude that the role taken on by the teacher is more reflective of the school’s 

general pedagogical ideology as opposed to the discourse exclusive to RSE.  

 
14 Ask-it-basket is a classroom activity that involves the students writing a question and depositing it in a 

‘basket’ for the teacher to pull out at random and answer for the class (explained to me by C_TEACHER). 
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SE as a means of avoiding unwanted behaviour and combatting a social phenomenon  

Jones (2011) writes that liberal SE programmes were initiated as a response to an undesirable 

social phenomenon at the time, such as teenage pregnancy, venereal diseases, and divorce 

and/or single parent families. 

Throughout the data collection, two phenomena stood out as something to be avoided and to 

be given additional attention in the RSE programme: lack of consent and unhealthy 

relationships. Mention of these two phenomena came from school leaders, teachers and 

students but did not feature explicitly in the policies, be it national or local.  

A_LEADER: you know, a real focus on the healthy relationship side of things and 

we've got a sexual exploitation we've built in there. 

A_TEACHER: I think yeah consent might be bigger (…) I think consent's gotta be a 

key point. 

B_TEACHER: well first of all, to recognise whether it was a healthy relationship 

because we do a lot of work on healthy and unhealthy relationships. 

RESEARCHER: what is absolutely the most important thing they can take away 

when they leave the school? 

C_LEADER: Um, healthy relationships and consent. 

D_TEACHER: I think this is to do with them understanding really what a healthy 

relationship should be and the tools that they need (…)  to ensure that they have 

healthy relationships and that they can recognise unhealthy relationships and seek 

help. 

Students also highlighted these two topics as dominant within their RSE classes.  

 School A 

 ST3: I feel like part of the safeguarding is also like teaching us about how to keep 

ourselves safe, that's why they're so big on consent and stuff. 

School B 

RESEARCHER: What things have you talked about?  
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ST1: contraception.   

ST2: consent.  

ST5: Like being pressured and stuff like that (…) which I think goes kind of like, 

consent. 

ST2: Probably contraception and consent are covered- and healthy and unhealthy are 

covered the most. 

ST3 from school A rationalises that the particular focus on consent and ‘stuff’ is because the 

staff at his/her school are trying to keep them safe, naming safeguarding as a driving force for 

this. Despite there being an emphasis on the safety of young people and educating them as a 

means of keeping them out of harm’s way, there is little to no mention of what the threat is in 

any of the cases.  

Individualistic and instrumentalist pedagogies 

Given the neoliberal backdrop of education in England (Chapter 2), there has been a push in 

recent times for a more individualistic approach to teaching and learning which is also 

reflected in RSE. The data exposed examples of how some pedagogical techniques favoured 

the idea that each student is an exclusive being that is responsible for his/her own actions and 

therefore outcomes in life, or in this case, outcomes with regards to sex and relationships.  

On asking the Head at school B whether (s)he believed RSE should encourage young people 

to become independent critical thinkers, (s)he responded:  

B_HEAD: I think that's right (…) whatever we do they should be developing 

independent thought to be able to go out in their own way.  

When the same statement was posed to the teacher from school B, (s)he responded:  

B_TEACH: Yeah to some extent you're doing that, because (…) they will be in 

situations where they will need to assess it and make decisions (…) ‘if you were in this 

situation, what could you do and how could you respond’. 

Interestingly, both of their interpretation of an ‘independent critical thinker’ was, in fact, 

taken to mean an ‘independent thinker’, minus the critical element. This displays the 
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emphasis that is placed on students as individuals as opposed to members of a larger body, a 

society, a community. 

A similar scenario plays out in the interview with the leader at school A: 

A_LEADER: We follow the little story of a difficult situation where a kid gets 

involved in a gang type situation (…) at each point there was, pause the story, let's 

discuss this, what could they have done differently, is this to be believed, and I think 

that, through that discussion that critical thinking is developed - yeah massively. 

What is presented as a method of developing critical thinking ‘massively’ is arguably an 

example of instrumentalist pedagogy. When the story is paused, the students are encouraged 

to question the actions of the individual involved, ‘should they be believed?’, ‘how could they 

have acted differently?’. The implication is that the individual has made a series of decisions, 

right or wrong, and now they are facing the consequences of those, regardless of other factors 

at play. This display of responsibilisation pedagogy is very characteristic of the liberal 

education models as set out by Jones (2011).  

In a more explicit divulgence of information, the teacher from school C informed me about a 

‘new’ pedagogical approach that has become part of the ‘school’s model’: 

C_TEACHER: Students receive something called a 'core knowledge sheet' (…) and 

it's all of the facts, dare I say, relating to law, relating to names of STIs, relating to 

types of contraception, relating to everything you can think of that would be fact 

based. Things that we have decided they need to know. They then at the beginning of 

every lesson read that in silence for five minutes and they have a test - a quick quiz - 

five questions about that topic.  

(S)he introduced this as ‘far more knowledge-based in line with the new government 

thinking’. Two things strike me about this comment, (1) that the teacher describes this as a 

‘new’ way of thinking, indicating a shift in ‘best practice’ from a national level (2) the use of 

the phrase “dare I say” which is related to the teaching and learning of “facts”, in accordance 

to the new ‘knowledge-based’ model. This utterance perhaps indicates that the teacher is 

hesitant to the idea that this topic contains hard-and-fast facts.  
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 Critical SE discourse  

A critical orientation towards SE understands the purpose of teaching and learning about 

sexuality, sex and relationships to be a means of encouraging actions which would lead to a 

more equitable society. To achieve this, the elements within society which perpetuate 

inequalities must first be identified, understood and subsequently criticised. Without a critical 

lens with which to view the repressive facets of society, there is very little chance of exposing 

and driving them away. 

Features of critically oriented SE were less frequent, three in total: focus on developing basic 

critical skills; pedagogical methods that include viewing of alternative texts, lectures, and 

guest speakers from marginalized groups, activisms within and beyond the school; and an 

interest in the repressive qualities of power in the forms of sexism, heterosexism, and 

homophobia or in empowerment possibilities.  

Developing basic critical skills  

Except for school A, which offered explicit references to critical thinking, the remaining ones 

were mostly vague: 

A_LEADER: I think it's about teaching them to be critical and discerning and to 

realize that what they might see in a porn movie isn't real life. 

A_TEACHER: …having the skills and confidence to - if you don't know - how can 

you find it out. You know a lot of health information is online (.) trusting, trusting 

certain websites as well, building those sorts of skills. 

C_TEACHER: I actually am quite keen to tell them not to always just take what their 

parents say as the because parents have a hidden agenda. 

D_TEACHER: And then it's (…) knowing the influence of the media and how that 

affects them. 

As demonstrated, critical thinking in relation to RSE was presented in attachment to a 

concrete setting; watching porn; getting information about health on the internet; or listening 

to parents’ advice. The concept of encouraging critical thinking skills as a more general 

outcome did not come across as a priority for any of the members of staff in the four schools.  
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Pedagogical methods that include viewing of alternative texts, lectures, and guest 

speakers from marginalized groups, activisms within and beyond the school 

Although not a widespread theme, there was evidence of guest speakers from marginalized 

groups and activism within school C (see also section 5.3): 

C_LEADER: …there's a Norwich Pride teacher activist meeting next Monday about 

trying to get a group of activists in schools to share ideas and talk about what they're 

doing. 

This was the only school that seemed positive towards the benefits of offering young people 

alternative forms of input for RSE. School B’s teacher admitted that (s)he had wanted to 

organize a guest speaker or similar, acknowledging the advantages of such teaching, but 

confessed that (s)he had not done anything about it, without reason. The teacher from school 

D openly dismissed the idea stating:  

D_TEACHER: I've kind of not really wanted to because, again, it's a little bit like 

having a doctor make it very medical, like as much as I'm sure they deliver really good 

session, it kind of separates it, which I don't necessarily personally feel that that's the 

right decision. 

The statement of the teacher is somewhat contradictory since school D was the only one with 

a school doctor. (S)he insinuates that having an outside professional come into the school 

would ‘separate’ knowledge, but from what (s)he does not divulge.  

The lack of alternative methods of pedagogy for RSE may reflect the tendency of the schools 

to favour a liberal model of SE in which a more traditional, classroom-based pedagogy is 

preferred. However, the constraints the subject faces with regards to curriculum time and 

share of school resources (section 5.1) must also be acknowledged.   

An interest in the repressive qualities of power in the forms of sexism, heterosexism, and 

homophobia or in empowerment possibilities 

Sexuality education programmes which take an interest in the workings of power dynamics 

within society fit precisely into the critical orientation outlined by Jones (2011) and can be 

exemplified by some of the critical discourses listed; Anti-discrimination/Anti-harassment, 

Inclusive/Social Justice, Gay Liberationist and Postcolonial (p. 135). Such discourses give a 
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clear insight into how critically oriented SE programmes work to address the marginalisation 

of groups through teaching and learning.  

The RSE programmes offered at the schools were far from being categorised as any of the 

critical SE discourses named by Jones. However, they did reveal some hints of an 

understanding of RSE as having the possibility to heighten young people’s awareness of 

society’s discrimination of certain marginalised groups:  

C_LEADER: I think it's important that we (…) educate in terms of how people have 

been treated and that links to in a similar way to when we talk about race and when we 

talk about gender. 

C_LEADER: it's LGBT history month next month and I’ve been trying to do some 

stuff around getting everybody just to be more explicit. You know, just as simple as 

this this a poem by Carol Ann Duffy, Carol Ann Duffy is bisexual, she's the poet 

laureate, you know. 

D_LEADER: we've taken a step on that in terms of removing gender descriptors from 

uniform and all of our new loos are single occupancy out to the corridor so, that whole 

girl's toilet or boy's toilet I think can at times be an intimidating environment. 

Although the efforts of the leader from school D appear to draw on an interest in the 

repressive qualities of power with regards to gender, a contradiction was observed between 

the leader and the teacher. In a later conversation with the teacher at school D, (s)he explains:  

D_TEACHER: We have tried to mix it, but we've ended up coming back to split 

gender because it's it's really nice for the girls and the boys. 

… it's just nice to kind of sit down and have a chat about girly things, you know about 

menstrual cup, about how tampons work and how to shave your armpits. 

The efforts to remove gender from uniforms and toilet facilities seems somewhat 

counterintuitive when girls and boys are still being separated in the very subject that covers 

“sexuality” because it is deemed “nice” by one of the adults in charge. Unless the endeavour 

to remove gender descriptions is universal, there seems little likelihood of their removal 

whatsoever.  
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 Key findings of assumptions of SE  

The themes presented under the three subheadings in this chapter are born out of the 

analytical framework, specifically the four orientations as laid out within discourse 

framework developed by Jones (2011). This section aimed to satisfy research question 2; what 

are the key assumptions of relationship and sex education made by school leaders and 

teachers with the schools of the study?  

Table 6.1 presents the main findings. As can be seen, RSE was uniformly delivered based on 

a liberally oriented understanding of SE with slight variations and occasional elements of the 

conservative and critical traditions. This will be explored during the discussion section (7.2). 

Table 6.1  Key findings of key assumptions of sexuality education 

School  

and 

OFSTED 

rating  

A 

“Outstanding” 

B 

“Needs 

improvement” 

C 

“Good”  

D 

Orientation 

of SE   

Liberal 

 

(with elements of 

Conservative) 

 Liberal Liberal  

 

(with elements of 

Critical)  

Liberal 

 

(with elements of 

Conservative) 
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7  Discussion and conclusion 

Having presented the data and findings pertaining to research questions 1 and 2, this section 

moves on to a full discussion of the results, incorporating perspectives and conclusions as it 

develops. The results are interpreted using the context, literature review and the analytical 

framework as a lens through which to seek answers to these questions; In what way is it 

important and relevant, for whom, and why?  

 Organisation and structure of RSE  

The first question in this study sought to determine the organisation and structure of RSE in 

the four case study schools. This entailed examining the provision available, the strategy for 

change in operation and the contextual framework within which RSE is positioned.  

 Provision of RSE  

One of the main findings of this research was that generally, provision of RSE was weak and 

inconsistent among the four schools. These results are in line with previous studies which 

have described RSE as being set within “a perpetually shaky space in the formal school 

curriculum” (Ringrose, 2016, p. 38) and being “incoherent, inconsistent and, therefore, 

inequitable” (Corteen, 2006, p. 89).  

Findings relating to the lack of curriculum time are particularly consistent with Formby & 

Wolstenholme's 2012 study which mapped PSHE across England. Their findings confirmed 

that on average only 6.5% of secondary schools provided RSE on a weekly basis as opposed 

to 64% who delivered it once a year or less (2012). Turning to the results of this study, 22% 

of all PSHE classes at school A were thought to be dedicated to RSE. Thus, indicating that 

approximately 8.5 hours would be dedicated to RSE each school year. School B, which had 

the least provision, delivered around 10.5 hours of RSE throughout all years, an average of 

just over 2 hours a year.  

These results may be explained by the fact that there is no official curriculum for RSE, and 

schools are granted “flexibility to use their professional judgment to decide when and how 

best to provide PSHE” (Long, 2019, p.20). Which would support previous research into this 

field which have linked the ‘unofficial’ position of RSE to the lack of priority it holds 
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(Alldred & David, 2007; Corteen, 2006). However, that does not explain the fact that findings 

from this study showed that teachers and leaders in the schools mostly concurred that 

provision was poor, and the quality of their provision would improve with more classroom 

time. This leads me to believe that there is another factor holding schools back from 

increasing PSHE/RSE time.  

One explanation for this could be that there is simply not enough time to fit everything in, as 

suggested by the leader at school D; “ultimately there is a limit to how many things you can 

do in the day”. Although, I would guess with a certain amount of confidence that (s)he would 

not have responded in the same way had I questioned him/her on curriculum time for maths or 

history.  

Therefore, I suppose that the factor inhibiting schools from prioritizing curriculum time for 

RSE is its perceived ‘position’ within the school. The lack of statutory status for both RSE 

and PSHE over the past twenty years has arguably characterised the subjects as non-essential, 

distinguishing them from their ‘national curriculum’ counterparts. Occupying this inferior 

position for two decades has created a space where RSE can be eliminated or reduced as and 

when the school leadership deem another subject more worthy of curriculum time.  

The results of this study show that of the four case-study schools, two schools (B and C) had 

RSE provision decreased in recent years to make way for ‘core’ subjects like English, maths 

and science. In both cases, the decision was attributed to the school leadership being adamant 

to raise the standard of the school – aiming to achieve a better result in school inspections. 

Notably, the two schools where this happened, are the two schools with the lowest inspection 

rating and Progress 8 scores (see Table 4.1) This finding is particularly meaningful in relation 

to how recent policies have impacted on RSE.  

This observation may support the hypothesis that tighter neoliberal policies which focus 

heavily on school assessment and measuring outcomes have caused provision for RSE to be 

reduced. This is to carve out time for the school to focus on raising core subject results which 

in turn would improve their league table position. This has a number of implications.   

Firstly, it provides evidence that in the current climate, for schools to be deemed ‘outstanding’ 

(in reference to OFSTED inspection results) schools feel the need to elevate their core 

subjects and reduce their non-core subjects. Presumably, this is done in a bid to produce better 
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exam results. This may explain why all three of the schools which delivered education from 

age 11 to 16 purposefully removed the older year groups from PSHE/RSE provision in order 

to work on exam techniques, CV building and applications to higher education institutes.  

This desire for good inspection results is also married to being desirable for parents. One of 

the teachers supports this by saying “the school is in a good place, in terms of being 

oversubscribed”. These findings confirm the association between neoliberal policies which 

encourage parental choice and school competition and the eventual weakening of provision 

for subjects like RSE. Despite a lack of research specifically linked to SE provision, a very 

recent study on the effects of neoliberalism on music education in the US found that 

neoliberal policies had brought about a decline in music education provision (Aróstegui, 

2020).  

So, to answer an earlier question that was born out of these findings (see section 5.1.2) – why 

is RSE curriculum time not prioritized despite a consensus in schools that it is both wanted 

and needed? Ultimately, having a fully developed and well-built RSE curriculum does not 

contribute to the parental appeal and competitiveness of the school. Thus, school leaders are 

forced to appropriate time away from RSE to subjects that ‘matter’ to league tables and 

parents. This is not necessarily due to personal choice, the evidence in this research suggests 

otherwise, but due to a ‘survival of the fitness’ mentality that has been fostered in the 

education sector by increasing neoliberal pressure to turn neighbouring schools into rivals.   

 Models of health education  

The current study found that all four of the schools studied exuded typical characteristics of 

the traditional education model. Features of the traditional education model are a top-down 

strategy for change and a narrow contextual framework.  

The authors of the framework (Hagquist and Starrin, 1997) outline that the focus of the 

‘traditional education’ model is individualization and a strong focus on health-related 

behaviour and decision making. A possible reason for the homogenous nature of this finding 

is that it closely reflects the concepts laid out in the national SRE guidance. The 2000 SRE 

guidance focuses heavily on the fact that young people are responsible for their own decision 

making and that given the ‘facts’ and ‘skills’ necessary, they should be ‘equipped’ to make 

healthy choices. Furthermore, the three available school-level policies carefully reflect this 
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model too, often by duplicating the national guidance word-for-word. These results also 

reflect those of Corteen (2006) and Elliott (2014) who, during evaluations of SE programmes 

in the UK and US, found that there was a distinct emphasis on the individual making 

decisions about their sexual health and being a recipient of knowledge as opposed to an active 

member who also contributes knowledge to the classroom.  

Although the findings position all schools as having the same strategy for change and the 

same contextual framework, there were some marginal differences, which will now be 

discussed.  

On the question of strategy for change, teaching staff held mostly all the decision-making 

power for the planning and implementation of the RSE policies and content. However, the 

structural elements of RSE were controlled by school leaders and governors who seemed to 

maintain a tight grip on matters such as curriculum time, positioning of RSE and allocation to 

RSE throughout the year groups. This established a dynamic wherein teachers were aware of 

students needs and wants but were not empowered to make changes to those ends. 

Furthermore, students themselves were rarely involved and when they were it was understood 

as tokenistic and unlikely to evoke actual change.  

In relation to curriculum time for RSE, this top-down strategy for change left teachers and 

students powerless in the fight to get more curriculum time. These results could be related to 

the conclusions drawn in section 7.1.1 on the provision of RSE. That is to say, school leaders 

faced national pressures to keep their schools above national averages and achieve good 

results, so they are, in effect, coerced into having to maintain a tight grip over the provisions 

they allocate to certain subjects. This explanation as to why leaders cannot relinquish the 

vertical system of control regarding RSE is supported by one teacher who stated:  

C_TEACHER: I think our head teacher would absolutely, I really believe this, would 

absolutely love to say to me - have four periods a fortnight back. But (s)he's under so 

much pressure.  

This speaks to the fact that leaders who value the subject and see the importance of a high-

quality SE cannot seem to afford to allocate time to the subject for fear of reducing the 

school’s overall success rate. This is, again, reminiscent of the neoliberal developments over 
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recent decades that have increased the role of a ‘good school, bad school’ rhetoric - based on 

concepts of freedom of choice and raising standards through competition.  

Results pertaining to the contextual framework within which RSE is practiced showed that the 

schools all delivered RSE with narrow contexts. A distinct feature of wide contextual 

frameworks that was missing in all schools researched was the incorporation of the local 

environment as an important element of RSE. 

It seems possible that this is due to the extremely limited time on offer. Take school B for 

instance, where on average RSE is taught for 2 hours each year, thus making a trip to the local 

sexual health clinic to discuss STIs with a sexual health nurse, or similar activity, an 

impossibility. 

A discussion of the C-card scheme15 took place in three of the four schools, prompted by the 

school leader or teacher, meaning that there is an awareness of the interaction between school 

and community with regards to SE. However, none of the schools from the research are C-

card depositories. School A attributed the decision not to be a holder to the school governors 

being “old fashioned” in their thinking.  

School C had the widest context for RSE. They had included members of the local 

community in the teaching and learning of RSE by having guest speakers from outside groups 

come into the school, for instance the Norfolk LGBT project. During the interview with the 

leader at school C, (s)he raised a very interesting point which impacts the results significantly. 

In discussion of the school’s involvement with outside agencies and activists from 

marginalised group, the leader said:  

C_LEADER: But, you know, is it being slightly negative, is it because I'm LGBT? 

(…) The system, I think, relies on people in schools thinking that is a really important 

issue, individuals. And that's the problem, that it should be more systemic. It shouldn't 

rely on individuals. If I went and got another job, would it? Nobody in the leadership 

team is oppositional to it and everybody agrees with it. But… would somebody 

 
15 The c-card scheme is aimed at young people between 13-24 years old who can register to get a range of free 

condoms, femidoms, lube, dams, information and advice. The scheme is available from a range of places 

including: health centres, GP practices, colleges and schools (NHS, 2020).  
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continue to raise it up? And if nobody does and it needs to come from government. 

(…) So, that's the problem. 

The leader has drawn the conclusion that his/her school’s wider context for RSE is a result of 

a personal interest in the subject, given that they themselves are part of the LGBT community. 

They also imply that without this interest in doing so, it would not happen – which they 

attribute to a lack of direction from the Government. Given that school C was the only school 

to be involved in community-based ventures of this nature, this is a feasible explanation.  

To bring the discussion back to the lack of prescribed content for RSE in order to “allow 

schools flexibility” (DfE, 2019), this is likely to cause variations in programmes. Abbott et al. 

(2016), in their examination of how teachers formulate and justify their approach to teaching 

SRE, note that the discourses chosen by individual teachers are just as important as the more 

formal elements like national guidance and school-level policy. They highlight that this level 

of freedom can result in the delivery of morally underpinned programmes such as ‘abstinence 

only’, which might serve to satisfy a teacher’s more conservative standpoint (2016, p. 679). In 

the case of school C, the leader has used their freedom to increase the prevalence of LGBT 

issues by inviting in guest speakers from representative groups. Altogether, the range of 

freedom that schools are granted seems to support the research referenced earlier which 

positions RSE as “shaky”, “inconsistent” and “incoherent” (Corteen, 2006; Ringrose, 2016).  

Another interesting outcome of the analysis on contextual framework was the weight given to 

“auditing” and “cross-curricular” reviews. References to this were present in three of the four 

schools. These audits took stock of where in the school (which subjects) RSE was being 

delivered and how targets were being met. This demonstrates the enlarging of the in-school 

context for RSE as opposed to the overall context, including external settings. There are 

several possible explanations for this, I will explore two that correspond to the findings.   

Firstly, conducting audits to find out which other subjects are covering elements of RSE 

might suggest that this is a solution to the lack of curriculum time. As the school leader from 

school A mentions; “I need to audit across the school to make sure we are hitting 

everywhere”. Comments of a similar vein were mentioned in school B: “***** reviewed all 

of the provision (…) to see about actually where are there other avenues in the school where 

it's delivered”. References of this nature may reflect that as RSE becomes statutory in 
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September 2020, teachers are looking to find ways of ensuring that all the content is covered, 

given that their own curriculum time is limited.  

A second explanation for the recurrent references to ‘auditing’ could relate to the 

‘datafication’ of education generally (Ozga, 2009). As Keddie reminds her readers, education 

is currently positioned in a “hyper-accountable and competitive environment where academic 

achievement and maintaining standards in relation to this achievement are utmost priorities” 

(2013, p. 751). So, given that RSE is a non-examined subject and does not require students to 

be assessed, conducting an audit and collecting data on the subject in this way may satisfy 

such a need. However, caution must be applied to this deduction as I did not investigate this 

topic specifically with members of staff in the four schools.  

 Conclusion 

With respect to research question 1, the four schools were organised and structured within a 

‘traditional’ model of health education which means school leaders operated a top-down 

decision-making strategy. This meant that leaders decided the amount of and position of RSE 

provision, whilst teachers oversaw the content and delivery of RSE. The provision was 

generally weak and had been downsized in some cases to make way for other subjects. RSE 

was delivered in a narrow contextual framework meaning teaching and learning rarely went 

beyond the traditional format of knowledge assimilation from teacher to students, set within 

the formal classroom setting. Furthermore, the evidence showed that the schools with the 

lower OSFTED inspection results and Progress 8 scores, also had the least provision, likely as 

a result of shifting their attention to raising their performance results.  

In conclusion I lean on the words of one teacher, who referred to RSE as “the fall guy”. I 

deduce that RSE holds a feeble place in the curriculum as a result of the two major forces; (1) 

increased neoliberal education policies which promote competition and data driven 

performance management and (2) a lack of consensus about the right way forward for RSE 

programmes in schools, ultimately leading to Governments sweeping it under the rug.  

The implication of these findings is important for the way that the new RSE guidance is 

received by schools, specifically with regards to the space that RSE takes up within the 

curriculum. Introducing RSE as a statutory element of the curriculum goes some way in 

raising its profile, however this alone will not bring about uniformity in provision which 
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ensures all young people receive a thorough and evidence-based education on SE. RSE needs 

to make its way into the criteria for accountability measures, that way – it is likely to be taken 

seriously.  

 Key assumptions of sexuality education.  

The key finding to emerge from the analysis of sexuality discourses is that the four schools all 

delivered a ‘liberally’ oriented version of RSE. Elements of other orientations were present in 

the analysis and there was some variation between the schools but features of liberal 

discourses were most prominent through all the data collection.  

The findings show that the schools shared some leading features known to be typical of a 

liberal orientation to SE (Jones, 2011); a focus on skills and knowledge for personal 

choice/development; placing authority on individuals themselves; recognition of diversity 

beyond the heteronormative model; age-appropriate learning; teacher as a facilitator; SE as a 

means of avoiding unwanted behaviour; SE as a means of combatting a social phenomenon; 

and individualistic and instrumental pedagogies.  

The element which seemed to display most consensus between the four schools was the role 

of RSE, which was understood as teaching sexuality skills and knowledge for personal choice 

and development. This is in line with the 2019 national guidance, which sets out a very 

similar standpoint, with the first paragraph stating that “pupils need knowledge that will 

enable them to make informed decisions” as well as being able to “put this knowledge into 

practice as they develop the capacity to make sound decisions” (DfE, 2019, p. 8). Although it 

is an updated version, it does not stray too far from the opening line of the 2000 SRE 

guidance which stated, “Effective sex and relationship education is essential if young people 

are to make responsible and well informed decisions about their lives” (DfEE, 2000, p. 3). 

Essentially, the liberal way of thinking about SE is that provided with reliable, unbiased 

information, young people should be able to make healthy decisions about matters of sex and 

relationships. In interviews with teachers and leaders, this sentiment was demonstrated very 

clearly, with their answers even mimicking the wording of the guidance closely.  

As discussed in the ‘setting the scene’ chapter (section 2.3.4), this element of the guidance 

documents also has the function of developing a responsible sexual agent. Meaning that the 

government have taken a neoliberal stance which focuses on policies and reforms which 
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increase an individual’s sense of responsibility for their own actions and choices. Essentially, 

to displace the responsibility of the consequences away from the Government.   

The responsibilisation of young people with regards to decision making around sex and 

relationships is juxtaposed against their non-existent position in the hierarchy of top-down 

decision making. Young people are expected to turn the skills and knowledge they have been 

taught into ‘good’ choices – ‘good’ as judged against the values of adult groups.  

School C stood out as emitted a more critical understanding of RSE, features included: 

developing basic critical skills; pedagogical methods that include viewing of alternative texts, 

lectures, and guest speakers from marginalized groups, activisms within and beyond the 

school; and an interest in the repressive qualities of power. Although other schools, namely A 

and D, displayed some minor cases of a critical orientation towards SE, these were at times 

limited or unsound. It is somewhat significant that school C had both the widest contextual 

framework for RSE and a more critical orientation to RSE. There is a strong link between the 

two features and as was discussed in the previous subsection (7.1.2), this may have something 

to do with the personal pursuits of those leading the programme.  

However, all schools were missing a key element of the critical orientation; ‘action-based’ 

curriculum and the facilitation of student’s involvement in- and outside the school. In fact, 

there were instances in the data when the idea of encouraging student action or critical 

thinking were rejected by members of staff. This may demonstrate the disparity between the 

school’s two potential roles. The first is that the school is there to help and support the 

individual students, if they should need it. They strive to offer an ‘in-school’ environment 

which is open, inclusive and understanding. However, when it comes to the school’s other 

potential role, that the school is fundamental in tackling society-wide issues, there appears to 

be a disinclination. This position is largely typical of a liberal model of education. This would 

explain the reluctance that I received when asking teachers and leaders whether SRE should 

encourage collaborative student action which would lead to a more equitable society.  

Additionally, the findings raised ‘consent’ as a dominant topic in the RSE content. This 

reflects findings from a recent study on teacher’s perceptions of the reformed PSHE 

curriculum, which found that sexual consent was one of the most frequently discussed in the 

SRE topics (Davies & Matley, 2020). This could be attributed to the combatting of social 

phenomena, as discussed in section 2.3.1. Evidence suggests that an increased political 
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acknowledgement of gender and sexual violence among teenagers has led to debates about 

understandings of consent (Coy et al., 2013, 2016; Sundaram, 2014). This scenario is 

reflective of the earlier push to combat teenage pregnancies, which did so by increasing a 

discourse of responsibilisation. In this case, one teacher said RSE was about “respecting your 

own body and not allowing yourself to kind of be exploited or used”. Interestingly, this also 

contains notions of individual responsibilisation typical of liberal discourses of SE. The duty 

falls to the individual not to allow themselves to be exploited, rather than the more critical 

approach to this issue which would be; to combat exploitation as it is a crime. 

 Conclusion  

In answer to research question 2; what are the key assumptions of relationship and sex 

education made by school leaders and teachers within selected schools? 

The key assumptions made by staff at the selected schools were guided mostly by liberal 

understandings of SE. That is, with a focus on skills and knowledge, students should be 

encouraged to make their own informed decisions regarding relationships and sex. This is also 

underpinned by the understanding that the amount of freedom and individual choice granted 

to a young person is directly correlated to their maturity. The judgement of what young 

people need to know, and are ‘ready’ for, with regards to RSE is largely, if not completely, 

adult led. In the words of one of the RSE teachers interviewed: “I think it's just all about 

equipping them with what they need to know, basically”.  

As different concerns arise concerning young people, such as teenage pregnancy or consent, 

RSE appears to adapt and make space to talk about these pressing issues. What is striking is 

that this takes the form of a very individualistic approach. Schools seem to shy away from 

tackling the discussion around the cause of social issues, but rather dealing with the individual 

perspective. Should schools take up the arena for social action, I wonder if social issues might 

be combatted with longer lasting effects, or a greater critical understanding of society.   

 Concluding remarks  

The overall guiding question of this thesis was: How does the current sexuality education 

policy context in England shape relationship and sex education in selected secondary 

schools? 
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The research has shown that the government’s favouring of school and teacher performance 

management has led to the weakening of subjects which are understood as falling outside this 

remit; non-core and non-assessed subjects. Provision is at risk of being taken away in favour 

of subjects which are more valuable to the school’s overall success rate. Once branded as 

‘requires improvement’ or ‘inadequate’, schools appear to streamline the process to raise their 

performance results. The school’s performance seems to be fronted by the school leadership 

while the delivery of RSE is left to the teaching staff, with little support from either the 

government or within their school.     

The study has also found that the neoliberal model of governance which focuses on increasing 

the responsibilisation and accountability of individuals, has penetrated the SE field. The 2000 

SRE guidance calls for schools to teach SRE to deliver the skills and facts needed to make 

informed choices. Pedagogies of individualism and instrumentalism follow suit at the school 

level. In the case of making a ‘choice’ deemed as risky or leading to an unwanted outcome, 

others around are encouraged to see this as an example of outcomes when an individual did 

not utilize the skills and facts they had been given.  

All findings considered, neoliberal education policies combined with the ‘shaky’ space that 

SE occupies has left RSE in schools abridged and heavily focused on students transforming 

knowledge into good decisions.  

Going forward, one thing is clear; the status and provision of RSE needs to be drastically 

improved in schools. I envision two possible routes to this end.  

On the one hand; this might be done by granting RSE the same power as other ‘measurable’ 

subjects and increasing its perceived value in the curriculum hierarchy. On the other hand; the 

education system, generally, could focus less on competition and accountability and instead 

concentrate its efforts on delivering a holistic, comprehensive and inclusive education. 

Ideally, positioned within the society around it to set young people up for a fulfilling life.  

I will not risk holding my breath for the latter, so for now, and for the sake of young people, 

RSE needs to be understood as contributing to the performance rating of a school.  
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9 Appendices 

Appendix 1A – Codebook for data related to the 

structure and organisation of RSE in schools 

Models Codes Examples 

Traditional 

Education 

models 

• Top-down strategy for change    

• narrow-contextual framework    

• traditional school teaching    

• direct dissemination of knowledge    

• given the facts, pupils would make 

rational choices  

 

• practiced in the classroom    

• students mostly being passive 

recipients of information   

 

• individualization    

• concentration on health-related 

behaviour  

 

Modern 

Education 

models 

• bottom-up strategy for change    

• narrow-contextual framework    

• Rooted within behavioural and socio-

psychologically   

 

• pupils are active participants    

• mainly applied in the classroom   

• individual centering and group 

focusing   

 

• social skills are addressed    

• resistance skills are addressed    

• general skills are addressed    

• focus on factors that influence 

behaviour  

 

Planner 

Education 

models 

• Top-down strategy for change    

• wide contextual framework    

• entire school (possibly 

community/society) is involved   

 

• pupil participation is emphasized    

• programs are run *for* students rather 

than *with* and *by* students  
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• concentrate on the individual and the 

environment   

 

• values 3 concepts; school curriculum, 

school environment and community 

outreach   

 

• does not contain notions of; 

participation, empowerment and pupil 

involvement  

 

Empowerment 

education 

models 

• bottom-up strategy for change    

• wide contextual framework    

• pupil participation is emphasized    

• participant orientation is a 

prerequisite   

 

• students actively given the 

opportunity to participate in and 

control the development work   

 

• school and local environment are 

essential   

 

• children are seen as partners in health 

education work   

 

• children are seen as capable of 

representing themselves  

 

• children are seen as capable of making 

decisions concerning their health   

 

• children are seen as capable of 

participating in health care work  

 

 

Source: Developed based on Hagquist & Starrin, 1997.  
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Appendix 1B - Codebook for data related to key 

assumptions of sexuality discourses within RSE 

 

Code Sub codes   Examples  

 

 

Conservative 

orientation to 

RSE 

• Transmit dominant sexualities   

• Educate against perceived threats   

• Gender, sex and sexuality as two-dimensional (masculine male or 

feminine female)  

 

• Focus on the role of heterosexual marriage and procreativity  

• Children and young people are asexual and possess a natural 

purity 

 

• “deviation” from dominating understandings of sexuality is 

branded sinful, deviant, shameful, and/or punishable, ultimately 

leading to a multitude of negative consequences 

 

• Teachers are masters and transmit knowledge to passive students 

who are not granted agency over their sexuality 

 

 

Liberal 

orientation to 

RSE 

• Teaching sexuality skills and knowledge for personal 

choice/development  

 

• Authority is placed within the individual themselves  

• Recognition of diversity beyond the heteronormative model  

• Self-actualization is prominent  

• Age-appropriate learning   

• Teacher as a facilitator - offering multiple options from which to 

choose (democratic) 

 

• Sexuality education as a means of avoiding unwanted behaviours  

• Used as a means of combatting a social phenomenon  

• Individualistic and instrumentalist pedagogies  
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Critical 

orientations to 

RSE 

• Schools facilitate integrated student action-based society's 

privileging of particular sexualities and sexual identities 

 

• Student-cantered, action-based curricula are favoured  

• teachers and community members acting as facilitators  

• an interest in the repressive qualities of power in the 

forms of sexism, heterosexism, and homophobia or in 

empowerment possibilities 

 

• a focus on developing basic critical skills  

• greater opportunities for participation in real-world community 

processes and structures 

 

• The body is political, and its desires, pleasures, activities, and 

relations exist within a power dynamic  

 

• Pedagogical methods may include viewing of alternative texts, 

lectures, and guest speakers from marginalized groups, activisms 

within and beyond the school 

 

 

Postmodern 

orientations to 

RSE  

• Various sex, gender, and sexuality frameworks and positions are 

explored 

 

• Multiple perspectives on issues and knowledge are taught  

• Teachers may “play devil's advocate” in relation to the student  

• develop in students a critical oppositional position in relation to 

the dominant order 

 

• Teachers facilitate study, debate, and individual and group 

exploration of frameworks 

 

• student engagement in a range of theoretical and historio-cultural 

perspectives on an issue 

 

 

Source: Developed based on Jones, 2011. 
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Appendix 2 – Types of school in England 

Faith 

Schools 

Faith schools are obliged to follow the national curriculum, however they 

are exempt from the Religious Education curriculum. Making an 

application to a faith school should be open to all, although they may have 

admission and staffing policies different to state schools.  

Free schools  These schools are government funded but not run by the LA. They cannot 

use academic selection as they are ‘all-ability’ schools, however they have 

much more control over things like school calendar, staff pay and they do 

not have to follow the national curriculum. Often, free schools are run by 

groups including charities, universities, teachers, parents or businesses.  

Academies 

 

These are schools which are funded by central government not local 

authorities. They do not have to follow the national curriculum and can set 

their own term dates. They follow the same rules as state schools on 

OFSTED inspections, special educational needs and exclusions. 

 Academy converter 

This is usually a school which has chosen to convert to academy status. It 

inherits the performance history of its predecessor school, unlike a sponsor 

led academy, which does not. Academy converters can also be former 

'Academy sponsor-led' schools that are now under the management of a 

new trust. They continue to be government funded but are independent of 

the LA.  

Academy sponsor led 

These academies differ from other academies in that they are run by a trust 

that was established by a sponsor (usually universities, education charities 
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Note. Adapted from Government Digital Service. (n.d.) Types of school. Retrieved from 

https://www.gov.uk/types-of-school  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

or business sponsors). Also, although any academy can have a sponsor, 

those which are 'sponsor led' were typically underperforming and in need of 

help from a sponsor to improve performance. Some sponsor led academies 

were entirely new schools built to meet an increased need for school places. 

Community 

schools / 

Maintained 

school  

These schools are funded by government and maintained/run by the LA. All 

schools classed as ‘maintained schools’ must follow the national curriculum 

and must adhere to the national teacher pay and conditions. They will also 

be inspected by OFSTED regularly. Maintained schools are overseen by 

governors and are held to account by their local authority.  

Independent 

school 

 

This is a school which is not maintained by a local authority and does not 

have academy status. Governance arrangements vary, but such a school will 

always have a registered proprietor. It usually raises its income through 

charging fees to parents, but may also receive state funding through local 

authorities - especially for early years places and places for pupils with 

special educational needs. Some, but not all, such schools have charitable 

status. Independent schools do not have to follow the national curriculum.  

https://www.gov.uk/types-of-school
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Appendix 3 – Requirements for RSE, by school type 

Type of school Requirements for RSE provision Requirements for RSE school 

policy 

Community/ 

maintained  

schools 

Secondary phase schools are 

required to provide sex and 

relationship education on HIV, 

AIDS, and other sexually 

transmitted infections.  

When taught, it must have “due 

regard” to the 2000 Sex and 

Relationship Guidance (DfEE, 

2000). 

Must have an up-to-date SRE policy 

available for inspection and for 

parents/guardians on request. This 

responsibility falls to the school’s 

governing body. 

Academies SRE is not compulsory, but if it is 

taught it must have ‘due regard’ to 

the Sex and Relationship Guidance 

(DfEE, 2000). 

Are not required to have an up-to-

date SRE policy, however it is 

recommended that they have one if 

they are teaching SRE.   

Free schools SRE is not compulsory, but if it is 

taught it must have ‘due regard’ to 

the Sex and Relationship Guidance 

(DfEE, 2000). 

Must have an up-to-date SRE policy 

available for inspection and for 

parents/guardians on request. This 

responsibility falls to the school’s 

governing body. 

Independent 

schools  

SRE is not compulsory, but if it is 

taught it must have ‘due regard’ to 

the Sex and Relationship Guidance 

(DfEE, 2000).  

Are not required to have an up-to-

date SRE policy, however it is 

recommended that they have one if 

they are teaching SRE.   

 

Note. Adapted from PSHE Association (n.d) Curriculum and Resources. Curriculum. 

https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/curriculum-and-resources/curriculum 

https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/curriculum-and-resources/curriculum
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Appendix 4 – Interview guide for school leaders  

The following is an example of the interview guide used to conduct the semi-structured 

interviews with school leaders. The identifying details have been removed in order to 

maintain the anonymity of the school and participants involved.  

Interview guide for school leaders at  

• What do you do at this School?   

• How long have you been doing this?   

• When did you start working here?   

• What did you study before getting into teaching?   

• What subjects have you taught?   

How involved are you generally with RSE here?   

*****’s RSE policy was written in *****. (Refer to a copy)   

• Were you involved in the making/writing of this policy?   

• What do you know about how it was developed?   

• Who was involved? Etc.   

How is RSE organised in this school?   

• Which subjects are responsible for teaching RSE?  

• How are these classes organised/timetabled?   

• How “free” are teachers to develop their own content/lessons?   

• Do school leaders follow them up (closely/loosely)?   

With regards to teachers who teach RSE, what training/qualifications do they usually have?  

Or are they expected to have?   

Does this school collaborate with any outside organisations, groups or professionals in the 

community in the delivery of RSE?  

Generally, how often would you say changes are made to the way RSE is delivered at this 

school?   

(New materials, content, organisation, input, policy etc.)   
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If changes were to be made to RSE in this school, how would that happen?   

• Who would be involved?   

• What would inform the changes?  

• Is this process any different to other subjects?   

• If so, how?  

In ***** RSE policy it says “…..” *  

• Can you explain what this means?  

• How does this work in practice?   

How would you describe the way RSE is taught in class?    

Does this differ from other subjects? Take English as an example – if so, how?   

What would you say is the main “role / function” of the teacher in a typical SRE class?   

Does this differ from other subjects? Take English as an example – if so, how?  

 How are students involved in the lessons?   

Which outcome of RSE do you consider to be the most important?   

How do you think is the ***** way to achieve it?  

In this school’s RSE policy, the first aim listed under the heading “*****” is this:  

“*****” 

What does this mean for the students?   

Overall, whose role do you think it is to educate young people on sexuality education?   

In your own words, what is the “point” of educating young people on RSE?   

To what extent do you agree with the following statements about RSE?   

1. SE should represent dominant sexualities   

2. SE should teach sexuality skills and knowledge in order to encourage personal choice and 

development  

3. SE should work to address society's marginalization of particular sexualities   

4. SE should encourage collaborative student action which would lead to a more equitable 

society   

5. SE should encourage students to become independent critical thinkers. Meaning that 

students themselves use theory and concepts of SE to understand what is dominant in the 

world around them.   
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If you imagine one of your students leaving *****, what kind of skills would you like them to 

possess with regards to Relationships and Sexuality?   

To what extent do you consider SE to be political?   

Do politics / social issues feature in the RSE you offer at this school?   

Does this school face any particular challenges with regards to the delivery of RSE?   

The government has developed a new national guidance for Relationship and Sex Education.   

• Do you know about the new guidance?   

• What will it mean for your school?   

• Were both guides used to develop today’s programme? How?   

This means that RSE will be compulsory from September 2020.   

• What do you think about this change?   

 

Note. * refers to a quote in the school’s policy pertaining to the school’s pedagogical 

approach to RSE. 
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Appendix 5 – Interview guide for RSE teachers   

The following is an example of the interview guide used to conduct the semi-structured 

interviews with teachers of RSE. The identifying details have been removed in order to 

maintain the anonymity of the school and participants involved.  

Interview guide for a teacher of RSE at  

• What do you do at this School?   

• How long have you been doing this?   

• When did you start working here?   

• What did you study before getting into teaching?   

• What subjects have you taught?   

• How much of your time do you spend with RSE?   

• *****’s policy was written in *****. (Refer to a copy)   

• What do you know about it?   

• Were you involved in the making/writing of this policy?   

• What do you know about how it was developed?   

• Who was involved? Etc.   

• How is RSE organised in this school?   

• Which subjects are responsible for teaching RSE?  

• How are these classes organised/timetabled?   

• How “free” are you as a teacher to develop your own content/lessons?   

• Do school leaders follow you up (closely/loosely)?   

• Have you had any training related to RSE?   

• How, where and by whom was this delivered?   

• Did you feel it was useful for your everyday work with RSE?   

• Does this school collaborate with any outside organisations, groups or professionals in the 

community in the delivery of RSE?  

• Generally, how often would you say changes are made to the way RSE is delivered at this 

school?  (New materials, content, organisation, input, policy etc.)   
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• If changes were to be made to RSE in this school, how would that happen?   

• Who would be involved?   

• What would inform the changes?  

• Is this process any different to other subjects?  If so, how?  

• In ****’s policy it says “….” * 

• What kind of methods do you use for this?   

• How does this work in practice?  

• How would you describe the way RSE is taught in class?   (teaching “style/method”) 

• Does this differ from other subjects? Take English as an example – if so, how?   

• What would you say is your main “role / function” as a teacher in a typical RSE class?   

• Does this differ from other subjects you teach? If so, how?   

•  How are students involved in RSE lessons?   

• What is expected of them?   

• Which outcome of RSE do you consider to be the most important?   

• How do you think is the ***** way to achieve it?  

• In this school’s RSE policy, the first aim listed under the heading “aims and values” is this:  

“****.”  

• What does this mean for students?  

• Overall, whose role do you think it is to educate young people on sexuality education?   

• In your own words, what is the “point” of educating young people on RSE?   

• To what extent do you agree with the following statements about RSE?   

1. SRE should represent dominant sexualities   

2. SRE should teach sexuality skills and knowledge in order to encourage personal choice and 

development  

3. SRE should work to address society's marginalization of particular sexualities   

4. SRE should encourage collaborative student action which would lead to a more equitable 

society   
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5. SRE should encourage students to become independent critical thinkers. Meaning that 

students themselves use theory and concepts of SE to understand what is dominant in the 

world around them.   

• If you imagine one of your students leaving *****, what kind of skills would you like them 

to possess with regards to Relationships and Sex?   

• To what extent do you consider RSE to be political?   

• Do politics / social issues feature in the RSE you offer at this school?   

• Does this school face any particular challenges with regards to the delivery of RSE?   

• The government has developed a new national guidance for Relationship and Sex 

Education.   

• Do you know about the new guidance?   

• What will it mean for your school?  

• Were both guides used to develop today’s programme? How?   

• This means that RSE will be compulsory from September 2020.   

• What do you think about this change?   

 

Note. * refers to a quote in the school’s policy pertaining to the school’s pedagogical 

approach to RSE. 
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Appendix 6– Focus group guide for students 

The following is an example of a focus group guide used during the focus group with students 

in participating schools. The identifying details have been removed in order to maintain the 

anonymity of the school and participants involved. 

Focus group guide for student focus group at …  

• Do all the students at this school get RSE classes?   

• Which subject teaches sex education in this school?   

• Why do you think that “RSE” doesn’t get its own subject?  

• Does this make sense to you?   

• Is it “logical” for RSE to be taught under PSHE? Why so?   

• Are there any other subjects where it might be useful to have sex education? Why?   

• How often do you have RSE classes?   

• Do you think that is enough? Why or why not?   

• Why do you think it is not taught more / less?   

• Who teaches the sex education classes at this school?   

• Is it the same teacher you have for any other subjects?   

• What about people from outside the school? Visitors?   

• Do you have any other suggestions about who could teach you instead? Why? What 

would be the benefits?   

• Can you tell me some of the topics that you’ve covered in your RSE classes?   

• (e.g. condom demonstration class, STIs)   

• Do you think there are any topics that should be covered but aren’t? Like what?   

• Are there any topics which get more time and attention than others? Why do you think 

that is?   

• Have you heard any teacher at this school talk about “pleasure” with regards to sex and 

relationships?  

• If no:- what do you think would happen if the school started to teach about pleasure in 

sex education?   

• This school has a document which is called the “Relationship and Sex Education _____ 

”. Have you ever heard of that document?   

• In that RSE document it states that one of the aims of teaching RSE is to teach you 

“_____”  
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• What do you think that means?    

• Do you think that’s been included in the RSE classes you’ve had?   

• Do your RSE classes have the same “classroom style / feeling” as your other classes 

(take English for example)?   

• If yes: How does the teacher organise the classes?  Structure? Homework? Test etc.?   

• What sort of activities do you do?   

• If no: How are they different?  

• What things make them different from your other classes?   

• Does the teacher do things different because it’s a sex education class do you think? 

Why’s that?   

• What do you think about that?   

• What is important in an RSE teacher?   

• What would make them a good teacher?   

• What kind of characteristics should they have?   

• What kind of things would they do in class?   

• What is their relationship like with the students?   

• Thinking back over the SRE classes you’ve had.   

• Can you think of a class which was particularly good? Why so?   

• Generally, would you say you (that students in this school) are pleased with the sex 

education they get?   

• If yes – what do you think is good about the sex education at *****?   

• Let’s imagine there are some students who don’t think the sex education classes are 

very good. What could they do about that? Who could they speak to? What do you 

think would happen to their complaint? Would things change?   

• If no – what do you think would make sex education at ***** better?   

• Let’s imagine some students wanted to express their opinion that sex education wasn’t 

as good as it could be. What could they do about that? Who could they speak to? What 

do you think would happen to their complaint? Would things change?  

• Do you feel that you have a “say” in the evaluation of your sex education classes?   

• In what ways?   

• Do you feel it is important to have a “say” in what is taught and how it is taught? Why? 

What difference would that make?   

• In your opinion, what is the “point” of having sex education at school?   
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• What do you think might happen if this school didn’t teach sex education?   

• If I asked your sex education teacher the same question – “what is the “point” of 

having sex education at school?” – What do you think they would answer?   

• What kind of things do you think are important to know when you leave this school 

with regards to sex and relationships?   

• Do you think you’ll use things you’ve learnt in this school again at some point later in 

life?   

• Do you believe there is a difference between an educated person and a non-educated 

person when we think about Relationship and Sex Education?   

• What might some differences be?  
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Appendix 7 – Information letter and consent form 

 

Are you interested in taking part in the research 

project;  

 

“Relevance of SE in Relationship and Sex Education (RSE)   

An analysis of policy and practice in secondary schools in Norfolk, England”? 

  

  

This is an inquiry about participation in a research project where the main purpose is 

to identify the extent to which Relationship and Sex Education (RSE) is relevant to students 

in secondary schools in Norfolk. In this letter we will give you information about the 

purpose of the project and what your participation will involve.  

  

Purpose of the project  

The purpose of this master’s thesis is to conduct a qualitative study in selected secondary 

schools in Norfolk, England. The thesis has the objective of exploring the underlying 

understandings of SE in RSE policy and practice in Norfolk, England to establish the 

extent to which SE in RSE is relevant to secondary school students.   

  

In order to determine the extent to which the subject is relevant for young people, the 

fundamental understanding of the purpose of RSE needs to be explored.  

  

The process for exploring this issue leads to the following research questions:    

  

1. How is the purpose of SE in RSE understood within school and national level 

policy?   

2. How is the purpose of SE in RSE understood according to school leaders and 

teachers?   

3. How is the purpose of SE in RSE understood according to secondary school 

students?  
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In order to answer the research questions stated above data collection will be performed in 

a selection of secondary schools in Norfolk. In each school three forms of data will be 

collected;   

  

1) an individual interview with the head teacher/principle/headmaster (approx. 1 hour) 

2) an individual interview with a teacher of RSE/SRE (approx. 1 hour)   

3) a focus group (between 4 and 8 students) with young people who have completed at 

least one planned course of RSE/SRE training (approx. 45-60 minutes)  

  

In addition to the on-site data collection, the school’s RSE policy will also undergo policy 

document analysis.   

  

Who is responsible for the research project?   

The University of Oslo is the institution responsible for the project.   

 

Why are you being asked to participate?   

This school has been asked to participate in this study as it meets the criteria for the 

population sample.   

  

The selection process started by using the UK government’s search tool; "Find and 

compare schools in England" (https://www.gov.uk/school-performance-tables). The 

following criteria was applied to the registry;   

- Location = Norwich + 20-mile radius  

- Education phase = secondary   

- School type = Academy, maintained, independent, college.   

- Ofsted rating = All   

- Religious character = All   

- Pupil gender = Boys, girls, mixed  

  

All schools which fit the above criteria (total of 59 on 1.7.2019) were sent an “initial 

contact” email to ascertain whether they would be interested to take part in the 

research. All schools which have expressed interest in taking part will receive this 

document.   

https://www.gov.uk/school-performance-tables
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The study aims to conduct research in a minimum of four schools, if more 

than four schools out of the initial population confirm they are interested, a maximum 

of five will be chosen. The final four or five schools will be chosen based on their school 

type – the aim is to have one school of each school type; academy, maintained, 

independent, college. If this is not possible, the final five schools will be chosen at 

random.   

  

What does participation involve for you?   

(Please read the paragraph relevant to you)   

  

Head teachers   

  

If you chose to take part in the project, this will involve an individual interview with the 

researcher. It will take approx. 1 hour.   

The interview will include questions about your general status at the school, your 

educational background, the organisation of RSE in your school, the school’s RSE policy, 

the pedagogical approach to RSE, the role of teachers and students, the intended 

outcomes of RSE, your general understanding of SE and the national RSE policy.   

Your answers will be sound recorded using an electronic recording device but you will 

not be identifiable in the final research paper.   

  

Relationship and Sex Education / Sex and Relationship Education teachers   

If you chose to take part in the project, this will involve an individual interview with the 

researcher. It will take approx. 1 hour.   

The interview will include questions about the your general status at the school, your 

educational background, the organisation of RSE in your school, the school’s RSE policy, 

changes to RSE in your school, your pedagogical approach to teaching SRE, the role of 

teachers and students, the intended outcomes of RSE, your general understanding of SE 

and the national RSE policy.   

 Your answers will be sound recorded using an electronic recording device but you will 

not be identifiable in the final research paper.   
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Secondary School Students   

If you chose to take part in the project, this will involve being part of a focus group with a 

minimum of 3 other students and a maximum of 7 other students, plus the researcher who 

will lead the focus group.  

It will take approx. 45-60 minutes.   

The interview will include discussion about the following topics; The organisation of RSE 

classes in your school, the RSE curriculum, the role of your RSE teacher, your 

satisfaction with RSE, your school’s RSE policy, the content of your RSE classes and the 

intended outcomes of RSE.   

The whole focus group discussion will be sound recorded using an electronic recording 

device. However, you will not be identifiable in the final research document.   

  

Please note: If any of the students participating are under 16 years of age their 

parents/guardians may request to see the focus group guide, both in advance and at 

any point during or after the focus group data collection.   

  

Participation is voluntary 

Participation in the project is voluntary. If you chose to participate, you can withdraw 

your consent at any time without giving a reason. All information about you will then be 

made anonymous. There will be no negative consequences for you if you chose not to 

participate or later decide to withdraw.   

Whether or not you participate will have no affect on your relationship with your teacher, 

head teacher or school in general.   

  

Your personal privacy – how we will store and use your personal data   

We will only use your personal data for the purpose(s) specified in this information letter. 

We will process your personal data confidentially and in accordance with data protection 

legislation (the General Data Protection Regulation and Personal Data Act).   

  

Madalynne Frary (researcher) will store the personal data and have access to the full 

data set. Lene Buchert (project supervisor) will have viewing access to the personal data 

set on request but copies or personal use of the data set will not be allowed.   
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I will replace your name and contact details with a code. The list of names, email 

addresses, age and job titles and respective codes will be stored separately from the rest 

of the collected data. I will store the data on a research server, and it will always 

be encrypted.   

The collection of the data will take place in England but the most part of the data handling 

will take part in Norway. The same personal computer will be used to handle the data and, 

as stated above, will always be encrypted.   

  

Participants of this study will not be identifiable in the final publication of the master’s 

thesis in any way. School names will not be used, nor will the local area (e.g. suburb or 

village), however it will be known that the school is within Norfolk + 20-mile radius.   

  

What will happen to your personal data at the end of the research project?   

The project is scheduled to end June 2020. At the end of the project all data, including 

personal data and sound recordings will be deleted.   

  

Your rights   

So long as you can be identified in the collected data, you have the right to:  

• access the personal data that is being processed about you   

• request that your personal data is deleted  

• request that incorrect personal data about you is corrected/rectified  

• receive a copy of your personal data (data portability), and  

• send a complaint to the Data Protection Officer or The Norwegian Data Protection 

Authority regarding the processing of your personal data  

  

What gives us the right to process your personal data?   

We will process your personal data based on your consent.   

  

Based on an agreement with The University of Oslo, NSD – The Norwegian Centre for 

Research Data AS has assessed that the processing of personal data in this project is in 

accordance with data protection legislation.   

  

Where can I find out more?  
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If you have questions about the project, or want to exercise your rights, contact:   

University of Oslo via Lene Buchert, by email: (lene.buchert@iped.uio.no) or Madalynne 

Frary, by email: (madalynf@student.uv.uio.no)  

Our Data Protection Officer: Maren Magnus Voll, by email: (personvernombud@uio.no)  

NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research Data AS, by 

email: (personverntjenester@nsd.no) or by telephone: +47 55 58 21 17.  

  

Yours sincerely,  

  

 

 

Madalynne Frary   

Master Student – University of Oslo   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:lene.buchert@iped.uio.no
mailto:madalynf@student.uv.uio.no
mailto:personvernombud@uio.no
mailto:personverntjenester@nsd.no
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------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

Consent form   

  

I have received and understood information about the project ““Relevance of SE in 

Relationship and Sex Education (RSE) - An analysis of policy and practice in secondary 

schools in Norfolk, England” and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. I give 

consent:   

  

to participate in a personal interview (teachers, head teachers)   

  

to participate in a group interview (students – 16 years old +)  

  

I give consent for my personal data to be processed until the end date of the 

project, approx. June 2020.    

  

  

  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

----  

(Signed by participant, date)  

  

Please select which of the following you are:   

  

Head teacher or similar   

  

Subject (RSE) teacher or similar   

  

Secondary school student   
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Appendix 8 – Under 16s parental consent supplement  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Consent form   

 

I have received and understood information about the project; “Relevance of SE in 

Relationship and Sex Education (RSE) - An analysis of policy and practice in secondary 

schools in Norfolk, England” and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. I give 

consent:   

  

• For my child to participate in a group interview    

(secondary school student under the age of 16)   

  

  

I give consent for my child’s personal data to be processed until the end date of the project, 

approx. June 2020.    

  

  

  

-------------------------------------------------------------------------          ------------------------------  

 

(Signed by participant’s parent or guardian, date)  

  

  

Please select which of the following you are:   

  

• Head teacher or similar   

  

• Subject (RSE) teacher or similar   

  

• Secondary school student   

  

• Parent / Guardian of a secondary school student   
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Appendix 9 - Structure and organisation of RSE 

provision in the four case study schools 

Structure and organisation of provision of RSE at school A  

 

Structure and organisation of provision of RSE at school B 

 

Note: SMSC stands for Spiritual, Moral, Social and Cultural 

PSHE

Health and 
wellbeing 

Living in the wider 
world

Relationships 
Education

RSE

RE & PSHE

RE

Religion

PSHE

Health and 
wellbeing 

RSE

British values SMSC
Living in the 
wider world

Relationships
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Structure and organisation of provision of RSE at school C

 

Note: RSHE stands for Relationship, Sex and Health Education  

Structure and organisation of provision of RSE at school D 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PSHE

Religious 
studies

Work related 
learning & 

careers
PSHE Citizenship

Fundamental 
British values

RSHE

PSHE

Health and 
wellbeing

Living in the 
wider world

Relationships 
education 

(years 3, 4, 5 & 6)

Relationships and 
sex education  
(years 7 & 8)
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Appendix 10 – Time allocation  

RSE within umbrella subjects at each school 

Time dedicated to RSE as set within the PSHE/PSHE curriculum. This is an approximate 

calculation based on the policy, curriculum map and interviews. No detailed information of 

this sort was available for school D.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

School A - PSHE

OTHER TOPICS (79.5%) RSE (20.5%)

School B - PSHE 

OTHER TOPICS (89.5%) RSE (10.5%)

School C - PSHE

OTHER TOPICS (90.9%) RSE (9.1%)


