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C4M FACTSHEET:  
RELATIONSHIPS EDUCATION

CHANGES THIS SCHOOL YEAR 2020/2021

ENGLAND

This academic year all schools in England (whether in the state or independent sector) must 
implement the new subjects1 of 

•	 Relationships Education in primary schools and
•	 RSE (Relationships and Sex Education) in secondary schools

Relationships Education covers different topics to sex education, with a focus on good 
relationships with children and adults in the family and outside. It was partly brought in to 
help warn children against abusive relationships, sexting and the dangers of the internet. 
As with sex education, campaign groups have attempted to hijack this subject. Some of the 
problems have now been recognised by the Department for Education. 

Because of COVID-19, schools have been given extra time to consult parents and prepare, 
but schools must start teaching by the beginning of the summer term 2021 at the latest.

GOVERNMENT GUIDANCE

Sex education and relationships education are potentially two of the most controversial 
subjects taught in schools. Because of the problems, there are many checks and balances in 
legislation. There is also a lot of guidance issued by the Secretary of State for Education. 

The key documents are the regulations2 and the main statutory guidance3 issued in 2019. 
This has been supplemented with guidance on

•	 Engaging with parents4 (2019)
•	 Teaching5 (24 September 2020)
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•	 Curriculum planning6 (24 September 2020)

The most recent guidance seeks to guide schools dealing with the most controversial 
matters. There is much material that is very helpful here.

THE DUTY TO TEACH ABOUT MARRIAGE

All schools have to follow national guidance on relationships and sex education. The 
Education Acts require this guidance to be given:

“with a view to ensuring that: the pupils learn about the nature of marriage and civil 
partnership and their importance for family life and the bringing up of children”.7

Sex education is not mandatory in primary schools, but where it is given 

“The governing body and head teacher shall take such steps as are reasonably practicable 
to secure that where sex education is given to any registered pupils at a maintained school… 
it is given in such a manner as to encourage those pupils to have due regard to moral 
considerations and the value of family life.”8

KEY MARRIAGE EXTRACTS FROM THE GUIDANCE 

By the end of primary school, pupils should know: “…that marriage represents a formal 
and legally recognised commitment of two people to each other which is intended to be 
lifelong”.9

By the end of secondary school, pupils should know: 
•	 “what marriage is”
•	 “why marriage is an important relationship choice for many couples and why it must be 

freely entered into”.10

When marriage is mentioned in education law, same-sex marriage is included and civil 
partnership is usually covered also. But no school can ever claim that the redefinition of 
marriage bans them from telling young people about the commonly held view in the UK and 
across all cultures that marriage is only between one man and one woman. The rules on 
balance in primary legislation require no less. 

Section 407 of the 1996 Education Act requires that where political issues are discussed in 
maintained schools, pupils are “offered a balanced presentation of opposing views”.11

Similar provisions apply to independent schools.12
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Same-sex marriage is a political issue. A string of legal rulings confirm this.13 Further new 
teaching guidance on relationships, sex and health points out to teachers that the legal 
requirement for balance applies when teaching about equality issues. The Department says:
“You should be aware that the meaning of political issues does not refer solely to the 
discussion of party politics. Schools are advised to consider the range of issues on which 
there could be political views, which may include global affairs, equalities issues, religion and 
economics.”14 [emphasis added]

In summary young people in all schools should encounter the belief that marriage is between 
one man and one woman. 

The law requires this for many reasons:

(1)	 Pupils must be taught about the importance of marriage 
(2)	 There has to be balance on controversial political issues like same-sex marriage 
(3)	 The belief that marriage is between a man and a woman is mainstream and worthy of 

respect in a democratic society.15 
(4)	 It is unlawful to compel young people to agree with same-sex marriage.16

THE DUTY TO CONSULT

Under education law, schools have a duty to consult parents about relationships education 
and sex education.

In order for there to be proper consultation the new guidance reminds schools: “It is 
important that you set out your approach to the subjects fully and clearly.”17 Meaningful 
consultation is only possible if parents know what a school is proposing to do. Statutory 
guidance states “schools should… ensure that, when they consult with parents, they provide 
examples of the resources that they plan to use”.18

 

THE DUTY TO RESPECT PARENTAL RIGHTS

The new guidance reminds schools of the human rights framework of education in UK law, 
which places parents at the centre:

“When planning their curriculum, state-funded schools should be mindful of the requirement 
under the Human Rights Act 1998 to respect the right of parents to ensure education and 
teaching in conformity with their own religious and philosophical convictions, and all schools 
should be mindful of their duties under the Equality Act 2010.”19
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Last year, the Government advised schools on “why they must engage parents on their 
school’s relationships education policy and tips on how to do so”.20  

More recent Government guidance gives help to schools on writing their relationships and 
sex education policy and planning their curriculum. 

This makes clear that schools should be working with parents and carers in both producing 
and reviewing their policy. It underlines that schools should “make sure the framing of 
issues is appropriate”. It adds: “Where parents and carers have complaints which cannot 
be resolved through informal discussion, you should ask them to follow your school’s 
(curriculum) complaints policy.”21

It reminds primary schools that parents have an absolute right to withdraw children from sex 
education, and in secondary schools parents have a right to request withdrawal from sex 
education and that this request should be granted “except in exceptional circumstances”.22

It advises schools: “Stating clearly exactly what aspects of sex education are covered in what 
terms and years is helpful to allow parents and carers to make this decision.”23
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