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1. TITLE OF THE PROPOSED STUDY
A CRITICAL EVALUATION OF THE EFFECTIVENESS OF SCHOOL-BASED SEX EDUCATION IN IMPROVING SEXUAL HEALTH OUTCOMES AMONG ADOLESCENTS IN ENGLAND: A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW
2. PREVALENCE OF THE PROBLEM
The adolescent sexual health problem is still very much prevalent in England, especially among people aged between 15 and 24 years. The UK Health Security Agency reports that the number of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) was over 401,800, and those who belonged to the age category 15 to 24 comprised 46% of the total number of patients suffering from an STI.
The observed trends in diagnoses related to STIs should be considered within the framework of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic that impacted the provision of sexual healthcare in England. In particular, during 2020 and 2021, the number of tests performed fell as a result of limited clinic access and movement restrictions. As a result, the number of diagnosed STIs seems to decrease at first glance. Nevertheless, recent rises in the number of infections after clinics have returned to operation imply that infection rates have been maintained and hidden. Thus, the use of sex education is important for preventing STIs in the long term.
The level of gonorrhoea diagnosis is at its historical peak, with more than a 50% increment in the number of cases from previous years, suggesting that the disease is still being transmitted despite efforts to prevent the infection. Meanwhile, chlamydia infection has been the most frequently diagnosed sexually transmitted infection among adolescents, with fluctuating screening rates in recent years due to interruptions within the service delivery process.
In addition to sexually transmitted infections, teenage pregnancy rates can be seen as one of the indicators that assess the sexual health situation. For example, according to statistics released by the Office for National Statistics in 2023, the under-18 conception rate rose to 13.9 per 1,000 women, marking the first increase in the last 10 years.
Moreover, regional differences provide yet another example of the unequal distribution of sexual health outcomes. The statistics show that higher levels of teenage pregnancy and STIs are recorded in less affluent regions, especially those in Northern England, when contrasted with the South. This highlights the fact that there are other factors contributing to sexual health outcomes, such as income differences, education, and availability of health care facilities. This demonstrates the importance of a targeted strategy towards sex education rather than a one-size-fits-all model (Office for National Statistics, 2023; Marmot et al., 2020).
However, it is important to note that these numbers are not equally spread across the population. Those adolescents who live in socioeconomically deprived areas experience much higher levels of STIs and unwanted pregnancies. This is because health inequality affects the health behaviours of these individuals who have limited access to education and healthcare services. The aforementioned numbers demonstrate that there remains a considerable need for effective intervention, especially in educational facilities, to help prevent such problems and reduce related health disparities.
3. INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE-BASED BACKGROUND
There is no doubt that adolescent sexual health is an important issue in terms of public health because of its long-lasting consequences for individual health and well-being. The adolescent population in the United Kingdom, including England, requires extra attention because this group of people is more vulnerable in terms of STIs, unwanted pregnancies, and other sexually transmitted conditions.
In order to overcome these obstacles, the UK government developed the statutory policy concerning Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) for all secondary schools since September 2020 (Department for Education, 2019). This policy aims to ensure that all young people receive consistent and comprehensive education on topics such as consent, relationships, sexual health, and contraception.
The statutory RSE curriculum includes a wide range of topics designed to equip young people with essential life skills. These include understanding consent, maintaining healthy relationships, recognising exploitation, accessing contraception, and navigating online interactions and digital safety. The inclusion of these topics reflects an effort to modernise sex education and ensure that it is relevant to contemporary social contexts (Department for Education, 2019).
Theoretically, sex education is grounded in behaviour change models, which suggest that increasing knowledge and awareness can influence attitudes and behaviours. However, the connection between education and real health effects is not simple. As reported by Pound et al. (2021), although there are positive results regarding knowledge and attitudes related to sexual health, changes in behaviour and the clinical effect are less predictable. 
There are several examples of the success of comprehensive sexuality education in enhancing knowledge, delaying sexual activity, and making sexual activity safer provided by international organisations, such as UNESCO (2023). Similarly, Macdowall et al. (2021) found that sexual behaviour trends among young people are influenced by a range of social, cultural, and economic factors beyond education alone. 
In addition to this, the Marmot Review (2020) emphasises the fact that health inequalities have a great influence on the consequences in England. Young people belonging to poor backgrounds may encounter difficulties in accessing quality education and healthcare facilities, thus limiting the efficiency of the universal intervention program such as RSE.
According to the Brook report (2023), young people feel that the existing RSE curriculum is out-of-date and lacks relevance when it comes to their experiences. For example, issues such as relationships online and sexual diversity are not considered as much, which would decrease efficiency.
An additional issue that has been highlighted by many scholars in this body of work is the influence of digital settings on the sexual behaviour of adolescents. Information about dating, sex, and consent is being sourced from online platforms such as social media, forums, and peers rather than the classroom alone. This may provide increased access to such information, but it exposes teens to misconceptions about sexual health. For this reason, there is a need to integrate online issues such as sexting into sex education in schools. Integration of such topics within the RSE could make the program more effective in changing behaviour (Jones & Mitchell, 2023; WHO, 2023).
Although it was decided to implement the statutory RSE program in the UK, there is no strong evidence to prove its positive effect on health-related aspects of the lives of young people. Moreover, no data on the impact of the introduced program on the health aspect in the post-2020 environment could be found.
4. RATIONALE, RESEARCH AIM, AND QUESTION 
RATIONALE
While it is clear that sex education is a crucial public health initiative in schools, its ability to actually make an impact and lead to better health outcomes is still in question. Although government initiatives like the introduction of statutory relationships and sex education ensure that young people receive adequate information, increasing cases of STIs and disparities indicate that these efforts may not be entirely effective.
Moreover, the majority of studies focus on knowledge and attitudes instead of examining clinical outcomes, including STI incidences and teenage pregnancies. It thus seems important to critically reflect upon whether the improvements made in terms of knowledge will affect the actual health outcomes.
The need for this research is further strengthened by recent changes in both policy and public health context. The introduction of statutory RSE, combined with the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on healthcare access and behaviour, has created a unique environment in which adolescent sexual health outcomes may have shifted. A systematic evaluation of current evidence is therefore essential to determine whether existing educational approaches remain effective (Curtis et al., 2022).
The reason why this study is relevant is that the health status of teenagers in terms of their sexuality determines the future outcome in public health in terms of reproductive health, psychological well-being, and healthcare costs. Teenagers who do not have good sexual health may be more prone to reproductive diseases, psychological issues, and higher usage of the NHS sexual health clinics. It is thus important to evaluate the effectiveness of sexual education programs in schools in reducing such risks for preventive healthcare and policy formation purposes.
RESEARCH AIM
Critically evaluate the effectiveness of school-based sex education in improving sexual health outcomes among adolescents in England.
RESEARCH QUESTION
How effective is sex education in schools at improving adolescent sexual health outcomes in England?
5. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
For this research, a systematic literature review will be conducted to synthesise the available literature on the efficacy of sex education programs at schools. According to scientific literature, systematic reviews are among the most rigorous methodologies employed in scientific research since they incorporate a systematic process of selecting, assessing, and analysing pertinent literature.
This research will be conducted according to the PRISMA guidelines in order to ensure a high level of validity and reliability. The development of a robust search protocol is essential for conducting a proper systematic review, and this will be done using a variety of scientific databases.
The quality of this review can be further enhanced by carrying out a critical appraisal on all selected studies based on an already existing appraisal instrument like the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist. The researcher will be able to critically appraise all the studies that will be selected for inclusion by evaluating the methodology of the research, reliability, validity, and any form of bias present in them. This is important in ensuring that the conclusions of this review are based on strong evidence.
It is believed that systematic reviews are among the most reliable studies since they do not involve any form of bias. This is because of the application of pre-established criteria during the process of searching for articles.
6. RESEARCH DESIGN 
For this study, a systematic review will be conducted using a mixed-methods approach to analyse qualitative and quantitative studies related to the topic. In addition, a systematic review allows for an analysis of both behavioural outcomes (e.g., knowledge, attitude, and practice) and clinical outcomes (e.g., STIs and pregnancies).
A mixed-methods study design facilitates a deeper analysis by making it possible to consider both quantitative information and context. In other words, it allows researchers to evaluate various aspects of the situation because numerical data reveal trends, whereas non-numerical data reveal perceptions and other factors influencing them.
7. RECRUITMENT, SAMPLING, AND PARTICIPANTS 
Since this review depends on secondary data, there will be no participant recruitment process involved in this research. Rather, the inclusion criteria will include adolescents aged 13 to 19 in England.
Inclusion Criteria:
	•	Publication period of 2019-2025
	•	Adolescent sex education in schools
	•	Countries of origin: England
	•	Academic publications only
The selected period of 2019–2025 is important because it ensures that the research will cover the information regarding statutory relationships education before and after its implementation, in addition to taking into account the COVID-19 pandemic period. This helps to make the study more relevant for today.
Exclusion Criteria:
	•	Publications from other countries
	•	Narratives not from academic institutions
	•	Publications not involving adolescents
8. METHODS OF DATA COLLECTION
The following sources will be accessed for data collection:
	• PubMed
	• Scopus
	• CINAHL
	• Google Scholar
Keywords that will be included in the search process will be: "Sex Education," "RSE England," "Adolescent Sexual Health," and "STI Prevention."
The following steps will be taken in the search process:
	1. Identification of suitable articles
	2. Screening articles using their titles and abstracts
	3. Full-text review of the articles
	4. Inclusion based on the inclusion criteria
To improve the effectiveness of the search procedure, it will be supplemented with Boolean terms such as "AND" and "OR". For instance, search terms like "sex education AND adolescents AND England" will be employed to guarantee the selection of suitable sources.
To increase the credibility of the data collection process even more, the PRISMA flow diagram will be utilised to create a systematic screening and documentation process where the number of identified, screened, included, and excluded studies can be reported precisely. To minimise possible mistakes, duplicate publications will be deleted. In addition, a data extraction table will be created for systematic compilation of data from relevant sources. This data will include the following information: author(s), publication date, study type, study characteristics (sample size and characteristics), types of interventions and results obtained. It will help to standardise the whole procedure of data collection. In addition, it is necessary to emphasise the need to choose peer-reviewed articles and official reports from reliable organisations in order to guarantee the validity and timeliness of data collected during the review process.



9. DATA ANALYSIS 
Data analysis will incorporate both thematic analysis and narrative synthesis. 
Thematic analysis will be applied to qualitative data for the identification of patterns of perception of RSE, barriers, etc.
Narrative synthesis will be applied to quantitative data, including summaries of results on STI prevalence, pregnancy, behaviour change, etc. Such an approach will allow for a thorough understanding of the available data.
The combination of thematic analysis and narrative synthesis strengthens the reliability of the findings by allowing for both detailed interpretation of qualitative data and structured summarisation of quantitative results. This integrated approach ensures a comprehensive understanding of the effectiveness of sex education.
The themes will then be categorised under broader categories like knowledge gain, behaviour change, factors hindering efficiency, and health disparities. This approach will help to interpret patterns within different studies in a critical manner. The quantitative data will be analysed in relation to the trends in STI cases, pregnancies, and the use of contraception. Through the inclusion of both types of analysis, the review seeks to offer an all-inclusive evaluation of the factors affecting efficiency.
10. ETHICAL ISSUES
Since secondary sources will be used in the study, the risks to participants are negligible.
However, there are still several ethical issues that should be considered:
	•	Proper referencing
	•	Scholarly assessment of selected articles
	•	Non-biased evaluation of findings
11. SIGNIFICANCE OF RESEARCH
This study will have significant implications for policy development in the field of public health. It will contribute to the improvement of the RSE curriculum and ways of its implementation. It may contribute to reducing health disparities due to the identification of weaknesses in the existing educational practices. It can aid policy formation through evidence-based suggestions that could be used to improve the RSE curriculum. The findings from this research can also be used by schools to improve the delivery of sexual education and by health care professionals to design interventions. In addition, it can help to reduce health disparities through the identification of gaps within the existing service provision. The results of the study can also assist educators, policymakers, and healthcare professionals in implementing more efficient interventions.
The themes will then be categorised under broader categories like knowledge gain, behaviour change, factors hindering efficiency, and health disparities. This approach will help to interpret patterns within different studies in a critical manner. The quantitative data will be analysed in relation to the trends in STI cases, pregnancies, and the use of contraception. Through the inclusion of both types of analysis, the review seeks to offer an all-inclusive evaluation of the factors affecting efficiency.
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