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I am an Associate Professor of Media Studies in the School of Communications at Dublin City 
University, and a member of the National Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre and 
of the Institute for Future Media and Journalism. My research is primarily concerned with 
issues relating to gender, sexuality and social media, and I am particularly interested in the 
topic of sex and sexuality education as it relates to the internet and social media. 
 
I was a Co-Investigator on the government commissioned report on the sexualisation and 
commercialisation of children in Ireland and Principal Investigator on a recent study about 
LGBT inclusion in post-primary schools. I have also published a couple of articles in the 
national media on the topic of consent and sex education reform. 
 
I was invited to make a written submission to this committee in April in relation to the 
review of sexual health and relationship education, including matters relating to 
contraception and consent, and have been invited to attend this meeting today to further 
discuss the subject. 
 
Firstly, in my written submission, I draw on existing research and literature in Ireland and 
elsewhere to identify the key problems have been identified in relation to the Irish RSE 
curriculum and its delivery. These are: 
 

 The programme focuses largely on the avoidance of pregnancy and STIs.  

 The programme constructs heterosexual intercourse as the primary definition of sex. 

 The programme is not inclusive of LGBTQ students’ experiences and sexual practices. 

 The programme does not deal sufficiently with consent (although the senior cycle 
materials do contain a very good section on consent that was certainly progressive for 
its time). 

 The programme does not explicitly acknowledge sexism and inequality 

 The programme does not deal with the role of the internet, social media, mobile 
phones or pornography. 

 The programme does not start with young people’s lived experiences 

 As noted by Maycock, Kitching and Morgan in their 2007 review, significant problems 
have been observed in relation to the delivery of the programme. 

 
This last problem is, in my view, the most significant and also the one that presents the 
biggest challenge to improving RSE in our schools, not just in terms of time and expense but 
also in terms of impressing upon school boards of management that comprehensive RSE is a 
human right and not something that can be selectively addressed. 
 
The international literature recommends that an overall shift in focus is required toward a 
rights and gender equity based, inclusive, holistic, creative, empowering and protective RSE 
curriculum (Renold and McGeeney, 2017). This should be underpinned by key principles of 
sexual literacy and sexual citizenship (Pascoe, 2011). This is of crucial importance, 



particularly in the digital context, because it shifts the emphasis away from risk, shame and 
self-censorship to rights, responsibility and self-empowerment. 
 
The 2017 European Network of Ombudspersons for Children (ENOC) position statement on 
Comprehensive Relationship and Sexuality Education, states that all children and young 
people have the right to high quality, holistic and inclusive education about sexuality and 
relationships (ENOC 2017) . 
 
A recent synthesis and review of international research on children and young people’s 
views suggests that high quality RSE starts early; is adaptable and needs-led; offers a spiral 
curriculum; collaborates with external providers; is of sufficient duration; is engaging and 
participatory; and creates a safe, respectful and confidential learning environment (Pound 
et al., 2017). 
 
To this end, I have suggested that the Irish RSE programme should consider adapting the 
core principles underpinning the recent recommendations made on the future of the sex 
and relationships education curriculum in Wales: Rights and Gender Equity; Creative and 
Curious; Empowering and Transformative; Experience-near and Coproduced; Holistic; 
Inclusive; Protective and Preventative (Renold and McGeeney, 2017). 
 
 
My more specific recommendations are as follows: 
 
An RSE programme that moves beyond abstinence and pregnancy-prevention to embrace 
issues of consent, negotiation and the dynamic, evolving nature of sexuality and sexual 
experimentation. 
 
An LGBTQ-inclusive programme that does not presume what sex is but rather starts with - 
and encourages critical reflection on - young people’s own understandings of sex, virginity, 
abstinence, intimacy, and relationships. 
 
The programme should include LGBTQ-inclusive information about HIV and other STIs. 
 
Consent must be a key focus of both junior-cycle and senior cycle materials. It should also 
be addressed at primary level in the context of friendships and bodily autonomy. 
 
An RSE programme that acknowledges the restrictive gender norms placed on both girls and 
boys. 
 
An RSE programme which addresses the role played by the internet, social media, mobile 
phones and pornography in both enhancing and restricting young people’s sexual 
citizenship. 
  
A review and overhaul of curriculum delivery, which prioritises a whole school approach and 
ongoing professional training. 
 



A compulsory RSE curriculum, underpinned by core values of rights and equality, 
empowerment and transformation, inclusivity, coproduction with students, and protection 
and prevention. 
 
A requirement that all schools adopt an RSE policy.  
 
A requirement that all schools appoint a dedicated RSE lead with protected hours and 
access to resources. 
 
This is a summary overview of the points made in my written recommendation, and I am 
happy to expand on them or respond to questions or comments from the committee. 
 
 


