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Section 1: Introduction
We are 31 young people aged 13-17 who, as the National Executive, represent the 31 Comhairle na nÓg (Youth 
Councils) around the country. We have spent two years consulting with other young people and national experts on the 
changes needed to ensure that every young person in Ireland’s right to an inclusive and meaningful Relationships and 
Sexuality Education (RSE) is realised.

Noting the commitment in the Programme for Government to “Develop inclusive and age-appropriate RSE and SPHE 
curricula across primary and post-primary levels, including an inclusive programme on LGBTI+Relationships..” and 
recognising some of the progress to date in that regard, we call for the Government of Ireland to act on the following:

•	 Dedicate significant additional investment in RSE teacher professional learning for all teachers across Ireland
•	 Ensure the provision of quality resources in RSE for all key stakeholders to enable the effective implementation 		

of the national curricula. 
•	 Further develop and support ongoing reviews of RSE at national, local and school level  

Ensure representation and active participation of young people on all decision making bodies relevant to RSE 
Review of the current constitutional and legislative rights of young people in Ireland to RSE

In this proposal we will outline explicitly why change is needed in RSE, identify key evidence-based principles for 
change and outline in detail our call for action.

Who we are
Comhairle na nÓg are local youth councils established in each local authority which provide a permanent structure 
for young people (aged between 12-17 years) to input into local policy and participation in decision-making in Ireland. 
Every two years a National Executive is appointed by the local youth councils to work on an area of concern for 
young people nationally.

Dáil na nÓg is the National Youth Parliament of Ireland. 200 young people are elected to Dáil na nÓg through their 
local Comhairle na nÓg. Each year, the 200 delegates at Dail na nÓg vote on and identify an issue that will become 
the focus for the work-plan for the incoming National Executive. The need for a more inclusive RSE was voted as the 
priority issue receiving 47% of the 200 delegates votes and became the basis of our work 2022-2023.

Our journey to reform RSE 2022-2023
The following provides a brief overview of key contributions and the extent to our work over the past two years:

NCCA Draft Junior Cycle Curriculum Review 
•	 A central part of our work has been our review of and feedback on the revised Junior Cycle and Senior Cycle SPHE 

curricula.
•	 Our group submissions are a permanent record of our involvement in policy making with the National Council 

for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). They were also amazing opportunities for us to have a critical role in the 
changes we want to see in the RSE curriculum.

•	 In our submissions we focused on the aims of the new specifications and the learning outcomes specific to the 
RSE strand. Some of the key priorities we emphasised included: RSE as a human right, stronger inclusion of 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex, Asexual+ (LGBTQIA+) inclusivity, continuous consultation,         
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teacher training and the necessity of a reform agenda focused on the implementation of the curriculum.
•	 You can read and download our Junior Cycle submission here: https://www.comhairlenanog.ie/wp-content/

uploads/2022/10/NE_submission_NCCA.pdf 
•	 You can read and download our Senior Cycle submission here: https://drive.google.com/file/

d/1XlIQtNiKKPVQg6R7hmebRc_BAIWku9vi/view?usp=sharing 

Engaging with experts
•	 We have consulted with and invited experts as guest speakers on a broad range of issues related to the purpose, 

design and delivery of quality RSE. 
•	 These engagements with experts have allowed us to build our knowledge of national curriculum developments, 

teacher professional development and international and national policy and research evidence.
•	 Through these engagements we have built a deeper appreciation of every young person’s right to inclusive and 

comprehensive RSE experiences.
•	 We have also established a steering committee which consists of a panel of experts who are dedicated to 

supporting our work to influence change.

Consultation with young people
•	 We have consulted with our local Comhairle members on what matters most to them in terms of necessary reform in 

RSE.
•	 We have also designed and developed a survey to gather young peoples’ thoughts, experiences and perspectives 

of RSE. Survey data has been collected at each of the local Comhairle na nÓg AGMs in 2023. 
•	 Findings of survey data collected by Fingal Comhairle na nÓg were used to inform their submission to the NCCA 

on the junior cycle reform and can be accessed here: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PNH3j5oSrHO-
08inNO0c3YYOnBqZTpao/view?usp=sharing  

•	 Data collection and analysis of this survey is still ongoing. Through the help of the National Participation Office, 
we will continue to collect survey data on a yearly basis. By tracking young peoples’ experiences of the new RSE 
curriculum longitudinally we might further influence change and the data will be used to inform future developments 
in RSE in Ireland.

Local Comhairle na nÓg RSE initiatives
•	 In addition to our work on the National Executive, some of us have also been influencing change at a local level and 

have engaged in RSE related projects as part of our county based Comhairle na nÓg groups. Some projects include:
	 °	 Kildare Comhairle na nÓg who designed, developed and delivered workshops on gender-based violence and 		

	 rape culture.
	 °	 Waterford Comhairle na nÓg who created their own RSE Podcast as a resource for young people to answer 		

	 questions about a wide range of RSE topics that matter most to them. Here is the link to the podcast series: 		
	 https://open.spotify.com/show/0wqSGLq4K0qJkJZjrbiSF1 
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Section 2: RSE and why change is needed
Relationships & Sexuality Education in Ireland
Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) is a mandatory subject in all primary schools and in post-primary schools 
at junior cycle. Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) is currently an integrated area of learning for SPHE at junior 
cycle and standalone subject at senior cycle. RSE has been mandatory at all levels in schools, from primary through to 
senior cycle post-primary since the late 1990’s. As per the Education Act 1998, section 30 subsection 2 (e) parents have 
the right to withdraw their child out of any subject including SPHE-RSE. 

The following timeline has been shared to provide a brief snapshot of key milestones in RSE curriculum development and 
teacher training over the past five years:

2018: Minister for Education tasked the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) with the review 
of RSE in schools across all stages of education to ensure that it meets the needs of young people today in modern 
Ireland. The NCCA were asked to include in their review an examination of the RSE curriculum, the approach to 
teaching and learning, support needed for reform, and ways to improve the experience of RSE for all students. This 
included a particular focus on: consent; 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.

2019: The Report on the Review of RSE in primary and post-primary schools was published by the NCCA: http://
tinyurl.com/3bt9sc2a. The purpose of the review was to examine the current experience of RSE within schools, the 
approach to teaching and learning, support needed and what is needed to improve RSE. This included consultation 
with children and young people through school visits, online questionnaires and Comhairle na nÓg. The report also 
emphasised areas of learning that stakeholders wanted to see greater inclusion of in the revised curriculum, such as 
gender discrimination, sexual violence and pornography. 

2020: Programme for Government stated that: this Government will develop inclusive and age-appropriate 
curricula for RSE and SPHE across primary and post-primary schools, including an inclusive programme on LGBTI+ 
relationships. 

2022: Work on new curriculum specifications for SPHE commenced with a focus on the junior cycle, followed by 
senior and primary specifications. Consultation was an important part of the NCCA review work and feedback was 
sought from all key educational stakeholders including students, parents, teachers, school leaders, researchers and 
organisations. This consultation included an open call for feedback on the initial draft of the junior cycle SPHE-RSE 
curriculum.

2023: The DCU Graduate Diploma in SPHE and RSE, the first of its kind in an Irish context, was funded by the 
Department of Education as part of an initiative to to support professional learning needs of teachers in SPHE and 
RSE.This one-year, part-time NFQ Level 9 post-graduate course is offered to registered post-primary teachers and 
supports them to  acquire, develop and advance their core competencies in the teaching of SPHE and RSE at post-
primary.
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2023 cont’d: An updated Junior Cycle SPHE course was introduced in all schools to first year students entering 
post-primary education in September 2023. A draft Senior Cycle SPHE specification was also released for 
an extended public consultation from July until November 2023. You can read and download the National 
Executive’s Senior Cycle submission here: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1XlIQtNiKKPVQg6R7hmebRc_
BAIWku9vi/view?usp=sharing 

2024: The work of the National Executive is focused on post-primary RSE. However, it is important to note that 
ongoing curriculum revisions are also underway at primary level. This includes the recent release of the draft 
specification for Wellbeing (including SPHE) published for consultation in March 2024. 

Young people’s experiences of RSE in Ireland
At Dáil na nÓg 2022, Comhairle representatives from across Ireland shared and reflected on their previous experiences 
of RSE. It was clear from this consultation process with representatives that the curriculum pre-review was failing to 
meet their needs. Those in attendance reported that the RSE they received was too little, too late and too out of date. 
They emphasised how it was not inclusive, poorly resourced and given low priority in their schools. They expressed the 
view that teachers lacked the training, confidence and skills required to engage young people and deliver high quality, 
inclusive RSE. 

Those who attended Dáil na nÓg 2022 also identified the lack of consistency in the implementation of RSE across 
different schools. Whilst some were having access to comprehensive RSE programmes at primary level, others were 
finishing post-primary school having received no RSE at all. Other issues raised were the confusion about how a school’s 
ethos should shape the RSE curriculum and the lack of teacher training as a key barrier to implementation. 

It was highlighted that too often the quality and quantity of RSE experiences was being shaped by the views of parents, 
teachers and community leaders, without due care and attention to the experiences of young people.
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This is not the first time that the National Executive has turned its attention towards what young people want and need 
for a more inclusive RSE to be realised. This is a recurring issue of major concern and has been voted as the key issue 
for young people across a number of Local Comhairle throughout the years. It was voted as the key recommendation 
at Dáil na nÓg in 2009. The 2009-2010 National Executive work on RSE and the findings of their survey on SPHE and 
RSE can be found in their report called “Life Skills Matters’’ which can be accessed here:https://researchmatters.eu/. 

In 2019, the NCCA, with the support of the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA) organised a one-day 
consultation event with 77 representatives from Comhairlí na nÓg. The NCCA sought to hear the views of young people 
so that their ideas and suggestions could inform the advice to the Minister on the future of RSE. Consultation with 
Comhairle na nÓg complimented other strands of the review and the full report can be accessed here: https://ncca.ie/
en/resources/comhairle-na-nog-consultation-report/. This report outlined the need for an RSE curriculum that is not 
dependent on local factors such as availability or willingness of teachers. It identified the need for a revised curriculum 
that was inclusive, consistent and more relevant to young people. It also emphasised how schools can learn from the 
example of existing youth groups and organisations on ways to make RSE more meaningful to young people.

The findings from Dáil na nÓg 2022 and the ongoing work of the National Executive are largely consistent with findings 
captured in the NCCA’s (2019) Report on the Review of Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) in primary and 
post-primary schools.They are also supported by national and international research evidence: 

	

1. 	 Renold, EJ. et al (2023) “We have to educate ourselves”: how young people are learning about relationships, sex 	
	 and sexuality. London: NSPCC.
2. 	 Maunsell, C. et al (2021) TEACH-RSE: Teacher Professional Development and Relationships and Sexualtiy 		
	 Education. Dublin: Dublin City University
3. 	 Sex Education Forum (2022) Relationships and Sex Education: The Evidence. England & Wales.
4. 	 Renold, E. & Mc Geeney, E. (2017) Informing the Future of Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) in Wales. 	
	 Cardiff University
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Summary of why change is needed

Many young people in Ireland report that they have not received any RSE in school 

Many children and young people in Ireland have reported that they have not yet received any RSE. In some schools, 
RSE never appeared as a component of their junior or senior cycle experiences and in other schools RSE classes were 
used to do homework or catch up on learning in core subjects. 

‘I have not been in any RSE classes, either I wasn’t in for them or they just never happened’ [Quote from 
National Executive member consultation]

Access to high quality RSE is unequal and inconsistent across Ireland  

The implementation of RSE has been inconsistent leading to unequal experiences of RSE. Some young people have 
access to high quality RSE from confident and engaged teachers, whilst others report receiving no RSE at all. Young 
people consistently report that the RSE that they received was too little, too late and too outdated. Not enough 
information was given, some topics were censored or skimmed over, content and resources were outdated and 
classes too teacher led and book focussed, with limited opportunities for discussion and interaction. 

‘My 1st experience of RSE was the dreaded “talk” in 5th & 6th. It was quite awkward and stigmatised. 
Now in an all-girls school it is completely ignored. No mention at all’ [Quote from Comhairle representative 
at Dáil na nÓg]

Ethos is a barrier to high quality RSE 

Young people are clear that a school’s ethos should not be a barrier to their right to quality RSE. Too often, it is felt 
that the quality and quantity of RSE in schools is shaped by the school ethos and the opinions of teachers, parents 
and local leaders, rather than by the views, needs and experiences of young people. 

‘Don’t allow the ethos to interfere with our right to education’ [Quote from National Executive member 
consultation]

RSE provision is not inclusive of all children and young people

Too often, school-based RSE only refers to heterosexual relationships and fails to include Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender and Queer and Questioning (LGBTQ+) rights and relationships. Young people reported that teachers 
were often uncomfortable talking about sexual and gender diversity. Beyond the classroom, young people also 
highlighted their experiences of limited support for LGBTQ+ students, as part of a whole school approach, and no 
consequences for gender and sexual bullying in schools. As a result RSE failed to meet their diverse experiences, 
needs, questions and concerns.

‘No diversity in textbooks (RSE and general) (e.g. no images of same sex parents)’ [Quote from 
Comhairle representative at Dáil na nÓg]

Teachers are not adequately supported to deliver high quality, inclusive RSE

Teachers lack the confidence and skills to teach high quality RSE. Without adequate training teachers are often 
fearful, uncomfortable and awkward when teaching RSE, difficult topics are censored or skimmed over and opinions 
are presented as facts. In particular teachers lack training on gender and sexual diversity making it impossible to 
deliver an inclusive RSE curriculum. 

‘Without quality training, how will teachers deliver this curriculum?’ [Quote from National Executive 
member consultation]
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Section 3: Key Principles

As the National Executive 2022-2024 we 
have consulted with young people across 
Ireland who have spoken passionately 
about their experiences of RSE, and why 
change matters. We have also engaged in 
consultation work with national experts in 
the area of RSE and established a steering 
committee to support us in our work. Through 
this consultation we have identified FOUR key 
principles which are essential to the future of 
RSE in Ireland. 
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PRINCIPLE 1:  
Every child and young person in Ireland has a right to RSE. 

It shouldn’t be about our future but about what is happening now (we are rights holders)  
Quote from National Executive member consultation
 
Every young person in Ireland has a right to high quality RSE and it is a responsibility of  the Government to ensure that 
this right is upheld. Though RSE is mandatory on paper at all levels in Irish schools, from primary through to senior post-
primary level, this is not yet being realised in practice in many schools.

The right to comprehensive RSE is an international human right protected by the United Nations. The UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), the UN Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women, 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and, at European level, the European Social Charter 
and Lanzarote and Istanbul Conventions all safeguard children and young people’s rights to enjoy an inclusive RSE 
as part of a commitment to gender equity, social justice, safety and well-being. As stated by the Council of Europe’s 
Commissioner for Human Rights: “Comprehensive sexuality education protects children and helps build a safer, 
inclusive society” 

Every child and young person living in Ireland has a  right to comprehensive, accurate, equitable, inclusive, scientifically 
sound and culturally sensitive RSE. The rationale for the revised Irish Junior Cycle SPHE course emphasises that RSE 
should be delivered in accordance with principles of equality, human rights and responsibilities. This updated course 
is based on evidence and best practice. It is also aligned with a large body of international research which states that 
the most effective RSE programmes are those that take a rights based approach. When taught from a human rights 
perspective RSE isn’t just another subject in school. It is an integral part of the education system. 

A rights based approach to RSE can create learning environments that enable children and young people to explore 
the impact of uneven power relations in society. For example, the impact of gender and sexual norms on the self, others 
and society, including the role that gender and sexual norms play in discrimination, abuse and violence. A rights-based 
RSE curriculum is the foundation of an inclusive and equitable RSE curriculum. RSE is a basic human right, just like 
food and water.

THE FOLLOWING EVIDENCE SOURCES SUPPORT KEY PRINCIPLE 1:

NCCA (2019) Report on the Review of Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) in primary and post-primary 
schools: http://tinyurl.com/3bt9sc2a.

World Health Organisation (2010). Standards for Sexuality Education in Europe: https://www.bzga-whocc.de/
fileadmin/user_upload/BZgA_Standards_English.pdf  

World Health Organisation/BZgA (2017). Training matters: A Framework for core competencies of sexuality 
education:

https://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/337593/BZgA-training-framework.pdf  

UNESCO (2018). International technical guidance on sexuality education: An evidence informed  approach: 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770  

UNFPA (2014). Operational guidance for comprehensive sexuality education: A focus on human rights and gender:  
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/UNFPA_OperationalGuidance_WEB3_0.pdf   

Wilentz, G. (2016) ‘The importance of European standards and a human rights-based approach in strengthening the 
implementation of sexuality education in Ireland’, Sex Education, 16(4), 439-445. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681
811.2016.1146988 
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PRINCIPLE 2:  
Children and young people have a right to an RSE curriculum that is 
inclusive of their changing needs, experiences and identities.

The courses and content [of RSE] should include every person that has a right to access it  
Quote from Comhairle representative at Dáil na nÓg

All young peoples’ right to see themselves, their families, their communities and each other reflected across the RSE 
curriculum should be realised. It is recognised that the newly revised curriculum is intended to be for all learners – 
regardless of gender, socio-economic background, race or ability. It aims to foster inclusivity and make sure that 
students can see themselves, their families and their communities reflected in the learning.

To ensure that this vision is brought to life, it is vital that RSE learning experiences are accessible to all and reflective 
of all including LGBTQIA+ young people and young people of all abilities in an ever diversifying society. We live 
in a world where gender, sexual and relationships identities, laws and cultures are constantly changing - often in 
complicated and unequal ways. RSE must support opportunities to explore diversity and difference in local communities 
and around the world. RSE must positively affirm the diversity of everyday lives of young people and that celebrates this 
diversity and difference as a source of strength in a fair and equitable society.

The topic of inclusion has featured very strongly consultations held as part of the reviews of . primary and post-primary 
RSE. Young people in Ireland have repeatedly called for LGBTQIA+ inclusive RSE and the urgent need for this provision 
is well established. It is important that asexual and aromantic identities are included when looking at human sexuality 
and that LGBTQIA+ inclusivity is incorporated through the whole curriculum, not  just one strand. Inclusion is more 
than a topic to be considered, it is foundational to a rights-based and equitable curriculum. 

As part of an inclusive approach to RSE, it is important that young people of all genders can access the same curriculum 
and a curriculum reflective of their needs. Young people should not always be divided by gender and taught different 
content. All young people have the right to the same high quality and inclusive RSE. 

THE FOLLOWING EVIDENCE SOURCES SUPPORT KEY PRINCIPLE 2:

Belong To (2022) School Climate Survey 2022 Key Findings: https://www.belongto.org/support-our-work/
advocacy/lgbtq-research/belong-to-school-climate-survey-2022/ 

 McBride, R.-S., Neary, A., Gray, B., and Lacey, V. (2020) The post-primary school experiences of transgender and 
gender diverse youth in Ireland, University of Limerick and the Transgender Equality Network of Ireland (TENI): 
https://teni.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/0309-UL-Report-Body_online.pdf 

Toft, A., & Franklin, A. (2020). Towards expansive and inclusive relationship and sex education: young disabled 
LGBT+ people's ideas for change: https://irep.ntu.ac.uk/id/eprint/37598/1/14750_Toft.pdf 

Frawley, P. Access to Sexual Rights for all People with Disabilities: The Need to See and Include the Experiences of 
People with Intellectual Disability: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-023-02577-8 

Gowen, K & Winges-Yanez, N (2014) Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, and Questioning Youths' 
Perspectives of Inclusive School-Based Sexuality Education:  https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2013.806648
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PRINCIPLE 3:  
RSE curriculum should be implemented to a consistent, high quality in 
every school in Ireland.  

RSE is always changing
Quote from National Executive member consultation

It has been well stated over the course of the SPHE-RSE review that a key issue with RSE in Ireland is the varied 
implementation across different schools. It should not be left to the discretion of each school to implement this important 
subject. 

While the newly revised Junior Cycle SPHE and Senior Cycle SPHE draft specifications are much improved, there is 
a need for more assurance that they will be implemented to a high standard in every school in Ireland. Schools are 
required to teach all aspects of the updated Junior Cycle SPHE course including RSE. RSE is mandatory. It is only with 
this commitment to full and mandatory implementation in each school that every child and young person will have their 
right to RSE upheld. In addition to this, while ‘sexual violence and pornography’ were referred to by stakeholders in the 
consultation as key areas of learning these suggestions have not been addressed in the revised specifications.

Curriculum reform alone is not the solution to the many issues raised in the NCCA (2019) Report on the Review of RSE. 
Clear goals and guarantees are needed to ensure that the new curriculum is implemented in a timely and full manner. 
This is vital to ensure that every young person receives developmentally appropriate, inclusive and comprehensive RSE, 
without school decision making and ethos as potential barriers. There should not be any confusion regarding whether a 
school’s ethos might justify eliminating strands of the curriculum or inconsistent delivery of RSE across Irish schools. All 
schools should comply with requirements to develop a whole school RSE policy and ensure that all strands of the SPHE 
curriculum are meaningfully engaged with. 

The National Executive welcomes the introduction of the Department of Education funded DCU Graduate Diploma in 
SPHE and RSE for in-service teachers and acknowledges the ongoing work of Oide in supporting teachers in transition 
to the newly revised specifications. These are important steps but much more is needed. To further support schools, it is 
essential that Government provides necessary funds and supports ongoing teacher professional development in RSE. 
Students need to trust their teachers, teachers need to feel comfortable delivering all aspects of the curriculum and school 
leaders need to be able to engage all stakeholders in the school community to support the delivery of the new curriculum. 

THE FOLLOWING EVIDENCE SOURCES SUPPORT KEY PRINCIPLE 3:

UNESCO (2018). International technical guidance on sexuality education: An evidence informed approach: 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260770 

Keating et al (2018): Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) in Primary and Post-Primary Irish Schools: A 
Research Paper: https://ncca.ie/media/3782/relationships-and-sexuality-education-rse-in-primary-and-post-
primary-irish-schools-a-research-paper.pdf  

Sex Education Forum, UK (2022): Relationships and Sex Education: The Evidence: https://www.sexeducationforum.
org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/RSE%20The%20Evidence%20-%20SEF%202022.pdf 

Pound P, Denford S, Shucksmith J, et al. (2017) What is best practice in sex and relationship education? A synthesis of 
evidence, including stakeholders’ views. BMJ Open: https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/bmjopen/7/5/e014791.full.pdf 

Maunsell, C, Bourke, A, Costello, A, Cullen, C and Machowska-Kosciak, M. (2021) TEACH-RSE Teacher Professional 
Development and Relationships and Sexuality Education RSE: Realising Optimal Sexual Health and Wellbeing 
Across the Lifespan. HSE: Sexual Health and Crisis Pregnancy Programme: https://www.dcu.ie/sites/default/
files/staff/2022-03/TEACH-RSE%20Research%20Report_Final.pdf
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PRINCIPLE 4:  
Children and young people are key stakeholders in the design, delivery 
and evaluation of RSE.

Don’t just get young people’s opinions on the matter - allow us to come to meetings and actively 
participate in creating the entire thing. Who knows how to teach young people about young people’s 
issues better than young people?
Quote from National Executive consultation meeting

Young peoples’ right to be recognised as active participants and decision-makers in the ongoing development and 
review of RSE must be upheld. As set out in Article 12 of the UNCRC, young people have the right to have a say in 
relation to this proposed curriculum and for our views to be listened to and acted upon. 

Research shows that RSE frequently fails to address young people’s experiences, questions and needs. Often this can 
be because adult ideas about what counts as an age-appropriate curriculum is not grounded in the realities of young 
people’s everyday lives and relationships. Making sure young people are key stakeholders and active partners will be 
the key to the success of RSE in Ireland into the future. 

The centering of young people’s perspectives and ongoing consultation as part of the national review and curriculum 
development programme was an important first step. Further ongoing and consistent consultation with young people 
about their experiences of RSE is essential to determine if the roll out of the new curriculum is meaningful and making 
a difference. It is important not to assume what young people want or need but instead to actively recognise young 
people’s own agency, knowledge and unique experiences.

THE FOLLOWING EVIDENCE SOURCES SUPPORT KEY PRINCIPLE 4:

Renold, E. et al (2023) “We have to educate ourselves”: how young people are learning about relationships, sex 
and sexuality: https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/2023/how-young-people-are-learning-about-
relationships-sex-sexuality 

Bragg, S. (2010). Consulting young people: A literature review. CCE: https://oro.open.ac.uk/30172/1/cce-lit-
review-consulting-young%2520-people-256.pdf 

Pound P, Langford R, Campbell R. What do young people think about their school-based sex and relationship 
education? A qualitative synthesis of young people’s views and experiences. BMJ Open: https://bmjopen.bmj.com/
content/bmjopen/6/9/e011329.full.pdf 

Ollis, D., Coll, L., Harrison, L., & Johnson, B. (2022). Pedagogies of Possibility for Negotiating Relationships and 
Sexuality Education with Young People, Emerald Publishing: UK. ISBN 978-3- 030- 24205-3

O'Higgins, S. and Gabhainn, S. N. (2010) Youth participation in setting the agenda: learning outcomes for sex 
education in Ireland, Sex Education,10 (3): 10.1080/14681811.2010.515096
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Section 4: Proposed Actions
Building on the principles identified in Section 3, it is clear that action is needed for change to be realised. As the 
National Executive, based on our extensive consultation with young people and experts, we outline a series of specific 
changes that are urgently needed in Ireland.   

We call for: Government to dedicate significant additional investment in 
RSE teacher professional learning for all teachers across Ireland.
All teachers must be adequately trained and supported to deliver RSE so that every young person’s right to quality, 
meaningful and inclusive RSE is realised. We ask government to make additional funds available to support teacher 
professional learning, including funds for: 

•	 Mandatory professional learning in RSE available and required for all in-service teachers of RSE. 
•	 Mandatory professional learning in RSE included in all Initial Teacher Education programmes. 
•	 Annual training opportunities available to all teachers of RSE to ensure that their professional learning is up to date. 
•	 Increased numbers of teachers across Ireland receiving specialist RSE professional learning.  
•	 Specialist training on gender and sexual diversity to be made available to all teachers of RSE. 

In line with the key principles outlined above, all professional learning programmes should be underpinned by a right 
based framework and inclusive of all children and young people’s rights and relationships. In addition, children and 
young people should be involved in the development and review of all professional learning programmes. 

We call for: Government to ensure the provision of quality RSE resources 
for all key stakeholders. 
All key stakeholders in RSE, especially teachers, must have access to up to date and inclusive RSE resources to enable 
the effective implementation of the national curricula and the provision of high quality, comprehensive and inclusive RSE. 
Actions to achieve this ambition should include: 

•	 Clear communication with all schools to ensure that staff are aware of the high-quality resources that are currently 
available 

•	 Regular audit of the RSE toolkit to identify requirements for updated resources or additional materials to be 
provided 

•	 Development of new resources specific to new areas of learning and whole school approaches to high quality, 
inclusive RSE.   

•	 Ensure that all young people have access free contraception and menstrual products in schools
•	 Ensure all young people have access to inclusive healthcare information and services in relation to RSE beyond the 

classroom. 
•	 Resources for parents that aim to educate parents and support parent-child learning around RSE. 
•	 Funding and support for resources to be developed and/or translated into the Irish language 

Young people must be included in the audit, review, and development of all RSE resources in line with a commitment 
to their continuous participation in RSE policy and practice. In addition, all resources must be inclusive of all young 
people’s rights and relationships and identities. 

1
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We call for: Government to develop, fund and support ongoing review 
of RSE at national, local and school level. 
The National Executive welcomes the current review of SPHE and RSE being undertaken by the NCCA, which has 
resulted in curriculum reform at primary and post-primary level. Building on this, it is important that continuous review 
mechanisms are in place at school and national level so that the RSE curriculum continues to be relevant to the changing 
needs and rights of young people. Actions should include: 

•	 Bi-annual national review of RSE curriculum content by key stakeholders: young people, teachers, researchers, 
youth, community, and health organisations. 

•	 A requirement that every school reviews and reflects on its RSE provision annually as part of a whole school 
approach to high quality RSE. Young people’s experiences of RSE must be central to this review. Other stakeholders 
should also be invited to participate.

•	 Government to develop quality markers for whole school approaches to RSE in consultation with young people and 
other key stakeholders  (parents, teachers, youth, community and health organisations). 

•	 Young people and other key community stakeholders (parents, teachers, youth, community and health 
organisations) must be involved in the monitoring and review of RSE curriculum and resources at the community 
level as part of a whole school approach.  

All review processes should ensure that RSE provision is inclusive and rights based, in line with the key principles 
outlined above. All work should be carried out in consultation with young people as key partners and decision-makers 
in RSE. 

We call for: Government to ensure representation and active 
participation of young people on all decision-making bodies relevant to 
RSE.
As outlined above, it is vital that young people are involved as active partners and decision-makers in RSE. Decision-
makers need to recognise that young people must influence and shape important decisions that affect them. Actions 
should include: 

•	 Audit and review of young people’s representation and forms of engagement on all decision making bodies 
relevant to RSE

•	 Support structures provided to young people and other key stakeholders in building effective and meaningful 
partnerships which enable young people to work with other key stakeholders to co-create an RSE future that is 
meaningful to them.

•	 Representation of Comhairle na nÓg members on the NCCA board 	
•	 Funded collaborative research with young people which looks at: 

•	 Mapping young people’s experiences of the newly revised RSE curriculum over time
•	 What young people want to learn more about in RSE and how they would like to be supported in this learning
•	 How young people seek information, support and advice specific to matters related to RSE
•	 The barriers and opportunities in co-creating a more inclusive RSE

All consultation processes should ensure that young people are valued stakeholders, active participants and supported 
to make meaningful contributions to decision-making bodies, in line with the key principles outlined above. 
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We call for: Government to review the current constitutional and 
legislative rights of young people in relation to RSE. 
Young people’s right to comprehensive RSE is an international human right protected by the United Nations. The current 
constitutional and legal framework in Ireland prioritises parental rights to have a say in their child’s education, over 
children’s rights to access RSE. This current framework is at odds with international laws that prioritise children’s rights to 
access the education and health services that they need and the right to have a say in decisions that affect their lives. It is 
also a key barrier to every child and young person in Ireland accessing high quality and inclusive RSE. 

Moving forwards, we call for a citizens assembly and review of current frameworks so that a commitment to upholding 
children and young peoples’ universal right to comprehensive RSE can be upheld. Future legislation should adopt a 
rights based approach to RSE that recognises children and young people’s evolving capacity to make decisions about 
matters that affect their lives.
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