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Introduction

The Educati on Secretary is reviewing the Government’s 
policy on sex educati on amid increasing demands for the 
subject to be made mandatory for all primary schools. 
This booklet uncovers explicit resources already being 
recommended for primary-aged children by local councils 
and others. If sex educati on is forced on primary schools 
by a change in the law, we expect the use of these 
resources to become more widespread.

At a ti me when there is growing alarm at the sexualisati on of 
children, using sexually explicit resources in schools can surely only 
make things much worse. If sex educati on is made compulsory for 
primary schools, the publicati ons highlighted in this report are the 
kind of materials that will be used with children as young as fi ve. 
A nati onal curriculum for sex educati on would see control taken 
out of the hands of schools and centralised in the hands of those 
who advocate the use of material which most parents would fi nd 
unacceptable. 

CURRENT LAW
At present sex educati on is enti rely discreti onary at primary school 
level. Though all schools are required to have a policy on sex 
educati on, for primary schools their policy can be that they do not 
cover sex educati on topics. The Nati onal Curriculum for Science 
includes basic biology, such as life cycles and human reproducti on. 
This has been noncontroversial. It does not include sex educati on, 
as this has been treated separately since 1993. (In science lessons 
pupils are simply required to learn about “reproducti on in some 
plants and animals”.)1 
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Maintained secondary schools are required to teach sex 
education. The Department for Education has said that it expects 
the same from secondary academies, including free schools. 
However, head teachers and governors in secondary schools retain 
control over the way they teach sex education and the materials 
they use. Decisions on controversial matters are therefore made at 
school level by governors and head teachers.

Although the law refers to “sex education”, in practice the 
subject is often called “sex and relationships education” (SRE). 
Personal, Social, Health and Economic education (PSHE) includes 
sex education. When most lobby groups talk about making PSHE 
compulsory they are trying to impose their sex education agenda 
on schools.

GOVERNMENT UNDER PRESSURE 
Despite the well-established legal framework, the Government 
is under huge pressure to force all primary schools to teach sex 
education. Education Secretary Justine Greening told MPs in 
September 2016 that the Government’s policy on PSHE is in her 
“in-tray”, saying “I think it is time that we looked to how we can 
do a better job”.2 In October 2016, Education Minister Edward 
Timpson said that the Government is “considering all the options”.3

Campaigning groups strongly support statutory sex education 
for primary schools. The Sex Education Forum, a body which 
has produced a resources list including many of the explicit 
publications in this report, “believes that all children and young 
people have a right” to sex and relationships education.4  The 
head of the Sex Education Forum, Lucy Emmerson, has called for 
the Government to take “bold action to implement statutory SRE 
and PSHE in all primary and secondary schools”.5  FPA (the Family 
Planning Association) “believe that SRE should be compulsory 
within the National Curriculum in both primary and secondary 
schools”.6  

Pressure has also come from within Parliament. In January 
2014 the Labour Party pushed for an amendment to introduce 
statutory sex education for all children from the age of five and to 

6  |  TOO MUCH, TOO YOUNG



restrict the parental right of withdrawal to children aged under 15.  
This amendment was defeated by the then coaliti on Government. 
A number of Private Members’ Bills with similar aims have been 
tabled over the past few years, but none of them has gained 
suffi  cient support to proceed through the House of Commons.  

In February 2015 the Commons Educati on Select Committ ee 
called for “age-appropriate PSHE and RSE as statutory subjects in 
primary and secondary schools”.

In their manifestos for the 2015 General Electi on, the Labour 
Party, the Liberal Democrats and the Green Party all promised 
to introduce “compulsory” sex educati on for schools if elected 
to Government. It is not clear where this would leave the current 
parental right of withdrawal.

RESIST CENTRALISING CONTROL 
At present, primary schools do not have to teach PSHE and so 
have considerable freedom. Whether 
they decide to teach sex educati on 
or not, primary schools must simply 
make their policy available to parents 
on their website.  Thanks to the good 
judgement of teachers we believe 
the most explicit materials are not 
being used widely. Perhaps this is 
why campaigners want sex educati on 
centralised – they are not getti  ng what 
they want when decisions are left  to 
schools. For them, sex educati on is 
not explicit enough and does not start 
early enough. For example, Lynnett e 
Smith of sex educati on provider ‘Big 
Talk Educati on’ has said that lessons 
should start “in nursery”.7  Those who advocate for more sex 
educati on at a younger age would like to see the publicati ons 
highlighted in this report used more widely. 

Making sex educati on compulsory for schools would mean 

“ Perhaps 
this is why 
campaigners 
want sex 
educati on 
centralised – 
they are not 
getti  ng what 
they want when 
decisions are 
left  to schools. ”
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passing overall control from schools to Whitehall. It would be 
centralising, bureaucrati c and would inevitably lead to the sex 
educati on industry, which promotes explicit materials, having 
much greater infl uence. Given that offi  cials in local authoriti es are 
promoti ng explicit material for the youngest of school children, 
surely control of sex educati on should remain fi rmly in the hands of 
head teachers and school governors. 

UNSUITABLE RESOURCES 
Any reasonable person reading this publicati on will see that these 
resources are simply not suitable for primary-aged children and 

that today’s sex educati on is quite unlike 
anything they had at school. Although 
parents do have the right to withdraw 
their children from sex educati on, no 
child should be exposed to materials of 
this nature.  

The current approach to sex 
educati on, which demands ever more 
explicit sex educati on at ever younger 
ages, is morally wrong and it is not 
evidence-based. As Professor David 

Paton has explained: “There is no evidence to date that the lack of 
a statutory curriculum for SRE in secondary schools contributes 
to adverse sexual health amongst adolescents.” He also said that, 
“it is noteworthy that recent reducti ons in teenage pregnancy 
have been achieved without implementi ng policy changes such as 
statutory SRE”.8  

The present law requires the Secretary of State to “issue 
guidance designed to secure that when sex educati on is given to 
registered pupils…they are protected from teaching and materials 
which are inappropriate having regard to the age and the religious 
and cultural background of the pupils concerned”.

Today’s sex 
educati on is 
quite unlike 
anything 
parents had 
at school.
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PARENTS MUST BE CONSULTED

An Ofsted report in July 2010 found that schools are rarely 
consulting parents about sex education, even though the current 
guidance encourages them to do so.  It seems that the situation has 
not improved since then. In fact, Ofsted’s most recent report on 
sex education makes no mention of consulting parents at all.9

The role of parents must be supported. This is obviously in the 
best interests of children. Research shows that increased parental 
input in teenagers’ lives can lead to lower rates of unprotected 
sexual intercourse10 and increase the age at which they first have 
sexual intercourse.11

Parents are the experts – they know their children best and 
in law bear the primary responsibility for them. As human rights 
law recognises, it is the job of the family, not the state to decide 
on the values to be passed on to children. The state should be 
encouraging parents in their role, strengthening their hand, not 
undermining it.

Parents don’t want their children to be exposed to material 
which sexualises them. Rather than promoting these explicit 
materials through centralised sex education, action is needed to 
stop them being used.
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Extract from Education 
Act 1996

SECTION 405   EXEMPTION FROM SEX EDUCATION
If the parent of any pupil in attendance at a maintained school 
requests that he may be wholly or partly excused from receiving 
sex education at the school, the pupil shall, except so far as such 
education is comprised in the National Curriculum, be so excused 
accordingly until the request is withdrawn.
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Key points from statutory 
guidance

The current guidance from the Secretary of State on sex education 
was issued in July 2000 (DfEE 0116/2000).

The guidance says that pupils should learn “the reasons for 
delaying sexual activity, and the benefits to be gained from such 
delay”. (page 5)

The guidance reiterates the importance of suitable materials 
being used: “Inappropriate images should not be used nor should 
explicit material not directly related to explanation. Schools should 
ensure that pupils are protected from teaching and materials which 
are inappropriate, having regard to the age and cultural background 
of the pupils concerned.” (page 8, para. 1.8)

It states that when developing their sex education policy 
schools should consult parents: “Schools should always work in 
partnership with parents, consulting them regularly on the content 
of sex and relationship education programmes.” (page 26, para. 5.6)
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Tips for action for 
parents

1. VIEW THE MATERIALS

The first step is to find out what materials and schemes of work 
your child’s school is using.

We would strongly recommend that you approach the school 
and ask to see the materials which they use. Most schools are 
willing to provide the information. If for some reason they are not, 
you can make a request under the Freedom of Information Act 
2000.

When looking at the materials, take time to look through them 
in detail. What values do they promote? Are there role plays or 
group activities which you would not want your child taking part 
in? Pay particular attention to DVDs they could be shown. There 
may be visual images which are obviously unsuitable.

Find out who is going to take the lessons. Will it be their 
teacher or someone else? If it is not the teacher, find out who and 
which body they represent. Frequently outside groups, such as 
health authorities, are working in schools. So often these groups 
can lack judgement about what is appropriate.

2. MEET WITH THE HEAD TEACHER
If you have concerns about what your child will be taught you can 
raise these with the head teacher of the school.  

Meeting face to face is a tremendously useful way to convey 
your views. Here are some top tips:

• Always remember to be gentle and polite, but firm.
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• Be prepared before you go. Have a few simple points in your 
mind that you want to put to them. You can write the points 
down (or better still, type them up) and hand the points to 
them at the end of the meeting. 

3. WITHDRAWING YOUR CHILD
If you have tried raising your concerns with the school but find 
that you cannot reach an acceptable conclusion as to how sex 
education is taught, then it may be now that you decide to 
withdraw your child from sex education lessons.

Children can be withdrawn from all parts of sex education. 
(This will not include science lessons on human life cycles, which 
are part of the current primary National Curriculum.) See Section 
405 of the Education Act 1996.

If you do decide to go ahead with this, your child’s school ought 
to have systems in place to make other arrangements for them. 
This is, of course, a last resort but it may well be the only one you 
feel is available to you.

4. SPEAK WITH PARENT GOVERNORS
The governors of a school have ultimate responsibility for sex 
education in England. The school’s annual report will list the school 
governors. Get in touch with the elected parent governors and let 
them know your views. You can always stand as a parent governor 
yourself at the next elections.

5. TALK TO OTHER PARENTS
It is important to remember that you will not be alone in your 
concerns about your child’s welfare. The likelihood is, if you have 
worries about some of the materials, others will too. 

You will find that many parents will become concerned about 
this issue if they get to know what is actually going on. It may 
simply be that they do not know what the school is teaching. A 
group of parents working together can be hugely influential.
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6.  CONTACT YOUR MP, LOCAL COUNCILLORS AND THE LOCAL 
PRESS

If the school does not appear to be responding to your concerns 
you should write to your local MP. You can send letters to them at: 
House of Commons, London, SW1A 0AA.

Find out who they are – go to the Parliament website www.
parliament.uk or visit christian.org.uk/mpvotes

You might also wish to contact your local councillors (who may 
be surprisingly sympathetic).

Perhaps you have never met with your elected representatives 
before; you could go and see them at a constituency or ward 
surgery. Here are some top tips:

• Be calm. 
• Be prepared before you go. Have a few simple points to put 

across, and if you can, show some examples of the materials 
you are concerned about.

• You might want to go as a small group, especially if there are 
other parents who are equally troubled.

Consider writing a letter to the local press. Your letter should 
be reasonable and temperate, emphasising that you are concerned 
about the sex education materials being used at your child’s 
primary school. If you have not been able to reach an acceptable 
conclusion with your child’s school, say so.

7. STATUTORY COMPLAINTS PROCEDURE
Parents should first raise any concerns informally with their child’s 
class teacher and then with the head teacher. If matters are still 
unresolved parents should ask the school for a copy of its formal 
complaints procedure. All state-funded schools are required to 
have a procedure to deal with any complaints relating to the 
school. Initially this usually involves a written complaint to the head 
teacher, then the school governing body, and ultimately to the 
Secretary of State.
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