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What young people really want from sex
education

Relationships and sex education in England is about to change. And the
Department for Education has been consulting the public, experts and
schools about what it should look like. We explore the topics young people,
and the charities and health experts supporting them, hope will be included
in the new guidelines.

Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) is undergoing a revival in England.
Since making it compulsory in March 2017, the Department for Education
has been consulting the public, experts and schools about what should be
in the new guidelines. The draft guidance was recently released and is now
under a second public consultation to refine and improve it.

The curriculum was last updated in 2000, which means that people now in
their thirties were educated under the same guidelines as students who
have only recently joined secondary school.

Over the last two years, | have been campaigning with the Family Planning
Association (FPA), as a Stonewall Young Campaigner and as the founder of
ISupportSexEducation for a better sex education curriculum. Here's what |
believe young people want and need from sex education today, in addition
to guidance on contraception and preventing sexually transmitted
infections (STIs).

LGBTQ+ inclusion

LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer) inclusion has been
at the forefront of much of the current campaigning for better sex
education.

Page 1 of 4


https://patient.info//news-and-features/what-young-people-really-want-from-sex-education
https://patient.info//news-and-features/what-young-people-really-want-from-sex-education
https://www.fpa.org.uk/
https://www.fpa.org.uk/
https://www.isupportsexeducation.com/

The old curriculum was written under Section 28 - controversial legislation
introduced in the late 1980s which prevented schools from ‘promoting’
homosexuality and stopped councils funding support groups for lesbian,
gay and transgender initiatives. The clause was repealed in Scotland in
summer 2000, and in the UK on November 18th 2003, but the effects of
section 28 can still be felt today. Many teachers still feel that speaking
about LGBTQ issues is taboo.

But conversations about gender identity and sexuality are crucial for young
people and can have a major impact on mental health, self-esteem and
interpersonal relationships, explains Jacob Edward, 20, presenter of
podcast Queer Culture.

"Having LGBTQ+ inclusive sex and relationship education in school would
have had such a huge impact on how | viewed myself. Knowing more about
non-binary identities would have helped me understand my feelings of
abnormality in my own body and the anxiety, depression and dysphoria
that followed, because | had no idea why | felt like it.”

Porn and sexting

The curriculum of 18 years ago does not reflect the world that children grow
up in today. With technology so readily available and largely unregulated
from an early age, pornography, sexting and social media play a key role in
young people’s lives, offering up new challenges in navigating romantic
and sexual relationships.

For many young people, porn is their first introduction to sex, inadvertently
replacing the RSE which schools should be providing.

In the words of Alex Cheney, 25, a volunteer and champion for sexual health
charity Brook, the internet "affects everything from how young people view
themselves to their relationships and sexual experiences.

"In the age of the internet, especially with the ease of access to porn, it is
absolutely vital that we talk about the ways in which the internet, social
media and in particular porn give such a distorted view of sex, expectations
and body image. This is such a massive issue for young people. It is
something that we need to talk about and not just ignore because it is too
‘awkward'.”
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Consent

Consent is central to all aspects of RSE, and must be included in the new
curriculum, highlights Bekki Burbidge, deputy chief executive of sexual
health charity FPA which focused its 2018 Sexual Health Week on the topic.

‘Consent is really the single most important aspect of RSE and a good
understanding of giving and getting consent is key when it comes to
healthy, respectful relationships and sexual well-being."

From a very early age, consent plays a key role in all relationships,
friendships and interactions, romantic and sexual or not.

"If a young person has a good understanding of what consent means to
them and to others, it lays the foundation for so many other core values
such as respect and communication,” Burbridge points out.

Pleasure and sex positivity

Whilst sex education often gets a bad rap for using scare tactics to try to
prevent STIs and teen pregnancy, a more positive, open approach is
favoured by many young people and sexual health experts.

Masturbation and casual sex should be included in RSE in order to reflect
the kinds of relationships and sexual experiences of many young people. It
can also play a role in helping to break the taboos around sex for pleasure,
rather than just procreation.

In Brook's 'Young People’'s Manifesto’, the charity recognises that it's
important we learn about the positive aspects of relationships and sex, in a
way that makes sense for our age. This means that we will have the best
chance of having healthy relationships when we're ready.

The Department for Education’s consultation on the draft guidance for the

new Relationships and Sex Education curriculum is open online to the
public until 7th November.
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