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The aims of this research project 

were to: 

• To analyse the RSE programme in    

Irish primary schools, focusing on 

the inclusion of LGBTQI+ 

information

• To investigate the impact a school’s 

ethos has on the inclusion of 

LGBTQI+ information

• To examine the impact that the 

representation of LGBTQI+ 

information can have on children’s

perception of sexuality
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An analysis of the contents of the RSE

programme is represented in Tables 1 and 2.

While these findings demonstrate a strong

heterosexual slant to the current RSE

programme, it would be inaccurate to say

that a school’s ethos prevents homosexuality

being included in RSE. The current system

restricts teachers from answering questions

not included in the national programme, thus

preventing individual schools from adapting

to the needs of their diverse school

community (GOI, 1997).

The invisibility of homosexuality in the

Irish RSE programme disregards children

who do not identify as heterosexual or are

questioning their sexuality. Furthermore, the

absence of any reference to the LGBTQI+

community in the RSE programme provides

children with an inaccurate and biased view

of sexuality, inhibiting their personal

development. This absence of information is

captured by Atkinson’s statement; “we do

teach about homosexuality from children’s

earliest days in school through the absence

of its representation” (2002, p. 125).
The national RSE programme is due to

be amended in order include more diverse

information, however, the Rules and

Regulations for National Schools

(Government of Ireland,1946) will remain

unchanged. Therefore, the increase of

LGBTQI+ information in the RSE programme

may not be reflected in the programme

presented in some schools e.g. those under

Catholic patronage.

The current RSE programme provides children with a

heterosexuality biased perception of sexuality. While the

information included in the new RSE programme is out of

the control of primary schools and educators, an

acceptance of all sexualities can be fostered in many

ways.

According to Larrabee and Morehead (2010 p.39)

“Teachers are leaders who influence the children of the

world. If we want a society that is acceptable and free, it

starts in the classroom”. It is important that teachers are

aware of what they can do to provide their students with a

safe environment to authentically understand sexuality. It

will be a gradual and slow process but there is no doubt

that it is an important one.

Qualitative documentary analysis was

used in this research project.

Documentary analysis focuses on

secondary sources in isolation

(Bohnsack, 2014) meaning children’s

perception of sexuality could not be

explored. Often studies are

conducted using people that are

willing to discuss this controversial

topic, resulting in a prevalence of

biased information. The researcher

acknowledges that the studies

included in this dissertation have

been conducted by groups supporting

the LGBTQI+ community, resulting in

potentially biased information.

• Teachers should follow a specific policy when dealing

with homophobic and transphobic incidents. It is

important for children to accept themselves and each

other regardless of their gender or sexual orientation.

• Teachers must be provided with appropriate training on

the implementation of the new RSE programme.

LGBTQI+ focused workshops should also be

implemented for existing teachers and principals in

order to support staff who are fearful of parental and

societal reactions to the new RSE programme.

• The Department of Education should develop

guidelines for the inclusion of LGBTQI+ information

which respects the Catholic ethos by consulting with

representatives from the Catholic Church.

The RSE programme has remained unchanged since its

introduction to schools in 2000, despite significant

developments regarding sexuality in Ireland, (Government of

Ireland, 2000). Current legislation allows each school to

implement their own RSE policy designed around based on

“the core values and ethos of the school” (Government of

Ireland, 1995, 2.2(iii)).

Considering that 89% of primary schools in Ireland are

under the patronage of the Catholic Church (Coolahan &

Hussey, 2012), who historically promoted their view on

homosexuality as sinful (Ratzinger, 1986; Kelly, 1987; Wallis

& VanEvery,2000), the Catholic ethos of a school may

influence their approach to the RSE programme.

With approximately 11% of Irish primary children

identify as part of the LGBTQI+ community (Gay and

Lesbian Education Network,2016) there is a clear need to

investigate whether Irish primary schools are providing

children with an education environment that encourages

them to accept and appreciate the diverse sexualities that

exist in the 21st Century.
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Figure 1.  A Comparison of Changes Made to National Legislation 

and Changes Made to the Irish RSE programme for Primary 

Schools to be more inclusive of the LGBTQI+ Community (Graph 

compiled by the author for the purpose of the research)

Table 1 & 2: Information included and Absent from the RSE Programme (Adapted from RSE Programme, 2000)
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Information included in 

the programme  

Noteworthy absences  

Physical changes males and 

females experience during 

puberty in relation to sexual 

intercourse 

References to body parts that 

are not a necessary part of 

copulation but may still be 

involved in intercourse, such 

as the anus 

Information regarding 

heterosexual intercourse for 

the purpose of creating new 

life  

References to sexual 

intercourse for pleasure and 

homosexual intercourse  

Information included in the 

programme  

Noteworthy absences  

Friends vs Acquaintances where 

gender is specified  

The psychological aspect of 

sexuality development  

Traits that are important in a 

friend  

Different family structures  

Love in terms of parental and 

heterosexual relationships  

Love in terms of homosexual 

relationships  
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