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PSHE education: what it covers and why it works 

There is compelling evidence that PSHE education — when taught well — helps keep children and young people safe, mentally and 
physically healthy and prepared for life and work. Yet there’s sometimes a lack of understanding, or a misunderstanding, of what the PSHE 
education curriculum actually covers, and why. 

We have therefore put together this handy breakdown of the PSHE education curriculum, to highlight why it is so important for schools to 
address each area. We’ve included key prevalence statistics for various issues, alongside relevant research and impact evidence to show 
how PSHE education can help and why all aspects of the PSHE education curriculum are there for good reason.   

This will have a variety of uses. For example, you can use it in school to explain the rationale behind PSHE education content to 
parents/carers or colleagues. Or it can be shared with anyone who is curious about what schools are doing, and can do, to support children 
and young people with these real-life challenges and opportunities through the curriculum.  

We’ve broken down the curriculum into PSHE education’s three core themes — Health and Wellbeing; Relationships; and Living in the Wider 
World (which includes a focus on economic wellbeing and careers) — and you will see which parts of each theme are currently covered in the 
DfE’s Statutory guidance for relationships, sex, and health education (RSHE).    

PSHE education: what it covers and why it works will be updated regularly to include new evidence and research and to reflect developments 
such as updates to statutory requirements.  

 

Using this resource to support engagement with parents and carers  

Parents1 are overwhelmingly supportive of PSHE education, and even more so when they fully understand its content and rationale. So 
effective communication with parents is crucial. This way parents can fully understand what is taught, why it’s taught and how it’s taught; and 
schools can ensure a partnership with parents that supports the best possible PSHE education for their child. 

The PSHE Association has produced separate guidance to help schools communicate and meet with parents, but this summary will help you 
to share your rationale for each area of the curriculum when speaking to parents or explaining your approach. Sharing teaching materials with 
parents is also a key part of illustrating the ‘what, why and how’ — and we provide parent copies of all member materials — but on its own, 
this does not paint a full picture. So, we hope this guidance helps to further explain your school’s approach to PSHE education. 

                                                   
1 Henceforth we will use the term ‘parents’ to signify parents and carers 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-rse-and-health-education


 

Health and Wellbeing: Key stages 3 and 4  
The Health and wellbeing core theme of PSHE education teaches knowledge and skills related to healthy lifestyles, including food choices, exercise, sleep and dental 
health; mental health; drugs and alcohol; first aid and emergency life-saving skills; sexual health and fertility; managing risk and personal safety. This education directly 
supports children to be mentally and physically healthy, which in turn supports their education outcomes (research evidence shows that educational outcomes and 
health are closely linked (Public Health England, 2014). In 2020, the government introduced a statutory requirement for schools to teach this Health Education content 
alongside Relationships and Sex Education at key stages 3 and 4. Here we break down aspects of physical and mental health education covered in PSHE education, 
including what is set out in the statutory relationships, sex and health education (RSHE) guidance. We also include links to appropriate sources of evidence and would 
encourage you to use excellent sources such as the ‘Youth Health Data’ tool from the Association for Young People’s Health and the ‘Smoking, drinking and drug use 
among young people’ survey data for further research and statistics. 
 
What we cover  Why we cover it 

Physical health 
(food, exercise, 
dental health, 
sleep) 
 

There are concerns about food related health issues, such as obesity, in children and young people. Education gives young people an 
understanding of nutrition, influences on food choices, diet and exercise which can support healthier lifestyles. There are of course a number of 
contributory factors outside of individuals’ control — not least the cost of living and easy access to cheap, unhealthy, fast and ultra-processed 
foods — so education can only do so much but still has a crucial part to play. 

Food 

Benefits of maintaining a healthy, balanced diet:  

• There is strong evidence to suggest that maintaining a healthy, balanced diet is beneficial to the health and development of children, 
adolescents and adults (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDCP], 2021). 

Ultra-processed food and food choices: 

• Children and adolescents in the UK are consuming large amounts of ultra-processed foods, increasing their risk of experiencing poorer 
health (Chang et al., 2021), and need to be supported to make well-informed choices about what to eat (e.g. NHS). 

How PSHE education can help: 

• PSHE education can help children to develop healthier food habits and make informed choices about what food they eat, for example in the 
school canteen or when choosing lunch box items. 

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7ede2ded915d74e33f2eba/HT_briefing_layoutvFINALvii.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-rse-and-health-education
https://ayph-youthhealthdata.org.uk/
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/areas-of-interest/public-health/smoking-drinking-and-drug-use-among-young-people-in-england
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/areas-of-interest/public-health/smoking-drinking-and-drug-use-among-young-people-in-england
https://www.cdc.gov/nutrition/resources-publications/benefits-of-healthy-eating.html
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2780512
https://www.nhs.uk/healthier-families/food-facts/healthier-food-swaps/


 

• A 2014 evidence review suggests that teaching about food choices in the PSHE curriculum, as part of a whole school approach, can have a 
positive impact on child health outcomes, in particular increasing their fruit and vegetable intake. 

• Our 'Health Education' pack for key stages 3 and 4 will help schools cover all aspects of healthy food choices and physical activity, including 
that which is outlined in the statutory RSHE guidance. 

The RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school pupils should know: 

• how to maintain healthy eating and the links between a poor diet and health risks, including tooth decay and cancer. 

Physical exercise: 

Young people are not sufficiently physically active: 

• Less than half (47%) of 5-16-year-olds in England participate in sport or physical activity for an average at least 60 minutes per day, as 
recommended by the Chief Medical Officer; approximately a third (30%) do less than an average of 30 minutes per day (Sport England, 
2022). 

Benefits of physical exercise:  

• There is strong evidence to suggest that physical exercise is beneficial to the health and development of children, and that active children are 
less likely to become inactive adults (Great Ormond Street Hospital [GOSH], 2023). 

How PSHE education can help: 

• PSHE education can begin to tackle some of the barriers to physical exercise, including broadening young people's understanding of exercise 
and where/when it can take place, challenging stereotypes relating to exercise which may prevent some from participating, and promoting 
greater understanding of the associated benefits. 

• Teaching about physical activity in the curriculum, as part of a whole school approach, can have a positive impact on child health outcomes, 
including their willingness to engage in physical activity (see 2014 evidence review of health promotion in schools). 

• Our 'Health Education' pack for key stages 3 and 4 will help schools cover all aspects of healthy food choices and physical activity, including 
that which is outlined in the statutory RSHE guidance. 

 

https://pshe-association.org.uk/news/a-whole-school-approach-to-promoting-health-in-schools-evidence-that-it-can-work
https://pshe-association.org.uk/resource/health-education-ks3-4
https://sportengland-production-files.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2022-12/Active%20Lives%20Children%20and%20Young%20People%20Survey%20Academic%20Year%202021-22%20Report.pdf?VersionId=R5_hmJHw5M4yKFsewm2vGDMRGHWW7q3E
https://sportengland-production-files.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2022-12/Active%20Lives%20Children%20and%20Young%20People%20Survey%20Academic%20Year%202021-22%20Report.pdf?VersionId=R5_hmJHw5M4yKFsewm2vGDMRGHWW7q3E
https://www.gosh.nhs.uk/conditions-and-treatments/general-health-advice/leading-active-lifestyle/exercise-children-and-young-people/
https://pshe-association.org.uk/news/a-whole-school-approach-to-promoting-health-in-schools-evidence-that-it-can-work
https://pshe-association.org.uk/resource/health-education-ks3-4


The RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• the positive associations between physical activity and promotion of mental wellbeing, including as an approach to combat stress. 

• the characteristics and evidence of what constitutes a healthy lifestyle, maintaining a healthy weight, including the links between an inactive 
lifestyle and ill health, including cancer and cardio-vascular ill-health. 

• about the science relating to blood, organ and stem cell donation. 

Dental health: 

Tooth decay is prevalent from an early age 

• In 2022, approximately a quarter (24%) of 5-year-old children in England had already experienced dentinal decay (National Dental 
Epidemiology Programme [NDEP], 2023). 

Poor oral health causes multiple harms 

• Poor oral health impacts children and families, affecting students' ability to eat, smile and socialise. It also causes pain, infection, school 
absences and expenses (NDEP, 2023). 

Poor oral health is largely preventable 

• Thankfully, poor oral health is largely preventable (NDEP, 2023). Students can be taught how to brush and floss their teeth effectively, as well 
how to avoid food and drinks that may adversely harm their teeth, during PSHE education. 

How PSHE education can help: 

• Resources such as our Dental Health lesson pack for key stage 3 will help to teach pupils healthy dental hygiene routines and help them to 
understand what daily habits help or harm dental health. 

The RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• about dental health and the benefits of good oral hygiene and dental flossing, including healthy eating and regular check-ups at the dentist. 

Sleep: 

Sleep requirements for secondary aged children and young people 

• Children and early adolescents aged 6-12-years-old need 9-12 hours of sleep, and adolescents aged 13-18-years-old need 8-10 hours of 
sleep (GOSH, 2023). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/oral-health-survey-of-5-year-old-children-2022/national-dental-epidemiology-programme-ndep-for-england-oral-health-survey-of-5-year-old-children-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/oral-health-survey-of-5-year-old-children-2022/national-dental-epidemiology-programme-ndep-for-england-oral-health-survey-of-5-year-old-children-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/oral-health-survey-of-5-year-old-children-2022/national-dental-epidemiology-programme-ndep-for-england-oral-health-survey-of-5-year-old-children-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/oral-health-survey-of-5-year-old-children-2022/national-dental-epidemiology-programme-ndep-for-england-oral-health-survey-of-5-year-old-children-2022
https://pshe-association.org.uk/resource/dental-health-ks3
https://www.gosh.nhs.uk/conditions-and-treatments/procedures-and-treatments/sleep-hygiene-children/


• Lack of sleep has significant impact on physical and mental health, and the ability to learn. 

How PSHE education can help: 

• PSHE education can help communicate the importance of sleep to physical and mental health and promote healthy sleep habits and 
routines, using resources such as 'The Sleep Factor' lesson packs produced in collaboration with Evelina Children's Hospital.   

The RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• about the importance of sufficient good quality sleep for good health and how a lack of sleep can affect weight, mood and ability to learn. 

Drug education Tobacco 

Smoking is particularly detrimental to children and adolescents 

• The younger someone begins smoking, the more harm it is likely to cause to their health, 'because early uptake is associated with 
subsequent heavier smoking, higher levels of dependency, a lower chance of quitting, and higher mortality' (Action on Smoking and Health 
[ASH], 2019). 

Smoking has declined among children and adolescents, but remains a concern 

• In 2018, 16% of 11-15-year-olds reported smoking at least once; 3% reported smoking regularly. This highlights the need to continue efforts 
to prevent children and adolescents from smoking by raising awareness of its harmfulness (ASH, 2019). 

• There is some recent research from University College London which suggests that the steady decline in young people taking up smoking 
has plateaued since the covid-19 pandemic. 

Vaping 

There has been a significant increase in vaping among children and young people in the past few years: 

• In 2023, 21% of 11-17-year-olds had tried vaping, up from 14% in 2020. Additionally, approximately half (53%) are aware of e-cigarette 
promotions in shops and approximately a third (32%) are aware of promotional content online. (Action on Smoking and Health [ASH], 2019). 

Alcohol 

Alcohol poses direct risks to physical health but also related dangers associated with an increase in risk taking behaviour and negative effects 
on mental health.  

The NHS (2022) states that: 

https://pshe-association.org.uk/resource/the-sleep-factor-ks3-4
https://ash.org.uk/resources/view/young-people-and-smoking
https://ash.org.uk/resources/view/young-people-and-smoking
https://ash.org.uk/resources/view/young-people-and-smoking
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2023/dec/decline-smoking-england-has-stalled-pandemic#:%7E:text=Based%20on%20the%20survey%20responses,virtually%20unchanged%2C%20at%2015.0%25
https://ash.org.uk/resources/view/young-people-and-smoking
https://www.nhs.uk/common-health-questions/childrens-health/should-my-child-drink-alcohol/#%3A%7E%3Atext%3DIt%20can%20affect%20the%20normal%2Cand%20suicidal%20thoughts%20and%20attempts


• Drinking alcohol can damage a child's health, even if they're 15 or older. It can affect the normal development of vital organs and functions, 
including the brain, liver, bones and hormones. 

• Beginning to drink before age 14 is associated with increased health risks, including alcohol-related injuries, involvement in violence, and 
suicidal thoughts and attempts. 

• Drinking at an early age is also associated with risky behaviour, such as violence, having more sexual partners, pregnancy, using drugs, 
employment problems and drink driving. 

Drugs 

Statistics suggest that illicit drug use has generally declined over time among young people, but issues remain with some substances and 
behaviours, and how they link with other factors such as wellbeing: 

• It is difficult to give accurate estimates of young people’s drug use, given the changing popularity and availability of certain illegal 
substances, and issues with the reliability of young people choosing to self-report, given the illegal nature of the substances involved. 

• The Smoking, Drinking and Drug Use among Young People in England survey is carried out every two years and provides a wealth of data 
on prevalence of drug use and key trends. The 2021 survey results for example showed that 18% of pupils reported they had ever taken 
drugs (down from 24% of those surveyed in 2018), 12% had taken drugs in the last year (down from 17% in 2018), and 6% in the last month 
(down from 9% in 2018). 

• The same survey also found that pupils aged 11-15 were more likely to have smoked, drunk alcohol or taken drugs if they reported having 
low overall wellbeing, and also if their social time regularly involved meeting up with friends outside their own home.    

How PSHE education can help: 

• PSHE education supports children and young people to recognise and assess risk in their health-related decisions as they grow.  

• Teaching about health choices in the PSHE curriculum, as part of a whole school approach, can have a positive impact on child health 
outcomes, for example reducing the chances of engaging in cigarette use (see 2014 evidence review of health promotion in schools). 

• Studies have found that teaching drug education (including teaching about alcohol and tobacco) can help children to make healthier choices 
in adolescence and into adulthood (see Pro Bono Economics Literature Review Evaluating the Impact of PSHE on Students’ Health, 
Wellbeing and Academic Attainment). 

•  See our Drugs and Alcohol Education packs for a comprehensive range of suitable key stage 3 and 4 lessons.  

 

https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/smoking-drinking-and-drug-use-among-young-people-in-england/2021
https://pshe-association.org.uk/news/a-whole-school-approach-to-promoting-health-in-schools-evidence-that-it-can-work
https://www.probonoeconomics.com/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=47fcca77-cb85-4bd7-9030-4ee350e6803c
https://www.probonoeconomics.com/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=47fcca77-cb85-4bd7-9030-4ee350e6803c
https://pshe-association.org.uk/resource/drugs-alcohol-education-ks1-4


The RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• the facts about legal and illegal drugs and their associated risks, including the link between drug use, and the associated risks, including the 
link to serious mental health conditions. 

• the law relating to the supply and possession of illegal substances. 

• the physical and psychological risks associated with alcohol consumption and what constitutes low risk alcohol consumption in adulthood. 

• the physical and psychological consequences of addiction, including alcohol dependency. 

• awareness of the dangers of drugs which are prescribed but still present serious health risks. 

• the facts about the harms from smoking tobacco (particularly the link to lung cancer), the benefits of quitting and how to access support to 
do so. 

Mental health and 
emotional 
wellbeing 

Mental ill-health is often first experienced during early- or mid-adolescence:  

• The majority of mental disorders begin during childhood or adolescence (Solmi et al., 2022).  

• This highlights the importance of teaching students how to take care of their mental wellbeing, as this may help to prevent the onset, or 
lessen the severity, of mental ill-health during adolescence. It may also enable students to seek support at earlier stages that they otherwise 
would. 

Increase in mental ill-health among children and adolescents:  

• The percentage of 7-16-year-olds in England experiencing a probable mental disorder increased by 50% between 2017 and 2022 (from 12% 
to 18%), while the percentage of 17-19-year-olds in England experiencing a probable mental disorder more than doubled during this period 
(from 10% to 26%; NHS Digital, 2022).  

• The percentage of 11-16-year-old girls in England who screened positive for possible eating problems also more than doubled during this 
period (from 8% to 18%; NHS Digital, 2022) 

Decrease in happiness among children and adolescents:  

• The proportion of 10-15-year-olds in the UK who report feeling unhappy with their life doubled between 2009 and 2021 (from 4% to 8%), 
while the proportion who report feeling unhappy with their appearance increased by 36% during this period (from 11% to 15%; The 
Children's Society, 2023). Furthermore, research conducted by Girlguiding found that the percentage of 7-21-year-old girls who reported 
feeling 'very happy' declined dramatically over this period (from 40% to 17% (Girlguiding, 2023). 

 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41380-021-01161-7
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2022-follow-up-to-the-2017-survey/part-1---mental-health
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2022-follow-up-to-the-2017-survey/part-1---mental-health
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/good-childhood
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/good-childhood
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/about-us/press-releases/girls-attitudes-survey-2023/


Climate change-related anxiety is widespread among adolescents: 

•  82% of adolescents in the UK report that they are moderately, very or extremely worried about climate change, with 22% reporting that their 
concerns about climate change impair their ability to function (Hickman et al., 2021). 

Examination-related stress:  

• Many students experience examination-related stress (Putwain, 2020). This can be a major source of distress, with education-related 
difficulties consistently being among the most common reasons for 16-18-year-olds contacting the support line Childline (Stubbs, 2022). 

How PSHE education can help: 

• PSHE education makes an important contribution to a whole-school approach to mental health, including in relation to raising awareness 
and signposting to where children can get further help if required.  

• There are effective, evidence-based and developmentally-appropriate ways to support pupils' mental well-being during PSHE education 
(Education Endowment Foundation, 2021). These can support pupils' ability to self-regulate (Pandey et al., 2018), which is associated with a 
wide range of benefits for their health and development (Robson et al., 2020). 

• There is widespread recognition of PSHE education’s importance in supporting children and young people’s mental health, including the 
Coalition on Youth Mental Health in Schools, made of up leading multi-academy trusts and independent schools, which stated in its 2021 
inquiry report that 'PSHE education can improve a student’s physical and psychosocial well-being, in turn improving academic outcomes' 
and called for weekly timetabled PSHE lessons taught by specialist teachers to support children and young people's mental health. 

• The PSHE Association guidance and lesson pack on teaching about mental health and emotional wellbeing covers a range of topics from 
recognising and dealing with anxiety to exploring change, loss and grief. 

The RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• how to talk about their emotions accurately and sensitively, using appropriate vocabulary. 

• that happiness is linked to being connected to others. 

• how to recognise the early signs of mental wellbeing concerns. 

• common types of mental ill health (e.g. anxiety and depression). 

• how to critically evaluate when something they do or are involved in has a positive or negative effect on their own or others’ mental health. 

• the benefits and importance of physical exercise, time outdoors, community participation and voluntary and service-based activities on 
mental wellbeing and happiness 

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(21)00278-3/fulltext
https://medium.com/reframing-childhood-past-and-present/examination-pressures-on-children-and-young-people-are-they-taken-seriously-enough-e274b9595d4
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/has-education-related-stress-increased-among-gcse-and-a-level-students-since-the-introduction-of-linear-assessments
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/guidance-reports/primary-sel
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2677898
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fbul0000227
https://www.publicfirst.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/MHC-Report.pdf
https://www.publicfirst.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/MHC-Report.pdf
https://pshe-association.org.uk/resource/mental-health-emotional-wellbeing-ks1-2


Basic first aid and 
emergency life- 
saving skills 

Improving basic first aid and emergency life-saving skills saves lives: 

• Survival rates for out of hospital cardiac arrests are low, with fewer than 1 in 10 surviving, but according to the British Heart Foundation, 
nearly 1 in 4 could survive if all young people are trained with lifesaving CPR skills. 

• Research shared by the British Red Cross shows just 5% of adults have the skills and confidence to provide first aid in emergency situations 

• According to the Every Child a Lifesaver coalition, 95% of parents support first aid being taught in schools 

How PSHE education can help: 

• Covering this content will give all children knowledge and skills to carry out basic emergency life-saving (ELS) when required, therefore 
creating a safer environment for children, in and out of school 

• Search the range of health education resources highlighted on our site for lesson plans on covering first aid.  

The RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• basic treatment for common injuries. 

• life-saving skills, including how to administer CPR. 

• the purpose of defibrillators and when one might be needed. 

Personal safety Prevalence of accidents in the home: 

• According to Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents (RosPA) data, each year in the UK, accidents in the home cause more than 6,000 
deaths and 2.7 million trips to A and E, with heat- and fall-related hazards causing the most severe injuries. This could be applicable to 
young people themselves, or younger children — e.g. siblings or others — that they are responsible for looking after or babysitting.  

• Accidents to children and young people are a major cause of preventable death, serious injury and long-term disability. They take place for 
many reasons, including taking things too far in front of friends, inquisitiveness and inexperience. (ROSPA).  

Prevalence of accidents on transport or when travelling:   

• Children and young people are one of the most vulnerable road user groups. During 2018-2020, 5,164 children were killed or seriously 
injured on England’s roads. (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities).  

• During 2020-21, there were 3,942 incidents on the railways involving children and young people, including trespassing on train lines. 
(Network rail trespass toolkit).  

https://www.bhf.org.uk/what-we-do/news-from-the-bhf/news-archive/2018/july/life-saving-cpr-to-be-added-to-the-school-curriculum
https://www.redcross.org.uk/about-us/news-and-media/media-centre/press-releases/press-release-new-research-on-adults-and-first-aid
https://www.everychildalifesaver.org.uk/
https://pshe-association.org.uk/topics/physical-health
https://www.rospa.com/policy/home-safety
https://www.rospa.com/policy/home-safety
https://fingertips.phe.org.uk/search/killed%20and%20seriously%20injured
https://safety.networkrail.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Trespass_Outreach_Toolkit_Dec22.pdf


How PSHE education can help:  

• PSHE education can play a key role in preventing accidents to children and young people by helping students to identify risks such as those 
within the home or that could occur while travelling, and providing them with tools to assess and minimise these risks.   

• At the same time, PSHE education should not paint a picture of the world being a place of endless risk, or that it is possible to avoid risk 
entirely. It should instead support children and young people to understand risk and make informed and educated decisions.   

• While learning about personal safety is not currently included within statutory RSHE requirements, it is a crucial part of the PSHE education 
curriculum and links to various aspects of the statutory content.  

• Search the range of personal safety resources highlighted on our site for lesson plans on this topic. 

Contraception and 
sexual health 

There has been a recent increase in sexually transmitted infection diagnoses: 

• In June 2023, the UK Health Security Agency reported a 23.8% increase in sexually transmitted infection (STI) diagnoses in 2022 compared 
with 2021, including for chlamydia (24.3%), gonorrhoea (50.3%), and syphilis (15.2%). 

Teenage pregnancy rates have fallen since the 1990s: 

• In England, Wales and Scotland the under 18 conception rate fallen considerably since the 1990s (ONS)  

• In 1999, the government announced a 10-year Teenage Pregnancy Strategy for England, which aimed to reduce the conception rate for 
women aged under 18 years. This was a complex, multi-disciplinary and multi-agency strategy, not just focused on education alone, though 
it did emphasise prevention through improved sex and relationships education. The ONS concludes that ‘These initiatives may have 
contributed to the low teenage conception rates we see today when compared with the last two decades’. 

Age of first sexual intercourse: 

• Although data is limited, the average age of first sexual intercourse appears to be 16 for most young people in the UK, in line with the legal 
age of consent. Approximately 20% of young people reported their first sexual intercourse at age 15.(Source: AYPH). 

How PSHE education can help: 

• The British National Surveys of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (Natsal-3) found that men and women who reported school lessons as their 
main source of sex education were more likely to have started having sex later and that their ‘first sex’ was more likely to be consensual. 

https://pshe-association.org.uk/topics/personal-safety
https://www.bmj.com/content/381/bmj.p1492.full
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/conceptionandfertilityrates/bulletins/conceptionstatistics/2021
https://reproductive-health-journal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12978-016-0255-4
https://ayph-youthhealthdata.org.uk/key-data/sexual-health-and-identity/sexual-activity/
https://www.natsal.ac.uk/natsal-survey/natsal-3


• According to a 2021 Department for Education research briefing into young people’s experiences of Relationships and Sex education, 
“Young people who did not receive any RSE were more likely to take sexual risks, such as unprotected sex, and were more likely to contract 
an STI”. 

The RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• (late secondary) the benefits of regular self-examination and screening. 

• the facts about reproductive health, including fertility, and the potential impact of lifestyle on fertility for men and women and menopause. 

• the facts about the full range of contraceptive choices, efficacy and options available. 

• the facts around pregnancy including miscarriage. 

• that there are choices in relation to pregnancy (with medically and legally accurate, impartial information on all options, including keeping the 
baby, adoption, abortion and where to get further help). 

• how the different sexually transmitted infections (STIs), including HIV/AIDs, are transmitted, how risk can be reduced through safer sex 
(including through condom use) and the importance of and facts about testing. 

• about the prevalence of some STIs, the impact they can have on those who contract them and key facts about treatment.  

• how to get further advice, including how and where to access confidential sexual and reproductive health advice and treatment. 

 

  

https://fs.hubspotusercontent00.net/hubfs/20248256/Evidence%20and%20research/SRE_and_sexual_risk-taking_research_brief_Nov21.pdf


Relationships: Key stages 3 and 4  
The Relationships core theme of PSHE education includes learning about positive friendships; bullying and unsafe relationships; relationships values; marriage 
and parenting; consent; and how to safely engage in relationships online. As outlined in the Sex Education Forum’s review of the evidence base for relationships 
and sex education, this education supports young people to develop healthy relationships with others, and reduces a range of harms to children and young people, 
including: reducing sexual violence; making it more likely that first sex is delayed and consensual; increasing the likelihood of safe sexual health practices, and 
increasing the chances that young people seek help should they experience harm.    

In 2020, the government introduced a statutory requirement for schools to cover Relationships and Sex education content alongside Health Education at key 
stages 3 and 4. Here we break down aspects of relationships and sex education covered in PSHE education, including what is covered in the statutory 
relationships, sex and health education (RSHE) guidance. 

What we cover  Why we cover it 

Friendship and 
bullying  

Prevalence and impact of bullying: 

• 24% of pupils aged 4-18 said they had been bullied in recent weeks, according to a 2022 survey of over 30,000 children and young people 
by the Anti- Bullying Alliance. This figure was even higher for pupils receiving free school meals (30%) and pupils with SEND (31%). 40% of 
surveyed young people reported being bullied in the previous 12 months. 

• Experiencing bullying is associated with both short- and long-term impacts on mental health, emotional wellbeing, and sense of belonging in 
school. The broader impacts upon school and life outcomes — for both those targeted and those who carry out bullying behaviour — are 
also well-documented. For example, the Anti-Bullying Alliance survey also found that 21% of children who had experienced bullying daily 
had truanted in the last 12 months. 

How PSHE education can help: 

• According to the Youth Endowment Fund, there is strong evidence that anti-bullying programmes, which includes teaching PSHE education 
along with other whole-school approaches, can be effective at reducing bullying in school. Furthermore, bullying at school is associated with 
later involvement in violence, so early preventative education can have ongoing impacts in addressing antisocial behaviour in young people. 

• 93% of parents want schools to teach about bullying behaviours, including online, according to an October 2023 YouGov survey of parents 
of 5-18 year olds.2 
 

                                                   
2 All figures, unless otherwise stated, are from YouGov Plc.  Total sample size was 4,317 adults, of whom 928 were parents of 5-18 year olds. Fieldwork was undertaken 
between 18th - 20th October 2023. The survey was carried out online. The figures have been weighted and are representative of all UK adults (aged 18+). 

https://www.sexeducationforum.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/RSE%20The%20Evidence%20-%20SEF%202022.pdf
https://www.sexeducationforum.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/RSE%20The%20Evidence%20-%20SEF%202022.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-rse-and-health-education
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-rse-and-health-education
https://anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk/aba-our-work/news-opinion/quarter-children-are-bullied-frequently-anti-bullying-campaigners-call
https://anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk/aba-our-work/news-opinion/quarter-children-are-bullied-frequently-anti-bullying-campaigners-call
https://youthendowmentfund.org.uk/toolkit/anti-bullying-programmes/


• A range of studies demonstrate that PSHE education can have a significant impact on reducing bullying behaviours. A meta-analysis of 
these studies also indicates that there is evidence to suggest that PSHE-type anti-bullying interventions can have a positive impact on the 
academic achievements of students. 

• Schools can draw on sources of support such as the PSHE Association ‘Friendship and Bullying’ lesson suite and guidance in which key 
stage 3 and 4 students learn strategies to maintain positive friendships, demonstrate empathy, prevent or challenge bullying and the 
attitudes that can lead to bullying cultures in different environments.  

The RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• the characteristics of positive and healthy friendships (in all contexts, including online) including: trust, respect, honesty, kindness, 
generosity, boundaries, privacy, consent and the management of conflict, reconciliation and ending relationships. This includes different 
(non-sexual) types of relationship 

• practical steps they can take in a range of different contexts to improve or support respectful relationships. 

• how stereotypes, in particular stereotypes based on sex, gender, race, religion, sexual orientation or disability, can cause damage (e.g. how 
they might normalise non-consensual behaviour or encourage prejudice). 

• that in school and in wider society they can expect to be treated with respect by others, and that in turn they should show due 

• respect to others, including people in positions of authority and due tolerance of other people’s beliefs. 

• about different types of bullying (including cyberbullying), the impact of bullying, responsibilities of bystanders to report bullying 

• and how and where to get help. 

• that some types of behaviour within relationships are criminal, including violent behaviour and coercive control 

Marriage and 
parenting 

Types of families 

• Families are more diverse than they have ever been before; in 2022, there were 19.4 million families in the UK. Married or civil-partnered 
couple families accounted for the majority of families (66%), while cohabiting-couple families accounted for almost 1 in 5 families (19%) and 
lone-parent families accounted for the remaining 15% (ONS). But there are also significant minorities of blended, adopted and LGBT families 
in the UK which should also be reflected in the curriculum.  

• According to the Girls’ Attitudes survey, girls’ aspirations about family life are changing; in 2009, girls aged 7-21 were most likely to cite 
having a partner or being married as their main aspiration for the future (60% of respondents chose this), and having children was the third 
most popular aspiration, at 47%. However, in 2023, only 48% of girls aspired to having a partner/being married, and only 33% of girls cited 
having a baby as an aspiration for their future.  

https://www.probonoeconomics.com/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=47fcca77-cb85-4bd7-9030-4ee350e6803c
https://www.probonoeconomics.com/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=47fcca77-cb85-4bd7-9030-4ee350e6803c
https://www.probonoeconomics.com/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=47fcca77-cb85-4bd7-9030-4ee350e6803c
https://pshe-association.org.uk/resource/friendship-and-bullying
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/bulletins/familiesandhouseholds/2022
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/research-and-campaigns/girls-attitudes-survey-2023.pdf


Family life affects wellbeing 

• According to the DfE’s State of the Nation report 2022, children and young people’s happiness with family has remained consistent in recent 
years, however, the percentage of those who reported low levels of happiness with their family has increased since the pandemic — from 
3.7% in 2019 to 8.3% in 2022. 

• Several studies suggest that good quality relationships and social connectedness are strongly associated with better wellbeing and health 
across the life course. 

How PSHE education can help: 

• Teaching young people about the features of positive, healthy, happy, committed relationships and family units will support them to thrive in 
their own relationships in the future, and in turn to benefit society. 

• According to a Safe lives report into young people’s experience of RSHE, only 42% of students said they had been taught about family 
relationships, and only 23% felt this had been taught well, reflecting a greater need for this topic to be covered in PSHE lessons.   

• Resources available to support schools include the PSHE Association’s Committed relationships and family life.  

The RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• that there are different types of committed, stable relationships. 

• how these relationships might contribute to human happiness and their importance for bringing up children. 

• what marriage is, including their legal status e.g. that marriage carries legal rights and protections not available to couples who are cohabiting 
or who have married, for example, in an unregistered religious ceremony. 

• why marriage is an important relationship choice for many couples and why it must be freely entered into. 

• the characteristics and legal status of other types of long-term relationships. 

• the roles and responsibilities of parents with respect to raising of children, including the characteristics of successful parenting. 

Consent Young people are struggling to navigate consent in their daily relationships 

• In its review of sexual abuse in schools, Ofsted found that for many children and young people, incidents of sexual harassment and online 
sexual abuse were so commonplace they see no point in reporting them.  

• In the Girl’s Attitudes survey, 33% of girls and young women aged 13-21 say they often feel or experience sexual pressure, compared to 
16% in 2016, demonstrating a growing need for young people to be taught about seeking, giving and not giving consent, including the ethical 
and legal duty not to apply pressure to one another. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/63e11487d3bf7f172b673731/State_of_the_nation_2022_-_children_and_young_people_s_wellbeing.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/emotional-wellbeing/social-connectedness/affect-health.htm#%3A%7E%3Atext%3DWhen%20people%20are%20socially%20connected%2Cstress%2C%20anxiety%2C%20and%20depression
https://safelives.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/RSE_Report_2022_0.pdf
https://pshe-association.org.uk/resource/committed-relationships-family-life
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/research-and-campaigns/girls-attitudes-survey-2023.pdf
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/research-and-campaigns/girls-attitudes-survey-2023.pdf


Sex education is associated with later first sexual experiences and greater likelihood that these experiences are consensual 

• The British National Surveys of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (Natsal-3) found that men and women who reported school lessons as their 
main source of sex education were more likely to have started having sex later and that their ‘first sex’ was more likely to be consensual. 

• Data from the Longitudinal Studies of Young People in England (LSYPE) shows that those who reported that they had not received any 
RSE were more likely to take more sexual risks across a range of measures. They were 11 percentage points more likely than those who 
received RSE in both primary and secondary school to have said that they had had sex before the legal age of consent (35%, versus 24%); 
13 percentage points more likely to have said that they had had unprotected sex (57%, versus 44%), and 6 percentage points more likely to 
have said that they had contracted an STI (10% versus 4%). 

• Evidence from the LSYPE2 study also showed that the number of young people who reported having had their first sexual intercourse 
before 16 (the legal age of consent) was lower at LSYPE2 (2018 study) compared to the previous LSYPE1 study from 2009. In 2009, 34% 
of sexually active young people aged 18/19 said they had sex before age 16, versus 25% in 2018 — suggesting a significant improvement.  

How PSHE education can help:  

• Teaching about consent in secondary school is essential to helping young people navigate consent in intimate and sexual relationships as 
they move into adulthood. This is likely to include teaching about the legal age of consent; recognising and establishing personal 
boundaries; strategies to communicate consent; to ask for, give or not give consent in different contexts (including recognising the impact 
that pressure, coercion, drugs and alcohol and the sexualisation in the media can have someone’s ability to give consent). 

• Ofsted's review of sexual abuse in schools included a key recommendation that schools need a dedicated, carefully sequenced RSHE 
curriculum to help address issues related to sexual abuse and consent, which should include: "time for open discussion of topics that 
children and young people tell us they find particularly difficult, such as consent and the sending of nudes." 

• The Rotherham CSE report from Alexis Jay OBE stated that ‘The young people we met in the course of the Inquiry were scathing about the 
sex education they received at school’ and recommended that ‘Relationships and sex education must be provided by trained practitioners in 
every educational setting for all children’ and include ‘internet safety and all forms of bullying and harassment and the getting and giving of 
consent.’ 

• According to a 2021 Department for Education research briefing into young people’s experiences of Relationships and Sex education, 
“Young people who were taught about ‘how to say no to sex’, ‘LGBT relationships’, or ‘relationships’ were more likely to say that their RSE 
was ‘very useful’ three years later compared to those who had not.”  

• Resources available to support schools to cover this content in an age-appropriate way, including an understanding the law related to sexual 
consent, include the PSHE Association Consent lesson pack. 

https://www.natsal.ac.uk/natsal-survey/natsal-3
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/experiences-of-relationships-and-sex-education-rse
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/619e65e68fa8f5038358c04a/SRE_and_sexual_risk-taking_research_brief_Nov21.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges
https://www.rotherham.gov.uk/downloads/file/279/independent-inquiry-into-child-sexual-exploitation-in-rotherham
https://fs.hubspotusercontent00.net/hubfs/20248256/Evidence%20and%20research/SRE_and_sexual_risk-taking_research_brief_Nov21.pdf
https://pshe-association.org.uk/consent


The RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• the concepts of, and laws relating to, sexual consent, sexual exploitation, abuse, grooming, coercion, harassment, rape, domestic abuse, 
forced marriage, honour-based violence and FGM, and how these can affect current and future relationships. 

• how people can actively communicate and recognise consent from others, including sexual consent, and how and when consent can be 
withdrawn (in all contexts, including online). 

• practical steps they can take in a range of different contexts to improve or support respectful relationships 

• how stereotypes, in particular stereotypes based on sex, gender, race, religion, sexual orientation or disability, can cause damage (e.g. how 
they might normalise non-consensual behaviour or encourage prejudice). 

• how to recognise the characteristics and positive aspects of healthy one-to-one intimate relationships, which include mutual respect, 
consent, loyalty, trust, shared interests and outlook, sex and friendship. 

• that there are a range of strategies for identifying and managing sexual pressure, including understanding peer pressure, resisting pressure 
and not pressurising others. 

• that they have a choice to delay sex or to enjoy intimacy without sex. 

• Pupils should be made aware of the relevant legal provisions when relevant topics are being taught, including for example consent, 
including the age of consent. 

Safe and unsafe 
relationships  

Prevalence of harassment, abuse and exploitation: 

• In its review of sexual abuse in schools, Ofsted found that for many children and young people, incidents of sexual harassment and online 
sexual abuse were so commonplace they see no point in reporting them. For example, they found that 92% of girls, and 74% of boys, said 
sexist name-calling happens a lot or sometimes to them or their peers. The frequency of these harmful sexual behaviours means that some 
children and young people consider them normal.  

• Further to this, NSPCC research estimates that approximately 1 in 20 children in the UK have been sexually abused, with 90% of this abuse 
being inflicted by someone they know. Approximately one-third of child sexual abuse is committed by under 18’s. Children may be unaware 
they are being exposed to something that is wrong and lack the ability to understand and verbalise their experiences (McElvaney, 2019). 

• October 2023 YouGov polling of just under 1000 parents3 showed that nearly 9 out of 10 (88%) parents feel that schools and parents have a 
shared responsibility to teach children about digital safety issues including fake news, negative online influencers, sending/receiving sexual 
images (only 6% think it's parents' responsibility alone). 95% of parents polled by YouGov also felt schools had a responsibility to teach 
about grooming and abusive behaviour online. 

                                                   
3 All figures, unless otherwise stated, are from YouGov Plc.  Total sample size was 4,317 adults, of whom 928 were parents of 5-18 year olds. Fieldwork was undertaken 
between 18th - 20th October 2023. The survey was carried out online. The figures have been weighted and are representative of all UK adults (aged 18+). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/statistics-briefings/child-sexual-abuse/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/car.2559


• According to 2022 research by Safelives, 61% of LGBT+ students disagree that LGBT+ relationships are being threaded throughout RSE, 
as is legally required by the statutory RSHE guidance. As a result, they report feeling less comfortable, less confident about where to go for 
support if they or someone they know is experiencing a toxic relationship or sexual abuse, and a significantly smaller proportion have a 
strong understanding of toxic and healthy relationships.  

How PSHE education can help 

• PSHE education has the potential to help young people recognise safe and unsafe relationships, identify behaviours that are abusive, and 
build their confidence to seek support, should they experience or witness abuse. In this way, the PSHE education is a key safeguarding tool. 

• Ofsted's review of sexual abuse in schools included a key recommendation that schools need a dedicated, carefully sequenced RSHE 
curriculum to help address issues related to sexual abuse and consent, which should include: "time for open discussion of topics that 
children and young people tell us they find particularly difficult, such as consent and the sending of nudes." 

• A 2017 Public Health England report on child sexual exploitation (CSE) found that the existing body of evidence ‘repeatedly highlights the 
critical role of Personal, Social, Health and Economic (PSHE) and Relationship and Sex Education (RSE) in addressing these issues’. 

• A Cochrane review (2015) found that ‘children who are taught about preventing sexual abuse at school are more likely to tell an adult it they 
had, or were actually experiencing sexual abuse’. 

• Youth Endowment Fund (YEF) Toolkit research found that relationship violence prevention lessons and activities can reduce all types of 
dating and relationship violence, including emotional, physical and sexual violence, and violence that takes place online. 

• A systematic literature review of school-based RSE by Goldfarb and Lieberman (2021) found strong evidence that it can reduce sexual 
violence and domestic violence. 

RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• the concepts of, and laws relating to, sexual consent, sexual exploitation, abuse, grooming, coercion, harassment, rape, domestic abuse, 
forced marriage, honour-based violence and FGM, and how these can affect current and future relationships. 

• that some types of behaviour within relationships are criminal, including violent behaviour and coercive control. 

• what constitutes sexual harassment and sexual violence and why these are always unacceptable. 

• the legal rights and responsibilities regarding equality (particularly with reference to the protected characteristics as defined in the Equality 
Act 2010) and that everyone is unique and equal. 

• how to: determine whether other children, adults or sources of information are trustworthy: judge when a family, friend, intimate or other 
relationship is unsafe (and to recognise this in others’ relationships); and, how to seek help or advice, including reporting concerns about 
others, if needed. 

https://safelives.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/RSE_Report_2022_0.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/child-sexual-exploitation-prevention-and-intervention
https://www.cochrane.org/news/teaching-children-schools-about-sexual-abuse-may-help-them-report-abuse
https://youthendowmentfund.org.uk/toolkit/dating-and-relationship-violence-prevention/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33059958/


The dangers of 
pornography and 
sending nude 
images 

Prevalence of online pornography and image sharing 

• Research from Revealing Reality found that six in ten girls and three in ten boys said they’d been asked to share a nude by someone else. 
And more than half of girls and nearly a third of boys said they had been sent a nude or nearly nude image. 34% of girls and 9% of boys 
were first asked to share a nude aged 13 or younger. 

• This is also a gendered issue, affecting young women and girls significantly more than boys. According to the Girl’s Attitudes survey 2023, 
73% of girls and young women aged 13-21 have received unwanted sexual photos online.  

• A significant proportion of young people are regularly accessing pornography online, with first experiences of pornography getting younger. 
Research from the Children’s Commissioner shows that the average age at which children first see pornography is just under 13. Whilst 
38% of 16-21 year olds say they encountered pornography accidentally, 50% of the same age group said they intentionally sought 
pornography out online, with a fifth of males accessing porn at least once a day. 

• The PSHE Association has long been concerned about the prevalence and nature of online pornography and its impact on children and 
young people. Our impact briefing on this topic collates research and statistics into how pornography access affects young people’s 
attitudes and behaviours. 

• We and other children’s charities and child safety advocates agree on the need for age verification and supported measures included in the 
Online Safety Act, whilst also being clear on the necessity for age-appropriate education that explores the risks and dangerous impacts of 
pornography access on children and young people.   

• Our Fully Human research arm has also explored how the pornography industry shapes people's sexuality, self and values towards others' 
profit. Read the Fully Human pornography report.  

Engaging in these behaviours can cause life-long harm 

• According to the Revealing Reality research, as well as encountering more requests for images and more consequences, girls also 
experience worse outcomes when engaging in image sharing, including more social shaming, teasing, and non-consensual sharing of their 
images. 

• Research by the Children’s Commissioner demonstrates that the majority (79%) of 18-21-year olds had seen pornographic content online 
involving sexual violence before turning 18. Early exposure to pornography and frequent consumption of pornography significantly increase 
the likelihood of encountering sexually violent content. In this research, 58% of young people aged 16-21 agreed that viewing pornography 
affects young people’s behaviours towards one another. 47% of young people aged 16-21 stated that girls ‘expect’ sex to involve 
aggression, a further 42% stated that most girls ‘enjoy’ sexual aggression. 
 

https://revealingreality.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Revealing-Reality_Not-Just-Flirting.pdf
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/research-and-campaigns/girls-attitudes-survey-2023.pdf
https://assets.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wpuploads/2023/02/cc-a-lot-of-it-is-actually-just-abuse-young-people-and-pornography-updated.pdf
https://pshe-association.org.uk/resource/addressing-pornography-pshe-guidance
https://rukpsheassociation.sharepoint.com/sites/SD/Shared%20Documents/Projects/Projects/Parent%20tool%20-%20PSHE%20why%20it%20works/Secondary%20drafts/%E2%80%A2%09https:/www.barnardos.org.uk/news/barnardos-and-other-charities-call-government-protect-children-online-pornography
https://rukpsheassociation.sharepoint.com/sites/SD/Shared%20Documents/Projects/Projects/Parent%20tool%20-%20PSHE%20why%20it%20works/Secondary%20drafts/%E2%80%A2%09https:/www.barnardos.org.uk/news/barnardos-and-other-charities-call-government-protect-children-online-pornography
https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/BIn9C39KESpqnLuEM7xm?domain=fullyhuman.org.uk
https://revealingreality.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Revealing-Reality_Not-Just-Flirting.pdf
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/resource/a-lot-of-it-is-actually-just-abuse-young-people-and-pornography/


• Pornography has real, ongoing harms for all people around how they feel about themselves and the ways in which they develop and 
maintain intimate relationships. This is particularly acute when people are exposed to pornography during adolescence, as they are 
developing their understanding and expectations relating to sexuality and sexual relationships. The increase and nature of online 
pornography has also exposed young people to violent, obscure and graphic content, which in turn affects their own behaviours and 
expectations around nude image sharing. 

How PSHE education can help: 

• Research from the NSPCC indicates that young people who have had education about online pornography within school may be less 
negatively influenced by online pornography, or to believe the images they saw were representative of ‘real-life sex’, than young people who 
have not received lessons about online pornography.  

• The Children’s commissioner has highlighted RSE lessons as a key tool to protect children from the harms of pornography: “These issues 
must be approached in an age-appropriate way, from the later years of primary school and throughout secondary school and college years, 
with an overarching objective to prevent harm and equip pupils to have healthy, safe and consenting relationships. Approaches to teaching 
children about pornography should sit within a broader RSE strategy.” 

• Read the PSHE Association’s research briefing and teacher guidance for detailed support in approaching this issue safely and effectively.   

RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• the impact of viewing harmful content. 

• that specifically sexually explicit material e.g. pornography presents a distorted picture of sexual behaviours, can damage the way people see 
themselves in relation to others and negatively affect how they behave towards sexual partners. 

• that sharing and viewing indecent images of children (including those created by children) is a criminal offence which carries severe penalties 
including jail. 

• about online risks, including that any material someone provides to another has the potential to be shared online and the difficulty of 
removing potentially compromising material placed online. 

• not to provide material to others that they would not want shared further and not to share personal material which is sent to them. 

 

 

 

 

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/id/eprint/27973/1/MDX%20NSPCC%20OCC%20pornography%20report%20June%202016.pdf
https://assets.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wpuploads/2023/02/cc-a-lot-of-it-is-actually-just-abuse-young-people-and-pornography-updated.pdf
https://pshe-association.org.uk/resource/addressing-pornography-pshe-guidance


Living in the wider world: Key stages 3 and 4  

The Living in the wider world core theme of PSHE education prepares young people for adulthood, by covering learning about economic wellbeing; career 
pathways and choices, including GCSE options and work experience; digital and media literacy; young people’s rights in the community; and social issues such as 
extremism and radicalisation. Although some teaching in this theme is non-statutory, there are significant overlaps with the relationships, sex and health education 
statutory guidance. The Careers Strategy 2023 also places an expectation on secondary schools to ‘have a stable, structured careers programme that has the 
explicit backing of the senior management team and has an identified and appropriately trained person responsible for it’. Many schools achieve this through 
including career-related learning in their PSHE curriculum.   

What we cover  Why we cover it 

Economic 
wellbeing 

Disadvantaged young people are more likely to miss out: 

• There are disparities in the provision of financial education in schools and discussions around how money works at home across socio-
economic backgrounds. Disadvantaged young people are less likely to be taught about finances in the late primary phase, affecting these 
skills into teenage years and perpetuating inequalities (Anders, Jerrim & MacMillan). 

Young people are exposed to increasing economic risk online: 

• Younger audiences tend to be targeted by advertising for schemes such as Buy Now, Pay Later — including through targeted advertising on 
social media (MaPS, Buy Now Pay Later review). 

• A recent ParentZone survey found that almost all young people aged 13-18 (96%) buy things online, either physical goods or digital 
purchases, and many (68%) do so without any parent supervision, with over a third saying they spend more than £10 per week. However, 
42% of these young people have lost money, typically through accidentally buying or subscribing to something, or being scammed. 

How PSHE education can help 

• PSHE education can support young people to recognise the emotional and behavioural aspects of their financial choices, for example, the 
influences on them to spend money on particular things (targeted advertising, in-app purchases, peer pressure and internal influences), and 
how to manage these. It can help them recognise the feelings, values and beliefs associated with money and how this can affect both 
people's wellbeing and their spending decisions.  

• Young people aged 7-17 who have meaningful financial education are more likely to: feel confident about managing money, actively save, 
have a positive (and less anxious) relationship with money, and demonstrate day-to-day financial skills such as comparing prices and 
planning ahead (MaPS Financial Wellbeing survey) (MaPS Financial education secondary schools guidance).  
 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/63b69f3fe90e077246c83323/Careers_guidance_and_access_for_education_and_training_providers_.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00071005.2023.2195478
https://maps.org.uk/en/publications/research/2023/buy-now-pay-later-a-review-of-the-market-risks-and-trends-consumer-understanding-impact-and-outcomes
https://parentzone.org.uk/article/problem-hiding-plain-sight
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• The Children’s Commissioner survey into young people’s experiences of PSHE found that students identified economic wellbeing and 
budgeting to be the most helpful topics they had been taught (88% and 87% of students named these topics as helpful). However, these 
topics are currently underdelivered in the curriculum, with 32% of students saying they had not learned about any finance or career topics.  

Careers education Career ambitions are important to young people 

• Nearly seven in ten 9-17 year olds (69%) said that having a good job or career was one of their main priories when they grow up — the most 
common answer for this age group. This was even more important for children from deprived backgrounds: 72% of children in the most 
deprived neighbourhoods said this, compared with 68% of children in the most affluent neighbourhoods.  

• Many children and young people worry about whether they will end up in a good job. 37% of children aged 9-17 said that this was one of 
their main worries about the future. 

How PSHE education can help 

• A 2023 Ofsted review into careers guidance in schools stated that "the available evidence does suggest it can be more effective when it is 
specifically timetabled within the PSHE curriculum" and signposts the PSHE Association Programme of study as something schools can 
draw upon to help plan their careers education content. 

• Careers Guidance – statutory guidance from DfE states that: High quality careers education and guidance in school or college is critical to 
young people’s futures. It helps to prepare them for the workplace by providing a clear understanding of the world of work including the 
routes to jobs and careers that they might find engaging and rewarding. The first Gatsby benchmark states that: Every school and college 
should have a stable, structured careers programme that has the explicit backing of the senior management team and has an identified and 
appropriately trained person responsible for it. 

Digital and media 
literacy  

Children are actively online by the time they reach secondary school 

• Almost all children own a phone by age 13, and 93% of 12-15-year-olds use social media. Despite age restrictions of 13 for most social media 
platforms, by age 11, 59% of children have at least one social media profile. (Ofcom, 2023) 

• Further, young people are increasingly creators of their own online content, with 47% of 12-15-year-olds post their own content on video 
sharing platforms. (Ofcom, 2023) 

• Young people disproportionately turn to social media and messaging services for news, were journalistic standards are not required and 
disinformation and misinformation can be shared easily. Digital literacy is crucial for young people as it equips them to navigate the complex 
online landscape, for example helping them to discern real from fake information, support their safety and that of others, and prepare for future 
careers requiring digital skills (Ilomäki et al, 2023). 
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Being online presents risks 

• It is well evidenced that online technologies can expose young people to a range of risks, including online grooming, online bullying, harmful 
content and misinformation, as well as risks related to privacy and commercial use of data. For example; 

o 60% of girls and young women aged 11-21 say they worry about the negative impact being online has on their mental health. 

o 76% of 12-15-year-olds play games online, and 42% have spoken to people they only know through the game, meaning young 
people are increasingly exposed to unknown people online. 35% of 12-15-year-olds experience a person being nasty or hurtful to 
them via communication technology (Ofcom, 2023). 

o Ofcom’s 2023 news consumption report showed that while the BBC has the highest reach of any news organisation, with its content 
reaching 39% of this age group, after that, TikTok (28%), YouTube (25%) and Instagram (25%) are the three most used individual 
sources for news. One in ten teens cited TikTok as their main source of news, even though there have been concerns raised 
regarding the amount of misinformation on the platform, including manipulated video and photos.  

How PSHE education can help 

• The Children’s Commissioner survey into young people’s experiences of PSHE found that students were mostly likely to report having 
learned about how to stay safe online in PSHE education, (83% of children said this) and three-quarters of students (76%) think these 
lessons are very good or fairly good. 

• The UK Council for Internet Safety has produced a framework outlining a range of learning opportunities that should be considered when 
developing the PSHE curriculum. 

• Search the range of media and digital literacy resources highlighted on our site for lesson plans on covering many aspects of online safety, 
and media and digital literacy.  

RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• their rights, responsibilities and opportunities online, including that the same expectations of behaviour apply in all contexts, including online. 

• about online risks, including that any material someone provides to another has the potential to be shared online and the difficulty of 
removing potentially compromising material placed online 

• how advertising and information is targeted at them and how to be a discerning consumer of information online. 
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Fraud, scams and 
gambling 

Fraud is an increasing risk for young people 

• Young people (especially young people in care) are targets of and have increased exposure to fraud. This includes, but is not limited to, 
recruiting young people as 'money mules'. Preventative education can help them to assess risk and identify when actions they're being 
asked to undertake in relation to finance are illegal (APPG financial crime, APPG financial education for children in care). 

• Victims of fraud are also becoming younger, with fraudsters targeting under 21 year olds; an age group which saw 2,788 individuals 
recorded to the Cifas National Fraud Database in 2021. Research conducted by Cifas also suggests that young people do not always 
identify acts such as lying on a CV, using their parents’ details to get cheaper car insurance or taking out mobile phone insurance after 
breaking their phone as ‘fraudulent conduct’. Rather, they see these types of behaviours as excusable, victimless and commonplace. 
Education is therefore needed to prevent young people committing fraud unknowingly. 

• In 2019, the Gambling Commission’s report found that 11% of 11-to-16-year-olds had spent their own money on gambling in the previous 
week.  

• Other financial harms are present in young people's lives including in-game chance-based mechanisms that borrow techniques from 
gambling such as 'loot boxes' and the presence of desirable 'collectibles', making it difficult for young people to track their spending. These 
are evidenced to cause financial and emotional harm (Ash, Gordon & Mills) and are prevalent in online games deemed suitable for children 
(Zendle et al). 

How PSHE education can help 

• Through PSHE education, young people can become more aware of what personal data they should and should not share online, the 
warning signs of scams or fraudulent activity, how to get help should they become a victim of fraud, and the risks associated with gambling.    

• Read the PSHE Association’s teacher handbook on how to effectively address gambling through PSHE education. 

RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end of secondary school students should know: 

• their rights, responsibilities and opportunities online, including that the same expectations of behaviour apply in all contexts, including online. 

• about online risks, including that any material someone provides to another has the potential to be shared online and the difficulty of 
removing potentially compromising material placed online. 

• not to provide material to others that they would not want shared further and not to share personal material which is sent to them. 

• what to do and where to get support to report material or manage issues online. 

• how information and data is generated, collected, shared and used online. 

https://www.appgfinancialcrime.org/uploads/files/APPG_V3_email.pdf
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/add.14973
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• the similarities and differences between the online world and the physical world, including: the impact of unhealthy or obsessive comparison 
with others online (including through setting unrealistic expectations for body image), how people may curate a specific image of their life 
online, over-reliance on online relationships including social media, the risks related to online gambling including the accumulation of debt, 
how advertising and information is targeted at them and how to be a discerning consumer of information online. 
 

Prejudice, 
discrimination, 
extremism and 
radicalisation 

Young people are exposed to violent and hateful content online 

• 37% of all mobile internet traffic globally is accounted for by people watching YouTube videos, and 70% of all YouTube videos watched are 
recommended by the platform’s algorithm (not videos that have been deliberately chosen by the viewer), meaning that around 25% of all 
mobile internet traffic in the world is people watching videos that YouTube has selected for them (Laura Bates, Men Who Hate Women, 
2020). This is relevant to the issue of extremism and radicalisation because the algorithms have been found to suggest more extreme 
content — potentially directing viewers to more radicalised content the longer they watch recommended videos. 

• Violent content is often shared online, including on social media platforms, and can cause a high degree of distress (NSPCC, 2022; 
Revealing Reality, 2023; Stubbs et al., 2022). This highlights the need to support young people to both safely navigate, and behave 
respectfully in, online spaces. It also highlights the need to teach young people how to seek support if they do encounter online material that 
they find distressing — as the same research suggests that some young people experience such encounters as confusing and shameful, and 
therefore 'suffer in silence'. 

• Extreme content encouraging prejudicial views and discrimination are shared in online spaces and has links to mainstream social media 
platforms. For example, content shared by some incel (involuntarily celebrate) groups online is racist, anti-semitic and misogynistic, in 
addition to encouraging self-harm and suicide (CCDH, 2022). 

• The UK has seen rising reports of hate crimes. Though some of this can be accounted for by better police recording procedures, there have 
been spikes in hate crime. This especially during times such as referendums, after terrorist attacks, and during protests (Zayed & Allen, 
House of Commons Library, 2024). 

There are existing duties on schools to teach about community and responsibility  

• DfE: Promoting British Values as part of SMSC in schools states that pupils must be encouraged to regard people of all faiths, races and 
cultures with respect and tolerance. Schools should promote the fundamental British values of democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty, 
and mutual respect and tolerance of those with different faiths and beliefs.  

• Through their SMSC provision, schools should further tolerance and harmony between different cultural traditions by enabling students to 
acquire an appreciation of and respect for their own and other cultures. 
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How PSHE education can help 

• PSHE lessons can support young people to recognise and celebrate difference within their communities. Lessons can also teach young 
people to identify recruitment techniques used by extremist groups, and clarify which behaviours are against the law. 

• Resources to support schools are available from the PSHE Association: Belonging and community: addressing discrimination and 
extremism. 

RSHE statutory guidance states that, by the end secondary school students should know: 

• practical steps they can take in a range of different contexts to improve or support respectful relationships. 

• how stereotypes, in particular stereotypes based on sex, gender, race, religion, sexual orientation or disability, can cause damage (e.g. how 
they might normalise non-consensual behaviour or encourage prejudice). 

• that in school and in wider society they can expect to be treated with respect by others, and that in turn they should show due respect to 
others, including people in positions of authority and due tolerance of other people’s beliefs. 

• the legal rights and responsibilities regarding equality (particularly with reference to the protected characteristics as defined in the Equality Act 
2010) and that everyone is unique and equal. 

• Pupils should be made aware of the relevant legal provisions when relevant topics are being taught, including for example: 
extremism/radicalisation, hate crime. 
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