
THE ACCOUNTABILITY ADVOCATES: 
Accountability towards the UK Government’s Sex and Relationships Education & Goals 3 and 5 

 
 
In March 2017, Education Secretary Justine Greening announced her intention to make ‘Relationships and Sex Education’ (rather than SRE) 

compulsory for all schools, with a reformed statutory guidance on what this would look like. We found this an important opportunity to be able to 

research the legislation change and the extent to which it reflects the needs of young people who answered our 2016 SRE survey. We also hope 

to input the results of our survey into the consultation process of the new statutory guidance.  

 
The 2017 Sex and Relationships Education legislative change 
 
“Currently only pupils attending local-authority run secondary schools - which represent around a third of secondary schools - are guaranteed to 
be offered current sex and relationships education, and personal, social and health education (PSHE)  is only mandatory at independent schools. 
Neither are currently required to be taught in academies.” (Gov.uk, 2017) 
 
“On 1 March 2017, the Education Secretary, Justine Greening, announced her intention to put ‘Relationships and Sex Education’ – rather than 
SRE – on a statutory footing, meaning that sex education is compulsory in all schools.  She also announced her intention to create a power to 
make personal, social, health and economic education (PSHE) statutory in future. Following consultation, the RSE proposals would be put in place 
for teaching to start in September 2019.”  (Wearethecity.com) 
 

“The proposals involve: 

• All primary schools in England teaching ‘Relationships Education’ 

• All secondary schools teaching ‘Relationships and Sex Education (RSE)’ 

• Reformed statutory guidance on what RSE should look like, following consultation 

• Retaining the parental right of withdrawal from sex education 

• Flexibility for schools in their approach, including for faith schools to teach within the tenets of their faith” (Research 

briefings.parliament.uk, 2017) 

 

“This will be complemented by a comprehensive programme of engagement by the Department for Education (DfE) with stakeholders to set out 

suitable, age-appropriate content on RSE which focuses on mental wellbeing, consent, resilience, age-appropriate relationships and sex 

education, and keeping safe online. Regulations and statutory guidance will then be subject to full public consultation later this year, and we 

expect to see children and young people being taught this new curriculum in schools as soon as September 2019.” (Gov.uk, 2017) 

 

 
 

https://www.wearethecity.com/sex-education-become-compulsory-secondary-schools/


Our analysis of the Sex and Relationships Education legislation 
 

Based on guidance written in the Sex and Relationships Education in Schools briefing paper (released 9th June 2017), we have analysed the UK 

Government’s new legislation on the SRE of Local Authority schools in England against our 2016 survey on young people’s satisfaction with their 

experiences of SRE.  

 
Primary schools - 

All children, including those who develop earlier than the average, need to know about puberty before they experience the onset of physical 
changes. In the early primary school years, education about relationships needs to focus on friendship, bullying and the building of self-esteem. 
[…]  
 
Secondary schools -  
Schools should set sex education within a broader base of self-esteem and responsibility for the consequences of one’s actions.  
[taken from Sex and Relationships Education in Schools briefing paper} 
 

 

 

Subject The legislation says (Research 
briefings.parliament.uk, 2017) 

What our survey says is the reality What we want changed 

Relationships “Within the context of talking about 

relationships, children should be taught 

about the nature of marriage and its 

importance for family life and for 

bringing up children. The Government 

recognises that there are strong and 

mutually supportive relationships 

outside marriage. Therefore, children 

should learn the significance of 

marriage and stable relationships as 

key building blocks of community and 

society. Teaching in this area needs to 

be sensitive so as not to stigmatise 

children on the basis of their home 

circumstances. […] “ 

LGBTQ+ issues, consent, healthy 
relationships, virginity/sex 
expectations/the way it works are issues 
that young people who filled our survey 
wished they could have been taught in 
their SRE.  
 
 
 

The legislation does not go far enough 
in ensuring that non-marital/queer/non-
heteronormative relationships are 
discussed. We think these 
relationships should be given an equal 
platform to relationships which are 
heteronormative and within marriage, 
so that they can be more normalised 
and so that young queer people can 
feel less alienated and more informed.  
 
The legislation does not explicitly 
mention consent and safe expectations 
in sexual intercourse. By missing these 
issues out, schools may fail to address 
that, without key knowledge of 
consent, individuals may put 
themselves or others in danger.  



Sexual identity 

and sexual 

orientation 

“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.  

Sexual orientation and what is taught in 

schools is an area of concern for some 

parents. Schools that liaise closely with 

parents when developing their sex and 

relationship education policy and 

programme should be able to reassure 

parents of the content of the 

programme and the context in which it 

will be presented.” 

The survey shows that SRE currently 
does not acknowledge queer sexual 
relationships.78.8% (227) of survey 
respondents received education on 
heteronormative ‘sex and the way it 
works’, compared to 5.2% (15) of 
respondents who received education on 
LGBTQ* ‘sex and the way it works’. 
 
Only 12% of queer people who answered 
our survey were satisfied with their SRE 
(13/107) 
 
Breaking down sexualities further: 
  

● 50% of panromantic people were 
satisfied with their SRE (1/2) 

● 15% of bisexual people were 
satisfied with their SRE (8/52) 

● 16% of asexual people were 
satisfied with their SRE (1/6) 

● 25% of gay people were satisfied 
with their SRE (2/8) 

● 7% of pansexual people were 
satisfied with their SRE (1/14) 

● 16.5% of cisgender people who 
are queer were satisfied with their 
SRE (10/60 

It is good that the legislation 
acknowledges queer sexualities, and 
that it implies the need to being 
‘sensitive’ to LGBTQ+ identities. 
However, the legislation appears to 
qualify this in saying that parents can 
participate in developing their 
children’s SRE. Although this may not 
apply to all parents, there may be 
some parents who would push back on 
allowing any discussion of queer 
relationships or how LGBTQ sex 
works. In doing so, children who come 
from households which do not discuss 
such issues are further kept in the dark 
if these issues are not taught in the 
classroom. This could be harmful for 
queer young people.  
 
 

Puberty “Boys and girls need to be prepared for 

puberty. Schools will need to plan the 

appropriate age to do so, in 

consultation with parents. […] “ 

As an overall topic, ‘puberty’ was not 
recommended to be in the SRE 
curriculum by our 215 survey 
respondents. Perhaps, this is because 
SRE to young people should inherently 
cover the biological, psychological and 
social changes that young people of all 
genders go through. 

Discussion of puberty should go 
beyond the biological changes which 
cisgender boys and girls go through. 
Exploration of puberty should cover 
topics such as healthy/safe 
pornography and normalising female 
masturbation, as opposed to 
problematising/avoiding these topics.  

Menstruation “As with education about puberty, Out of 215 survey respondents, only 1  



programmes should include preparation 

for menstruation.” 

person recommended for menstruation to 
be a topic in the SRE curriculum. This 
suggests that menstruation is already a 
topic that is appropriately covered in many 
young people’s SRE.  

Contraception “Knowledge of the different types of 

contraception, and of access to, and 

availability of contraception is a major 

part of the Government’s strategy to 

reduce teenage pregnancy. Effective 

sex and relationship education in 

secondary schools has an important 

role to play in achieving this.  

Trained staff in secondary schools 

should be able to give young people full 

information about different types of 

contraception, including emergency 

contraception and their effectiveness. 

Pupils may wish to raise further issues 

with staff arising from discussion in the 

classroom. Trained teachers can also 

give pupils – individually and as a class 

– additional information and guidance 

on where they can obtain confidential 

advice, counselling and, where 

necessary, treatment. […]” 

Out of 215 survey respondents, 9 people 
recommended for contraception to be a 
topic in the SRE curriculum.  

We hope that schools include the 
different types of contraception that 
queer relationships must use for 
protection too. Furthermore, it is 
imperative that young people are 
taught that, within sexual relationships, 
they must feel comfortable asking their 
partner to use contraception, and the 
dangers of ‘stealthing’.  

Abortion “When abortion is covered within a 

programme, the challenge is to offer 

young people the opportunity to explore 

the dilemmas, enable them to know and 

understand about abortion, and develop 

the communication skills to discuss it 

with parents and health professionals.  

Out of 215 survey respondents, 2 people 
recommended for pregnancy and abortion 
to be a topic in the SRE curriculum. This 
suggests that abortion is already a topic 
that is appropriately covered in many 
young people’s SRE.  

The inclusion on ‘delaying’ sexual 
activity is unnecessary and harmful 
when applied to the SRE of young 
people over the age of 16. There is no 
need to attempt to ‘delay’ or persuade 
abstinence on young people who are 
at the age of consent, instead sexual 
activity should be accepted and 



However, the key task for schools is, 

through appropriate information and 

effective advice on contraception and 

on delaying sexual activity, to reduce 

the incidence of unwanted pregnancies” 

normalised when appropriate 
contraception is used.  

 

 

The timeline for these changes: 

 

1.  The Department for Education will draft regulations and guidance in Spring 2017 and put them out for consultation in Autumn 2017 
2.  Regulations and final draft guidance will be presented in Parliament, and final statutory guidance will be published early in 2018 
3.  Schools will be expected to deliver ‘RSE’ in secondary schools and ‘RE’ in Primary schools, in the academic year 2019/2020 

 

How will the Government ensure that the statutory guidance remains up to date? 

 
“The Government will commit to reviewing the statutory guidance on RSE within three years of its publication, and to a regular timetable after that, 
that will balance continuity for schools with ensuring content is up to date” (Edward Timpson MP, Hansard, March 7th 2017) 

 

How will Sex and Relationships Education be inspected? 

 
Sex and relationship education falls within the scope of school inspection. Inspections will check to see that a school is providing the full statutory 
curriculum, and these issues can also be considered within the context of assessing the school’s leadership, the quality of teaching, pupil safety 
and pupils’ spiritual, moral, social and cultural development. Key elements are already covered in Ofsted’s school inspection handbook, and Her 
Majesty’s chief inspector will take full account of the new requirements in determining future school inspection arrangements. 
 
Ofsted is already seeking to appoint an HMI lead for citizenship and PSHE, whose role will be to keep abreast of developments in this area and 
oversee the training of inspectors in light of the new expectations on schools. 
 
Independent schools will be held to account through inspectors reporting against the independent school standards. 
 

- Sex Education Forum should at least have one young person on the committee 
- The Forum should provide annual statistics showcasing student satisfaction 

 



Our analysis of this new legislation 
 
Generally, this legislation suggests teaching topics such as queer relationships and consent, but does not explicitly say that schools are obliged to 
teach about such themes. Furthermore, the new legislation says: “Parents are free to withdraw their children from SRE if they wish to do so. The 
only exceptions to this are the biological aspects of human growth and reproduction that are essential elements of National Curriculum Science.”  
That biological aspects of sex education are considered essential and not the social or physiological aspects show that the UK government is not 
considering the role of SRE in ensuring that a generation of young people can be protected from non-consensual sexual relations and feel 
comfortable in their sexual and gender identities. 
 
The new legislation does not present any meaningful new changes, & the curriculum will most likely stay the same in terms of SRE until 2019, 
when a new SRE curriculum becomes statutory.   

- Chapter 4, Section 34 introduces statutory ‘relationships and sex education’ across all secondary schools, including academies and 
independent schools; and statutory ‘relationships education’ across all primary schools, as of 2019 

- Chapter 4, Section 35 gives the government the right to introduce statutory PSHE at a later date without passing new legislation.  
 

 

Our conclusion from this legislation 
 

Where the legislation stresses “sex and relationship education [should be] relevant to [students]  and sensitive to their needs”, we think that young 

people should be involved in the development of the sex education policy of their schools. In order to appropriately and meaningfully teach young 

people on consent and a spectrum of gender and sexual identities and relationships, teachers must be given high quality training to teach Sex and 

Relationships Education. 

  

Accountability Advocates reiterates the importance of having constant and meaningful youth participation throughout consultations for any new 

legislation. While welcoming the legislation launch in 2019, this lack of change in the coming two years will leave two years worth of young people 

without appropriate or accessible sex education.  

 

 

How young people can get involved 

 

• Share this report with your friends, school, teachers and MP. 

• Get in contact with your school! Find out what legislation and education tools they use, ask them to change what you find bad/useless. 

Maybe even go to your school governor. 

• Create a group within your school to investigate your school’s’ SRE policy & work out what needs changing. 

• If you know who your local UKYP (UK youth parliament) representative is, contact them! Let’s make sure that 2019 is the year where 

young people get accessible and comprehensive SRE. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/16/section/35/enacted
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