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I have read with some concern the current draft of the Equalities Briefing document which it is 

proposed to circulate to pupils and to the school council. 

The law of England (Learning and Skills Act 2000, 403, 1b) specifically requires that “when sex 

education is given to registered pupils at maintained schools, ... they are protected from teaching 

and materials which are inappropriate having regard to the age and the religious and cultural 

background of the pupils concerned.” Briefing pupils about Equalities, by its very nature, constitutes 

an aspect of Sex & Relationships Education, and must therefore be appropriate to age, culture and 

religion.  

The draft briefing paper includes within it the concepts of gender reassignment and sexual 

orientation, concepts which may not already be familiar to primary age pupils.  

UK Government Guidelines1 for PSHE indicate that at Key Stage 2, pupils “can discuss some of the 

bodily and emotional changes at puberty” and “can identify different types of relationship”; clearly, 

introducing such concepts to younger pupils is not age-appropriate. Even within Key Stage 2, 

emotional changes are only to be discussed2 “as they approach puberty”. NHS guidelines3 recognise 

that occasionally, girls can begin puberty at 8 and boys at 9 – but more importantly, the average 

onset is at age 11 for girls and 12 for boys. While recognising the need to provide appropriate 

support for individual pupils who develop early, whole-class teaching is not appropriate until Year 6 

or possibly Year 5. 

Any briefing paper for pupils in Year 4 or below, regardless of religious ethos of the school, should 

not introduce the concepts of gender reassignment and sexual orientation; to do so would be illegal 

given that the law requires age-appropriate teaching. 

In a Catholic school, issues of sexual orientation and gender reassignment require sensitive handling. 

The formal teaching of the Catholic Church includes a vision that human beings fulfil their potential 

by discovering their vocation – that God calls each individual person to a certain way of life which 

that person must discover and embrace. In part, that vocation is given through God’s revelation (the 

Christian Bible), which the Church interprets to mean that the only appropriate context for genital 

sexual activity is within the lifelong, vowed, union of a heterosexual couple. In part, that vocation is 

found by a humble acceptance of one’s physical reality – if there is no physiological ambiguity about 

a person’s gender, then one’s vocation is to humbly accept who you are, not fight to be different. 

The Catholic vision of sexuality and the human person is set out briefly in paragraphs 2331-2336 of 

the Catechism of the Catholic Church4, and more fully in paragraphs 221-229 of the Compendium of 

the Social Doctrine of the Church.5 
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There is clearly a tension between the values of British secular society, embodied in the 2010 

Equalities Act, and the values of the Catholic Faith. Secular law is increasingly based on the principle 

of self-determination: that any citizen should be free to do whatever they wish, so long as this does 

not impinge on the rights of others, and that such freedom to re-invent oneself is a good and 

positive thing in itself. 

The Catholic Church regards homosexual relationships and gender reassignment (together with 

heterosexual relationships outside marriage) as phenomena to be tolerated, not celebrated, in a 

modern liberal democracy. The Church would not seek to criminalise such behaviour, and would 

indeed support the prosecution of anyone who incited violence or hatred towards a person pursuing 

homosexual relationships or receiving gender reassignment; but toleration, together with the due 

protection granted by Equalities legislation, is not celebration. 

The challenge for Catholic Schools becomes more acute as British popular culture presents such 

things as positive goods. (As one of many possible examples, the revival of Doctor Who in recent 

years has included the openly gay character of ‘Captain Jack’, presented as a heroic figure for 

primetime family viewing.) 

Maintaining a Catholic ethos requires a delicate balancing act. We must clearly state our position 

that we do not regard certain sexual behaviours as fulfilling the vocation to which God calls each 

human person. At the same time, we must avoid any possibility of being seen to vilify persons who 

choose to embrace those behaviours – not because the law forbids it, but because the Gospel 

demands a Christlike attitude of welcome to each human person: an openness to the person which 

does not constitute an endorsement of any particular behaviour or lifestyle choice made by that 

person. 

At an appropriate age, pupils at Catholic Schools can and should be introduced to the concepts of 

sexual orientation and gender reassignment. Due regard for the religious culture of the pupils 

requires that this be done in such a way that the balance of the law’s requirements and the Catholic 

Church’s vision of human flourishing can both be presented. The right age to do so is when pupils 

have both the emotional maturity to appreciate the concepts of attraction and identity, and the 

intellectual capacity to begin to understand the Catholic vision articulated above. Ultimately, each 

child will choose for herself or himself whether to embrace a vocation which demands selflessness; 

but every child at a Catholic School has a right to know that they are called to the God-centred, not 

me-centred, attitude which the Church calls love.  

It is crucial, therefore, that: 

 A modified version of the paper which omits age-inappropriate elements is prepared for 

Year 4 and below. 

 If the concepts are to be introduced to Years 5 or 6 at all, they must be balanced by a clear 

presentation of the Catholic vision of vocation and sexual fulfilment. 

 Any person named as a “contact person” for further conversation must be a person fully 

conversant with the Catholic vision and able to give advice with the appropriate religious 

sensitivity. 


