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John Hammond, CEO, NCCA and Ger Halbert, Education Officer for 
Social, Personal and Health Education, NCCA 
 
 

Thank you for inviting the NCCA to meet with you today to consider the area of Relationships 

and Sexuality Education (RSE) in the curriculum. Our colleagues from the Department of 

Education and Skills have addressed the content and provision for RSE in the curriculum and 

schools. So, my colleague Ger Halbert, Education Officer for Social, Personal and Health 

Education and I will confine our opening statement to outlining the terms of the review that 

NCCA has been requested by the Minister for Education and Skills to undertake in the area of 

RSE.  

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) is a statutory body whose role is 

to advise the Minister for Education and Skills on curriculum and assessment for early 

childhood, primary and post-primary education. In doing so, we are required to consult with 

a wide range of agencies and stakeholders in the Education sector, to engage in research, take 

account of international practice, and develop and review curricula, having regard to the 

promotion of high standards of quality, equity and inclusion, sound educational practice and 

relevance to national social, cultural and economic objectives. 

As well as advising on curriculum, NCCA has a role in advising on and supporting 

implementation but it’s important to note that it is not directly involved in the 

implementation of curriculum change in schools and other settings – this is directed by the 

Department of Education and Skills. 

On 3rd April 2018, the Minister for Education and Skills, Richard Bruton T.D., wrote to the 

Chairperson requesting that the NCCA undertake ‘a major review’ of RSE in schools. The letter 

noted that the review should encompass the curriculum for RSE, the support materials for 

this area of the curriculum, but also ‘the delivery of the curriculum to students’. This latter 
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dimension of the review reflects commentary over the years since its introduction that many 

of the issues related to the experience of RSE in schools have to do with its implementation 

as much as its specification or provision. 

There have been significant developments in the curriculum for RSE in recent years, as part 

of broader developments related to Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE). RSE is 

included as part of SPHE in the Primary School Curriculum. A new short course for SPHE, 

including substantial learning outcomes in the area of RSE, was developed and introduced in 

2015 as part of the junior cycle developments and the new curriculum area of Wellbeing. In 

2011, a new curriculum framework for senior cycle SPHE was published; it is built around five 

areas of learning, one of which is RSE. Notwithstanding these developments, the Minister 

expressed the view that there is a need to ‘undertake a comprehensive review across all 

stages of education to ensure that it is fit for purpose and meets the needs of young people 

today in modern Ireland’.  

Specifically, the NCCA’s review will encompass the following aspects of RSE: 

▪ Consent, what it means and its importance 

▪ Developments in contraception 

▪ Healthy, positive sexual expression and relationships 

▪ Safe use of the internet 

▪ Social media and its effects on relationships and self-esteem 

▪ LGBTQ+ matters.  

The review will also consider ‘the experience and reality of RSE as delivered in schools’, 

providing an opportunity for teachers, students, principals and parents to be consulted about 

RSE in particular contexts such as: 

▪ How the RSE curriculum is planned, how it is taught and how parents are involved 

▪ That the entire curriculum is being taught in schools to a high standard 

▪ The role of the classroom teacher in teaching the curriculum and the appropriate level of 

supports which are currently being provided by external providers 
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▪ What time is given to it, what resources are being provided, and what support materials 

are being used 

▪ How effective are the continuing professional development opportunities which are 

currently provided by the Department and other bodies to RSE teachers.  

Ultimately, it’s envisaged that the review of RSE will inform wider reviews currently taking 

place in the NCCA, notably primary curriculum review and redevelopment and senior cycle 

review.  

Clearly a ‘major review’ of this kind, which is multi-dimensional in nature, will require careful 

consideration and planning but the NCCA will respond to the DES at the earliest possible date 

with an assessment of how the review work will be conducted, together with a timeline for 

its completion. In this context, the Minister’s request and the Review of RSE will be discussed 

at the next meeting of the NCCA, which takes place on Thursday, 3rd May.  

In general terms, given the scope of the request, the review is likely to comprise of at least 

three inter-related elements.  

The first would involve examining recently published research/studies, national and 

international, in the area of relationships and sexuality education.  

Given the range of initiatives and programmes in the area of RSE down the years, the second 

element would involve meeting with key leaders, organisations and initiatives in Ireland, 

including government agencies, non-governmental organisations, stakeholder bodies, 

support services and the Inspectorate of the Department of Education and Skills. In our view, 

these individuals and organisations have much to contribute to the experience and evidence 

base informing the review. 

The third element involves working directly with schools. This will provide an opportunity to 

discuss the reality of the experience of RSE in schools and classrooms – what works and 

doesn’t work and why – and will involve talking to the students, parents, management and 

teachers in a number of schools.  

The outcomes from these three elements of the review, and any other elements that are 

viewed as important when discussed by Council, will point to receommendations on next 

steps in the areas of curriculum development, provision and implementation.   
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The review of RSE will be an extensive, complex, multi-dimensional piece of work. We 

recognise its contested and controversial nature, and its topical relevance. From our point of 

view, the request to undertake the review is a very welcome one. It provides a major 

opportunity for the NCCA to address comprehensively a curriculum area whose effective 

redevelopment and implementation, we know, can contribute in significant and meaningful 

ways to the lives of children and young people in our schools.   

The commencement of a review of RSE by this Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education and 

Skills is timely and we look forward to benefiting from your deliberations and findings as both 

reviews advance.      

 

Ends.  

 

 


