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The desire [in Scotland] to ‘protect children’ from sex and sexuality by denying them access to positive promotions of ‘good sexual health’ within sex education and the media, and instead providing education that is focused only on negative outcomes of sexual behaviour does more than ill-equip them with required knowledge to be safe and healthy. It also actively tells young people that they cannot be trusted to make positive choices in their lives and in particular regarding their health . . . Further to this, public education in particular of parents is important, so as to convey an important message, that by accepting teenage sexual activity, this does not mean you are promoting it and that young people will see it as a licence to automatically go out and act upon it.
- Sexual Health Policy Analysis of Selected European Countries
This guidance aims to help headteachers to consult parents and carers about their school relationships and sexual health programmes. It should be read in conjunction with The Highland Council Sexual Health Education Guidelines.

Parents and carers have the right to be consulted, in advance, about the programmes which their children will receive. Headteachers should view this as an opportunity to work in partnership with parents to provide the high quality education which is the entitlement of every Highland child. Available research from within Highland suggests that most parents are very supportive of such consultation and are grateful when it occurs. Research from Europe also suggests that a crucial aspect of successful sex education is the role of parents in communicating with children positively and in creating an atmosphere of normality and openness about sex and sexuality.

Effective relationship and sexual health education depends on a partnership between home and school.  Making this work well requires good communication, good relationships and building trust and confidence. Where this happens it is easier to help young people to make sound choices about their lifestyle and health.

What are schools expected to do?

All schools are expected to provide relationships and sexual health education which should 

present facts in an objective, balanced and sensitive manner within a framework of sound values. 

Great care should be taken to emphasise the importance of relationships based on love and 

respect.  Children and young people should be encouraged to appreciate the value of stable 

family life, including the responsibilities of parenthood, partnerships and marriage.
Schools are expected to:

· make sure that relationships and sexual health education takes account of each child’s age, understanding and stage of development.

· work in partnership with parents

· have simple, direct procedures in place for parents to raise concerns

· have a method of consulting with pupils about programmes

· be inclusive - respect the different home circumstances and needs of all young people.

How should schools consult parents?

All schools should:

· have strategies to consult parents

· give advance information about the planned programme.

All schools should offer, annually, opportunities for consultation. The number and types of these opportunities will be based on the needs of parents and the resources available to the school. The following list identifies many of the ways in which parents may be consulted:

· Writing a letter to parents explaining about the sexual health programme, why it is important, how parents can help and offering to answer any queries they have – for example, see later. 
· Disseminating information (with opportunities to ask questions) at parents’ evenings, where health education issues are being discussed 

· Informing about sexual health education in the school handbook or prospectus
· Reporting at School Board and PTA meetings what the school is doing in sexual health education
· Running health education working groups – for detailed suggestions see below

· Workshops or information sessions where materials are on display

· Providing question and answer booklets (possibly made by pupils)

· Surveying parents to find out views about the sexual health education programme.

· Involving parents in curriculum work, including homework tasks where pupils talk to parents. This should be handled sensitively because sex-related issues are not openly discussed in some households and some children may not live with their parent(s) or feel they can talk to them.  Care also needs to be taken that parents understand about the school sexual health education programme so that homework tasks and materials are not taken out of context.

· Involving health professionals, parents and school boards in staff training, curriculum development working groups and policy formation.

· Inviting parents to help in the classroom.  This might include a mother talking about pregnancy, a mother and/or father coming in with a new-born baby, an older person talking about how families have changed etc.

· Send home on request materials that pupils will be using

· Encouraging interested parents and school boards to become involved in sexual health education events and activities in the community, including any workshops run by Highland Council, NHS Highland, or other agencies.

What if a parent has particular concerns?

The headteacher and all staff should respond sensitively to parental concerns.

Most parents/carers are happy to let their child take part in the sexual health education programme provided by their school.  However, in some exceptional circumstances, there will be occasions when a parent/carer takes the view that this is an aspect of their child’s education that they prefer to deal with only at home.  This is their choice.  However, parents/carers and the school must also take into account the child’s views given his/her statutory right to education.

Where a parent/carer chooses to withdraw their child from the sex education programme, the headteacher should discuss the matter with the parent/carer and make clear that:

· The child must be consulted and his/her views taken into consideration

· The child cannot be withdrawn from all aspects of sexual health education as these may be discussed in many areas of the curriculum

· The child’s peers will almost certainly discuss the issue(s) in the playground or out of school creating possible feelings of isolation and/or increasing the possibility of misinformation

· The child’s needs in this area should be addressed at home

· The child will receive appropriate alternative provision during the lesson in question and arrangements will be made as sensitively as possible.

EXAMPLE LETTER TO PARENTS
Dear Parent

During (fill in dates), your child will be involved in sexual health education lessons as part 

of the school health education programme. This programme conforms to national and Highland 

Council guidelines.

Sexual health education is an important issue which concerns us all.  The lessons will include 

work about (fill in information about the topics you will be addressing). As with all areas of the 

curriculum, we would welcome your support in the successful delivery of this programme.

You can help your child by talking to them openly and positively about these topics.  The programme will also include homework which you can discuss with them.

If you would like to find out more about our health programme please contact us.  We will be very happy to discuss it with you. We would be grateful if you would sign this letter below and ask your child to return it to his/her teacher.

Yours sincerely

I have read the letter concerning the relationships and sexual health element of my child’s health education programme.

Signed ______________________________________________________________parent/carer
Running parent and school board workshops

Well planned informal workshops can be effective vehicles for consulting parents.  

· Be clear about why you are running the workshop and what you want to arise from it.  Set yourself clear objectives.

· Take care how you advertise the workshop to parents.  A letter saying the school takes sexual health education seriously, recognises the concerns of parents and wishes to provide an opportunity to learn and share together should set the right tone.

· Get the support of the School Board (if you have one) and any parents and PTA members who you know will be particularly supportive.

· Decide on the maximum number of people you can cater for.  It is great to have a good turnout but it can be very difficult to manage and allow people time to participate and talk.  If you get large numbers wishing to attend it may be better to run a number of smaller events.  A ceiling of about 30 is advisable.  You can put a tear off reply slip on the invitation letter so you have an idea of how many will attend.

· How will it be run?  Parents and school board members need an opportunity to discuss their concerns and express their views.  A formal talk or video session can leave parents and governors feeling de-skilled and even more anxious about sex education than when they came in. Best to make it informal with small group exercises and discussion and plenty of tea, coffee and biscuits.  A circle or horseshoe of chairs creates a much better atmosphere than chairs in rows.  Have an informal atmosphere which encourages people to participate.

· Decide who else you will involve in the workshop. If you are to have an ‘expert’ speaker, encourage them to keep their presentation short; ensure that what they say fits in with the health education strategies that you are using in the curriculum.

Consider the following questions when planning such a workshop:

· Who wants it to happen and why?

· Who is already involved? Who else should be involved and how can they be approached?

· What do you want to come out of the workshop?

· Which parents/school board members are to be invited and how many? How will they feel about being invited?  What will they expect?

· How will the workshop be advertised? How can you anticipate the numbers coming?

· When and where will it take place? How long will it be?  How will the room and chairs be laid out? What refreshments will be provided?

· Who will lead the workshop? How will the workshop be introduced?

· Will participants be introduced to each other?  If so how?

· What activities and inputs will be used and how long will each take?

· Will outside speakers be used?  If so who, what will they say and for how long?

· What equipment and materials will be needed?

· How will the workshop be ended?

· What difficulties could arise? How can potential difficulties be overcome?

· How will you evaluate the workshop?
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