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“I think sometimes educating 
in a faith-sensitive way doesn’t 
mean necessarily including 
something sort of religious but 
not making assumptions about 
religion in the first place.” 

Christian female, focus group 2
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This research explored young people’s 
experiences of, and views on, the place of 
religion in Relationships and Sex Education 
(RSE). We surveyed 157 15-19-year-olds from 
29 different secondary schools, including 
those with and with no religious faith, and 
spoke to 16 Christians and Muslims aged 
18-21 in four online focus groups. 

1. The vast majority of those surveyed, and 
those who took part in focus groups, wanted 
RSE to take religious beliefs and background 
into account, suggesting it could increase 
tolerance, respect and understanding within 
schools and society and make those of religious 
faith more comfortable in the classroom. 

2. However, young people were concerned 
that teachers might try to represent faith 
perspectives without sufficient understanding 
or sensitivity. They said this could alienate 
those of faith, create conflict and separation 
between groups, reproduce unhelpful stereotypes 
and not reflect their lived experience. These 
concerns reflected some of the experiences 
shared by young people of faith in the study.

Key messages

3. Young people in the focus groups told us 
that religion was sometimes ignored within 
RSE, sometimes reduced in its complexity, 
and sometimes discussed directly with pupils 
of religious faith in a way that made them feel 
exposed. We heard that RSE can be uncomfortable 
for those with religious faith, especially where 
they experience conflict between the curriculum, 
social norms of ‘mainstream’ teenage culture, 
and religious teaching e.g., an assumption that 
all or most teenagers will be having sex. 

4. Those surveyed would prefer RSE educators 
to be specialists from outside school, and felt it 
was more important that they are knowledgeable 
and comfortable talking about sex than that they 
share the same cultural or religious background 
as pupils – though the latter was valued more by 
those of religious faith than those of no faith.

5. Young people in our focus groups felt that 
for RSE to take account of religious faith, 
educators needed to be open, respectful, 
non-judgemental, and conscious of diversity. 
They wanted RSE to acknowledge the 
diversity of possible choices when it comes 
to sex and relationships, without necessarily 
labelling these as being based on religious 
faith, or identifying individual pupils in class 
discussions because of their religious identity.



Background

This small-scale exploratory research project 
sought to investigate young people’s views on:

1. How education on relationships and 
sex in schools considers the religious faith 
of pupils and issues of religious faith, 

2. Whether and how such education 
should take account of religious faith.

3. How religious young people’s experiences 
of RSE may be mediated by wider social 
discourses related to religion, ethnicity 
and/or gender, and the implications 
this holds for such young people.

We were commissioned to undertake this 
research by Faiths Against Child Sexual 
Exploitation (FACES)2 in order to inform 
their abuse-prevention work with young 
people in schools and to illuminate the 
experiences of young people of religious faith 
in teaching about sex and relationships.

The research was solely focused on eliciting 
the views of young people. As FACES 
is a partnership between Christians and 
Muslims, working primarily with these 
communities, the research had a particular 
focus on the experiences of these groups. 

Young people’s views were elicited via 
a survey and focus groups. The work 
commenced in 2019 and (due to Covid-19 
related delays) completed in early 2021.
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Introduction

The policy context 

In 2015, a report by the House of Commons 
Education Committee acknowledged the role of 
sex and relationship education (SRE) in keeping 
children and young people safe both inside 
and outside of schools (House of Commons 
Education Committee, 2015). Following the 
publication of this report it was recommended 
that SRE be renamed Relationships and Sex 
Education (RSE). In June 2019, the English 
government published guidance for teaching RSE 
in schools that committed to making Relationships 
Education (RE) compulsory for all pupils receiving 
primary education and Relationships and Sex 
Education (RSE) compulsory for all pupils 
receiving secondary education from September 
2020. In light of the coronavirus pandemic, 
schools were given freedom to decide when, 
in the school year 2020-21, they begin formally 
following the guidance in their teaching. 

RSE has an important role to play in 
preventing sexual abuse. The draft 
statutory guidance states that by the end of 
secondary school, pupils 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).” (DfE 2019, p.29) 

2. FACES is a Luton-based Muslim and Christian partnership that aims to strengthen resilience within faith communities and protect children, by enhancing awareness 
and understanding of child sexual exploitation (CSE) and equipping faith organisations, parents and young people to better prevent, recognise and respond to it. The 
organisation offers training for adults, runs youth workshops and challenges misleading and damaging messages in public discourse concerning child sexual exploitation.

Introduction



RSE and religious faith 

The DfE guidance published in 2019 includes 
explicit references to religion under the heading 
‘Religion and belief, including teaching in schools 
with a religious character’ (pp 12-13). The guidance 
opens by stating that “A good understanding of 
pupils’ faith backgrounds and positive relationships 
between the school and local faith communities 
help to create a constructive context for the 
teaching of these subjects.” It then states the 
following, with the most relevant sections for 
this report highlighted in bold and underlined.  

“In all schools, when teaching these subjects, the 
religious background of all pupils must be taken 
into account when planning teaching, so that 
the topics that are included in the core content in 
this guidance are appropriately handled. Schools 
must ensure they comply with the relevant provisions 
of the Equality Act 2010, under which religion or 
belief are amongst the protected characteristics.

All schools may teach about faith perspectives. 
In particular, schools with a religious character may 
teach the distinctive faith perspective on relationships, 
and balanced debate may take place about issues 
that are seen as contentious. For example, the school 
may wish to reflect on faith teachings about certain 
topics as well as how their faith institutions may 
support people in matters of relationships and sex.”

There is further reference to religion on page 26 
of the guidance, under the heading ‘Relationships 
and Sex Education (RSE): Secondary’ which 
reads as follows, with relevant sections for this 
report highlighted in bold and underlined.  

“It is recognised that there will be a range of 
opinions regarding RSE. The starting principle 
when teaching each of these must be that 
the applicable law should be taught in a 
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factual way so that pupils are clear on their 
rights and responsibilities as citizens.

Schools may choose to explore faith, or other 
perspectives, on some of these issues in 
other subjects such as Religious Education.

Pupils should be well informed about the 
full range of perspectives and, within the law, 
should be well equipped to make decisions for 
themselves about how to live their own lives, 
whilst respecting the right of others to make their 
own decisions and hold their own beliefs.”

In essence the guidance calls for RSE to be taught 
clearly, sensitively and inclusively, with respect to 
the backgrounds and beliefs of pupils and parents, 
while allowing schools the freedom to decide whether 
or not to directly teach about faith perspectives 
on sex and relationships. This raises questions 
about how schools can best meet the needs of 
pupils from a range of religious backgrounds, and 
what kind of approach is most likely to fulfil the 
goal of RSE of effectively educating all pupils in 
ways that help them understand human sexuality 
and develop healthy, nurturing relationships. 

The research 

Our exploratory research seeks to begin to answer 
these questions, from the perspectives of those 
who are most directly impacted by them. It aims to 
contribute to our understanding of how young people 
(particularly those of religious faith) experience RSE in 
schools, and to elicit their thoughts on what ‘faith-
sensitive’ RSE could and should look like, so that 
schools become more inclusive of religious diversity. 

Introduction



 

Literature review 

The first phase of the research involved a literature 
review, exploring what existing research evidence 
reveals about the experiences and perspectives 
of Muslim and Christian young people in relation 
to education on sex, relationships and abuse, 
within faith communities, schools and at home. 
The review (see Appendix 1 for a summary) found 
limited UK-based evidence on the experiences 
and perspectives of young people of religious 
faith, in relation to RSE. In light of this, and the 
new guidelines on RSE for schools, the FACES 
steering group decided to focus subsequent phases 
of the research solely on the school context.
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Methodology

Online survey

Informed by the findings of the literature review, we 
created a survey for 15-19 year olds. The questions 
explored young people’s experiences of RSE within 
secondary school, with particular attention paid to 
religious faith. They also explored young people’s 
views as to whether, and how, RSE should take 
account of the religious faith backgrounds of pupils. 

A number of schools and colleges in Luton were 
approached to participate in the research, and three 
educational institutions agreed. Students and parents 
were provided with information about the study two 
weeks before the research team visited each school/
college, informing them of the proposed research 
and how to participate in, or decline to take part in, 
the research session.3 The survey was administered 
during a face-to-face research session, led by the 
researchers. These sessions lasted between 40–60 

Our approach in this research was to collect different kinds of data to 
provide a more holistic understanding of the issues, otherwise known as 
a ‘mixed-methods’ study. Three different methods were used across three 
consecutive phases of the project, with each phase informing the next. 

Figure 1: Phases of the research 

1.  
Literature  
Review

2.  
Survey

3.  
Online  
focus groups

Review of existing 
evidence on young 
Christians’ and Muslims’ 
views on sex and 
relationships education 
in faith communities, 
schools and homes 

157 survey responses 
from 15-19 year olds 
in both school and 
community settings

Four focus groups 
held, with sixteen 
18-21 year olds: 10 
Muslim and 6 Christian

Methodology



minutes, depending on the school timetable and 
took the place of a regular lesson or tutor-period.4

After introducing the research and reiterating key 
information, the researchers encouraged pupils to 
ask questions, and formally recorded their consent 
to participate at the start of the survey. Pupils were 
then invited to complete the survey online (on their 
phones or on desk-top computers) or on paper, 
or to complete other work if they preferred not 
to participate.5 The researchers remained in the 
room to answer questions and provide assistance 
if needed. In total, six research sessions were held 
across three schools/colleges in February and early 
March 2020, and a total 131 pupils completed 
the survey in a school or college context. 

When the first national lockdown was announced in 
March 2020, no further in-person visits were allowed, 
and further planned visits to other schools could 
not progress. Successive steering group meetings 
concluded that it was not ethical to approach schools 
to ask them to participate in this research while they 
were adapting to online provision, or when schools 
returned in person. At this stage fewer Christian young 
people had completed the survey in a school context 
than Muslim young people, so the online survey was 
circulated to Christian youth workers via Youthscape, 
a national Christian youthwork charity, to pass on to 
young people in their networks. Only 16-19 year olds 
were invited to complete the survey at this stage, and 
a further 26 did so, taking the total responses to 157. 

Some young people who had already left school 
were asked to answer retrospectively about the 
secondary school they had previously attended 
(including those completing the survey in person 
in a college context, or online via a youth worker). 
The participants attended a total of 29 different 
secondary schools, with 15 young people 
declining to say which school they attended. 
Just over half those taking part in the survey 
(53%) were from one of two schools, which the 
researchers attended to run research sessions. 

Details of survey participants 
Survey participants were aged between 15 and 
19 years with the majority (76%) aged 15-16 
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3. Although they were given the option, no parents contacted the research team to ask that their child be removed from the research sessions. 
4. Where requested, the research team provided support in-kind, in the form of additional teaching on research methods to pupils.   
5. Pupils were also given the option of providing ‘dummy’ answers if they wanted to be seen to be participating. 
6. 152 young people responded to this question: aged 15 (31.6%), 16 (44.1%), 17, (13.9%), 18 (7.2%) and 19 (3.3%). 
7. N=155. 3% preferred not to say (n=5) or selected ‘other’ (1% - n=2) 
8. N=156 
9. Four young people chose other, of whom two did not indicate which religion they identified with. 
10. 8% stated that they did not know and 2% indicated ‘other’. 
11. The others were Methodist (3%) and Orthodox (3%) with 19% reporting that they did not know. 
12. 66% of the Christian sub-sample said ‘Yes’ their religious identity is important to them, with 29% saying ‘Somewhat’ and 5% saying ‘No’. 89% of the 
Muslim sub-sample responded ‘Yes’ their religious identity was important to them, with the remaining 11% saying it was ‘Somewhat’ important to them.

years of age.6 Just over half (56%) were female 
and 40% of participants were male.7 The largest 
proportion of participants described their ethnicity 
as Asian/Asian British (49%), followed by White 
(33%), Black/African/Caribbean/Black British 
(10%) and Mixed/multiple ethnic groups (8%).8

When asked ‘How would you describe your religious 
identity?’, just over half of the 157 young people 
answering this question (55%) self-identified as 
Muslim and 24% as Christian. A further 15% 
indicated no religion, whilst three individuals 
identified as Hindu and one as Buddhist.9  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All 87 young people who selected Muslim indicated 
their denomination, with the majority indicating 
Sunni (89%) and 1% Shia.10 Thirty seven of 
the 38 young people who selected Christian 
indicated their denomination, with the three main 
denominations being Anglican (27%); Baptist 
(24%) and Pentecostal / charismatic (24%).11 

Those who reported a religious faith were asked 
whether their religious identity was important to 
them, and of the 132 respondents four-fifths (80%) 
said ‘Yes’ (17% were ‘Not sure’ and 3% said ‘No’). 
Higher proportions of Muslim participants said ‘Yes’, 
their religious identity was important to them, with 
89% reporting this compared to 66% of Christians.12

Muslim
Christian

No religion

Other (please describe)

Hindu

Buddhist

55%
24%

15%

3%
2% 1%

Figure 2: Religious identity of survey respondents

Methodology
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Online focus groups

The third and final phase of the research comprised 
four online focus groups with Muslim and 
Christian young people aged 18-21, exploring 
their views on RSE within secondary schools 
and how it could be more faith sensitive. 

These focus groups offered an opportunity to explore 
some of the themes emerging from the survey in 
greater depth, with young people who had the 
benefit of being able to consider their experiences 
retrospectively and in a more discursive context. In 
this phase we paid particular attention to how the 
experiences of young people of religious faith may 
be mediated by social discourses or stereotypes 
related to religion, ethnicity and gender. 

Two of the four focus groups were with Christian 
young people and two with Muslim young 
people. Across these groups there were ten 
Muslim participants (four young men and six 
young women) and six Christian participants 
(three young men, three young women). 

Participants were recruited through convenience 
sampling, with the research team sharing the 
opportunity with ‘gatekeepers’ in their networks, 
including youth workers and young people in this 
age-range. Information was shared about the 
project, and participants were given the opportunity 
to ask questions before agreeing to take part. 
Those consenting to take part completed an online 
consent form before, or at the start of, the research 
session. The session was audio-recorded, and 
participants could choose whether to participate 
with their cameras on or off. At the end of the 
session, the young people were reminded of how 
they could withdraw from the study and provided 
with the name of a person who had agreed to 
be available for on-going support should they 
wish to talk further about their experiences.  

It is worth noting that the focus group 
discussions elicited significantly more reflection 
on the impact of negative assumptions about 
religion, than the survey responses. There 
are several possible explanations for this: 

• The focus of the groups, specifically the particular 
attention paid to the impact of social discourses 
and stereotypes within the discussions

• The discursive nature of focus groups, that  
offers more space and capacity to critically  
reflect on experiences

• The impact of group dynamics, and the 
ways in which hearing others’ experiences 
can help you reflect on your own

• The impact of self-selection: it may be 
that those who chose to take part in a 
focus group, were those who had negative 
experiences they wished to reflect on

• The age of participants: those taking part in the 
focus groups were aged 18-21 while most survey 
respondents were aged 15-16. It is possible 
that with age, more experience and the benefit 
of hindsight, young people may be better able 
to identify prejudice or negative assumptions. 

Ethics

In designing this project, we paid close attention to 
the potential impact of the research on everyone 
involved. Exploring relationships and sex education 
in the context of religious faith raises questions 
related directly to personal identity, family, friendship, 
culture and belonging. It was therefore crucial that 
the study dealt with these themes in a way that 
acknowledged their significance and protected 
participants’ welfare at every stage. A detailed ethical 
protocol was developed that covered key aspects 
of research ethics including informed consent, 
participant choice and control, confidentiality 
and anonymity, data protection, security of online 
platforms, staff competence and ongoing support for 
participants and researchers. Researcher reflexivity 
was also a central concern, as outlined below.

All necessary procedural approvals were 
obtained before fieldwork began. Ethical 
approval for the study was granted by the 
University of Bedfordshire’s Institute of Applied 
Social Research Institute Ethics Panel. 

Methodology
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Analysis

Quantitative data yielded through the survey were 
analysed using the online survey software Qualtrics. 
The content of open-text responses in the survey was 
summarised thematically, with key themes identified 
by frequency counting. Focus group transcripts were 
read carefully and more than once, with notes made 
on the most significant themes. These themes were 
then cross-referenced to explore their meanings 
to different participants. Most of these themes 
reflected the questions asked in the groups or in 
the survey, but we also identified emergent ideas 
that were relevant to the overall research question. 

Research is the work of individuals, who have 
particular identities and are embedded in specific 
cultures and contexts. To effectively make sense 
of research data, there is a need for the research 
team itself to be diverse, self-reflexive and open 
to alternative interpretations. The research team 
comprised individuals of religious faith (Muslim 
and Christian) and those of no religious faith, and 
different ethnicities (South Asian, White British, 
White Irish and Mixed heritage). Although limited by 
our time and availability, we attempted to reduce 
the impact of personal bias through a measure 
of team analysis, which included involving the 
wider FACES steering group on one occasion. We 
discussed what we observed after survey and focus 
group sessions, and spent a session considering 
a proportion of the research literature to explore 
its meaning, from our different perspectives. 

Limitations and interpretation notes

The small-scale exploratory nature of this 
study, together with the impact of a series of 
national lockdowns, mean there are a number 
of limitations to this study that should be 
borne in mind when reading this report:

• As a small-scale exploratory study, the findings 
speak only of those who participated and, 
whilst they offer potentially relevant insights 
for wider populations, should not be taken 
as representative of their perspectives.

• A total of 157 15-19 year olds were surveyed, and 
this included twice as many Muslim young people 
as Christians. Plans to address this imbalance 
by working with a Catholic high school were 
curtailed because of the March 2020 lockdown. 

• The number of those engaging in the focus 
groups was small (n=16), and fewer than the 

number we had hoped to engage because 
of the challenges of recruiting young 
people to the study during lockdown. 

• The conversation in these focus groups provided 
us with a rich and nuanced understanding of the 
topic and identified important themes. However, 
these are not exhaustive or representative of 
what all young people think about the subject 
and, as noted above, were generally more critical 
than the views expressed in the survey. Further 
research would be needed to identify how these 
experiences and themes relate to the wider 
population of Muslim and Christian young people.

• Religious identity is not equally significant 
to all young people who identify as having 
a religious faith. In our survey sample, for 
example, Muslim young people were more 
likely than Christian young people to say that 
their religious faith was important to them. 

• The survey findings include young people from a 
range of religious backgrounds, as well as those 
with no religion. Unless otherwise stated, findings 
include those with no religious faith. Where findings 
only relate to those with religious faith, this is made 
clear and, where relevant, we break findings down 
by the religious background of respondents.

• Where significant, we have drawn out differences 
between Muslim and Christian survey respondents 
(the two largest categories of those identifying as 
having religious faith). Otherwise all young people 
who identified as having a religious faith (n=133), 
irrespective of what that faith is, are included in the 
category ‘Those with religious faith’ in the analysis.

• Not all young people chose to answer 
every survey question, so the number of 
respondents for each question varies and 
is provided throughout the report.

• As percentages have been rounded up/down, 
they occasionally do not equate to 100%.

Methodology



Summary 

• RSE takes place within the wider social context of secondary school, so it 
is important to understand how young people with religious faith experience 
this, including their perceptions of how others view them, and their religion.  

• Most young people we surveyed (whether religious or not) 
reported that staff and pupils at secondary school respected 
pupils’ religious beliefs all or most of the time. 

• Nevertheless, when asked about positive or negative assumptions made 
about their religion, young people in our focus groups identified a range of 
predominantly negative assumptions or stereotypes made about those of religious 
faith by peers and sometimes by teachers. These included perceptions that 
religious pupils are socially conservative, at risk of certain kinds of oppression 
because of religious beliefs or a risk to others through religious extremism. 

• Muslim young people in our focus groups reported particularly negative 
experiences of these stereotypes. Some of these existed at the intersection 
of religion and gender, for example perceptions that Muslim young women 
who wear a hijab are socially reserved and/or oppressed by males.

• Some young people in our focus groups described being seen primarily through 
the lens of these assumptions about religion, rather than as individuals, and some 
reported feeling isolated or judged by peers and/or teachers as a result. Similarly, 
others reported being expected to speak for, or represent, their religion, which 
they felt precluded them from having the freedom to come to their own views.  

• Our focus groups elicited deeper reflection on the impact of negative 
assumptions about religion, which may be partly explained by our research 
methodology: the survey was mostly completed by 15 and 16 year olds, 
while the focus groups comprised 18-21 year olds who, overall, had more 
space and capacity to reflect critically on their previous experience.
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Chapter one

The experience of having 
religious faith at secondary 
school 

Chapter one



In most schools, formal teaching on relationships and/or sex is a small 
percentage of the secondary school curriculum, and yet what happens 
in the other hours, days, months and years, within and outside lessons, 
inevitably shapes how pupils experience RSE. The wider culture and 
curriculum therefore need to be taken into account when considering pupils’ 
experiences of RSE, with particular attention paid to how those of religious 
faith feel they and their faith are perceived by teachers and peers. 

In this study, survey results painted a picture of school in which, for the most 
part, peers and teachers were seen as respecting pupils’ religious beliefs. Four-
fifths (80%) of those surveyed reported that they felt staff at secondary school 
respected pupils’ religious beliefs either all (35%) or most (45%) of the time. 
This fell to three-fifths when considering treatment by other pupils, with 43% 
reporting that pupils respected others’ religious beliefs most of the time, and 17% 
all of the time (see Figure 3). There was no meaningful difference between pupil 
responses on the basis of whether they had, or the nature of their, religious faith.
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When those who self-identified as having religious 
faith were asked how they thought staff at their 
secondary school viewed their religion (as opposed 
to pupil’s religious beliefs more generally), a total of 
45% said either ‘positively’ (27%) or ‘very positively’ 
(18%). A further 40% thought staff perceived their 
religion ‘neutrally’ with only 3% reporting that it was 
viewed ‘negatively’ (see Figure 4 and subsequent 
sections). Survey respondents with religious faith 
were also asked whether other pupils had ever 
treated them negatively at secondary school 
because of their religion. The majority (71%) said 
‘No’, with 20% responding ‘Somewhat’ and 9% 
‘Yes’. There was no observable difference between 
faiths within most of these responses, except in the 
case of the 3% of young people who reported staff 
viewing their faith negatively, who were all Muslim. Figure 4: Young people’s perceptions of how school staff view their religion

Figure 3: Perceptions of staff and pupils’ respect for pupils’ religious beliefs

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Do you think staff/pupils at your secondary school respect pupils' religious beliefs? (n=155)

I don’t know

No, never

No, not very often

Some of the time

Yes, all of the time

Yes, most of the time 43%

17%

1%

2%

7%

4%

5%

1%

45%

35%

40%

Very positively 

Positively

Neutrally

Negatively

Very negatively

I don’t know

They don’t know my religion

Pupils

Staff

18%

27%40%

8%

4%3%
0%

How do you think staff at your secondary 
school view your religion? (n=131)

Chapter one

30%
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The focus groups with older young people aged 
18-21 afforded an opportunity to explore these 
issues further. With 16 participants, these groups 
do not illuminate the nuances of all the perspectives 
or experiences captured in the survey. They do 
however offer helpful complementary insights. In this 
context, young people identified a range of negative 
assumptions that they felt are made about those 
with a religious faith, by teachers, pupils or ‘people’ 
in more general terms. These do not necessarily 
‘add up’ to religion being viewed negatively or faith 
being disrespected, but our focus group participants 
did suggest that some of these stereotypes have 
a harmful impact on pupils. The views of those in 
the focus groups may reflect those in our survey 
who reported that staff and pupils at secondary 
school respected pupils’ religious beliefs some of 
the time, not very often or never (see Figure 3). For 
example, our focus groups participants did not offer 
any examples of positive assumptions being made 
about their religion (even when asked directly).

Some of the reasons why our focus groups 
may have elicited deeper reflection on negative 
experiences are identified in the Methodology 
section of the report, and should be held in mind 
when reading the following sections, which report 
on the three types of assumption described across 
the four focus groups: being socially conservative, 
being at risk and being a risk to others.

Socially conservative  
This was the broadest category of assumption 
identified by young people across our four 
focus groups. For Christians and Muslims this 
presented as a belief that those of religious faith are 
uninteresting, boring or closed-minded because they 
might be socially conservative in their behaviour 
(e.g., not having sex or not drinking alcohol). 

“That sort of idea that it can be a little bit uncool  
or very strict as well is one of the more prominent  
ones for me.” (Christian female, focus group 1). 

“I feel like often when I first meet people, well 
that’s then and still now, there’s this underlying 
kind of assumption that I’m either boring or easily 
offended.” (Christian male, focus group 2).

A young Muslim man had encountered an assumption 
that he was not permitted to speak to any females, 
while a number of young Muslim women felt they 
were perceived to be socially reserved, even if 
they were quite outgoing, with one young woman 
explaining that “I think it’s really easy to get ostracised 

from other people in your year group, because they’ve 
decided that you’re boring or you can’t relate to them 
on certain topics as well.” The young Muslims we 
spoke to highlighted some additional stereotypes 
beyond being considered ‘boring’. This included that 
parents could not speak English or are cousins, that 
Muslim pupils are not interested in, or good at, sports 
and that Muslim girls are focused on marriage/family 
and it is therefore not worth teachers’ time supporting 
them to achieve educationally or professionally. 

Being at risk
Some Muslim pupils had experienced beliefs about 
Islam that positioned them as vulnerable to harm on 
the basis of their religion: an experience that was not 
raised by any of the Christian participants of our focus 
groups. For teenage girls many of these assumptions 
related to issues of gender inequality. They ranged from 
a belief that no one talks about sex and relationships 
in Muslim communities and that any information is 
therefore ‘new’, to a belief that wearing the hijab is a 
sign of being subjugated by males and to a perception 
of all Muslim girls as at risk of forced marriage. 

“I do remember this one time with my friend, as 
a joke she got a ring and she pretended it was her 
engagement ring, this was in Year 13 or something. 
As a joke she told us she was getting engaged, and 
my teacher kind of took that and ran with it, and 
the school contacted the police. It became very, very 
serious, out of something that was a joke, and a lot of 
us felt like if it wasn’t for the fact that she was Muslim 
and Pakistani, maybe the teacher wouldn’t have 
gone that far.” (Muslim female, focus group 3). 

This young woman went on to explain that another 
girl in her year had actually got engaged, and in this 
instance a teacher had phoned the home rather 
than the police. She reflected that while the teacher 
probably had a responsibility to do this “…I don’t 
think the same thing would have happened if it was 
a non-Muslim student or a non-Pakistani student.”   

Being a risk
Finally, we heard a few accounts of Muslim 
pupils experiencing assumptions being 
made that they, or those who follow Islam, 
are a threat to others because of a perceived 
association between Islam and terrorism.

“In my school, because of all the terrorist attacks 
that have happened, I’ve been assumed to be a 
terrorist in some places and by some people…After, 
like, recent attacks, they would just say “terrorist” 
and stuff to me.” (Muslim male, focus group 4).
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“I was very outspoken, and I guess I wasn’t afraid 
to articulate my faith. But I think constantly 
people were trying to like ascertain whether I 
was one of those kind of extremists, like ISIS-type 
Muslims, or whether I was just like a normal 
one.” (Muslim female, focus group 3).

In the focus group with young Muslim males, a couple 
of the young men recalled Personal, Social, Health 
and Economic (PSHE) days in Year 9 or 10 at their 
majority Muslim school, where pupils would move 
between a carousel of five different workshops during 
the course of a day. One young man said “…those 
days were so tailored to us in the Asian community” 
and talked about a session with “…an Asian male 
talking about how he joined a bank and a sports firm 
and how he broke barriers” alongside sessions he 
described as “all very hot topics at the time.” These 
‘hot topics’ were “…a workshop around terrorism and 
Prevent” and “…a forced marriage session”. When 
one of the researchers said, “I’m interested in how 
you saw that as something that was relevant to you 
particularly?” his response suggested that he thought 
it was appropriate or normal to view young Muslim 
men as being at risk of becoming a risk to others.

“Because at the time, well a lot of the terrorist attacks 
that were happening were people that claimed to be 
Muslim or from an Asian background and I feel like 
the school, I felt like because we were all from Asian 
background and Muslim, they need to come in and talk 
to us about Prevent and just inform us about the risks 
for terrorism, how you could be kind of, what’s the word, 
be drawn into it?” (Muslim male, focus group 4).  

When one participant’s sister asked for a room she 
could use for prayer during break time, a Muslim 
young woman in our focus group recounted that “…
the teacher she agreed to it, but she looked at her and 
was like, “Oh you’re getting a bit religious these days, 
what’s happened? What’s caused the change?” She 
wondered what this reaction meant and interpreted 
it as “… an assumption that it was a bit unnatural 
that a young girl would be trying to dedicate a bit of 
time to her faith, rather than playing and doing other 
things that young people do”. This experience was 
part of a wider sense for this young woman that staff 
at secondary school might struggle to understand 
why Muslim pupils valued and practised their faith 
from a relatively young age, and that “There’s almost 
a suspicion that they’re being extreme or something.”

Some participants in our focus groups and in 
our surveys also highlighted an assumption 
that Muslims and Christians are judgemental 
or that religion is threatening to those who are 
not heterosexual. One Muslim young woman 
described this as a belief that any alternatives to the 
‘mainstream’ view would be seen as “homophobic, 
closed-minded, backwards and whatever.”  

But I think constantly people were 
trying to like ascertain whether I was 
one of those kind of extremists, like 
ISIS-type Muslims, or whether I was 
just like a normal one.” 

Muslim female, focus group 3
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The impact of religious  
stereotypes and assumptions 

When asked how they found the PSHE day described 
above, one young man remembered it as ’boring’, 
while another described it as ‘quite effective’. While 
not explicitly identifying the focus of the sessions as 
problematic, their reflections do suggest that young 
people of Muslim faith may be identified as ‘risky’ 
on the basis of their religion, and/or their ethnicity. 
Islamophobic or racist constructions such as these 
can negatively affect how young people perceive 
themselves, and how they experience the school 
environment. They can also result in a particular focus 
on certain forms of harm that Muslim young people 
can experience (for example, forced marriage) at 
the expense of recognition of other forms of harm.  

Some young people who took part in our focus 
groups told us that such assumptions might have a 
different impact depending on how far someone’s 
religious faith was known and/or visible (with 
Muslim young women suggesting that in wearing 
the hijab they were more visibly ‘Muslim’ than 
young men), whether they were popular with their 
peers, their own self-confidence and whether 
they were in a minority at school. We heard that 
even in a religious majority, pupils can and do still 
experience assumptions being made about them, 
but that being in a minority can feel particularly 
isolating and exposing. In one focus group, young 
women described what it was like to feel that you 
are viewed primarily through the lens of religion. 

“It feels like you never know whether you’re being, 
whether your discussion is actually disclosure to 
these people and they’re just waiting for you to 
make yourself known as this kind of extremist 
or this danger, or whether you’re genuinely just 
allowed to be who you are, without these prejudices 
infringing at all times I guess, redefining everything 
that you are.”  (Muslim female, focus group 3).

“Things like class discussions, Muslims can 
sometimes be hesitant to speak on certain issues 
or represent certain views because of this fear 
that they’ll be questioned on it and everything 
that they say will be taken as a representation 
of Islam and what the views of Islam are, rather 
than just a reflection of one individual’s opinions 
and beliefs.”  (Muslim female, focus group 3).

A similar dynamic was highlighted in a 
conversation between two young men, who 
felt that, as Christians, people looked to them 
as ‘experts’ who could represent a faith they 
were still coming to understand themselves. 

Participant 1 
“I remember a lot in RE lessons, people would ask me 
questions about faith, like based on what we were 
doing and I’m like, “Well I don’t have all the answers!  
Just because I identify as a Christian, doesn’t mean 
I’ve explored every single aspect of it yet either.”  

Participant 2  
“Yeah, definitely similarly to what [Participant 1] 
said, I think often especially when what I believed 
wasn’t necessarily strictly the very classic view 
that people thought I believed, that definitely 
made me, I’m not sure if doubt but I’d definitely 
be a bit confused about why people expect, think 
I should believe this when this is really not what I 
do believe.” (Christian males, focus group 2).

Islam and Christianity are not necessarily 
viewed in similar ways by young people within 
secondary schools, but these quotes do suggest 
that an expectation that young people of 
religious faith can speak for their religion might 
preclude them from having the space to be 
themselves – to a greater or lesser degree.

Although these findings may not seem directly 
applicable to RSE, it is important to identify the 
assumptions pupils perceive and encounter, because 
they can be powerful forces, that exert pressure on 
everyone in a school context, and that affect the 
shape of both conversation and curriculum. While 
some of these assumptions were present for both 
Christian and Muslim young people (a belief that 
those of religious faith are socially conservative, 
boring and uncool), it is clear that there are additional 
and specific harmful stereotypes that some young 
Muslims encounter, and that some of these operate 
at the particular intersection of religion and gender. 
While there are no generalisations to be made, these 
findings do serve as a reminder that RSE takes place 
in specific social contexts, in which powerful ideas 
about religion are at play amongst pupils and staff.
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Summary 

• For many of the young people of religious faith taking part in this research, RSE 
involved manging some measure of conflict between the curriculum, the social norms of 
‘mainstream’ teenage culture and religious teaching, although not everyone perceived 
or experienced this conflict to the same degree or found it equally challenging.

• The main social norms identified by participants in the study as potentially conflicting with 
religious belief or practice were that teenagers have sex and want to have sex, and that they 
will be in romantic relationships while at school. Some also identified a conflict between 
how same-sex relationships were viewed within RSE and religious teachings.

• When presented with a list of RSE topics, 72% of young people we surveyed said they had been taught 
about ‘sexual consent’, while only 39% said they had been taught about ‘the choice not to have sex’.

• The gap between these norms and religious teaching was reported by some young 
people to be uncomfortable, particularly when it is drawn attention to within RSE. 

• Some young people in the focus groups contrasted the explicit or implicit communication of what is 
socially ‘normal’ and desirable (including having sex as a teenager and being in romantic relationships) with 
information that they described as more ‘neutral’ and which they preferred (i.e. factual, practical, or medical). 

• Our survey also highlighted the reality that, while religious teaching on sex and relationships 
is complex, so is young people’s relationship, and adherence, to that teaching.
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Chapter two

How young people of religious 
faith experience RSE

13. The remaining 30% reported that they did not know.

Conflicting beliefs, values and practices
For some of the young Christians and Muslims 
we spoke to and surveyed, participating in RSE 
involved consciously manging some measure of 
conflict between the curriculum, the social norms of 
‘mainstream’ teenage culture and religious teaching, 
while for others this conflict was less present or 
perceived.  For example, our survey asked those 
with a religious faith whether they had been taught 
something in RSE that was different to what their 
religion teaches. Of the 121 respondents, 30% said 

‘Yes’, with a further 15% reporting that this was 
‘Somewhat’ the case and 25% saying ‘No’.13 Of those 
that answered, ‘Yes’ or ‘Somewhat’, 33 provided 
further details about what those differences were. 

The majority of comments (n=26) highlighted beliefs 
or attitudes towards sexual activity outside of 
marriage while the remaining comments mentioned 
LGBTQ+ relationships which are not permitted 
within certain religious teachings (n=4), general 
comments about differences in focus between 
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school and religious teaching (n=2) and a sense 
that it is taboo to speak about sex so openly in a 
religious context (n=2). These comments largely 
reflected the social norms raised most frequently 
in the focus groups because they conflicted with 
different kinds of religious teaching. These were: 

1. that teenagers have sex and want to have sex, 
2. that they will be in romantic relationships  
while at school, and  
3. that same-sex relationships are as valid as 
heterosexual relationships14

On the first of these, survey responses were explicit 
about the contrast with much religious teaching.

“That you can have sex from the legal age of 
16; my religion teaches that such intimacy 
should take place within a marriage.” 
(Muslim female, survey respondent).

“Well, as a Christian I believe that the best place 
for sex is in marriage between a man and a woman, 
whereas we were taught that sex should be special 
and is best in a secure relationship - not marriage. 
Also at school we were encouraged to view sex 
as something special but not sacred as I believe 
it is.” (Christian female, survey respondent)

Young people in each focus group also identified 
an assumption in RSE teaching that it was 
normal to be having sex while at school. Some 
heard this communicated in the language of 
‘when’ you have sex, rather than ‘if’ you have 
sex. The choice to delay having sex until you are 
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older/an adult/married was rarely mentioned, 
according to our focus group participants.  

“I don’t think it was ever considered an 
option, it was like when you have sex this is 
what you need to do, rather than if you have 
sex.” (Muslim, female, focus group 3).

“I went to a musical theatre college and it was 
with our dance teacher, who was very friendly with 
everybody, and was teaching on contraception, 
very much with the assumption that we were 
all already having sex. And it was kind of like, 
‘Oh, this is this, but I’m sure you already know 
about it so there’s not much point in me saying 
anything, other than the manuscript which I have 
to say’” (Christian female, focus group 1).

The survey results suggested that this may be the 
case more widely as well. Young people were asked 
to what extent they had been taught about ten topics 
in secondary school, which were drawn from the 
draft RSE government guidance published in 2019 
and are a summary of the main areas schools should 
cover (see Figure 5). The topic that most young 
people recalled having been taught about was ‘sexual 
consent’ with 72% of the 150 respondents indicating 
that they had been taught about this topic, and an 
additional 21% reporting they had been taught about 
sexual consent to some extent. Comparatively, the 
topic that respondents reported had been taught 
the least was ‘The choice not to have sex yet, or to 
enjoy relationships without sex’ – only 39% of young 
people indicated that they had been taught this, 
and 25% said they had not or they weren’t sure.

14. Unlike 1 and 2, this is more than a social norm and is a legal provision in the Equalities Act 2010

Figure 5: Recollection of RSE topics taught in secondary school 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

The choice not to have sex yet, or to enjoy relationships without sex

Sexual consent

Facts about sex, sexual health, pregnancy and contraception

Online safety when it comes to relationships and sex

That it is illegal to discriminate against people due to things like sexual 
orientation, gender, sex, religion, ethnicity and gender reassignment

The law about what is right and wrong, when it comes to 
sex, relationships and young people (e.g. sexting)

Sexual abuse, harassment and violence

Pressure to engage in sexual activity

What makes a relationship healthy and positive

How and where to get advice, including confidential sexual 
and reproductive health advice and treatment

Have you been taught about the following topics in secondary school? (n=150)

72%

71%

64%

58%

56%

52%

52%

50%

49%

39%

21%

25%

26%

25%

31%

37%

28%

34%

33%

37%

6%

4%

10%

17%

13%

11%

21%

16%

17%

25%

Yes To some extent No/Not sure
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When asked about any ways that having religious 
faith affected their experience of RSE in secondary 
school, young Muslims in our survey highlighted 
that their religion prohibits sex and/or romantic 
relationships outside of the context of marriage. 
Young Christians in our focus groups suggested 
that romantic relationships were not necessarily 
an issue, but there might be an expectation that 
they would only date those who shared their 
faith, and that (as with their Muslim peers) they 
would wait until they were married to have sex.

“It’s almost kind of like I guess isolating or difficult 
because I was just like, “Oh I can’t date anyone, no 
one here is a Christian” so you just like shut yourself 
off from everything.” (Christian male, focus group 2).  

Finally young people highlighted same-sex 
relationships as an area where religious teaching 
could conflict with the RSE curriculum. Many 
young people simply named the conflict, while a 
few explained that it was personally challenging 
when others labelled this as homophobic. One 
Muslim young woman in a focus group wanted 
teachers to “…at least present views in a way that 
whilst you don’t agree, to show there’s validity 
in people and the reasons for why they have 
them isn’t rooted in hatred or something.”

Not everybody from a religious background would 
agree with religious ideas and practices, either in 
private or public, in the abstract or in their own 
actions. For example, one young woman in our 
survey explained that as a Christian she didn’t 
believe in reserving sex until after marriage, and 
that she didn’t believe same-sex relationships were 
wrong. Some Muslim pupils told us in the survey 
that they, or their friends had engaged in various 
sexual acts, despite this being contrary to Islamic 
teaching. It is important to acknowledge, not only that 
religious teaching is diverse but that young people’s 
relationship to that teaching may be just as complex.  

The impact of tension between 
religious and school teaching 
on sex and relationships.

Both the survey and focus groups revealed some 
of the ways that young people of religious faith 
experience RSE, and how that might impact them. 
Talking about sex and relationships may not be easy 
for most pupils, but we heard that for those from 
religious backgrounds this discomfort has additional 
dimensions. This can include the (potentially public) 
awareness that you are different or perceived to be 
socially inadequate because you are not having sex.

“I think you’d feel just different and maybe a bit 
embarrassed and like, ‘Oh, everyone else is having sex 
but me’, and that, I can’t speak out that, ‘Oh, actually 
I’m not having sex’, because how embarrassing 
is that?” (Christian male, focus group 1)

“I kind of felt like I didn’t want to speak too much 
because I didn’t want to get penalised for anything 
or for being the only person in the class who was a 
Christian. And so, when that went into the sex stuff, 
that kind of led into that just because it was like, do I 
want to talk about this from a different point of view 
to everybody else?” (Christian, male, focus group 1).

While we did hear that peers were sometimes 
interested in learning about someone’s religion, there 
was clearly also a sense of vulnerability experienced 
by many young people in our focus groups, when 
their religious beliefs marked them out socially. 

“Sex and religion are two things that massively 
separate people in school, and hold a lot of shame 
or isolation. And to then put them together in one 
context, if people know you’re a Christian and you’re 
the only Christian in the class, when you walk out of 
that classroom, everybody’s eyes are going to be on 
you, everybody’s going to be asking you questions, 
and I don’t think that that’s necessarily fair on 
that person.” (Christian female, focus group 1) 

Young people told us that discomfort can also 
be caused by the simple fact that these are 
not everyday topics of conversation between 
teenagers and adults. This is an experience that 
is likely to be shared widely amongst teenagers 
of all backgrounds, but may be heightened 
for some young people of religious faith.

“It’s unusual to speak of these things to teachers 
as a Muslim and some may feel uncomfortable.” 
(Muslim female, survey respondent).

Where young people are faced with conflicting 
systems of belief and practice, they can also be 
left feeling confused about what they believe 
or how they should act. We were told by some 
young people that adolescence is a time of 
learning more about your religious identity 
and trying to make sense of what you believe. 
RSE may highlight conflicting ideas of the self, 
but does not always provide the resources or 
support to help young people reconcile them.

“Don’t get taught the knowledge about how sex and 
relationships integrate within your religion. Made me 
feel confused.” (Christian female, survey respondent).
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“When a teacher says, “They believe this” and 
I’ve suddenly, I’m now a bit confused, I’m now 
a bit lost.” (Christian male, focus group 2) 

Neutral vs normal 

In highlighting these areas of conflict, a number 
of focus group participants described RSE as 
communicating ‘mainstream’ or ‘normal’ views, 
which they as young people of faith did not always 
share. By ‘normal’, some expanded that these 
were seen as the right or correct ways to think or 
behave, rather than one option among many. 

“I think from my experience of RSE in 
general, that I feel like the mainstream view 
is presented as the correct view and all others 
and particularly like religious views are seen as 
outliers.” (Muslim female, focus group 3).

Some young people seemed to be more conscious of 
such norms, and their relationship to religious faith, 
than others. As one of the only Muslim girls in her 
school, a young woman in one focus group told us 
that she felt pressure to align herself with the ideal 
of a ‘normal’ female, at the cost of being herself. 
She wanted to be accepted by her peers but found 
herself exposed as different because of the way her 
religious beliefs contrasted with these social norms. 
She experienced and named this as a form of “…
paternalism in the sense of they think that they’ll give 
you this alternative view that yeah, you can have sex 
before marriage, all of this stuff, like your parents 
haven’t told you that all these things are possible”. 
This young woman traced this pressure to conform 
to “…archetypal ideas of oppressed and submissive 
Muslim women”, which negate the possibility of 
these choices being made freely, and concluded 
that “Where the issue is about personal things like 
lifestyle choices and things, they don’t see yours 
as valid or they don’t see yours as being yours.” 

Alongside discussion of what is perceived as 
‘normal’ for young people, emerged a contrasting 
account of RSE teaching that some young 
people described as ‘neutral’. While ‘normal’ 
tended to capture powerful social ideas, the 
term ‘neutral’ was used by some young people 
in our focus groups to describe information that 
was factual, practical, or even medical, and that 
was necessary for everyone to know, regardless 
of their individual views or experiences.

“I don’t remember any teachers really considering 
it [religion], but I think the topics were quite 
neutral. It was about contraception or those 

kinds of things, so I don’t know if they’d really 
weigh in about that. It was more about having 
safe sex.” (Christian female, focus group 1).

“So sometimes I feel like maybe faith shouldn’t 
be taken into consideration, maybe it should 
be just more neutral and straight to the point 
and more concise rather than opinionated.” 
(Muslim female, focus group 3).

“I think that neutrality is really important...
We had our nurse come in which was quite 
good because she actually came from an 
objective scientific background, which was quite 
good.” (Muslim female, focus group 3).

The term ‘neutral’ was also used to describe 
approaches to RSE that acknowledged diversity of 
perspective; perhaps indicating a sense of balance 
compared to the idea of a singular ‘normal’. 

“I think it would be important [taking religious 
background into account] because it would maybe 
give the class a bit more of a neutral standpoint 
possibly.” (Christian male, focus group 1).

Of course, these ideas are not necessarily in 
contrast. Teaching ‘neutral’ facts about safe sex at 
a certain time in the curriculum can be interpreted 
as communicating a ‘norm’ that young people 
need this information because they are having 
sex. Nevertheless, they are important as the words 
young people used themselves, and for highlighting 
the kinds of RSE content that young people may 
perceive as being more (‘normal’) or less (‘neutral’) 
influenced by ideologies of different kinds. 

“When a teacher 
says, “They believe 
this” and I’ve 
suddenly, I’m now 
a bit confused, I’m 
now a bit lost.”

(Christian male, focus group 2)
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Summary

• Young people in this research reported diverse experiences in 
recalling how and whether religion came up in the context of RSE, 
and whether RSE took account of pupils’ religious background.

• Almost an equal number of the 146 young people responding 
said, ‘yes’, religion had come up in context of RSE at school 
(39%) and ‘no’, it had not (37%). The rest did not know.

• Only 39% of survey respondents had a clear recollection of the topic 
of religion ever coming up in the context of RSE. Nevertheless 79% of 
those with religious faith felt that those teaching RSE had (34%) or had 
somewhat (45%) taken their religious beliefs into account. Just over a fifth 
(21%) reported that their religion had not been taken into account. 

• Young people in our focus groups also described different experiences of 
how religion was – or was not - present in RSE, including religion being 
ignored, being reduced in its complexity and or being exposed, by being 
discussed directly with pupils of religious faith in front of their peers. 

• There was no clear consensus amongst those completing the survey about what it 
might mean for teachers to take account of religious belief. For example, those who 
felt that teachers had, or had only somewhat, taken religious belief into account 
both described teachers being mindful and respectful of diversity, suggesting that 
this is not a clear delineator of what it means to take account of religious belief.  

• Just over a quarter of those surveyed (28%) reported that 
assumptions had been made about their own or other people’s 
religion by those teaching RSE, for example that young people of 
religious faith are not allowed to engage in pre-marital sex.
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Chapter three

Religious faith being taken  
into account within RSE 
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Was religious belief taken into account 
in RSE for our participants?

Diverse experiences were reported when young 
people were asked to recall whether religion ever 
‘came up’ in the context of RSE.15 Almost an equal 
number of the 146 young people who answered 
the question said, ‘Yes’, religion had come up in 
context of relationships and sex education at school 
(39%) and ‘No’, it had not (37%), with the rest 
(24%) saying they did not know. There were some 
differences in reporting between religious groups 
within this, with 45% of Muslim respondents to this 
question saying ‘Yes’ it had come up, compared 
to 32% of Christians and 22% of those with no 
religion.  Those who said ‘Yes’ were asked to 
expand on their response. Of the 40 who did so, 
the majority (63%) recalled discussions or teaching 
about whether sex before marriage was acceptable 
within different religions – primarily Christianity and 
Islam. Other young people commented on respect 
for religious diversity and differences according to 
religious beliefs in terms of attitudes to sex education 
and contraception, pregnancy and abortion.

To this end the survey also asked those with 
religious faith whether they felt that people teaching 
relationship and sex in secondary school had 
taken their religion into account (as opposed to 
religion more generally). As illustrated in Figure 
5), the largest proportion (45%) said their religion 
had ‘Somewhat’ been taken into account by those 
teaching RSE. Approximately a third said those 
teaching did take account of their religious beliefs 
(34%), and just over a fifth said they did not (21%). 
Muslim young people were more likely to report 
that their religious beliefs had been taken into 
account (40%) than Christian young people (24%).

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6: The views of young people of religious faith on 
whether RSE teachers took account of their faith

Sixty-four young people provided some further 
explanation of their response. There was no 
consensus about what it might mean for teachers 
to take account of religious belief, with similar 
experiences recounted by those who said ‘Yes’ and 
those who said ‘Somewhat’. Most of those who said 
‘Yes’ shared experiences of teachers acknowledging 
different religious beliefs in relation to sex and 
relationships, with a few going further to convey a 
sense that teachers were personally respectful.

“I think that teachers are mindful of everyone’s 
different backgrounds (not just religious beliefs) when 
they approach sex education as they understand that 
we are impressionable people that are beginning 
to form our own identity so they are always careful 
with word choice and the way they discuss things 
so as not to disregard a whole religion or sexuality 
etc.” (Christian female, survey respondent).

“They consider the different viewpoints in each 
religion, but also give us the knowledge we 
need.” (Muslim female, survey respondent).

Of the 28 young people who said teachers had 
‘Somewhat’ taken their religious beliefs into 
account, there were comments that ranged from 
the positive: “The way we were taught was never 
dogmatic and we weren’t told what we should 
be doing:” (Christian female, survey) to the more 
ambivalent “They’re aware but seem uncomfortable 
to talk about it” (Christian, male survey).

Nine of the survey participants who felt RSE had 
not taken their religious beliefs into account defined 
this as religion not having been integrated into 
classroom discussions in any way. A further six felt that 
discussions about religion in RSE were too generic 
or vague. The rest of the young people in this group 
shared a range of views, including that teachers 
did not consider diverse perspectives or had made 
assumptions about all teenagers having sex without 
addressing the wider context of healthy relationships. 
Some referenced a tension they perceived between 
the RSE curriculum and religious teaching, whereby 
RSE was taught primarily “…from society’s perspective 
and the law.” (Muslim female, survey respondent.)

“They very much see us as sex driven teenagers 
and only really talk about consent and not getting 
pregnant where it would be useful to see what a 
loving relationship looks liken and early signs of 
abuse and where to go and who to talk to if help is 
needed.” (Christian female, survey respondent).

15. Including science/PSHE lessons, assemblies, form times etc.
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“Not understanding that there are many students 
in the class that come from different religions or 
backgrounds and have been taught otherwise.” 
(Christian female, survey respondent).

There were no particular distinctions between 
Muslims, Christians and those of other 
religions in responses to this question, with 
similar proportions answering positively and 
negatively about their experience of RSE.

Three ways religion might 
‘show up’ in RSE

As already stated, just over a third (34%) of the 
young people of religious faith we surveyed reported 
that those teaching RSE had taken their religious 
faith into account, with a further 45% saying 
this was ‘Somewhat’ the case. Our focus group 
discussions created space for young people to 
reflect in greater depth on where and how religion 
might ‘come up’ when learning about sex and/or 
relationships in school. In this context we heard that 
it was sometimes ignored, sometimes reduced in its 
complexity and sometimes exposed in conversation 
with specific pupils about their beliefs, revealing 
more about the ambiguity of what it might mean 
for religious belief to be ‘taken into account’.  

Religion is ignored
First, religion was not necessarily referenced at all. 
Just over a third of those surveyed (37%) could 
not recall religion being covered in the context 
of RSE, and discussion in some of the focus 
groups expanded on what this was like. In one 
case, we heard that almost the entire class was 
Muslim and the curriculum contradicted Islamic 
teaching in places, but this was not acknowledged 
according to this young person’s account.16 

Interviewer:   
“So, no-one would have ever said, “There are 
differences of opinion when it comes to sexuality”?”

Participant: 
“Never, honestly, never, I have such a strong 
opinion on that.  Even now, if I was to go back 
to school, I know there’s never, no teacher would 
ever say that.” (Muslim male, focus group 4).

Where religion is not mentioned in the context of RSE, 
individual pupils’ have to decide how to interpret 
information that contradicts their religious beliefs or 
the culture of their religious communities. Some focus 

group participants told us they were comfortable 
enough in their own beliefs to ‘filter out’ what didn’t 
feel relevant and apply it to their own context, while 
others found this confusing and challenging.

“If a teacher is pushing you towards something 
or if you’re being pushed towards something, it 
could be something that affects your whole life so 
it should be taught in a way that you’ve reached 
a point of maturity, that you can make your own 
decisions.” (Muslim male, focus group 4).

However, if teachers do not acknowledge 
pupils’ social and lived realities, they can 
also lose the opportunity to help them make 
sense of the tension they may be experiencing 
between the RSE curriculum (and the wider 
educational policy it reflects) and interpretations 
of how different religions view the validity of 
different kinds of relationships or sexuality.  

“If for a joke, if someone said to another boy in 
our class, “You’re gay”, a teacher, knowing that 
those two people are Muslims, would say “No, 
that’s okay, it’s okay to be gay” whereas obviously 
from our point of view, being Muslim, we know 
that’s not okay.” (Muslim male, focus group 4).

Challenging this joke would involve addressing a 
conflict between belief systems – something that 
some pupils may find confusing (as described 
above) and should therefore be done sensitively. 
This takes both time and an understanding 
of the particular students in the class. 

16. This should not be taken to mean that all coverage of religion was poor or insensitive in young people’s experience, but simply that this summarises the main themes 
of our discussion, which, in general, was critical.
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Religion is reduced  
In other accounts, different religious beliefs were 
referenced, but in a way that some young people 
in our focus groups felt was overly simplistic and 
did not account sufficiently for their experience. 
When reflecting on having religious belief in 
school, a number of focus group participants 
emphasised that pupils are individuals (by virtue 
of personality, family, personal development, 
denomination, and personal choice) and therefore 
how unhelpful generalisations can be. 

“I know I keep saying things are really individual, 
but they are, and my reasons might be different from 
another Christian’s reasons because we all have 
different understandings of God and what scripture 
calls us to and why. So, I think that not putting a 
blanket over everyone and saying, ‘Everybody is the 
same’, or, ‘All Christians do this’, or, ‘All Muslims 
do this’, just saying, ‘This may be a reason why 
some people might choose not to have sex’, would be 
beneficial, I think.” (Christian female, focus group 1).

“I think if teachers actually understood and learnt 
about the faith, not just throw things out like, ‘In 
the Bible it says don’t have sex before marriage’, 
if they actually learnt about it, that would be 
helpful. But a lot of Christian teaching was 
actually false” (Christian male, focus group 1).

“Even within the Muslim community there’s sectors 
where you have Sunni and Shia, now one of my friends 
is Shia but I’m Sunni, so there are a lot of things that 
we disagree on.” (Muslim female, focus group 3).

Where diversity is not acknowledged, some 
young people explained that they did not feel 
free to consider or talk about relationships and 
sex at school. If young people’s identity is not 
recognised as complex, students suggested 
it was left to them, to experience and manage 
a discursive space between their lives and the 
ways they were perceived and/or talked about.

“I think it almost sometimes quite frustrated me when 
I got put in a box that I didn’t really find myself in. 
I think often that might have left me questioning 
some of the things I thought that I thought I was 
fine in.” (Christian male, focus group 2).   

It should be noted that not all young people 
participating in this research reported that religion 
was referenced in such ways. Young people taking 
part in our survey were asked whether those teaching 
RSE in secondary school ever made assumptions 
about their own, or other people’s religion. The 
majority either said ‘No’ (39% or that they did not 
know (34%. However, just over a quarter (28%) 
reported either that assumptions had been made 
(10%) or had ‘Somewhat’ been made (17%) about 
their religion or the religion of someone else. 

Of those who said assumptions had been made 
about their religion, 23 young people went on to 
explain what these were. The most frequently 
cited assumptions were that young people 
of religious faith are not allowed to engage in 
pre-marital sex (n=10) that young people have 

 So, I think that not putting a  
blanket over everyone and saying, 
‘Everybody is the same’, or... just 
saying, ‘This may be a reason why 
some people might choose not to have 
sex’, would be beneficial 

 (Christian female, focus group 1)
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religious faith on the basis of their ethnicity 
(n=6) and that Muslims, particularly those of 
Pakistani origin, are forced into marriage (n=2). 

“They assume the whole class is Muslim, when 
individuals (like me) don’t believe in God, 
or Islam, hence causing them to make some 
stereotypical statements and or jokes that have 
something to do with Islam therefore isolating 
those who aren’t really part of a religion.” 
(Female, no religion, survey respondent).

“Sometimes teachers would feel uncomfortable 
addressing a sex-related question posed by a 
classmate from South East Asia as they presumed 
it was a difficult topic, bearing in mind typical 
South East Asian views on sex. However, this person 
was actually atheist but simply had an Indonesian 
heritage. As well as this, people (mainly pupils) 
often assume that I am hesitant to talk about sex 
because I’m a Christian but I’m actually very 
open.” (Christian male, survey respondent).

Religion is exposed 

Finally, there were instances where an individual 
pupil’s religious belief or background was 
directly acknowledged, but in a way that created 
embarrassment for that person. For example, 
one young man recalled the discomfort of 
being publicly identified as a Christian.

“I remember in my class it was literally just, ‘Oh, does 
anyone here to go church?’ And it was, put your hand 
up, and it was like, I don’t want to be the only person 
to put my hand up.” (Christian male, focus group 1).

In another, a young Muslim woman described 
the time that a teacher asked everyone to 
identify their beliefs about homosexuality.

“She asked, this is the debate question, ‘If you 
believe homosexuality is a sin, you’re homophobic’. 
If you agree stand on this side of the classroom, 
and if you don’t stand on this one. So, there was 
me on my own on one side and my whole class 
on the other side, and she just left me basically. 
I guess I felt I was put on trial to defend this 
view against my whole class, who obviously very 
passionately believe that yeah, I was homophobic.” 

For this young woman, the experience left her feeling 
highly vulnerable to the judgement of her peers.

“At that time I was in year 10 or so, so I was 
about 15, and having to just navigate emotional 
responses to what I was saying, and with a 
teacher who was, I guess, playing devil’s advocate 
and constantly provoking it. Everything I was 
saying was, I guess for her, she thought it was 
a sign of faith and this resilience that you had 
to have. But for me, I guess, especially when it 
was just me, it was really overwhelming.  At the 
same time you’re a teenager and you want to 
be liked and you want people to be your friend 
after this.” (Muslim female, focus group 3).

“... people (mainly pupils) often 
assume that I am hesitant to talk 
about sex because I’m a Christian 
but I’m actually very open.”  

(Christian male, survey respondent).

Chapter three
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Summary 

• 87% of our young respondents wanted RSE to take religious beliefs and 
background into account, with most reporting that this would be a route to greater 
understanding, tolerance, respect and inclusivity amongst different social groups. 

• Survey respondents felt that this would leave pupils of all faiths and 
none better informed about religion, while the primary benefit for 
those of faith would be less discomfort in the context of RSE.  

• While most young people wanted RSE to take account of religious faith, 
there were concerns about the potential outworking of this with participants 
communicating that it needed to be done well. Some participants, in both 
the focus groups and the survey, had concerns that talking about religion 
could expose and exacerbate conflict between social groups, leading to 
further stigmatisation of those from faith backgrounds. There were also 
concerns that taking account of religion could lead to young people receiving 
different teaching in relation to RSE, on the basis of their religion. 

• A number of tensions exist for young people in trying to articulate what it means to 
take their religious beliefs into account. This includes a tension between wanting to 
hear the nuance of their own religion acknowledged by teachers who understand 
it well, and a desire for all pupils to have access to the same learning experience. 

• Some young people had experienced being taught about their own 
religion in ways they found alienating and confusing. They were therefore 
concerned that if RSE educators drew on overly simplistic ideas of religion, 
young people of faith might feel less, rather than more, included. 

• There was an overarching feeling that school was unlikely to be 
the context where the nuances of someone’s faith were recognised 
explicitly, or where pupils of religious faith would receive high quality 
guidance or teaching in relation to faith, sex and relationships. 
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Chapter four

Young people’s views on taking 
religious faith into account in RSE  
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Should RSE take religious 
faith into account?

Those completing the survey were asked whether 
they thought that RSE in schools should take 
pupils’ different religious beliefs and backgrounds 
into account, and to explain why. A significant 
majority of the 128 who responded to this 
question answered ‘Yes’ (86%), while 16% said 
‘I don’t mind’ and 6% said ‘No’.17 Of those that 
replied ‘Yes’, the most frequently cited reason 
was the importance of inclusivity, and teaching 
tolerance and respect of different views.

“It promotes equality and teaches children 
that different beliefs might mean sex and 
relationships can be different. They will 
learn from a young age to acknowledge and 
understand that everyone is different and that’s 
ok.” (Christian female, survey respondent)

Other reasons young people were positive about 
this possibility included that individuals have 
different views (n=18), religions have different view 
on sex and relationships (n=14) and that religion 
is an important part of someone’s life (n=3).

Where young people we surveyed didn’t mind 
whether religion is taken into account, this was 
because respondents felt that individuals have 
their own views regardless of religious beliefs 
(n=4) or that people will learn about religion in 
other ways (n=4). Finally, where young people did 
not want RSE to take religion into account, this 
was because of concerns that it could lead to a 
negative response from other students (including 
bullying and not being taken seriously) (n=2) and 
that some cultures may consider it shameful (n=1). 

The next stage was to explore what the impact 
of more faith-sensitive RSE might be for 
different pupils, so young people were asked 
‘If schools were good at taking religious belief 
and background into account when teaching 
about relationships and sex, what would it be 
like for pupils from religious backgrounds?’. 
There were 88 responses to this question and 
the two most frequent were that pupils would 
gain understanding (n=21) and/or feel more 
comfortable (n=20). This enhanced understanding 
had different dimensions, encompassing both 
new knowledge of how pupils’ own religion 
might view aspects of sex and relationships, as 
well as awareness of other people’s beliefs. 

“It would help us apply the information to 
our own lives; without perhaps, possibly 
going against the teachings of our religion.” 
(Muslim female, survey respondent)

“It would open their minds to the different 
views of sex and relationships” (Christian 
female, survey respondent

Twenty respondents also felt that if schools effectively 
took religious beliefs into account, it would be more 
comfortable for those from faith backgrounds. 
According to young people, this would mean 
the ability to ask questions or express concerns 
from a religious perspective, and fewer concerns 
about how pupils might be perceived by others.

“More informative/ comfortable for them 
to ask questions and learn from that in 
tune to their Holy Books and Scriptures.” 
(Christian female, survey respondent)

“It would be comforting to know that their religious 
beliefs have been taken to account as this is a very 
taboo topic.” (Muslim female, survey respondent)

Some other perceived benefits to those from religious 
backgrounds were that: the subject would be more 
relevant to their lives and therefore more helpful 
(n=12), pupils would feel more included, listened 
to and more valued (n=10) and that they would 
not be judged for having different beliefs (n=4).

“They would feel that their perspectives 
were legitimate and normal” (Christian 
female, survey respondent)

“They would feel more inclined to give 
their opinions and not feel pressured” 
(Muslim male, survey respondent)

“Having an open conversation about how and why 
you can wait until marriage and have a fulfilling 
relationship” (Christian female, survey respondent)

While the vast majority of responses were positive, 
four individuals felt that schools taking better 
account of religious background in RSE could 
restrict religious pupils’ knowledge, if this meant 
that as a result they had less access to the full 
curriculum, beyond their own belief perspective.

17. Respondents could complete one of three answers ‘Yes, because…’, ‘No, because’ or ‘I don’t mind, because…’ A few people completed more than one answer, so 
the percentages total more than 100
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Young people were also asked what it would be like 
for pupils from non-religious backgrounds if schools 
were good at taking religious belief and background 
into account when teaching about relationships 
and sex. Of the 81 young people responding to 
this question (who did and did not have religious 
faith, the most common response (n=30) was that 
pupils from non-religious backgrounds would be 
more informed about different perspectives and 
understand how religious belief might affect choices 
around sex and relationships. For some young people 
(all of religious faith), this information was seen as 
a potential gateway to greater respect, and the 
reduction of discrimination, in school and in later life. 

“It would allow them to get an insight 
into other people’s views, it would help 
them to also respect other people’s views.” 
(Christian female, survey respondent)

“It would give them insight to how their peers may 
live their lives; it will help get rid of ignorance 
within classrooms and make others more open 
minded and it promotes tolerance and respect.” 
(Muslim female, survey respondent)

“I would like to have been able to share with 
my peers how my faith affects how I view 
relationships and how I think about sex.” 
(Christian male, survey respondent)

One person suggested that hearing more about 
diverse perspectives “…might make them  
realise they’re own belief is okay” (Muslim,  
survey respondent).18 

Fifteen respondents felt that there would be no real 
difference for those from non-religious backgrounds, 
and a further seven felt it would be easy or 
comfortable for these students, who would find the 
content of RSE lessons largely unchanged. There 
were 11 comments suggesting that there might 
be a negative impact for pupils from non-religious 
backgrounds. These ranged from suggestions 
that other pupils might find it “boring” to lessons 
being “…less relevant and they may disagree with 
the teachings from religious backgrounds.” 

Concerns about taking religious 
faith into account 

Young people were asked if there was anything 
that concerned them about the idea of RSE taking 
different religious beliefs and background into 
account. Fewer young people chose to answer 
this question, but of the 44 who did, the majority 
(57%) said ‘No’. The rest provided a range of 
responses, of which the largest group (n=9) 
highlighted the potential for conflict in explicitly 
acknowledging religious differences in terms of 
RSE, with sexual orientation specifically mentioned 
as an area that might highlight disagreement. 

“It may cause students to be more discriminatory or 
mocking about other people’s religious views about 
relationships and sex or make students from a religious 
background feel different or excluded from the other 
students.” (Christian female, survey respondent)

“Pressure groups may form and situation may become 
aggressive.” (Muslim male, survey respondent).

As well as argument or conflict, there were a couple 
of comments suggesting that taking religion into 
account could lead to more stigmatisation or 
misrepresentation of those with religious faith. 

“Many people teaching about religion or relationships 
don’t seem to know what beliefs people hold 
and why and so could easily be misrepresented.” 
(Christian female, survey respondent)

“That the shame and stigma surrounding sex 
for those with religious beliefs will increase.” 
(Christian female, survey respondent)

Three young people expressed concern that 
making space for religious beliefs might exclude 
important information on issues such as 
contraception, in order not to cause offense. In 
this respect, one young person commented:

18. Respondent preferred not to share their gender
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“I worry that if we allow religious beliefs to shape 
relationships and sex education, we begin to silence 
important issues that everyone should learn about 
regardless. We should all have a clear understanding 
on topics such as sexuality, gender, abortion and 
contraception regardless of what we believe because 
then we grow into individuals that are blinkered by 
our faith when it should really open us up. I think 
it’s really dangerous to disregard topics in favour 
of protecting someone’s religious beliefs because, 
despite being religious, people may still be grappling 
with these issues. I do think that it is important to 
be aware of different backgrounds and beliefs in the 
room.” (Christian female, survey respondent)

Issues and challenges with taking 
religious faith into account 

There was also disagreement and discussion 
across the focus groups about what it would mean 
to take religious faith into account when teaching 
RSE. In most of the groups somebody suggested 
that different faith leaders could be consulted with 
the aim of developing a curriculum that identifies 
core beliefs on sex and relationships, from different 
religious perspectives. This was seen as a potential 
way to ensure that all students would hear what 
different faiths believe and that there would be 
clarity and nuance, while acknowledging diversity. 
Someone tended to suggest in each discussion 
that it would be beneficial for some of this teaching 
to be undertaken by faith leaders who come 
into the school, because of the depth of their 
understanding and ability to relate to students.  

“I think if they’re willing to consult the community 
and people who are knowledgeable enough to 
be able to represent different people’s beliefs and 
then use them to sort of educate teachers or any 
kind of staff or specialist who educates on this 
topic, then I think that could be one way to ensure 
that that information is basically accurate, and 
that people’s beliefs are not being misrepresented 
essentially.” (Muslim female, focus group 3).

However, these conversations nearly always 
turned towards the possibility that this would 
illuminate difference to an unhelpful degree, 
leave pupils of religious faith feeling exposed or 
judged by their peers, or ultimately even cause 
conflict within the school – something many young 
people in our focus groups were keen to avoid. 

“I’m not too sure because you could feel like 
say separating different blocks into this, it 
could feel like you’re being singled out… Yes, it 
could feel like “you’re a Muslim, you need to be 
taught this”. (Muslim male, focus group 4)

It was also acknowledged that representing the 
nuance of a range of different religious perspectives 
was too challenging, practically burdensome, and 
probably not realistic within the time constraints 
of the wider curriculum. Some young people had 
experienced being taught about their own religion 
in ways they found alienating and confusing. They 
were therefore concerned that if RSE educators drew 
on overly simplistic ideas of religion, young people 
of faith might feel less, rather than more, included. 

“Many people teaching about 
religion or relationships don’t 
seem to know what beliefs people 
hold and why and so could easily 
be misrepresented.” 

 (Christian female, survey respondent)
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“This can be counterproductive and even more 
damaging, because the way that teachers choose to 
tell information might be based and premised on 
assumptions and stereotypes of that faith, which then 
only exacerbates and further perpetuates inaccurate 
stereotypes.” (Muslim female, focus group 3).

At the other extreme it was suggested by some 
focus group participants that it would be more 
straightforward and practical for teachers to teach 
the curriculum without trying to acknowledge or 
represent different faiths, because most school staff 
would not have sufficiently sensitive background 
knowledge of the range of different viewpoints 
or practices. On reflection some participants 
suggested that the priority should be respect for 
these different perspectives, rather than complete 
understanding of them. In this respect, in-depth 
knowledge of diverse religious viewpoints and 
practice was seen as less important than teachers 
having an open mind and being respectful. 

“I feel like knowledge [of religion] is not maybe 
that necessary, it’s just having an open mind while 
teaching it, because I think the problem is a closed-
minded way of teaching. So having an open mind, 
being more respectful, I feel that’s how they can 
do better.” (Muslim female, focus group 3).

Conversation revealed a tension between wanting 
all students to appreciate the nuances of different 
identities and beliefs, and a concern that this was 
impractical. A similar tension existed between 
wanting to be able to engage with the issue in a 
way that was more sensitive to pupils’ faith (e.g., 
single sex groups with someone who shares your 

faith background and will talk about faith) and the 
reality that this would negate other students learning 
and create potential silos and misunderstandings. 

“I feel like if we were to separate into groups 
of different beliefs then I think that would 
cause a lot more problems because opposing 
beliefs will start to feel what others are doing 
is unacceptable or something that they don’t 
agree with.” (Muslim male, focus group 4)

Many of these discussions came to a place of 
acceptance that school was unlikely to be the 
context where the nuances of someone’s faith were 
recognised explicitly, or where pupils of religious faith 
would receive high quality guidance or teaching in 
relation to faith, sex and relationships. Some of the 
responsibility for this was then placed back onto 
the home or faith community, with young people, 
in general, deciding that these are the contexts 
where such deeper conversations are possible. 

“I don’t think it’s necessarily a case of showing you 
or teachers having to tell you what your religion 
tells you to do, because like I said I think that the 
school and the classroom they’re never going to 
be the best place for that type of conversation to 
happen.” (Muslim female, focus group 3).

“... I think that the school and the 
classroom they’re never going to 
be the best place for that type of 
conversation to happen.”  

(Muslim female, focus group 3)
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Summary

• There was a clear preference amongst survey respondents for RSE to be taught by a specialist 
from outside the school, rather than a teacher, reflecting the findings of our literature review. 

• For those surveyed, it was more important that an educator is knowledgeable and comfortable 
talking about sex than that they share the same cultural or religious background as pupils, though 
the latter were valued more by young people with religious faith, than those of no faith. 

• Young people in our focus groups felt that for RSE to take account of religious faith, 
educators needed to be open, respectful, non-judgemental, conscious of diversity, 
independent of the school and trained or experienced specialists.

• A preference emerged in the focus groups for RSE to acknowledge the diversity of possible choices 
when it comes to sex and relationships, without necessarily labelling these choices as being on the 
basis of religion or ‘exposing’ individual pupils in class discussions because of their religious identity. 
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Chapter five

Delivering faith-sensitive RSE 

Chapter five

What do young people want from 
relationships and sex educators? 

The online survey asked young people a series 
of questions about their preferences when it 
comes to who delivers the RSE curriculum, 
exploring different aspects of what it might mean 
for educators to be sensitive to different religious 
backgrounds. Specifically, young people were 
asked how far they agreed that the person teaching 
about relationships and sex in school should be: 

• tolerant of different beliefs 
and perspectives 

• knowledgeable and comfortable 
talking about relationships and sex

• from the same cultural background as me
• from the same religious background as me 

(asked of young people with religious faith).
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The significance of teachers’ experience and 
approach was also raised by young people 
in some focus group discussions, where a 
lack of specialist teaching was perceived as 
a barrier to effective faith sensitive RSE.

Participant 1:   
“Most of the sex education teachers were just like 
a French teacher or a PE teacher just doing the 
class, and they were just kind of doing it to do it. 
And it probably made it harder to talk about it 
because you just had like a random teacher that you 
didn’t really know or have much of a connection 
with.” (Christian male, focus group 1).

Participant 2:  
“Same for us as well, it was just like, give you 
a random teacher and do the PowerPoint and 
that’s it.” (Christian male, focus group 1). 

“I think in general what would stop effective sex 
education is having teachers who aren’t educated…
Like they’ve not been taught it because they’re a 
maths teacher, because they trained to be a maths 
teacher, and these teachers get shoved into also 
doing sex education, which isn’t fair, for one, it’s 
not fair on the teachers and it’s certainly not fair on 
the students.” (Christian female, focus group 1).

Tolerance of different beliefs 
and perspectives 
When asked whether they thought the person 
teaching RSE should be tolerant of different beliefs or 
perspectives, the majority of survey participants who 
provided an answer (n=147) strongly agreed (70%) 
or agreed (20%). Rates of agreement were higher 
amongst those who identified as having religious 
faith, with 94% of Christians, 88% of Muslims and 
88% of those from other religious backgrounds 
agreeing or strongly agreeing, compared to 75% 
of those with no religion. No survey participants 
disagreed that the person teaching RSE should be 
tolerant of different beliefs or perspectives, however 
8% said that they didn’t mind. Young people with 
no religion selected this option more frequently than 
those of faith (21% compared to 11% of Muslim 
participants and 3% of Christian participants).

Same cultural or religious background
Young people were asked whether they had a 
preference for the person teaching RSE to be from 
the same cultural background as them and the 
majority (58%) reported that they did not mind 
(n=148). However, Muslim young people were 
more likely to strongly agree or agree that the 
person teaching RSE should be from the same 

cultural background (22%) than Christian young 
people (6%) or those with no religion (8%). 

The majority (59%) of young people with religious 
faith didn’t mind if the person teaching about RSE 
in school was from the same religious background 
as them. However Muslim young people had a 
stronger preference for a teacher from the same 
religious background (18% agreed or strongly agreed) 
compared with Christian young people (12%).

Knowledgeable and comfortable 
talking about sex
Asked whether the person teaching RSE should 
be knowledgeable and comfortable talking about 
sex, 70% of the 148 young people responding 
to this question strongly agreed. Christian young 
people were most likely to agree or strongly agree 
(97%) followed by Muslim young people (89%), 
young people with no religion (88%) and young 
people from other religious backgrounds (83%). 

Specialist 
135 young people indicated who they would prefer 
to teach about RSE in school. Almost two thirds 
(65%) rated a specialist in sex and relationships 
from outside the school as their first preference. 
Christian young people (72%) and those of no 
religion (73%) were more likely to prefer an external 
specialist than Muslim young people (59%). A 
member of school staff responsible for pastoral care 
or counselling was identified by 15% of young people 
as their first choice followed by 13% choosing a 
teacher. A small number (7%) of young people said 
‘Someone else’, including ‘A teacher our class is 
familiar and comfortable with’, ‘A friend or someone 
most people are comfortable with, aka potentially 
an older student’ and ‘A teacher from the same 
religious background as most of the students’. 

Chapter five
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Chapter five

The qualities of a good RSE educator 

Young people were asked to complete the sentence 
‘People teaching about relationships and sex 
should…’ providing a maximum of three responses. 
101 participants completed the sentence, providing 
a total of 255 answers. The most frequent response 
was that educators should be aware and considerate 
of different religious beliefs (55%; n=56). Twenty-one 
young people said they would like someone who 
was experienced or knowledgeable about RSE, and 
19 said they wanted someone who was respectful 
or tolerant. Other responses were as follows. 

• 18 responses related to the topics they would like 
covered in RSE lessons. 

• 17 young people said they would like someone 
who was comfortable talking about the subject or 
was able to make students feel comfortable. 

• 12 young people said they would like the person 
teaching to be honest.

• 11 said they wanted someone who could answer 
questions and be challenged. 

 
Other responses included that RSE educators should 
be sensitive (n=8); be the same gender as those they 
teach (n=7); and listen well (n=4).

A further 97 young people completed the sentence 
‘people teaching about RSE should not…’ A total of 
213 responses were provided. The largest group of 
responses stated that the person teaching should not 
be insensitive, dismissive or discriminatory toward 
young people’s beliefs (n=37). Young people did 
not want educators to pressurise young people to 
participate or ask them personal questions (n=19) 
and some of those surveyed articulated a desire 
that educators should not be biased or only share 
one perspective (n=18). Other responses included 
that they should not be judgmental (n=11) make 
assumptions (n=9). make people feel uncomfortable 
(n=9), be disrespectful (n=8), lie (n=7), generalize (n=4), 
encourage sexual activity (n=4) or be too explicit (n=4).

Many of these qualities were also highlighted in the 
focus groups where young people expressed desire 
for RSE teachers to be open, respectful, conscious of 
diversity and trained/experienced. 

Open – not making assumptions 
or closing down diversity.  

 
Respectful – not exposing 
or shaming anyone 
for their beliefs.   

 
 
 
Conscious of diversity and able  
to validate a breadth of experience 
and choice in relation to sex 
and relationships 

 
 
 
Trained/experienced specialists 
who understand their topic and 
are trained in reducing bias.  

“I think it would be very important to have somebody 
who was very open, “This is something that you need to 
know…This is what you might believe, this is what other 
people believe.” (Christian female, focus group 2)

“A respect for all the different beliefs and different corners 
which people may be coming from would be important and 
probably make the students that would possibly have felt a 
bit isolated maybe feel a bit more included and less judged 
or frowned upon.” (Christian male, focus group 1).

“I think an educator or a teacher who has sat and listened to a 
variety of different people talk about their experience of both sex 
education and sex is far more equipped to being empathetic and 
sensitive to their students than a teacher who hasn’t listened to 
other people’s experiences.” (Christian female, focus group 2)

“So quite often it’s just taught by like form tutors or science 
teachers, not people who are like especially trained to deliver these 
topics and, in the same way, if they’re not trained to deliver the 
topics, they’re not trained to consider the religious implications 
of the topics as well.” (Christian male, focus group 2)

Qualities of a good RSE educator: themes in focus group discussion 
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Key messages for educators  

Focus group discussions highlighted some potential 
‘key messages’ for RSE educators, that distil some 
of young people’s concerns about taking religious 
faith into account in RSE and draw together some 
of the themes already presented in this report.   

1. Acknowledge diversity of all kinds  
While welcoming the idea of taking religious faith 
into account, young people we spoke to in our 
focus groups emphasised both the diversity that 
exists within religions, and the ways that those 
of faith and no faith can have much in common. 
They were cautious about any approach that made 
lots of assumptions about religious faith, or that 
categorised beliefs about sex and relationships 
on the basis of religion specifically. Instead, they 
wanted RSE educators to acknowledge a range 
of perspectives, rather than implicitly or explicitly 
upholding a singular idea of what is ‘normal’.

“I think the idea of taking religious beliefs 
into account I think ultimately it does come 
down to respecting and being aware of these 
different views rather than teachers having to 
understand them or like inhabit all these different 
viewpoints.  Because ultimately the school 
isn’t – I don’t come to school to learn about my 
religion.” (Muslim female, focus group 3).

“I think it would potentially be helpful or beneficial 
to mention like people’s different beliefs and outlooks 
on it by the teachers, I think just to help break the 
stigma of it.” (Christian male, focus group 2)

2. Validate different personal choices
Alongside acknowledging the diversity that exists 
in each classroom, young people wanted RSE 
to articulate and validate the different personal 
choices that teenagers might make when it 
comes to sex and relationships. In particular, 
they wanted RSE educators to destigmatise 
the choice to delay having sex and make this a 
possibility for all young people to consider, not 
just those from particular religious communities. 

“I think it would just be helpful to like acknowledge 
those different perspectives, even if you’re not getting 
into the depth of where they come from, just to I guess 
validate them.” (Christian female, focus group 2)

“A discussion on why people might choose not to have 
sex I think would be really beneficial. And in that 
potentially could be included, ‘People might choose for 
faith reasons’, but also, I think it’s important to say 
that it’s individual.” (Christian female, focus group 1)

3. Avoid exposing young people of faith
Finally, some young people were wary of any 
approach to RSE that would draw attention to 
individuals or groups on the basis of religious 
faith. This reflected concerns about the judgement 
or scrutiny of peers, but also a desire for young 
people of religious faith to be given the space 
they need to consider their own beliefs. Young 
people in our focus groups wanted educators 
to focus on what they described as ‘neutral’ 
information while acknowledging that people 
have different perspectives for a range of 
reasons, including but not limited to religion.  

“I think it does have a lot of potential to just kind 
of like pinpoint out Christians in a room because 
obviously it is typically like one or two, so yeah I 
think it does have a lot of potential to have quite a 
negative impact.” (Christian male, focus group 2) 

“I feel like if being Muslim is a minority in that 
class and there’s a lot of, let’s say for example, 
Christians in the class, those Muslims might 
feel quite uncomfortable or pressured on what’s 
being targeted at them depending on who else 
is in the class, whereas if all beliefs are talked 
about, it’s not like you’re targeting on any specific 
pupils etc.” (Muslim male, focus group 4)
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Conclusion

“I think sometimes educating in a 
faith-sensitive way doesn’t mean 
necessarily including something 
sort of religious but not making 
assumptions about religion in the 
first place.”  

(Christian female, focus group 2)   
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From September 2020 Government guidance says 
that schools must take the religious background of 
all pupils into account when planning RSE teaching 
and may teach about distinctive faith perspectives on 
sex and relationships within RSE, including facilitating 
balanced debate on issues that are seen as 
contentious (see ‘Introduction’). According to Sell and 
Reiss (2021) ‘faith-sensitive’ RSE has two elements: 
respect for faith and religion; and an understanding 
of what faiths and religions teach about relationships 
and sex. Considering this distinction, government 
guidance could be interpreted as suggesting that 
respect for, and understanding of, religious faith is 
the essence of taking pupils’ religious background 
into account, and that explicitly teaching about 
distinctive faith perspectives is optional within that. 

The views and experiences shared by young people 
in this study help to illuminate this distinction and 
provide some further insight about what it means 
to take religious background into account. 

First, it should be noted that most young people 
in our study (87%) wanted RSE to take religion 
into account, despite only a third of those with 
religious faith (34%) reporting that this had 
been the case in their own experience. If this 
was done well, we were told, young people 
of all religions and none would deepen their 
understanding of one another, thereby increasing 
their respect for diverse beliefs and practices. 

We learned that RSE can be uncomfortable for 
young people of religious faith, especially where 
religious teaching and practice is in conflict with 
what young people described as ‘mainstream’ 

social norms or aspects of the curriculum itself. 
By taking better account of religious background, 
young people felt that RSE educators could 
reduce this discomfort for young people of faith. 

We also learned through our survey and focus groups 
that, where assumptions or generalisations are made 
about religious beliefs, young people of religious faith 
can feel isolated, exposed and judged by their peers, 
and sometimes by teachers too. This led to a concern 
for some young people, that if those teaching RSE 
attempt to represent ‘distinctive faith perspectives’ 
without sufficient understanding or sensitivity, young 
people of religious faith could feel more alienated 
and exposed than if religion is not referenced at all. 

“I think if, personally if a non-Christian told 
me, “This is what a Christian thinks about sex” 
I think that would make me quite upset because 
I’d go, “You have no authority, no offence but 
you’ve read a textbook and now you think 
you know everything about Christian sex”.  I 
don’t know, it doesn’t feel like, it just feels quite 
artificial.” (Christian male, focus group 2).

Some young people of faith were also concerned that 
taking religious faith into account could mean drawing 
on, and therefore reproducing, stereotypes that do 
not acknowledge the complexity of pupils’ lived 
experiences. Others were concerned that explicitly 
referencing different religious views could create, 
rather than reduce, conflict in the school environment. 

In response to these concerns, young people wanted 
RSE educators to recognise the diversity that exists 
within faiths, as well as between faiths – and that it is 

Conclusion
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Areas for further exploration 

This research primarily explored young people’s views 
on whether RSE takes - and should take - pupils’ 
religious faith into account, and how this could be 
done more effectively. In exploring these questions, 
the research identified several pertinent contextual 
points that would merit further investigation in future 
research. For example, at various points the data 
indicated that the experiences of young people 
of religious faith in relation to RSE may be being 
negatively influenced by wider social discourses 
related to religion, ethnicity and/or gender. This 
appeared particularly pertinent for our participants 
of a Muslim faith, with discourses around risk 
of forced marriage and terrorism-related risks 
influencing how they and their religion are viewed 
within the school environment in which RSE is 
delivered.  Future research could helpfully explore 
the relationship between such experiences and 
wider policy agendas, such as the Prevent Duty.   

Having some insights into the pupil experience, future 
scholarship could also investigate the experiences 
of school staff in relation to religious faith and RSE, 
exploring the same issue from a different standpoint. 

Concluding thoughts

Although small-scale and exploratory, this study 
expands the limited evidence base on the views 
and experiences of young people of religious faith, 
in relation to RSE. By listening to young people’s 
perspectives, schools can learn what it is like for 
pupils of religious faith to engage in RSE, and how 
to acknowledge their beliefs and backgrounds 
sensitively within this. Enhancing sensitivity toward 
religious faith in RSE and the wider school context  
will help ensure that RSE becomes a context that 
young people of faith value, engage with, and see 
as having relevance to their lived experiences. 

not always religion that demarcates choices or values 
around sex and relationships. Acknowledging this 
diversity could then challenge the implicit or explicit 
sense that there are social norms which young people 
of religious faith do not adhere to. For example, some 
young people in this study want RSE educators to 
validate the choice to delay having sex for all young 
people, rather than see this as a choice peculiar to 
those of religious faith. We heard that it was important 
for young people of religious faith to have the space 
to consider their beliefs, without the scrutiny and 
potential judgement that could come from these 
being considered publicly. Consequently, some young 
people in our focus groups wanted educators to 
focus on what they described as ‘neutral’ information.

The young people we surveyed had a clear 
preference for RSE educators to be specialists, 
rather than those who might teach another main 
subject, or deliver RSE as part of their form-tutor 
role. Our findings suggest that young people 
do not realistically expect RSE educators to be 
experts in various religions. Instead, they want 
individuals who are sensitised to diverse experiences 
through being willing to listen and who, as far as 
possible, don’t make assumptions about young 
people on the basis of religion, or anything else. 

Taken together, the contributions of participants in 
this exploratory study suggest that RSE that takes 
religious faith into account should: 

• Consider the religious faith of pupils,  
but in a sensitive and nuanced manner

• Avoid exposing or alienating 
those of faith in what may be an 
uncomfortable context for them

• Acknowledge diversity of all kinds,  
and validate different personal choices, 
not only those related to religion
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Appendix 1:

Summary of literature review

The review adopted a systematic approach to 
searching relevant databases and other sources 
for evidence using combinations of pre-defined 
search terms and applying inclusion/exclusion 
criteria to identify relevant evidence. Only studies 
written in English and conducted in the UK, Ireland, 
Europe, North America or Australia, and only studies 
published between 1999 and 2019, were included. 
Once relevant sources were identified, a review 
template was used to assess quality and extract data, 
and relevant findings from the 23 items included for 
final review were then synthesised. Education on 
sex and relationships varies in each nation, with no 
consistent use of terms or content. Therefore, we 
use the term ‘relationships and sex education’ in 
this summary to denote the topic we explored, while 
recognising that this is not the same as RSE – the 
statutory subject delivered in English schools. 

The evidence base 

The evidence base was limited, with clear gaps 
around Christian and Muslim youth perspectives 
on relationships and sex education (including on 
abuse), within the UK and faith-positive research 
(that which sees religion as a potential resource 
rather than a problem). Other limitations included 
the small number of studies conducted in the UK 
(n=11), a lack of comparative research designs 
and the predominance of older studies. The 
highest quality study in the UK (Coleman, 2007), 
for example, was 14 years old at the time of 
writing. Methodologically, the studies ranged from 
large scale surveys of thousands of young people 
(Coleman, 2007) to in-depth qualitative interviews 
with three individuals (Heyes and Stolberg, 2018). 

Some limitations related specifically to the issue of 
religious faith, including a lack of transparency from 
authors about their own ethnicity, religion or culture, 
and how this might impact their research. Few review 
items defined ‘Christian’ or ‘Muslim’ effectively, or 
paid enough attention to the difference between 
culture, religion and ethnicity and their intersection 
with gender. Studies did not always take account of 
wider political contexts and their impact on how those 
of faith are perceived, particularly in relation to public 
perceptions of Islam over the last 20 years. Most 
studies did not compare with a control group, so it is 
not clear whether findings were specific to the group 

In the summer of 2019, a literature review was undertaken to inform 
the focus of the subsequent primary research. The research question 
guiding the review was ‘What does research evidence tell us about the 
experiences and perspectives of Muslim and Christian young people 
in relation to education on sex, relationships and abuse, within faith 
communities, schools and at home?’ 
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being researched or shared by others. There was also 
very little research that differentiated young people 
by the strength of their religious commitment or 
additional aspects of their identity, including sexuality.

This section summarises the findings 
from the review that relate particularly to 
relationships and sex education in schools, 
which became the focus of this research. 

Experiences of relationships 
and sex education
Although the existing evidence base around 
Muslim and Christian young people’s experiences 
of, and views on, relationships and sex education 
is limited (with that on Christians being even 
more limited than that on Muslims) what 
does exist offers some helpful insights.  

While limited, evidence about Muslim young 
people suggests that they both value and critique 
relationships and sex education in school. One 
of the clearest findings of the literature was that, 
where asked, Muslim young people wanted schools 
to provide religiously and culturally inclusive sex 
education. For some young Muslim women in 
particular, lessons and other sexual health services 
were an important source of information and 
support (Bartz, 2007; Page and Yip, 2012) that 
helped them have more open conversations with 
mothers at home while reassuring mothers that 
their daughters were not solely being educated 
by peers or a ‘hypersexualised’ mainstream 
culture (Orgocka, 2004; Coleman, 2008). 

Studies show however that Muslim youth perceived 
schools to be providing very basic sex and 
relationships education (Griffiths et al. 2008) that was 
insensitive to religious/cultural difference, particularly 
marginalising the experiences and perspectives 
of those who did not plan to engage in pre-marital 
sex (Orgocka, 2004; Smerecnik et al., 2010).

Muslim young people also reported a conflict 
between the assumptions and values of ‘mainstream’ 
society, as reflected in relationships and sex 
education classes within school, and the moral 
framework for sex and relationships upheld by their 
religious communities (Selwyn and Powell, 2007; 
Testa and Coleman, 2006). Muslim pupils in some 
studies wanted a clearer link between their faith 
and school teaching, and some reported having 
unresolved questions including ‘Are you allowed in 
your faith to have a girlfriend if you don’t have sex?’ 
and ‘What do you do if you want to have sex but 
want to follow your faith?’ (Griffiths et al. 2008).

Evidence on the experiences of Christian young 
people is even more limited than that relating to 
young Muslims. What is available focuses less 
on exploring conflict between religious beliefs 
and school culture, but does reveal a variety of 
discourses at work in school (religious, secular, 
biological, ethical). These are reported to be 
confusing for young people where they highlight 
conflict and/or empowering, where they open up 
the possibility of seeing sex and relationships in 
different ways (Heyes and Stolberg, 2018). Page 
and Yip (2012, p.411) highlight the example of a 
young Christian woman who noted the presence 
of multiple discourses in the relationships and 
sex education curriculum to be confusing: ‘We 
were told at one stage you should never have sex 
before marriage, and we were told the benefits of 
contraception in the next class’. Students adopted 
strategies to manage these apparent contradictions 
in this research including: discussing with an ‘agony 
aunt’ or ‘uncle’; finding a like-minded cohort; 
using religious scripts as a coping mechanism 
for maintaining alternative values; or joining in 
with what peers are doing (Page and Yip, 2012). 

Appendix one
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Preferences on the context and teaching 
of relationships and sex education
The highest quality data on the preferences of young 
people of religious faith for relationships and sex 
education comes from a study that surveyed 3007 
young people aged 11-13 in Greater London; 35% 
of whom were Christian and 24% of whom were 
Muslim (Testa and Coleman, 2006; Coleman, 2007; 
Coleman and Testa, 2008).19 Students filled out a 
54-item questionnaire relating to topics covered 
in relationships and sex education including their 
preferences for where they would like to receive 
this education and who they thought would be 
the ideal person to deliver the information.

School based relationships and sex education was 
considered the preferable source of information for 
a majority of both Muslim (63.7%) and Christian 
(54.5%) young people over family or friends.20 A 
literature review by Wong et al (2017) also concluded 
that for the Muslim youth whose opinions had been 
captured in research, schools were considered to be 
in the best position to provide ‘scientific’ information 
about sex, while parents should be responsible 
for emotional and moral issues. This review 
highlighted a desire among research participants 
for more sexual health information including factual 
information about STIs, pregnancy and birth 
control both at school and in the community, and 
preferably before pupils become sexually active.

In terms of who should deliver this education, 
Christian participants in Coleman (2008) were 
significantly less likely to report preferring a speaker 
of the same religion than Muslim participants, with 
only 14% expressing this preference compared 
to 37% of Muslim young people. There were also 
notable gender differences within each religion, 
with female students more likely to report they 
would like a speaker of the same sex, and male 
participants’ preferring someone of a similar 
age and someone who was a sexual health 
professional. Female students reported being more 
interested than males in learning about emotions 
and relationships, STIs and contraception and 
for both males and females, those who followed 
a particular religion showed greater interest in 
‘culture and sex’ or ‘religious beliefs and sex’ 
compared to those of no religion. Muslim students 
displayed the highest preference for this topic 
within the religious group (Coleman, 2008).21  

In this study, survey responses from Christians 
were most similar to the sample average for all 
groups, potentially suggesting that the needs 
of these young people are not as distinct as the 
Muslim cohort, who provided a greater range 
of responses. This may also be a reflection of 
greater nominalism within the Christian sample.

Desire for more faith-sensitive 
relationships and sex education  
Across most studies that focused on schools, there 
was a general consensus that relationships and sex 
education needed improving, along with a desire from 
students of religious faith for formal education to be 
more faith-sensitive. In one study, sex education was 
generally perceived as unsatisfactory for all except 
those who had access to knowledge elsewhere 
(Page and Yip, 2012). Where asked, many young 
people of religious faith in these studies wanted 
relationships and sex education to include religious 
traditions, texts, and values (Clapp, Helbert, & 
Zizak, 2003; Coleman, 2008; Moles, 2016). 

In a study published since the literature review was 
undertaken (Sell and Reiss 2021), young people of no 
religion, as well as those from religious backgrounds, 
reported a desire for religion to be taught about and 
respected in relationships and sex education. A 
sample of students were asked how far they agreed 
with the statement ‘Different religions should be 
shown respect within RSE’. In three inner-city schools 
of high religious observance, 91% agreed or totally 
agreed, while this figure remained comparatively 
high at 88% in a rural school with low religious 
observance. In the same schools of high-religious 
observance, 70% of those surveyed agreed or totally 
agreed that ‘I think we should learn what different 
religions say about relationships and sex, even if we 
don’t have a religion ourselves’ and this was 61% 
in the rural school with low religious observance.22  

In interviews, pupils from the rural school elaborated 
that learning about religious beliefs could help 
young people appreciate diversity and reduce the 
likelihood of bullying, as this quote illustrates.

“It’s [learning about what religions teach about 
relationships and sex] really useful because when 
you have a friend, or someone like that, with a 
different religion you can understand the things 
they do and I think that will stop people making 
fun of them.”  (Sell and Reiss, 2021, p.11).

19. Pupils were categorised on the basis of responses to a survey question asking whether they felt they followed or “belonged to” a particular religious group. 
20. Preference for family: Muslim young people: 15%; Christian young people: 28%. Preference for friends: Muslim young people: 37%; Christian young people: 37%.  
21. Speaker of the same sex: female Christian - 51%; female Muslim - 48%; male Christian - 24%; male Muslim - 26%. Someone of a similar age: male Muslim - 37%; 
male Christian - 33%.  Someone who was a sexual health professional: male Muslim - 35%; male Christian - 39%. 
22. Pupils were categorised on the basis of responses to a survey question asking whether they felt they followed or “belonged to” a particular religious group.
Preference for family: Muslim young people: 15%; Christian young people: 28%. Preference for friends: Muslim young people: 37%; Christian young 
people: 37%.   Speaker of the same sex: female Christian - 51%; female Muslim - 48%; male Christian - 24%; male Muslim - 26%. Someone of a similar 
age: male Muslim - 37%; male Christian - 33%.  Someone who was a sexual health professional: male Muslim - 35%; male Christian - 39%.
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Conclusion 

Our review largely reveals how little research is 
available that illuminates the experiences and 
perspectives of either Christian or Muslim young 
people in the UK, with regard to relationships and 
sex education in schools, and religious faith. Indeed, 
this is one of the primary conclusions of the literature 
review undertaken by Wong et al 2017, who see 
this lack of research on Muslim young people in 
particular as a challenge for policy-makers, service 
providers, sex educators and other stakeholders.

On the basis of the literature review it is difficult 
to draw robust conclusions about young peoples’ 
contemporary perspectives on relationships and 
sex education. However the review suggests there 
is evidence of a desire amongst young people of 
religious faith for more faith-sensitive relationships 
and sex education in schools, and that this is felt 
most strongly by Muslim young people. The limited 
data suggests that young people’s preferences 
are for school-based education to be taught by 

sexual health professionals in a fun, interactive, 
non-shaming and non-threatening way, that is 
respectful of religious faith. Finally the review 
suggested that comprehensive approaches to 
relationships and sex education need to consider 
how young people experience the complex interplay 
between home, faith community and school 
and the lived negotiations of managing multiple 
identities and beliefs across these contexts. 

The conclusion of the review was that more up to 
date research was needed to provide insight into 
the experiences and perspectives of young people  
of religious faith in UK schools, in order to enable 
the development of more informed and faith-literate 
responses to young people’s needs and to amplify 
the voices of young Christians and Muslims in 
public discourse about RSE. These conclusions 
were discussed with FACES as commissioner of 
the research and directed the primary research 
that followed, as outlined in this report. 
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