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 Sexuality and sexual health 
education in NSW government schools 

Sexuality education, at age appropriate levels, is an important part of school education. 

Purpose of the 
document 

This document includes information on:  

 why we need sexuality and sexual 
health education in NSW schools  

 policy and legislation relevant to 
sexuality and sexual health education in 
NSW government schools  

 best practice principles for teaching and 
learning in sexuality and sexual health 
education  

 references for teachers and principals.  

Note: For the purpose of this document the 

term “sexuality education” is inclusive of 

sexuality education in K-6 and sexual health 

education in Years 7-12 through the NSW 

Personal Development, Health and Physical 

Education (PDHPE) key learning area and 

Stage 6 Crossroads course. 

What is sexuality 
education in NSW 
government schools? 

In NSW, we do not refer to this learning as ‘sex 

education’. This term can send incorrect 

messages about the focus of student learning.  

Sexuality education content is not about sex 

nor is it just focused on aspects of child 

protection.  

Student learning is focused on learning about 

the emotional, social and physical aspects of 

growing up, relationships, identity, reproduction, 

gender, human sexuality and sexual health.  

A primary goal of sexuality education is to 

equip children and young people with the 

knowledge, skills and values to have safe, 

fulfilling and enjoyable relationships and to 

make responsible and safe choices that 

promote and protect their own health, safety 

and wellbeing and that of others.  

Being able to communicate, listen and 

negotiate with others and to make informed 

decisions are useful life-skills that can be 

applied to all relationships, including intimate 

relationships. 

Other important skills include being able to 

recognise pressures from other people and to 

resist them, dealing with and challenging 

prejudice and being able to seek help from 

adults - including parents, carers and 

professionals - through the family, community 

and health and welfare services.  

School education is about preparing young 

people for healthy, fulfilling adult lives. 

Providing comprehensive sexuality education 

supports this.  

Comprehensive sexuality education promotes 

postponement of first sex (with one sexual 

partner and safer sex considered as the next 

best alternative).  

School programs that have been most effective 

in helping young people to abstain discuss 

both abstinence and contraception. 
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Why do we need 
sexuality and sexual 
health education?  

In the primary school years, sexuality 

education lays the foundations by learning the 

correct names for parts of the body, 

understanding principles of human 

reproduction, exploring family and 

interpersonal relationships, learning about 

safety, and developing confidence.  

These can then be built upon gradually, in line 

with the age and development of a child.  

Sexuality education encompasses a range of 

relationships, not only sexual relationships.  

Children are aware of and recognise these 

relationships long before they act on their 

sexuality and therefore need the skills to 

understand their bodies, relationships and 

feelings from an early age.  

Effective sexuality education provides young 

people with age-appropriate, culturally relevant 

and scientifically accurate information. 

Effective sexuality education includes 

structured opportunities for children and young 

people to explore their attitudes and values, 

and to practise their decision-making, 

assertiveness and other life skills needed to 

make informed choices about their 

relationships and sexual lives.  

There are numerous competing messages 

about relationships, sex and sexuality in the 

world.  

Sexuality education provides opportunities for 

students to develop media literacy skills which 

are essential to help children and young 

people understand, interpret, and evaluate 

media messages and imagery related to 

sexuality, relationships and gender.  

Whether or not young people choose to be 

sexually active, sexuality education prioritises 

the acquisition and/or reinforcement of values 

such as reciprocity, equality, responsibility and 

respect, which are prerequisites for healthy 

and safer sexual and social relationships. 

 

Figure 1: Visual summary of sexuality 
education content from K-6 PDHPE syllabus 

 

Figure 2: Visual summary of sexuality 
education content from 7-10 PDHPE syllabus 

 

Quality sexuality education focuses 
on safety, respect for self and 
others, abstinence, safer sexual 
practices, diversity and inclusion, 
personal rights and responsibilities, 
relationships and friendships, 
effective communication, informed 
decision-making, access to 
services and help seeking 
behaviours and skills. 
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Research on sexuality 
education programs  

Studies show that effective sexuality education 

programs can:  

 reduce misinformation  

 increase correct knowledge  

 clarify and strengthen positive values 
and attitudes  

 increase skills to make informed 
decisions and act upon them  

 improve perceptions about peer groups 
and social norms  

 increase communication with parents, 
carers or other trusted adults.  

Research also shows that programs sharing 

the above characteristics can help to:  

 abstain from or delay the debut of 
sexual relations  

 reduce the frequency of unprotected 
sexual activity 

 reduce the number of sexual partners  

 increase the use of protection against 
unintended pregnancy and sexually 
transmitted infections (STIs) during 
sexual intercourse. 

What does the 
research tell us about 
children and young 
people?  

The National Survey of Secondary Students 

and Sexual Health 2013 found that students 

most commonly used the school sexual health 

program (43%) or an Internet website (44%) 

for information on sex and sexual health.  

School programs have remained among the 

most trusted sources of information for young 

people across the past decade, whereas the 

Internet remains low on the list of trusted 

sources.  

Family members have been consistently 

identified by young people as a significant 

source of information. However, students have 

reported low levels of confidence to discuss 

sexuality or sexual health related matters, such 

as contraception, with parents and carers.  

The National Survey of Australian Secondary 

Students and Sexual Health 2013 found that 

the majority of students in Years 10, 11 and 12 

have experienced some form of sexual activity.  

Research reports two issues of concern:  

 a low level of consistent condom use  

 increased rates of unwanted sex, 
particularly in relation to pressure from 
partners and alcohol use.  

This highlights the importance of education on 

communication skills, peer pressure, respectful 

relationships, consent and ethical behaviour in 

regards to sexual activity.  

Communicating clearly to enhance positive 

feelings about sexual activity and feeling 

confident to negotiate sexual activity and 

contraception are key indicators of healthy 

relationships.  

Despite ongoing concerns for the sexual 

wellbeing of young people, the vast majority of 

young people are confident in their decision-

making around their sexual health. Those who 

are sexually active are, by and large, having 

sex that they enjoy and feel positive about.  

The majority of those who are not having 

intercourse are feeling comfortable and 

http://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/576661/ARCSHS-SSASH-2013.pdf
http://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/576661/ARCSHS-SSASH-2013.pdf
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confident that this is what they want. This is 

clearly a strength of young people and one 

which should be recognised in a strengths 

based approach to sexuality education. 

What do students learn 
about relationships, 
sexuality and sexual 
health in NSW 
government schools?  

Sexuality and sexual health education is taught 

in NSW government schools in an age-

appropriate way as part of the NSW Education 

Standards Authority (NESA) Personal 

Development, Health and Physical Education 

(PDHPE) key learning area.  

Teachers are guided by the age appropriate 

content within the syllabus to meet the learning 

and support needs of students in their class.  

PDHPE is mandatory from Kindergarten to 

Year 10. In Years 11 and 12, students in 

government schools participate in Crossroads. 

Crossroads extends student learning from 

PDHPE in the junior years of schooling.  

Students learn about many aspects of 

relationships, sexuality and sexual health.  

This includes learning about body parts and 

puberty in primary school to rights and 

responsibilities in sexual relationships and 

planning and managing sexual health in high 

school.  

Students learn about the qualities of caring and 

respectful relationships, recognising abuse and 

protective strategies.  

Students also learn about appropriate sources 

of help and support, including parents, peers 

and sexual health services.  

They are taught to be critical consumers and 

develop skills in seeking accurate and reliable 

sources of information, including information 

from the Internet and media sources. 

How does best practice 
sexuality education 
comply with and reflect 
NSW policy, legislation 
and frameworks in 
NSW government 
schools? 

Staff employed by the NSW Department of 

Education are expected to plan for a safe 

environment for all student activities. The 

safety, welfare and wellbeing of children, 

young people or students are paramount.  

Student’s needs and welfare are the primary 

concern and the primary focus of professional 

practice. Professional knowledge and practice 

need to be examined in terms of their potential 

for furthering the best interests of children and 

young people.  

Student focused practice includes:  

 respect  

 age/ developmentally appropriate 
responses  

 realistic expectations  

 empathy  

 focusing on the student’s needs  

http://k6.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/k-10/learning-areas/pdhpe
http://k6.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/k-10/learning-areas/pdhpe
http://k6.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/k-10/learning-areas/pdhpe
http://k6.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/k-10/learning-areas/pdhpe


© State of NSW, Department of Education, 2017  5 

 ensuring the student is able to 
participate in decision making about his 
or her future  

 maintaining appropriate boundaries  

 promoting positive experiences and 
outcomes.  

Source: NSW Department of Education, Child 

Protection Awareness Training – Section 3 

Professional Practice – e-Learning reading, 

updated 2015.  

When planning programs, teachers should 

review the content of sensitive or controversial 

material to ensure it is appropriate to the 

development, experiences and cultural values 

of their students.  

It is recommended that sensitive subjects be 

planned for later in the school year, when 

respect and trust has been developed between 

students and with the teacher.  

Controversial Issues in 
Schools Policy  

Some members of the community can consider 

aspects of PDHPE, such as sexuality, 

education, drug education and child protection 

education sensitive or controversial.  

The Department’s Controversial Issues in 

School Policy and Implementation Procedures 

provide direction for the management of 

controversial issues in schools. 

The school has a responsibility to inform 

parents, prior to the occasion, of the specific 

details of the program, so that parents have 

time to exercise their rights of withdrawing their 

child from a particular session on certain 

controversial issues. In this regard, a parent’s 

wish must be respected. 

Source: Controversial Issues in Schools Policy 

Implementation Procedures. 

This statement should be applied to the 

introduction of external speakers on 

controversial issues and the study of 

controversial material to supplement 

curriculum programs. Evaluation of school 

programs indicates that, where parents and 

carers have an understanding of the program, 

students’ learning is improved.  

Where parents and carers indicate they wish to 

withdraw their child from a program it is useful 

to negotiate which parts of the program they 

are concerned about. Schools should 

implement a consultative process to ensure 

parents and carers have opportunity to 

participate in discussions on both curriculum 

content and teaching and learning materials 

where appropriate to ascertain whether parts 

of the program need to be modified.  

There are many misconceptions about what 

students learn about and how students learn in 

sexuality education. Communication with 

parents and carers assists the community to 

better understand the content and aims of the 

programs. 

Establishing how parents will be informed 

about programs and involved in consultation is 

a school-based decision.  

Where appropriate, schools can support 

parents and carers by providing them with 

current information about a wide range of 

sexuality and sexual health issues.  

Schools working in partnerships with parents 

and carers can also dispel some of the anxiety 

parents may experience from an expectation 

that sexuality education is their sole 

responsibility. 

https://education.nsw.gov.au/policy-library/policies/controversial-issues-in-schools?refid=285776
https://education.nsw.gov.au/policy-library/policies/controversial-issues-in-schools?refid=285776
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Child protection and 
wellbeing 

The legislation passed in 2009 for the Keep 

Them Safe: A shared approach to child 

wellbeing stipulates that all NSW agencies 

which provide services to children, young 

people and their families, or whose staff come 

into contact with children and young people in 

the course of their work, are considered to 

have a particular role in protecting children and 

young people from harm.  

Employees of the NSW Department of 

Education have responsibilities under the 

Children and Young Persons (Care and 

Protection) Act 1998 relating to the reporting of 

concerns about suspected risk of significant 

harm and risk of harm to children and young 

people to their principal or workplace manager. 

The Mandatory Reporter Guide (MRG) can 

assist in making an informed decision 

regarding child protection concerns. If 

concerns about the safety, welfare or wellbeing 

of children or young people constitute risk of 

significant harm, principals must report these 

to the Child Protection Helpline on 133627.  

The Child Wellbeing Unit can be contacted on 

9269 9400 when staff are unclear about how to 

use the MRG, wish to get advice on the MRG 

or the MRG indicates to contact the Child 

Wellbeing Unit. 

Education has an important role to support 

children and young people and to identify 

where problems arise that may put their safety, 

welfare or wellbeing at risk. All staff must 

convey risk of harm concerns to the principal.  

The Protecting and Supporting Children and 

Young People Policy sets out the 

responsibilities of NSW Department of 

Education employees under the legislation. All 

staff have a duty to recognise safety, welfare 

or wellbeing concerns for children and young 

people that arise from or during the course of 

their work.  

Protecting and Supporting Children and Young 

People: Revised procedures (updated 

14/3/2014) require that all staff in schools are 

aware of the indicators of child abuse and 

neglect of children and young people, their 

obligations to report suspected risk of harm 

and the procedure for doing so.  

If staff have reasonable grounds to suspect 

risk of significant harm to a child or young 

person, they are required to tell their principal 

or workplace manager. 

Creating a safe and 
supportive learning 
environment  

There are a number of strategies that can be 

used to create a supportive learning 

environment which enables students to feel 

safe to learn and ask questions. They include: 

 Making students aware at the beginning 
of PDHPE lessons that disclosing 
personal information that indicates they 
may be at risk of harm will be reported 
to the school principal in all instances. 
This includes personal disclosures 
related to instances of abuse, drug use, 
neglect or sexual activity under the legal 
age of consent. 

 Being aware that some parts of PDHPE 
can be confronting and sensitive for 
some students. 

http://www.keepthemsafe.nsw.gov.au/reporting_concerns/mandatory_reporter_guide
https://education.nsw.gov.au/policy-library/policies/protecting-and-supporting-children-and-young-people-policy
https://education.nsw.gov.au/policy-library/policies/protecting-and-supporting-children-and-young-people-policy
https://education.nsw.gov.au/policy-library/policies/protecting-and-supporting-children-and-young-people-policy
https://education.nsw.gov.au/policy-library/policies/protecting-and-supporting-children-and-young-people-policy
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 Enabling students to withdraw if they 
find issues personally confronting to 
protect them from making harmful 
disclosures. Equally, it is important to be 
prepared for issues that arise as a result 
of a student making a public disclosure 
in the classroom. 

More information on creating a safe and 

supportive learning environment can be found 

on the Teaching Sexual Health website. 

Specifically, advice on: 

 creating class agreements 

 discouraging public disclosures 

 teaching strategies, e.g. one step 
removed and protective interrupting  

Managing a personal 
disclosure from a student 

If a student discloses information it is important:  

 to tell the child or young person you 
believe him or her  

 to be aware of your own emotions in 
relation to what the child or young 
person is telling you, and keep those 
emotions under control  

 to be prepared to listen and support a 
child or young person when he or she 
tells you about an event or behaviours 
that indicate risk of harm  

 to use a calm reassuring tone and talk 
at the child or young person's level  

 to listen to the child or young person 
and acknowledge that it may be difficult 
to talk about what is happening to him 
or her  

 not to make promises you cannot keep - 
especially that you won't tell anyone  

 to offer support to the child or young 
person  

 to avoid expressing doubt, judgment or 
shock  

 to be aware of the child or young 
person's cultural and linguistic 
background and how this might impact 
on disclosure.  

Following up suspicion or belief that harm or 

risk to a child or young person has occurred 

can be the first important step in stopping the 

harm and preventing further harm from 

occurring.  

Code of conduct  

Teachers continually use their professional 

judgement to decide on the best strategies, 

resources and teaching and learning methods 

for any given situation.  

In making these judgements, teachers must 

take into account the age, maturity, health and 

other characteristics of children and young 

people. They must also be aware that their 

own conduct at all times, must be keeping with 

that specified in the Department’s Code of 

conduct and of their role and responsibilities 

pursuant to it.  

Resilience research confirms that the presence 

of a caring adult in aspects of their lives is 

important in assisting students to overcome 

adversity and achieve at school.  

Effective teaching in PDHPE relies on positive 

relationships that are developed in a 

professional manner. The teacher is, by the 

nature of their role, in a position of trust, 

authority and influence.  

They can have a significant impact upon 

students’ educational progress, social and 

emotional wellbeing and behaviour and have 

the responsibility and authority to manage 

interactions and situations. Relationships need 

http://www.learning.schools.nsw.edu.au/teachingsexualhealth/learning-and-teaching/creating-a-supportive-learning-environment/
http://www.dec.nsw.gov.au/about-us/code-of-conduct
http://www.dec.nsw.gov.au/about-us/code-of-conduct
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to be carefully managed for the safety of all 

involved.  

Effective teaching and learning is supported by 

establishing a trusting relationship between 

student and teacher that:  

 focuses on the needs of the student  

 models and fosters caring and 
supportive relationships to increase  

 self confidence, awareness and 
management of behaviour  

 positive attitudes towards assisting 
others.  

Clear guidelines are provided to ensure 

appropriate relationships with clear 

expectations of the student and teacher. 

Further advice about professional practice in 

the teaching of PDHPE can be found on the 

Departments’ PDHPE curriculum website.   

Resources used for 
sexuality education in 
NSW government 
schools 

The department provides examples of 

resources including teaching and learning units 

and activities on the Teaching Sexual Health 

website. These resources are not mandatory 

for schools and are provided as samples which 

could support student learning. These 

resources have been developed using the 

most current research into student learning, 

the health, attitudes and behaviours of young 

people, government campaigns and health 

promotion messages and the requirements of 

the NSW PDHPE syllabus or Crossroads 

course.  

Teachers and Principals are advised to review 

and evaluate all strategies, resources and 

teaching and learning approaches in full before 

use with students to determine suitability for 

student learning needs, stage of development 

and local school context. To do this: 

 consider the age, maturity, cultural 
background, sexuality, gender, sex, 
health and other characteristics of 
students in your care 

 apply professional judgements to all 
strategies, teaching and learning 
approaches and resources including 
audiovisual materials (e.g. videos, 
media clips and YouTube), interactive 
web-based content (e.g. games, 
quizzes and websites) and texts 

 use the resource review flowchart (PDF 
276KB) to help make decisions about 
the suitability of teaching and learning 
resources. 

Materials should be reviewed in full and 

endorsed by the school principal before use in 

NSW government schools.  

For more information, contact 

PDHPE Advisor 7-12  

Level 3, 1 Oxford Street 

Darlinghurst NSW 2001  

(02) 9244 5841  

pdhpe.unit@det.nsw.edu.au   

Teaching Sexual Health website  
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https://education.nsw.gov.au/curriculum/pdhpe/general-information
https://schoolsequella.det.nsw.edu.au/file/661c3ac3-a06c-4e60-bfed-9cbd5ba41a28/1/Resource%20Flowchart%20.pdf
mailto:pdhpe.unit@det.nsw.edu.au
http://www.learning.schools.nsw.edu.au/teachingsexualhealth/
http://www.learning.schools.nsw.edu.au/teachingsexualhealth/

