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The INTO thanks the Oireachtas Joint committee on Education for the opportunity to make 

an oral submission on Relationship and Sex Education (RSE). The INTO represents over 

35,000 primary teachers in the Republic of Ireland and it is critical that the voice of the 

teacher is central to any curricular review. 

Overall, the INTO welcomes Minister Bruton’s recent commitment to review RSE, however, 

any reconsideration must be within the context of wider primary redevelopments which are 

currently underway by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA]. There 

is an escalating workload issue in schools and any change or development must be mediated 

at a reasonable pace and within an agreed timeline to ensure effective implementation. 

Primary teachers are already balancing the demands of significant curriculum change in 

languages and mathematics. The INTO is of the view that curriculum change should be 

carried out in a pre-planned, strategic and developmental way within the context of the 

overall curriculum rather than a haphazard approach which involves a knee jerk reaction to 

every emerging issue in society. 

The INTO has been to the fore in seeking the inclusion of social, personal and health 

education in primary schools, including education regarding relationships and sexuality. The 

INTO was very much behind the Stay Safe, the Child Abuse Prevention Programme and the 

introduction of RSE in the late 1990s. An INTO survey conducted in 2005 showed that there 

was, in general, a favourable response from teachers to the teaching of SPHE. While there 

was overwhelming support for the introduction of RSE to schools from parents, there was 

some initial trepidation on the part of teachers in taking on the role of teaching children 

about sensitive and personal matters. Some 73% of teachers surveyed felt uncomfortable 

teaching children about sexuality. However, it was noted that good in-service increased 

confidence levels significantly. 

In the revised primary curriculum, RSE became part of the wider Social, Personal and Health 

Education [SPHE] subject. SPHE is a very broad curriculum which promotes personal 

development and well-being for the child. SPHE, however, must not be seen as a cure-all for 

society’s ills. There is no doubt that schools have a very important role to play, but schools do 

not operate in isolation from broader society. Children are very much influenced by values 

and practices that prevail in their home environment and in the broader community. Schools 

are not the solution – only part of the solution. Given the broad and encompassing nature of 

SPHE, teachers have cited a particular issue with this subject and curriculum overload. 

Therefore, any review of the RSE programme should be considered in the context of the 

current workload in schools. 

As RSE has a moral, ethical and spiritual dimension, its development is influenced by the 

ethos and culture of individual schools. Ongoing influences in the child’s life such as family, 

religious, societal and moral beliefs impact on schools in the formulation, development and 

implementation of SPHE policies, curriculum and programmes.In this context, the INTO 

notes that the Joint Oireachtas Committee on the 8th Amendment recommended that RSE 

‘information should be provided in an impartial and factual manner that is independent of 

school ethos’.  

The current programme states that ‘the School RSE Policy will have been developed in each 

individual school…. school policy will reflect the core values and ethos of the school’. 

Consequently, many schools have policies on RSE which reflect the ethos of the school and 

the values in the policy are often consistent with the overall characteristic spirit of the school. 

The relationship between school ethos and the State curriculum, will need to be addressed as 
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part of the overall review of the Primary School Curriculum 1999, and particularly in the 

review of SPHE and RSE. Children should have a right to age-appropriate factual 

information and content, and to inclusive and age-appropriate pedagogies relating to 

relationship and sexuality education. Parents may also have an expectation that the school’s 

ethos will be reflected in their children’s learning. Teachers need clarity around any potential 

conflict that may arise in regard to the RSE curriculum, SPHE in general and the school 

ethos.  

In light of the sensitive and sometimes challenging nature of RSE, full and proper provision 

for CPD is essential to support teachers to feel confident and competent in teaching RSE. 

Heretofore, substitutable professional development for teachers in the broad area of SPHE, 

and more specifically in RSE, has been limited. The PDST are currently offering experiential 

and practical RSE Twin Workshops to teachers on teaching methodologies together with in-

school support. The INTO believes that it is regrettable that substitution is not available for 

this particular workshop. Furthermore, in light of the importance of RSE, the INTO is 

concerned that the CPD will not reach all teachers in a systematic way. Teachers have 

reported that the quality of CPD in SPHE provided by the PDST has been of a high quality 

and has had a positive impact of teaching the subject. In that regard, the INTO 

recommended that the DES adequately resource the PDST to ensure that the provision of 

CPD is on a system-wide basis and accompanied by substitution. If the government are 

committed to a quality review of any aspect of the curriculum it must be accompanied with 

proper provision of CPD to ensure effective implementation.  

RSE continues to be one of the aspects of SPHE where some schools invite an outside person 

to speak to pupils and in some cases parents as well. While teachers are considered to be the 

most appropriate person to teach all aspects of the curriculum, RSE has unique challenges 

and different school contexts demand different approaches to RSE. The INTO is of the view 

that both class teachers and principal teachers are best placed to use their professional 

judgement to determine whether an external body is required to work with students on any 

aspect of the RSE programme.  

Parental support is critical to the success of any curricular area, particularly RSE. Parents are 

the primary educators of their children and they provide the moral, cultural and familial 

values for young children. The involvement of parents, health professionals and relevant 

community members in planning, reviewing and supporting schools’ RSE plans is crucial to 

its success. This partnership approach helps to provide children with a consistent experience 

in RSE enabling them to make connections between their lives at home, in the school and in 

the community. The INTO notes that the current RSE programme states that ‘the school 

policy will include provision for the rights of those who wish to withdraw their children from 

RSE’. The INTO respects that parents have the right to withdraw their children from any 

aspect of the curriculum, however, withdrawing pupils can create significant challenges for 

teachers at local level. Therefore, the INTO recommends that the DES puts proper provision 

in place for schools to facilitate those parents who chose to absent their child from RSE. 

The current RSE programme while originally relevant and useful needs to be updated to 

reflect developments since the 1990s. The current RSE programme is non-prescriptive, 

rather it provides a menu of options for classroom lessons from which teachers can choose in 

accordance with their school policy on RSE. It is important that teachers and schools retain 

the autonomy to use their professional judgement to determine the most appropriate 

approach. INTO LGBT group developed a valuable resource ‘Different Families Same Love’ 
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which should be considered within the context of any RSE review as it includes good practice 

guidelines for inclusive schools, advice on class-appropriate use of language, and lesson 

ideas for all classes in primary school in line with SPHE curriculum objectives. 

Finally, the research carried out by the INTO in 2005 and the NCCA’s curriculum review of 

SPHE in 2008 are now over ten years old. Any revision of the current RSE or SPHE 

curriculum should be supported by further research to explore current experiences and 

practices in schools. 


