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Sexuality Education in the WHO European Region

Since 1996, ‘sex and relationship education’ has 
been compulsory in public (local authority-run) 
schools in the United Kingdom, but not in private 
schools. It is integrated into other subjects and 
mainly taught in science and personal, social, 
health and economic education classes. It focuses 
mostly on the prevention of unwanted pregnancy 
and STIs/HIV. In 2017, after persistent pleas by 
many organisations, the government decided 
to make sexuality education ‘statutory’, and as 
a result, it will become mandatory in all types of 
schools in 2019.

Status of sexuality education
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Laws and policies

The Education Act of 19961 stipulates that some sex and 
relationship education is compulsory in public (local au-
thority-run) schools from the age of 11 years onwards. In 
the year 2000, the Department for Education and Em-
ployment (now the Department for Education) published 
sex and relationship education guidance2 on the delivery 
of sex and relationship education through the personal, so-
cial, health and economic education (PSHE) framework. 
This Guidance states that ‘sex and relationship education 
should be firmly rooted in the framework for PSHE’. It 
aims to help schools to plan policy and practice, and in-
cludes teaching strategies, working with parents and con-
fidentiality.

In March 2017, the Government announced that 
sex-uality education will become statutory from 2019 
on. This means that it will be mandatory not only in all 
public (local authority-run) schools, as at present, but 
also in all other schools as well.

Training of teachers on sexuality  
education

Schools are responsible for ensuring that teachers are ap-
propriately prepared to deliver sex and relationship edu-
cation. There is no national teacher training programme 
for this, but a number of NGOs provide information, re-
sources and training for teachers.

Educational materials are often developed by NGOs, 
including the Family Planning Association (FPA, IPPF 
member association) and Brook. Durex (a condom man-
ufacturer) has convened an expert advisory group to pro-
duce resources for teachers. The Department for Educa-
tion has also endorsed supplementary guidance produced 
by Brook, the Sex Education Forum and the PSHE Asso-
ciation. All of these materials reflect a comprehensive view 
and participatory teaching approaches.
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Implementation of sexuality education

The Department for Education is responsible for the stra-
tegic management of the national curriculum, which is 
taught to learners aged about 12 – 16 years. Schools are 
primarily responsible for translating the curriculum into 
specific lesson plans. Besides this, religious organisations 
and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) can provide 
input for the school curriculum.

Schools have the freedom to decide on the sexuality topics 
to be included in classes. The focus (for those schools that 
follow the 2000 Guidance) tends to be on physical aspects 
and prevention of pregnancy, sexually transmitted infec-
tions (STIs) and HIV. However, schools may also teach 
only the required minimum (STIs and HIV prevention).

Some NGOs, such as the young people’s charity ‘Brook’, 
provide lessons in schools. ‘Sexpression’, a student-led in-
dependent charity, provides close-in-age peer mentoring 
and lessons.
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Sexuality education outside the  
formal school setting

Up to 2011, Channel 4 television broadcast a sexuality- 
education programme, with episodes that are still available 
online. FPA and other charities provide online resources 
about sex and relationships. FPA works directly with peo-
ple with learning disabilities in schools, colleges, day cen-
tres and homes, where they offer sexual and reproductive 
health education and training to young people, their sup-
port staff, parents and carers. FPA, in collaboration with 
the National Youth Agency, delivers a course for youth 
workers, which covers information on contraception and 
STIs. Brook runs clinics around the United Kingdom, of-
fering free and confidential sexual-health advice and con-
traception to young people aged under 25.
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Main source of information on issues related to sexuality3
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Challenges

There is no significant opposition to sexuality education 
in the United Kingdom. However, field experts have made 
a few suggestions: update the guidelines for sex and rela-
tionship education from 2000; improve teacher training; 
ensure that sexuality education is open and inclusive for all 
children and young people, recognising and meeting the 
needs of young people of different gender identities and 
sexual orientations, minority ethnic groups and those with 
physical or learning disabilities.
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The United Kingdom Country facts

Total population4 64 308 000

Population aged 15  – 19 years  
(% of 15  – 19-year-olds in total population)4 3 864 000 (6 %)

Government expenditure on education  
(% of GDP)5 5.7

Youth unemployment rate 
(% of labour force aged 15  – 24 years)6 15.1

Gender Inequality Index rating7 0.131

Births per 1 000 women aged 15  – 19 years8 14

% of 15-year-olds who have had sexual intercourse9 boys:  18 %
girls:   23 %

Average age of mother at birth of first child10 28.3

For references go to last page
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