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Relationships and  
sexuality education (RSE)  
in primary schools

Relationships and sexuality education in primary school is important and needs to be carefully 

planned and taught. RSE promotes students’ social emotional skills, builds the foundation of healthy 

relationships, and develops awareness of broader social, cultural and environmental contexts that 

influence wellbeing. RSE involves learning about relationships as well as about bodies, gender, and 
sexualities. RSE is different from what many people remember as ‘sex education’, which focuses on 

the physical/biological dimension of sex. RSE is shaped by an holistic model of health which includes 

physical, mental, emotional, spiritual and social dimensions of human sexuality. This research review will 

help teachers to:

• understand what constitutes quality RSE

• explore a whole-school approach to promoting wellbeing through RSE

• consult with their community

• design and implement a classroom programme 

• identity the key progressions of learning throughout the primary school

• answer any difficult questions and ensure safe and professional practice in the classroom.

It includes links to the Ministry of Education’s new RSE guide and key resources1 that can be downloaded 

to support a whole-school approach to RSE. 

What constitutes quality RSE?
Quality RSE in primary schools starts at Year 1. Learning from Year 1 builds the fundamental knowledge 

and skills needed to develop a positive sense of identity, decision-making skills, healthy relationships, 

respect for others, and critical thinking. RSE knowledge and skills support the wellbeing of students 

as they progress through primary school and approach puberty. Many schools have RSE at the senior 

primary level that explores the physical changes at puberty. Although the physical changes of puberty 

are important, young people also need the knowledge and skills to navigate the emotional, social, and 

spiritual aspects of pubertal change and relationships within a digital world.  

An extensive literature review of 30 years of data on the effectiveness of comprehensive sex education 

(CSE) found that CSE can increase knowledge about the body’s changing needs, decrease shame and 

anxiety about sexuality, improve communication skills, and expand understandings of gender identity 

and social norms2. Furthermore, CSE can develop children’s media literacy skills, promote inclusion 

and healthy relationships, and improve sexual abuse disclosure rates. Key findings relevant for primary 
school teachers are that CSE needs to start in junior primary school. It should be based on a holistic and 

broad definition of sexual health, and be framed within a positive, affirming and inclusive approach to 
human sexuality. 

Children are growing up in a changing world where families are more diverse, information is available 

at a touch of a button, and social media is part of life. Children and young people are also challenging 

gender norms and stereotypes and the impact these have on wellbeing. To ensure young people have 
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the knowledge and skills to respond to these societal changes and challenges, RSE needs to draw on 

students’ voices and be well planned in a consistent manner by trained teachers3. 

A whole-school approach
It is beneficial for schools to explore what parts of the whole-school approach support a holistic RSE 
programme of learning. Quality RSE is based on a whole-school approach to relationships and sexuality. 

The following diagram from Relationships and sexuality education: A guide for teachers, leaders and 

boards of trustees4 can be used to support leaders to discuss the strengths of the school and areas for 

development in RSE.

An example of a whole-school approach to wellbeing is promoting inclusion and diversity. This approach 

would include:

•  Exploring how classroom programmes (in health and across the curriculum) reflect learning about 
gender diversity. For example, what storybooks can be introduced that discuss different gender 

identities?

•  Aligning school policies, practices and the physical environment to support inclusion and foster 

openness. For example, this might include creating non-gendered school uniform options.

•  Identifying support systems and management systems that address bullying related to gender 

identity.

•  Celebrating difference through recognising diverse families, identities, and cultures, such as 

celebrating Pride Week.

A video5 from New Zealand’s Ministry of Education provides a short practical example of strong 

leadership and a whole-school approach to relationships and sexuality. The video highlights how RSE 

promotes inclusion, develops healthy relationships between school members, decreases bullying, and 

supports teachers to develop and implement RSE across the curriculum.

Consulting with the community about RSE within the Health curriculum
It is important for schools to reflect on the importance of community consultation to ascertain the 
needs of their community. Consultation involves more than informing the school community on what 
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will be taught - it should be a transparent and shared process. In New Zealand, it is a requirement that, at 

least once every two years, school boards consult the school community and adopt a statement on the 

delivery of the health curriculum, although the board may choose how to consult with the community. 

The purpose of the consultation is to enact a shared process to create a localised curriculum that 

meets the needs of students. Effective community consultation involves board members and school 

leaders working together to consult with the community on how the school plans to deliver sexuality 

education as part of the health curriculum. It is essential that students and their families are able to have 

meaningful input into the content and delivery of the sexuality education programme6.

There are many strategies that schools can use to consult with communities. These include:

•  Combining consultations with community cultural events

•  Facilitating consultations in a range of settings such as the marae or local church

•  Consulting with students first and sharing this information with families and the community

•  Including students, and their previous work, in the consultation process.

Many schools carry out online surveys with their communities, but these surveys often do not have a 

high return rate and leave little room for collaboration. Māori and Pasifika families prefer to participate 
through a shared process where relationships are at the heart of the discussion. For more information 

and great ideas on consultation, see Tūturu’s Community Consultation: Health Education resource, and 

the Ministry of Education’s video on consultation7 and teacher resource page8. 

Planning an RSE programme of learning
Many primary schools have learning programmes connected to wellbeing. However, a whole-school 

approach to RSE that is deliberately planned and based on progressions across the curriculum levels 

reflects good practice. The Ministry of Education’s one-page9 learning programme review and planning 

considerations provide a helpful starting place for schools to discuss a localised curriculum. Here are 

some key first steps:

1. Read the Ministry of Education’s RSE guide for Years 1-8 (or relevant local guidance for your school).

2.  Discuss with staff how responsive your RSE programme is about the changing needs of society 

(digital technology, changing family structures, gender diversity and inclusion, access to online 

sexual material, early puberty)10. 

3.  Discuss the components of a whole-school approach to RSE and identify school strengths and 

areas for development. For example, do school policies promote diversity, inclusion and positive 

relationships?

4.  Discuss a range of culturally appropriate ways to effectively consult with the school community 

about health education and RSE.

Programme development: Years 1-8
A minimum of 12-15 hours spent per year on RSE is recommended11, and the voices of students and 

their learning needs should guide planning. Below are some guidelines about what effective RSE covers 

across the primary school years. These are based on Relationships and sexuality education: A guide for 

teachers, leaders and boards of trustees, Years 1-8.
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At level one (ages 5-7)

Students learn about recognising body parts, body safety, hygiene, showing respect for self and others. 

They learn the skills to develop and maintain friendships, express their feelings and needs, and know who 

to ask for help. They also learn to stand up for others and understand the relationship between gender, 

identity, and wellbeing. 

At level two (ages 7-9)

Students can explain how bodies change over time. They can give and receive consent, including in 

online spaces. They continue to develop relationships skills through developing interpersonal skills such 

as listening, taking turns, recognising the feelings of others, and showing caring and compassion. At 

level two, students are starting to identify gender stereotypes and diverse gender and sexual identities 

in society. 

At level three (ages 9-11)

Students start to learn about pubertal change from a holistic perspective and recognise that everyone 

is different. They start to understand that there are different types of relationships and how these can 

influence wellbeing. They learn skills to enhance relationships, such as giving or withholding consent 
and strategies to enhance relationships. Students continue to learn about policies and practices that 

support inclusion and diversity, where they can seek help, and start to critique the impact of social media 

on wellbeing.

At level four (11-13)

Students learn more about pubertal change and how it relates to social norms around gender and 

sexuality. They develop an understanding of conception and contraception and how this relates 

to wellbeing. They further develop their skills to manage relationships and explore topics like love, 

attraction, consent, communication, and social media effects. By the end of Year 8, students should 

understand how wider contexts link with people’s gender and sexual identities, take action to be 

inclusive, know how to seek help, and critique media representations of gender and relationships. 

In consultation with the wishes and needs of students and the school community, the above key learning 

ideas will support schools to develop a comprehensive learning programme. Key resources12 and lesson 

plan ideas that support students to develop a strong identity, be inclusive, have healthier relationships, 

and learn the skills to critique situations that impact wellbeing can be found at the end of this guide. 

Answering the tricky questions
Teachers often worry about answering perceived ‘tricky questions’ in RSE. The following guidelines 

are adapted from the Ministry of Education material13 written for teachers to develop their comfort and 

confidence in answering questions. You can be asked any question at any time while teaching, and 

for many reasons. Sometimes students may be testing you or seeking attention from peers, but more 

often there will be an actual desire to learn. You need to be prepared for questions on a wide variety of 

topics. Legally you are entitled to answer any question that students ask you, but before you answer, 

it is important that you have reflected on the way you will answer these and what messages you may 
inadvertently send. Here are some guidelines for responding:

•  Keep your expression neutral – do not show any offence, disapproval, or discomfort at the question.

•  It is fine to indicate to students that, while sexuality is normal, some people find it uncomfortable 
and difficult to talk about. You can acknowledge that there are not always easy or straightforward 
answers and that it is okay to wonder about it and ask questions.

•  Answer immediately if the question is simple and you know the answer.
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•  If you are unsure whether you have understood the question correctly, ask a clarifying question 

before responding. 

•  If you do not know the answer or are uncomfortable answering straight away, tell the class that you 

will check it out and get back to them the next day. Make sure you follow up.

•  Be honest but do not answer personal questions that relate to you specifically. Use wording such as 
‘Some people think/do … and others …’ or ‘What do others think?’

•  If the question is too personal, clearly state that you will not answer it.

•  If the question is very specific to the student, consider whether the whole class needs to hear the 
answer. It may be better discussed individually.

•  If you feel very uncomfortable about answering a question, you may want to refer the student to 

someone else or arrange for someone to come in to talk to the class and answer the question. 

•  If a student’s question communicates offensive or discriminatory messages, you will need to deal 

with this sensitively by making clear to the class at the time the inappropriateness of the question. 

This might mean leaving alone the details of the question – and its answer –  in the moment but 

coming back to it with a more considered response.  

Another important way to invite and respond to students’ questions is to use a question box, which 

is highly recommended for every class. A question box gives you time to consider your response, so 

this method means you are less likely to be put on the spot. It is important that you feel confident and 
comfortable with teaching RSE, including responding to questions, so seek support from your colleagues 

if needed. If you decide that you will not answer a question from the question box, give students a 

reason. You could say ‘this question asks … but I am not going to answer it because …’, or ‘this question is 

directed to me personally. I won’t be answering from my own experience. But some people believe … and 

others feel …’.

For help-seeking and disclosure type questions, ensure you are familiar with your school child protection 

policy and procedures. One of the best things you can do is talk to your colleagues about how you 

can support one another to manage disclosures safely and appropriately. Childmatters offers a 

number of basic guidelines that should be followed to ensure the safe handling of any disclosure. It is 

recommended that teachers read and discuss these guidelines at the start of the year. Always ensure 

you talk to other teachers about any concerns and follow school guidelines. You should also be familiar 

with school and community support services for young people and recommend these to encourage help-

seeking behaviour from students. 

Key resources to support a whole-school approach to RSE, including lesson plans, can be found below.  

Teacher resources 
Lesson plan ideas:

•  The curriculum in action: Sexuality education for levels 1-4, which includes free lesson ideas from 

the MoE.

•		Family Planning’s ‘Navigating the Journey’. The four resource books span levels 1-4 of the New 

Zealand Curriculum and is suitable for students at all levels of primary school. 

•  Catching on early: Sexuality education for Victorian primary schools , which includes free 

adaptable lessons.
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New Zealand Ministry of Education resources14: 

•		Three short videos on consultation, planning and teaching, whole-school approach.

•		Extensive teacher guide for promoting wellbeing through RSE.
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