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Introduction

The New Curriculum for Wales has granted schools autonomy over their own curriculum, tasked with raising a generation of learner to be . . . .
· Ambitious, capable learners ready to learn throughout their lives​.
· Enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work​.
· Ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world​.
· Healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society (Welsh Government, 2020).
The Welsh government, (2020) rolled out this innovative approach to ensure children’s learning prepared them for a future that is changing faster than policy can keep up with, and so, Relationships and sexuality education was made a compulsory part of the curriculum.

The Nordic Model of Education

The new curriculum has looked to the Nordic model of education for inspiration because of its success, academically and holistically. Nordic countries have a good record of positive mental health and well-being among their students. In 1955 Sweden became the first country in the world to mandate sex and gender education. 

The Nordic Council for education requires its RSE curriculum to benefit children in the following ways:
· promotes the health and well-being of students​.
· strengthen the ability to make conscious and independent choices​.

These points are equivalent to the New curriculums core purpose to support Healthy, confident individuals:
· contribute to an understanding of one's own and others' rights​.
· convey the meaning of consent​.

These points are reflected in the core purpose to support children in becoming Ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world​.
· include knowledge of power structures linked to gender and honour-related violence and oppression.​
· develop the students' critical approach to representations of relationships and sexuality in various media and contexts. ​
And these points could translate as the core purpose to create Ambitious, capable learners ready to learn throughout their lives​.

An effective Relationships and Sexuality Education model will support critical thinking foster an environment where children are able to challenge negative behaviours directed at themselves and others and recognise and avoid harmful attitudes and stereotypes that can lead to inequality in society (Bragg, et al. 2022). Furthermore, schools are not acting in compliance with the New Curriculum if we choose to ignore RSE.​
Craft (2003) discussed the importance of developing a range of ways for children to express their ideas and communicating their feelings in early years settings, this is how early years practitioners can build on their existing skills and knowledge of child development and provide excellent foundations for future RSE as part of their everyday practice.

Why is it so difficult to teach RSE?

The news of RSE being delivered in primary schools and the lack of guidance for teaching staff on how to deliver it, was met with protest,(Moody, 2022) Unfortunately, the members of this groups have fallen victim to myths and fear mongering online, which had they taken part in RSE themselves, would have the necessary skills to query and fact check the curriculum themselves and avoid this. 
The Minister for Education and Welsh Language wrote a statement to disseminate the dangerous and misleading claims made by protesting groups, (Miles, 2022) however, the aggressive tactics of these groups has understandably had a greater impact on the teaching of this subject than the reasons to include it as part of the New curriculum for Wales.
A lack of positive sex and relationships for previous generations has led to a continued lack of understanding around the subject and how it effects other areas of a person’s holistic development and become a challenge to it being taught effectively at present. The NSPCC and the National Education Union (NEU, 2020) conducted a survey that found over half of teachers in the United Kingdom did not feel confident enough to provide RSE and urged the Government to provide essential training and support to empower them to create learning opportunities to cover RSE.

Outdated gender stereotypes and lower expectations for girls are still commonplace in society and hateful attitudes towards our LGBTQ community are still unchallenged to devastating effects, research conducted by Russell (2023) explains how heteronormative institutions, such as schools, allow discriminatory reactions, and the subsequent bullying toward the LGBTQ+ community which was found to be present as early as Primary school.  This is a fair reason for the New Curriculum for Wales to require the delivery of RSE at Primary school age, if there is discrimination and harm being caused at this young age, it is not too early to give children the skills to counter it (Welsh Government, 2020).
While there is backlash to the rollout of compulsory RSE, there is not enough to challenge the rhetoric  in our culture that fosters creates a lack of empathy and understanding, and often excuses harmful behaviours that prevent marginalised people from self-actualising and leading fulfilling lives (Humanist, 2023).
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The Sex Education Forum (2022) provide us with evidence that shows developmentally appropriate RSE in the Early Years Creates the foundation of respect and autonomy that will lead to an ingrained understanding of self-worth, respect and critical thinking so they grow up feeling prepared and resilient, not fearful and ashamed. This view is supported by the high court who ruled in favour of the new curriculum stating the inclusion of RSE is ‘a victory for children’s rights’ (Humanist, 2022) as it empowers children​ by teaching them about their body and who it belongs to, supports safeguarding and Child protection by empowering children to exercise their right under the UNCRC  to be free from all forms of discrimination, violence, abuse and neglect, identify trusted adults who can provide support and protection. It creates a culture of respect and empathy by teaching children the communicative skills to develop and maintain healthy, safe and fulfilling relationships and gain an understanding of equitable relationships and promotes Critical Thinking by encouraging children to think about how their actions affect themselves and others and allow them to recognise and value diversity and give them tools to challenge views and actions that do not serve them or others (Welsh Government, 2022). 

123, RSE’s hope for the future.
Empowering adults to empower children through a robust and enjoyable, holistic, lifelong learning experience.
We have designed a model of education for delivering developmentally appropriate relationships and Sex Education which supports safeguarding and Child protection, creates a culture of respect and empathy, and promotes Critical Thinking.

The unique selling point of 123 RSE, is its focuses on ensuring educators -this includes parents and caregivers - have a solid understanding of a high quality, developmentally appropriate Relationships and Sexuality Education framework, that they can feel confident in teaching to their children and discussing with other adults. If we consider Bronfenbrenner’s (2000) bio-ecological systems theory when including RSE, we understand that the parents and educators are having the most direct impact on the child, teaming up to respond to their specific needs and ensure that each programme subscriber feels empowered to meet those needs as they present themselves.

As an Early Years worker and who has trained to become qualified to deliver Relationships and Sex education, I want to bring RSE out into the light so everyone can see that is not a taboo topic that will result in the early sexualisation of our children, but an important subject for both adults and children to engage with in order to do the opposite, instilling an ethos of happy, healthy relationships with our selves and other people in our lives, creating a culture of respect, empathy and bodily autonomy that helps keep children safe and develop into adults who are healthy, confident and resilient members of society.

An effective Relationships and Sexuality Education model will support critical thinking foster an environment where children are able to challenge negative behaviours directed at themselves and others and recognise and avoid harmful attitudes and stereotypes that can lead to inequality in society (Bragg, et al. 2022).
This programme will equip schools with data they can use to shut down any hateful and threatening rhetoric safely and effectively and respond to just concerns in an honest and supportive way.
Ollis and Harrison (2016) found that a collaborative approach between teachers, support staff, children and their parents who engaged in professional learning around RSE, had a positive impact on the delivery of it in the classroom. 123, RSE have modelled the programme to reflect the individuality and experience of each community involved so they can have autonomy over the RSE they need, inspired by New Zealand’s response to it’s RSE curriculum not being suitable the diverse needs of its community who improved its practice by making the curriculum more specific (Fitzpatrick, McGlashan, Tirumalai, Fenaughty, and Veukiso-Ulugia. 2022) The 123, RSE approach enables each school to tailor their learning to each individual.

The Current State of RSE in Wales.

It is typical in Welsh schools for RSE to be covered in one session by a nurse who will deliver the information to children in the last year before they graduate primary school, who are separated by their presumed gender and given information on the effects of puberty relating to their sex assigned at birth. This method is ineffective because it fails to promote inclusivity and the understanding of others and cannot address the individual needs of each child. 
Rogow and Haberland (2005) noted that gender norms and critical thinking skills either superficially or not at all, and things haven’t changed much in Wales since this research was conducted. Bowskill (2017) describes how the current insufficiency of research and understanding about topics relating to gender identity and sexuality can lead to negative outcomes for young people, this research tells us that failure to comply with the compulsory teaching of RSE can cause harm to developing minds, Women’s aid Cymru (2023) agree, and go on to say that a lack of RSE also contributes to all forms of gender based violence in our current culture which allows this behaviour to flourish, Abbotta , Weckesserb and Egana (2020) agree that coercive relationships are normalised in our culture due to a lack of critical thinking around the issue.
Stonewall Cymru (2023) believe  RSE will lead to a reduction in homophobic, biphobic and transphobic bullying and at the same time increase well-being, respect, and safety for LGBTQ+ students. 
For some children, it is the first they will have heard of anything in this area, it can be upsetting, confusing and cause them to dread their changing body, for many it is too little too late.
Incorporating relationships and sexuality education into the curriculum should make this problem a thing of the past, responding to children’s needs as they present them.

123 RSE – The product.

· 123 RSE is an educational programme that can be accessed for free online, by anyone.
· The information will  be maintained by a dedicated team who will regularly check information is honest and accurate.
· This team will be on hand to provide face to face training and advice to schools on how to include RSE as part of holistic learning. 
· As a community, we will develop a shared language to discuss issues relating to RSE accurately and respectfully.
· There will be class resources and ideas for activities featured on the website for people to download and take inspiration from.
· It will breakdown information into easily digestible segments.
· There will be no confusing jargon, so everyone feels welcome to join the discourse.
· We will use social media to build a solid reputation and create weekly infographics that support the need for RSE.
· We will aim to enlist ambassadors from the community to join and share their knowledge and experience, so we have a running record of the positive impact of RSE in early years.

By engaging staff and families in a shared knowledge of RSE through a range of holistic, creative activities supported by a shared language which values all people, Children in Wales will be better equipped to fulfil the 4 core purposes the New Curriculum for Wales and the gaps in knowledge for educators, Parents and carers will be filled with accurate and valuable information.
123 RSE id more than an educational tool, it is a community for likeminded people who are hopeful about the future and have a shared goal, to help our children live happy, healthy and fulfilling lives.

What should Relationships and Sex Education look like in Early Years Settings?

RSE will look different in every classroom depending on a range of factors that will affect the needs of the school community. Age and maturity will be one of those factors and well trained will have a firm understanding of what is appropriate for the children in their care.
Parents and carers can continue to trust that children will be protected from exposure to harmful materials while they are in school.
Compulsory RSE will comply with the Equality act (2010) so each schools curriculum will be sensitive to the culture and faith of the families it serves so all children can receive its lifelong benefits. 
A whole school approach to RSE means that there will not be standalone lessons, rather, information on the body, social, psychological, spiritual, ethical and cultural ideas will be intertwined holistically into the learning environment, so children develop their understanding of the subject in a way that supports their natural development and prepares them for more complex ideas as they grow up (Welsh Government, 2021)
Early Years practitioners will model consent, boundaries and develop trusting relationships with children in order for them to understand trust and feel respected and supported as individuals. Using the scientific terms for the body and helping children to vocalise their emotions can help them communicate their experiences and maintain an open dialogue, so if there ever was an incident where child protection would come into place, it can be dealt with much more effectively (Draper, 2023).
Allowing children to talk about themselves and others in a way that relates to RSE and ask questions, will encourage them to notice and accept difference, these skills were documented by Perry (2023), who noted how primary school were able to identify misinformation instead of accepting it at face value, an important skill to have in a world where children increasingly spend their time online. Perry (2023) Also found that the successful enactment of RSE helped to promote engagement across all subject areas due to the trusting relationships that had been built between the staff and the children in primary school settings.

Challenges

The acronym  VUCA has been used to identify challenges to the success of 123, RSE.

Volatility - The NAHT (2024) reported on the budget cuts for schools in Wales, making it unlikely for the Local education authority to allow schools to pay for the training programme offered by 123 RSE, but there is evidence to support the reasoning that a strong foundation of Relationships and Sex education will prevent children developing mental health issues that would require intervention from the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services, which Wales spent £8.2 million on in 2021, this would mean for less than the cost of CAMHS for one child (£519) a member of staff could receive the training to put the foundations to support a whole school of children, with the aim of lowering the need for this service, and the waiting times for those who do, Campbell (2023) stated that the NHS are failing children further with the excessive waiting times for access to mental health services exacerbating the already poor mental health of those in need.
Reducing costs mental health by futureproofing this generation of children is a goal of 123, RSE’s strategy that is supported by Young minds (2023), who identified social structures as the first area that needed to change to support mental health, which is why is a beneficial programme to schools in Wales spending so much on children’s Mental health care. Investing in 123, RSE will reduce government spending in the long term.
 
Complexity – The company is realistic and sympathetic to how issues of faith and culture impact on how the mere mention of the topic of Sex can have on an individual (Wareham, 2022). 123, RSE is committed to its goal of empowering adults to empower children and will give equal weight to teaching practitioners to respond sensitively and effectively to concerns and to supporting them to defend their own beliefs and values, which is to keep children safe, happy and healthy  as they grow into adults. 
Developing a dialogue between service users, will give everyone a valuable insight on the best way to do this and the 123, RSE team will always be on hand to assist and mediate so all are safeguarded.

Uncertainty and Ambiguity - The spread of misinformation has not been resolved by  the one-off statement made by the Minister for education, parents are still fearful of their children receiving inappropriate information. A strong statement of intention to empower and protect children will be at the core of all marketing for 123RSE, and the training and learning materials will echo this message, we will link to support from trusted institutions to create positive associations that will make service users feel safe and happy to engage with and share the company ethos. The NSPCC agree that RSE is a positive move to safeguard children against abuse (Joel and Keady, 2019) with their PANTS initiative being well received by parents and carers, however this limited resource is 10 years old, 123, RSE will continually develop activities like this when we are up and running.

Future Development

With the running record of evidence 123, RSE hopes to gain in its first years of operation, the model could grow with the cooperation of medical providers and mental health specialists who could expand the programme into outreach programmes in hospitals, Flying Start centres and other community spaces where additional support and resources would be beneficial.
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