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Figure 22: RSE as part of another class

RSE policy
Young people were asked whether their school had a written RSE policy or not. 
Less than one in 10 (9%) said that their school did have a RSE policy, just over one 
quarter (26%) said their school did not have such a policy, while the majority (65%) 
did not know (see Figure 23). The questionnaire also asked young people if they 
were involved in the development of their school’s RSE policy – only 2% of students 
reported that they were involved, while the majority (98%) were not.

Figure 23: Schools with a RSE policy

Emphasis on RSE themes
Young people were asked to indicate the emphasis placed on various themes 
from the RSE syllabus in their school, marking whether there was a high or a low 
emphasis put on them (see Figure 24). 
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RSE themes with the highest through to the lowest emphasis were as follows:
healthy relationships (66%) o

self-esteem (65%) o

human reproduction and fertility (64%) o

sexually transmitted infections (64%) o

contraception methods (62%) o

influences and values (61%) o

decision-making (61%) o

understanding female fertility (59%) o

unplanned pregnancy (55%) o

dealing with hurt and loss (52%) o

understanding sexuality (52%) o

understanding relationships boundaries (50%) o

communicating our boundaries (46.5%) o

intimacy (44%) o

understanding sexual orientation (heterosexuality, homosexuality,  o

bisexuality) (43%)

Figure 24: Emphasis placed on RSE syllabus themes
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RSE outcomes
Respondents were asked about the outcomes for them of participating in RSE 
classes. As can be seen in Figure 25:

36% of young people said that RSE classes had helped them understand and  o

develop friendships and relationships;
37% said that RSE classes had helped them understand their own sexuality  o

better and that of others;
44% said that RSE classes had helped them develop a positive attitude  o

towards their relationships with others;
39% said that RSE classes had improved their knowledge of reproduction. o

Figure 25: Outcomes of participation in RSE classes

Topics and key messages
When respondents were asked to rate the topics and key messages in RSE classes, 
10% thought they were excellent, 19% rated them as very good, 35% rated them as 
good, 13% rated them as fair and 23% said they were not helpful (see Figure 26).

Figure 26: RSE topics and key messages
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RSE teaching methods
Tables 5 and 6 outline the most commonly used teaching methods in RSE classes 
and what respondents considered to be the most useful teaching methods. 
Discussions proved to be the most common teaching method employed and, as for 
SPHE, also the most popular among students.

Table 5: Most common RSE teaching methods

Teaching method No. of respondents % *
Discussions 65 30%

Worksheets 62 28%

Group work 61 28%

Case studies 23 10%

Brainstorming 19 9%

Role play 17 8%

Walking debates 16 7%

Project work 15 7%

* Percentages do not add up to 100% because respondents could choose multiple choice answers.

Table 6: Most useful RSE teaching methods

Teaching method No. of respondents % *
Discussions 54 25%

Group work 22 10%

Role play 6 3%

Case studies 6 3%

Brainstorming 6 3%

Worksheets 5 2%

Walking debates 4 2%

Project work 1 0.5%

* Percentages do not add up to 100% because respondents could choose multiple choice answers.

How RSE classes work
Respondents were asked what they thought of the way RSE classes work, in terms 
of teaching methods and content. As Figure 27 shows, 9% of respondents classified 
the way RSE classes work as excellent, 10% as very good, 31% as good, 25% as fair 
and 25% as not helpful.
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Figure 27: How RSE classes work

Usefulness of RSE classes
Young people were asked how useful they have found RSE classes to be, for their 
lives now and into the future. Overall, 7% considered RSE classes as excellent in 
terms of usefulness, 23% found them very good, another 23% found them good, 19% 
found them fair and 28% reckoned they were not helpful (see Figure 28).

Figure 28: Usefulness of RSE classes
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Preferred teachers of RSE
When respondents were asked who they would like to teach RSE in their school, 
61% said they would like people from outside their school to teach it. This compares 
with almost half the young people (49%) preferring teachers from their own school 
to teach RSE and just 3% wanting their parents to teach it (see Figure 29).

Figure 29: Preferred teachers of RSE
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Outside facilitators who discussed crisis pregnancies included staff from local Rape 
Crisis Centres, the Life Pregnancy Care Service and CURA (Unexpected or Crisis 
Pregnancy Service). As one respondent said:

‘A woman from Life Pregnancy Care Service came to advise us on unexpected 
teenage pregnancies and options available.’

Of those who reported outside facilitators coming into their schools, 19% said 
religious groups had come to talk to them about relationships and sexuality issues, 
or to give ‘retreats’. These groups were promoting abstinence and chastity and 
were against abortion, sex before marriage, contraception and homosexuality. The 
majority of young people disagreed with the ethos of these religious groups and 
described them as ‘biased’ and ‘misguided’, and felt they were ‘preaching mistruths’. 
The following quotes highlight some of the young people’s experiences of religious 
groups in their schools:

‘God’s input into sex. It was quite bad, they ridiculed homosexuality.’

‘A religious cult, they said not to have sex before marriage.’

‘Catholic youth workers who provided us with untrue facts and gave 
misguided information. It was solely “the teaching of the Catholic Church” 
and totally biased.’

Other guest speakers discussed issues including sexuality, values, healthy 
relationships, reproduction, mental health, suicide, drug and alcohol abuse, 
disability, volunteering, puberty, development of the child and abortion.

Usefulness of outside facilitators
In terms of the usefulness of outside facilitators in RSE classes, 24% of young people 
found them very useful, 44% found them useful, 19% found them not very useful 
and 13% found them not at all useful (see Figure 30).



Results of RSE Survey 33

Figure 30: Usefulness of outside facilitators in RSE

Importance of RSE in schools
Respondents were asked how important they felt it was for young people to learn 
RSE in school. The majority (61%) felt that it was very important to learn RSE in 
school, 30% felt it was important, 5% felt it was not very important and 4% felt it 
was not at all important (see Figure 31).

Figure 31: Importance of RSE in schools
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Figure 32: Agree or disagree with statement ‘RSE classes cover all the important relationships 
and sexuality topics I need to know at this stage in my life’
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The following quotes highlight some of the ways that young people felt RSE classes 
could be improved:

‘First, they should actually be taught!’

‘I think the RSE classes should be compulsory because they are very effective.’

‘Actually teach it! Have a variety of discussions, questions, workshops, etc. 
Teach us everything about relationships and sexuality. Don’t leave bits out.’

‘Could be explored in more detail. We only brushed off certain topics and it 
was all very basic stuff we covered that everyone already knew.’

‘More enthusiastic and open-minded teachers would help it.’

‘I think RSE could be better taught by school guidance counsellors rather 
than Religion and Home Economics teachers (as is done in our school) as they 
would be more able to talk about emotions and relationships.’

‘A strongly Catholic teacher is reluctant to give info.’

‘Sex education is extremely important. Schools should not be run by religious 
institutions. They are a bad influence on the teaching of RSE.’

‘By allowing students to share their stories and allow time for discussions to 
take place, instead of just reading through worksheets and facts.’
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SPHE Survey
The main findings from the SPHE survey were as follows:

Teaching of SPHE
The majority of young people (88%) had SPHE classes in 2009. o

SPHE is timetabled as a class in the majority of respondents’ schools (97%). o

The majority of young people (84%) had SPHE classes once a week. o

The majority of SPHE classes (95%) are, on average, one class in length. o

Most/least emphasized themes
The most emphasized theme in the SPHE syllabus was ‘alcohol, drug and  o

solvent use’.
The least emphasized theme in the SPHE syllabus was ‘decisions and people  o

who influence me’.

Learning
Over half of young people (55%) felt they had learnt a lot from SPHE classes. o

Almost three-quarters of young people (74%) agreed or strongly agreed that  o

SPHE covers all the important relationships and sexuality topics they need 
to know about at this stage in their lives.

Outcomes
The most significant outcome for young people taking part in SPHE classes  o

was an increased understanding of how to make good decisions.
Young people reported that SPHE improved their physical health and   o

well-being more than their emotional and mental health and well-being.

Teaching methods
Workbooks were reported to be the most commonly used teaching method  o

in SPHE classes, whereas discussions and debates were considered by young 
people to be the most useful teaching methods.

Preferred teachers of SPHE
Young people were about equally divided on whether they would prefer  o

teachers from their own school to teach SPHE (51%) or to have people come 
in from outside their school to teach the subject (49%).
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Outside facilitators
Just over one third of young people (35%) had been taught SPHE by outside  o

facilitators.
The main topics discussed by outside facilitators were sex education/  o

puberty, alcohol and drug misuse, and mental health.

Importance of SPHE
The majority of young people (79%) felt it was important or very important  o

for young people to learn SPHE in school.

SPHE policy
38% of young people were aware that their school has a SPHE policy and  o

14% were involved in the development of their school’s policy.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The main recommendations given by young people to improve SPHE classes were 
to have:

more SPHE classes; o

better teachers; o

a wider curriculum. o

RSE Survey
The main findings from the RSE survey were as follows:

Teaching of RSE
Almost three-quarters of young people (74%) did not have RSE classes  o

during 2009.
RSE is not timetabled as a class in the majority of respondents’ schools (85%). o

The majority of young people (63%) said they never have RSE classes in their  o

school.
The majority of RSE classes (72%) are, on average, one class in length. o

Most/least emphasized themes
The most emphasized theme in the RSE syllabus was ‘healthy relationships’. o

The least emphasized theme in the RSE syllabus was ‘understanding sexual  o

orientation’.



40 Life skills matter – not just points: Survey of implementation of SPHE and RSE

Learning
Over half of young people (55%) felt they had not learnt a lot from RSE  o

classes.
62% of young people agreed or strongly agreed that RSE covers all the  o

important relationships and sexuality topics that they need to know about 
at this stage in their lives.

Outcomes
The most significant outcome for young people taking part in RSE classes  o

was helping them to develop a positive attitude towards their relationships 
with others.

Teaching methods
Discussions were reported to be the most commonly used teaching method  o

in RSE classes and were also considered by young people to be the most 
useful.

Preferred teachers of RSE
The majority of young people (61%) said they would prefer people from  o

outside their school to teach RSE. However, 49% reported a preference for 
teachers from their own school to teach the subject.

Outside facilitators
Just under half of young people (46%) had been taught RSE by outside  o

facilitators.
The main topics discussed by outside facilitators were contraception,  o

sexually transmitted infections (STIs), crisis pregnancy and sexual 
abstinence.

Importance of RSE
The majority of young people (91%) felt it was important or very important  o

for young people to learn RSE in school.

RSE policy
9% of young people were aware that their school has a RSE policy and 2%  o

were involved in the development of their school’s policy.
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 RECOMMENDATIONS
The main recommendations given by young people in relation to improving RSE 
classes were:

for RSE classes to be mandatory; o

for the curriculum to be wider and to cover more topics in detail about  o

relationships and sexuality;
for teachers to be better trained to deliver RSE classes. o
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