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Relationships and sexuality education —what isit, really?

A required area of learning in the New Zealand Curriculum since 1999.

Relationships and sexuality education has been a required area of learning in The New Zealand
Curriculum from Years 1 to 10" for over twenty years. Relationships and sexuality education is taught in
schools around the world. There is clear evidence that relationships and sexuality education is essential
learning for all young people.? It provides students with the knowledge and skills they need to develop
healthy relationships and make informed choices that support their mental and physical health and
wellbeing. Research shows that when young people have quality relationships and sexuality education,
they are more likely to delay having sex, and use condoms and contraception when they choose to have
sex.> More recently, relationships and sexuality education has been linked to a broader range of positive
social and health outcomes, including promoting healthy relationships and preventing sexual and

intimate partner violence.*>®

A partnership with parents and whanau

Relationships and sexuality education is a partnership with parents and whanau. Parents and whanau
play an essential role sharing information and values around relationships and sexuality with their
children. Children and young people are exposed to a broad range of information and perspectives
about relationships and sexuality through mainstream media, social media, and friends. School is another
place where children and young people learn about these issues. Teachers are supported to teach this
area of the curriculum through professional development based on evidence of best practice. Parents are
encouraged to talk to their children about what they learn in school, just as they talk to their children
about what they see and hear through social media, mainstream media, and friends.

Under the Education and Training Act 2020,” schools must consult with their community at least every
two years about how to implement the health education curriculum, including relationships and sexuality
education. Parents can withdraw their child from all or part of relationships and sexuality education.

Age-appropriate
Relationships and sexuality education is a progression of learning. In the early years, the focus is on
things like friendships, being kind to others, belonging, being inclusive and respectful of differences. It is
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also about how to take care of your body, including strategies to keep safe and ensuring children can
identify safe adults and know the right words to use if they need help.

In the middle and older years, relationships and sexuality education includes information about things
like menstruation and puberty, contraception, condoms, and consent in the context of intimate
relationships, keeping safe online and media literacy, including how to deal with sexually explicit material.
This education is important for kids to be healthy and safe. It also teaches young people what to do if
harm occurs, and where they can seek support. While many kids learn about these issues at home, others
do not, so it is important they learn at school from trusted adults. Almost all young people will see
information about sex and bodies somewhere online. Evidence shows that talking about sex, condoms
and contraception does not encourage young people to have sex but supports young people to delay
sexuality activity.®

Inclusive of different identities and perspectives

Relationships and sexuality education teaches young people that in society, people hold a range of
identities and perspectives, including identities related to gender, ethnicity, language, and religion. It
incorporates matauranga Maori and other cultural perspectives. Relationships and sexuality education
supports young people to think about the diverse world around them, and how to be respectful of
differences. We all want young people to feel that they belong and to be accepting of others. This is
important learning for young people throughout their lives — in their intimate relationships, but also in
friendships, among whanau and workplace relationships. Schools have a responsibility to ensure all
young people feel safe and included at school, including young people who are gender diverse.
Conversations about gender diversity are happening online, and in the media. Evidence-based learning
about these issues in school, alongside conversations with parents at home, helps young people make
sense of what they are encountering online.

Young people want all the issues covered
Young people want to learn about a broad range of issues related to sexuality and relationships. We've
heard this through our surveys and research confirms it. Here's what they've said°:

“[Relationships and sexuality education] taught us about different sexualities and genders, sexually
transmitted diseases, reproduction, different contraceptives and healthy relationships. Was incredibly useful
and | still use that information now.”

“l wish it had been a lot more important. It all felt so secretive and there wasn't very much of it. | always felt
like we were doing something wrong by learning about it, and always had to act like it was dumb or
embarrassing or not cool, because | didn't want to come across as wanting to know more.”

For more information about relationships and sexuality education in Aotearoa New Zealand, visit
https://www.education.govt.nz/parents-and-caregivers/schools-year-0-13/health-safety-and-wellbeing/relationships-and-
sexuality-education
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