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Purpose
The purpose of this Shape Paper is to provide Brisbane Catholic Education (BCE) with 
direction for the design and development of effective relationships and sexuality education 
(RSE), consistent with the Catholic tradition. 

Created in God’s own image, we find inscribed in our hearts one core universal 
vocation, that is, to love and to be loved (Pope Paul VI, 1965).

This paper should be read in conjunction with BCE’s Relationships and Sexuality Education 
System Report (2013), The Australian Curriculum: Health and Physical Education (2014), 
BCE’s Learning and Teaching Framework (2012), and the Religious Education Curriculum, 
Archdiocese of Brisbane (2013). 

Background
In 2013, the BCE Relationships and Sexuality Project was initiated. The first phase was an 
extensive literature review and a full audit of the current status of relationships and sexuality 
education in Archdiocesan schools and colleges. The findings of these have provided the 
impetus for shaping education in this critical domain of human development. They also progress 
BCE’s guidelines for personal and social development education, Living Life to the Full (2005). 

Education in human sexuality is primarily the responsibility of parents. However, this 
responsibility has never been an easy one and in the 21st century it is further compounded by 
many additional challenges and difficulties. Consequently, schools, the Church and the wider 
community play a significant role in assisting parents to fulfill their educational responsibilities. 
According to the findings of BCE’s Relationships and Sexuality Education System Report 
(2014), parents in the Archdiocese of Brisbane welcome support in this area of their children’s 
development.  This report showed that 97.5% of parent respondents agreed that young 
people should receive relationships and sexuality education so that they have the necessary 
information to make responsible decisions (p. 59).  

Catholic Education, as an agent of the Catholic Church, exists to give witness to Jesus’ vision 
of reality through the integration of faith, life and culture. It is committed to wholeness, and 
the freedom that comes from living life wholeheartedly according to God’s plan. From this 
basis, Catholic Education promotes human growth in its every dimension and possibility and 
recognises RSE as fundamental to realising its mission. Consequently, RSE is a vital component 
of formal education within the Catholic faith. Through this school-based educational activity, 
young people explore the Catholic vocation to love responsibly and to live life wholeheartedly.

Framing Relationships and Sexuality Education
In the Australian educational context, RSE is taught within the Australian Curriculum: Health 
and Physical Education. This area of the Australian Curriculum provides BCE with a framework 
to embed a Catholic perspective on relationships and sexuality education. This perspective 
particularly draws attention to the importance of living safely and ethically. Therefore, 
it is imperative to incorporate Child Safety education that aligns with Australian legislative 
requirements and the Daniel Morcombe Child Safety resources.
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The Catholic perspective is also framed and informed by the BCE System initiatives of 
Strengthening Catholic Identity and Delivering Excellent Learning and Teaching Strategies as 
illustrated in Figures 1 and 2.

Figure 1

Figure 2
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A number of foundational documents set the direction for RSE in BCE schools and 
colleges. They are: The Australian Curriculum: Health and Physical Education (P – 10), 
(2015), BCE’s Learning and Teaching Framework, (2012), the Religious Education Curriculum, 
Archdiocese of Brisbane, (2013), BCE’s Staff Formation Framework (2015), BCE’s Pastoral 
Care and Wellbeing Position Statement (2015), BCE’s Child and Youth Risk Management 
Strategy (2015), BCE’s Relationships and Sexuality Education System Report (2013), Human 
Sexuality A Catholic Perspective for Education and Lifelong Learning (1991) and Educational 
Guidance in Human Love. Outlines for sex education (1983).  

The aims of the Australian Curriculum: Health and Physical Education (P–10) include the 
development of knowledge, understanding and skills to enable students to: 

• access, evaluate and synthesise information to take positive action to protect, enhance and 
advocate for their own and others’ health, wellbeing and safety across their lifespan

• develop and use personal, behavioural, social and cognitive skills and strategies to promote 
a sense of personal identity and wellbeing and to build and manage respectful relationships

• analyse how varied and changing personal and contextual factors shape understanding of, 
and opportunities for, health and physical activity locally, regionally and globally. 

The goal of the Catholic Education Archdiocese of Brisbane Learning and Teaching Framework 
(2012) challenges each ‘Catholic Christian community (to) educate all to live the gospel of 
Jesus Christ as successful, creative and confident, active and informed learners empowered 
to shape and enrich our world’, as illustrated in Figure 3.

Figure 3
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The vision for Religious Education, Archdiocese of Brisbane (2013, p.10) challenges:

Schools and colleges of the Archdiocese of Brisbane (to) aspire to educate 
and form students who are challenged to live the gospel of Jesus Christ and 
who are literate in the Catholic and broader Christian tradition so that they 
might participate critically and authentically in faith contexts and wider society.

The aims and goals of the foundational documents1 are consistent with Brisbane Catholic 
Education’s vision and its approach to RSE within the Catholic tradition. As such, inspired by 
the life and witness of Jesus Christ, RSE is devoted to love and justice.

The intention of RSE in Brisbane Catholic Education is to empower young people to advocate 
for, and actively participate in: 

1 personal safety and ongoing transformation ‘physically developed, psychologically 
integrated, interpersonally loving and responsible, and spiritually holy’ (United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991 p.16) 

2 enriching the lives of all others 

3 cultivating loving, just, and safe communities.

Brisbane Catholic Education holds in creative tension its aspirations, and the truth of what it means 
to be human and to live in this glorious, yet complex and challenging world. It understands that 
the goal of education, and indeed life, is not perfection. Rather, it is about creating the educational 
contexts in which young people learn how to live wholeheartedly. Here, a wholehearted life is 
understood as one that embraces vulnerabilities and weaknesses (Brown, 2012). The pathway 
to wholeness and freedom rests largely on what we decide to do with our disappointments, 
frustrations, failures, betrayals, injustices and hurts. It is only when weaknesses are accepted as 
part of our humanity that we can be transformed. The Christian narrative teaches us that in each 
struggle there is a divine gift – conversion, independence, faith, courage, surrender, limitations, 
endurance, and transformation (Chittister OSB, 2003). Holding the tensions of these struggles 
teaches us wisdom and leads us to an increased capacity for compassion, forgiveness and love 
(Rohr, 2011). 

Contemporary Contexts 
Four contexts have been identified as having a significant impact on RSE in contemporary 
Catholic and ecumenical schools. They are the family, educational, social and Church contexts. 
Not one of these contexts can be ignored. Each offers opportunities and challenges to schools 
as they deliver high quality RSE in faithful and authentically responsive ways.

1 The Australian Curriculum: Health and Physical Education (P – 10), (2014), BCE’s Learning and Teaching Framework, 
(2012), the Religious Education Curriculum, Archdiocese of Brisbane, (2013), BCE’s Staff Formation Framework (2015), 
BCE’s Pastoral Care and Wellbeing Position Statement (2014), Child Safety, BCE’s Relationships and Sexuality Education 
System Report (2013), Human Sexuality A Catholic Perspective for Education and Lifelong Learning (1991) and Educational 
Guidance in Human Love: Outlines for sex education (1983).  
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Family 
The Church regards the family with high esteem and understands it to be the foundation 
of all relationships. It recognises the family as the first and continuing place where children 
witness, experience and learn about life, love and faith. The Church acknowledges that human 
sexuality and intimacy are shaped by informal and formal influences within and beyond the 
family (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991). It appreciates the challenges 
and difficulties that parents can often face in the task of providing their children with education 
about relationships and sexuality (Pontifical Council for the Family, 1995).

From a Catholic perspective, the findings of the 2011 Australian census data (Dixon & Reid, 
2013) add emphasis to the increasing challenges and difficulties faced by parents, and by 
association, schools and the Church. These include:

• traditional Catholic families (two parents, a mother and a father, both Catholic with children) 
account for just 32% of the families that have some kind of nuclear connection to the Church

• over 100,000 Catholics aged 10 and over in 2001 dis-identified themselves as Catholic in 
2011

• the separation and divorce rates of young married couples are almost 12%

• nearly one fifth (17%) of Catholics were born in a non-English speaking country.

• more than half of all Catholic students do not attend Catholic schools.

In the context of this paper, this data implies that families, Church and schools are, and will 
continue to be, strongly challenged in providing the kind of Catholic formation that meaningfully 
engages and inspires the minds and hearts of young people into adulthood.   

Given the complexity of this contemporary context, and the support parents are looking for 
(BCE, 2014), there is wisdom in the call for a collective and collaborative approach between 
home, school and Church regarding relationships and sexuality formation (Pontifical Council 
for the Family, 1995). Within this shared responsibility, schools, as places of hospitality and 
inclusion, strengthen relationships and mechanisms for engaging, consulting and collaborating 
with parents.

Educational
Catholic Education is well positioned to support and partner families in the responsibility of 
educating young people because it has a distinctive perspective that is committed to human 
flourishing and access to the very best educational practice. However, according to the findings 
of BCE’s Relationships and Sexuality Education System Report (2013), students, parents, 
educators and BCE staff believe that the current and overall status of school-based RSE is:

• falling short in empowering young people to develop and maintain loving and ethical 
relationships

• not always well-planned for, resourced or integrated into the whole school culture
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• inattentive to the needs of young people

• devoid of the richness and fullness of the Catholic tradition

• not addressing sensitive and challenging areas, in part due to a lack of confidence and 
capacity amongst educators

• contributing to some young people ignoring the Catholic tradition as a whole, and disregarding 
the Christian life. 

Clearly, there is a fundamental need to improve learning, teaching and formation to embed 
Catholic perspectives in relationships and sexuality education and school culture. The formation 
of effective parent, professional and Church partnerships, working in collaboration with Catholic 
school educators, will serve to assist parents, families and schools in this essential and shared 
responsibility.  

Social
The complexity of life in contemporary society profoundly affects the search for identity, 
meaning and purpose. Complex social and ethical issues, particularly those related to young 
people’s relational and sexual behaviour, are a significant concern for parents, educators, 
Church leadership and governing bodies. Persistent themes include: excessive materialism 
and individualism; drug and alcohol abuse; anti-social behaviour; power imbalance; moral 
relativism; sex before marriage; unwanted sexual activity; increases in sexual partner numbers; 
cohabitation; unwed parenthood; pornography; influence of the internet and media, and, the 
increasing prevalence of mental disorders (Eckersley, 2008; UNESCO, 2009).

In their everyday life, young people are exposed to a wide variety of sources communicating 
messages and understandings about identity, body image, sexuality, sex, relationships and 
love. Not all of these messages and lessons nourish and enhance life. Many are life-defying 
and life-destructive. The capacity of young people to feel connected to self and others and to 
live life wholeheartedly and justly is further compromised when sexuality and sex are isolated 
from the fullness of the human person. Sex, ‘outside of its proper containers of respect, 
unconditional commitment, and love, isn’t bringing more joy into our lives, but is leaving us 
more fragmented and lonely’ (Rolheiser, 2011).

In the midst of competing worldviews, the task of Catholic Education is to support young people 
to understand and critique shifting social norms in light of gospel values in order to arrive at a 
position of truth that sustains human thriving. In particular, that relational and sexual decision 
making are about love of God, love of self, love of others, and are inextricably entwined with 
the search for meaning (Collins, 2007). From this basis, Catholic schools and colleges have 
a strong mandate to intentionally and rigorously foster the capacity of young people to know 
how to: connect authentically with others in just and loving ways; make decisions based on 
an informed conscience; manage the changing states of relationships; and, honour life with 
great reverence. Most importantly in the Catholic context, the knowledge, skills, attitudes and 
dispositions developed in young people must be infused with the values of Jesus Christ and 
modelled by adults (John Paul II, 1981).
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Church
Many young people are not receiving Church teachings regarding sexuality and intimacy as ‘Good 
News’ (BCE, 2014). However, Christianity, and Catholic teachings on sexuality in particular, affirm 
the fundamental goodness of the human person, sexuality and the body. Unfortunately, these 
powerful messages are not made accessible in ways that make sense and can be integrated into 
the lives of young people. There is strong evidence to suggest that many young people encounter 
conflict between the Church’s official pronouncements on sexuality and sex, and the reality of their 
lived experience (BCE, 2014). Too often their understanding of these teachings and beliefs are 
marked by confusion and incoherence.

Within the wider Church community it can be difficult ‘to engage in authentic dialogue about 
how to develop/construct deeply Christian approaches to sexuality and sexual issues’ (Horell, 
2007a p. 199). In the past, it was typical for the Church to state its teachings on sexuality with 
an expectation that people would trust those teachings without question. In this context, fear 
of sexual sin proved a useful means of defending teachings that were not always presented 
positively (Percy, 2005). It is clear that this approach is no longer effective, particularly amongst 
young people today. Furthermore, the contemporary Church does not want to be perceived 
as being ‘obsessed with the transmission of a disjointed multitude of doctrines to be imposed 
insistently’ (Pope Francis in Spadaro S.J., 2013). Rather, it seeks an approach that cuts through 
moral norms to uncover the values that protect human flourishing, to recapture the ‘freshness 
and fragrance of the gospel’ (Pope Francis in Spadaro S.J., 2013).

In summary, it is the position of the Catholic Church that children have a right to life, education, 
bodily integrity, and the means for wholistic human development (United States Conference 
of Catholic Bishops, 1991). As both gift and task, the Church is called to proclaim Jesus’ rich 
vision of, and for, humanity. It is this larger vision that engages young people’s minds and 
hearts, even as they work to personally integrate the Church’s more challenging teachings in 
the context of good conscience. 
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The Nature of Relationships 
 and Sexuality Education  

in Catholic Schools

Section
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Catholic Perspective

Embedding Catholic perspectives into RSE is a response to:

• the human being’s ongoing quest in seeking the purpose and meaning of life and relationships 

• the Christian narrative, theology and Church tradition

• the Catholic vision for human thriving.

The distinctiveness of the Catholic perspective is found in responses to the Christic question of 

‘Who do you say I am?’ and responses to questions such as: Who are we? Who are we trying 

to become? How do we get there? It is the Christian narrative that provides us with responses 

that deepen our understanding and thereby increase our capacity to flourish. 

The Christian narrative explains that all of creation is good and has been made by Love for 

love, and why, being made in the image of God means each human being has been gifted with 

an unrepeatable and unique dignity. It describes why it is we long for wholeness and union 

despite our limitations and our ability to wound and harm one another. It reveals our capacity 

and disposition to embrace one another with tenderness, mercy, forgiveness and compassion. 

It breathes hope into our lives by gracing the unfolding human story with extraordinary possibility 

for restoration and redemption.

The Catholic vision for human thriving cherishes personhood, relationships and sexuality as 

fundamental to living life to the full. It rests on the assumption that all young people deserve, 

and have a right to, a deepening understanding of the human person and a comprehensive 

approach to RSE that follows research-based best practice guidelines. Essentially, RSE in 

Catholic schools focuses ‘upon the lifelong journey toward wholeness, from egoism to self-

giving love as a person created in the image of God and one who contributes to the common 

good’ (Living Life to the Full, BCE, 2005 p. 6). 

Best Practice Guidelines

Research-based best practice guidelines for Relationships and Sexuality Education are 

influenced by the Australian Curriculum and contemporary research within a Catholic 

perspective in this area. Discussed in detail in the following sections, the guidelines incorporate 

the following:

• a school-wide wholistic approach 

• building collaborative partnerships and capacity

• education within formation for students 
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• general principles for teaching RSE in Catholic schools 

• formation and professional learning of staff 

• conducive learning environments 

• inclusive practices 

• strengths-based approach

• social, emotional, spiritual wellbeing and formation of conscience 

• child safety education

• inquiry learning and dialogue 

• effective pedagogy 

• sensitive issues 

• appropriate and responsible use of resources. 

A School-Wide Wholistic Approach
A school-wide wholistic approach exhorts that education balances the ‘learning to know’ and 
‘learning to do’ with  ‘learning to be’ and ‘learning to live together’ (Roffey, 2015).  It engages 
key members of the school community in making decisions about the why, what, when, who, 
and how of relationships and sexuality education. Specifically, it focuses on the way it is 
taught and lived within the classroom and broader school culture. As a result, this approach 
to embedding a Catholic perspective in RSE serves to strengthen and deepen Catholic 
school identity and culture. 

Effective and sustainable RSE is dependent on leadership. Leading relationships and sexuality 
education from a Catholic perspective requires courageous conviction. It also depends upon 
unifying the community, developing shared goals and direction, and providing adept oversight, 
supportive infrastructure and appropriate resourcing (O’Brien & Resnick, 2009).

Effective leadership of relationships and sexuality education strategically incorporates the 
following elements as illustrated in the Catholic Perspectives Conceptual Framework in Figure 4:

• STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP

• STAFF FORMATION and PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT of Catholic Perspectives 
(including Relationships and Sexuality Education)

• STUDENT LEARNING and TEACHING of Catholic Perspectives (including Relationships 
and Sexuality Education)

• FAMILY ENGAGEMENT in capacity building of Catholic Perspectives (including 
Relationships and Sexuality Education)

• EARLY IDENTIFICATION and INTERVENTION of Catholic Perspectives (including 
Relationships and Sexuality Education)
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School-wide planning for these critical elements should be linked to, and aligned with, a 
school’s strategic and annual plan.

Building Collaborative Partnerships and Capacity

The success and sustainability of school-wide relationships and sexuality education efforts are 
dependent on collaborative partnerships within and beyond the school community, and involve 
the alignment of family, school, system, state and national agendas. 

Research into improving educational outcomes identifies collaborative capacity as a major vehicle 
for the success and sustainability of initiatives (Fullan, 2010). The Church too, has identified the 
importance of building collaborative capacity and recommends cultivating family-school-Church-
society partnerships as best practice for supporting parents. This approach also promotes best 
outcomes for young people in the area of relationships and sexuality education. The wisdom of 
Pope Francis suggests that the cultivation of any relationship of substance and effect begins 
by discovering and better understanding the values, perspectives, fears and aspirations of 
others through deep listening and authentic dialogue. Furthermore, Human Sexuality A Catholic 
Perspective for Education and Lifelong Learning (1991) offers three rules for any sex education 
program in schools, the wider church or society (McGovern, 2004, pp.8,9): 

Figure 4 Catholic Perspectives Conceptual Framework
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1. begin with parental involvement 

2. include parents throughout the planning and delivery phases of the program 

3. have parents integrally involved in the evaluation process after the program is complete.

It is important that schools consider what mechanisms need to be strengthened or put into 
place for appropriately involving, consulting and collaborating with parents/carers in RSE efforts. 
Moreover, as places of hospitality and inclusion, schools must consider and include parents/
carers from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds as well as families of varying constructs 
in policies, processes and procedures. 

Education within Formation for Students
Education within formation engages the whole person: heart, body, mind and spirit. Although 
RSE is principally an educational endeavour, it is not merely about the transmission of 
information and skills. From a Catholic perspective, RSE rests within the expanded context 
of formation as ‘education for love’ (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991). It 
nourishes young people’s spirituality, their capacity for wonder and reverence, whilst enhancing 
life-nourishing attitudes and actions.

It is manifested through a curriculum that explicitly expresses a Catholic identity in three ways 
(QCEC, 2008):

• first, it takes place within a Catholic understanding of purpose, meaning and destiny 

• second, it forms the whole person, created in the image and likeness of God

• third, it prepares students for their place in the world.

Education within formation requires schools to provide the contexts and environments that invite 
deep integration of the whole person. School-wide planning for both explicit and integrated RSE 
needs to ensure that young people are afforded the space, time and recurrent opportunity to:

• make sense of the underpinning values and knowledge within the context of their lives and 
the Catholic perspective

• engage in dialogue and conversation

• practise and apply skills 

• reflect on their lives and learning.

There are six key characteristics of explicit RSE curriculum in Catholic schools.  
These include being:

1. underpinned by the true meaning of human existence, as re-establlished by Jesus,  
who shows us who God is and the purpose of human life

2. informed by a Catholic perspective which presents a consistent and positive view of the 
body, sexuality, and loving, just relationships, as integral to human thriving 

3. firmly anchored in the reality of young people’s lives, striving to meet the changing needs of the 
growing person through accurate information adapted to the age and maturity of the learner
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4. able to comprehensively address and critique the aspects of body, heart, mind, spirit within 
the potential domains that influence behaviour. These include peer behaviours and beliefs, 
family values, culture, religion, society, media exposure and digital environments 

5. positively inclusive of gender, sexual orientation, disability, maturity, ethnicity, culture, age, 
religion and other life experience 

6. inclusive of learners as participants, advocates and evaluators.

General Principles for Teaching Relationships and Sexuality in a Catholic School

A series of General Principles that ‘apply to all persons engaged in human sexuality 
education, both teachers and learners’ (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991 
p. 89) underpin RSE in Catholic schools. 

The General Principles, as described in Human Sexuality: A Catholic Perspective for Education 
and Lifelong Learning (1991), articulate the fundamental ideas that ‘should be taught and 
learned early in life and (which) guide our sexuality as long as we live’ (p. 89). These principles, 
which have been generated according to scriptural values and Church teachings, characterise 
RSE in Catholic schools. It is important that they are taught alongside what is educationally 
appropriate and necessary at various stages of human development.

For Catholic Education Brisbane, these General Principles have been incorporated into the 
Catholic perspective of the relationships and sexuality aspects of the Australian Curriculum: 
Health & Physical Education. They have been expanded, integrated and organised according 
to the four key concepts of John Paul II’s Theology of the Body. These concepts have been 
written in educational language2 to ensure greater accessibility for teachers:

Original Solitude to be described as Learning and Teaching about The Person 

Original Unity to be described as Learning and Teaching about Love

Original Nakedness to be described as Learning and Teaching about Sexuality 

Original Sin to be described as Learning and Teaching about Loving Ethically and Living Safely 

Theology of the Body is John Paul II’s integrated and positive vision of the human person that 
provides a fresh context for understanding who we are in relation to the Church’s teaching on 
sexuality. John Paul takes us ‘back to the beginning’, before Original Sin to Original Solitude, 
Original Unity and Original Nakedness so that we may see and experience ourselves as God 
intended: whole, not broken (Percy, 2005). The Appendix provides an explanation of the General 
Principles interrelated with John Paul’s four key concepts. 

2 Brisbane Catholic Education acknowledges Catholic Education South Australia’s Made in the Image of God (2010) for inspiring 
the educational interpretations of John Paul’s four key concepts as curriculum organisers. 



20             Shape Paper - A Catholic Perspective on Relationships and Sexuality Education - Australian Curriculum: Health and Physical Education 21     

Formation and Professional Learning of Staff 

The extent and quality of staff formation and professional learning will be reflected in the 
school’s capacity to achieve its goals. Investment in initial and continuing staff formation and 
professional learning is one of the most important factors for whole-of-school RSE success. 
This can be achieved through the establishment of professional learning plans for RSE 
that meet the needs of staff whilst aligning with the overall school professional learning and 
formation plan.

While whole staff, key RSE teaching staff, administrators and support staff will receive similar 
initial professional learning and development, continuing formation is to be differentiated in 
order to meet the diverse needs and roles of staff. 

Generally, there is no disputing the need for professional learning and development in any 
area of curriculum. However, in the area of relationships and sexuality education in a Catholic 
school, it is the person of the teacher and their formation that draws strongest attention from 
the Church. Consequently, opportunities for formation in this area need to develop teachers’ 
affective maturity (social and emotional capabilities); their capacity to model and articulate the 
Catholic Church’s vision of the meaning and value of sexuality (United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, 1991); and their capacity for being ‘rich in humanity (and) capable of being 
in the midst of young people with a pedagogical style to promote (young people’s) human and 
spiritual growth’ (Pope Francis, 2014a).

Professional learning and formation of staff need to include:

• knowledge and understanding of the relationships and sexuality aspects of the Health and 
Physical Education Curriculum 

• Catholic perspectives in relationships and sexuality education

• the capacity to respond to sensitive and controversial issues

• child safety education

• contemporary understanding of effective pedagogy and learning environments and 
excellence in teaching and strengthening a Catholic Identity.

Conducive Learning Environments
The capacity for mature, healthy, ethical relationships requires the development of specific 
values, knowledge, attitudes and skills within a classroom environment where young people 
feel safe, valued, respected and included. Excellent learning and teaching cannot be delivered 
without an environment of inclusion, mutual respect, trust and an emphasis on positive 
relationships and respectful behaviour (National Safe Schools Framework, 2013).

Catholic schools strive to live and give witness to the characteristics of Jesus Christ. These 
include: challenge; forgiveness; tenderness; compassion; contemplation; action; justice; truth; 
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care; celebration; wholeness; and, community. Incorporating these characteristics in the 
learning environment, relationships, structures and procedures of a Catholic school constitutes 
The Religious Life of the School (one dimension of the Archdiocesan Religious Education 
Curriculum). This gives real and living expression to the Church’s pastoral mission in the 
school community. Imaging these characteristics expresses Catholic identity and provides the 
contexts and environments that invite deep integration. 

Inclusive Practices

Inclusive practices are instrumental in cultivating environments that are free from prejudice and 
discrimination. This is particularly important when considering young people with additional 
educational needs, those in challenging and traumatic circumstances – behavioural, emotional 
and social, and those struggling with their sexuality and identity. Scarcity of appropriate support 
and insufficient capacity of schools to keep children safe to minister to ‘the least among you 
all’ (Luke 9:48 ESV) not only violates basic human rights but breaches the social teachings of 
the Catholic Church.

Young people with any additional needs are entitled to the same protections, services and 
targeted education available to others. They have the right to receive appropriate education, 
support and nurturing. They have the right to develop the values, knowledge, skills and 
dispositions that enable them to navigate life’s challenges, to establish life-giving relationships 
and live deeply satisfying, enriched lives. This is what Catholic education strives to achieve. 

Strengths-Based Approach
A strengths-based approach to RSE values, develops and utilises both the individual and 
collective strengths of students and teachers (ACU National & Erebus International, 2008). 
Such an approach promotes individual and collective agency and encourages young people to 
take responsibility for themselves and each other.

Social, Emotional, Spiritual Wellbeing and Formation of Conscience
Young people with high levels of social, emotional and spiritual wellbeing (affective maturity) 
are more likely to successfully negotiate the challenges of learning and developing in childhood 
and adolescence, including in sexuality and sexual decision-making. Relational and sexual 
wellbeing demands ongoing growth in intimacy and affective maturity, the foundations of which 
begin in childhood. The building blocks of wellbeing are the social and emotional competencies 
of self-awareness; self-management; social-awareness; relationship skills; and responsible 
decision-making (CASEL, 2015). These competencies are taken up by the General Capabilities 
of the Australian Curriculum.

These competencies are critical in order for young people to acquire information, develop skills, 
explore values and form positive beliefs. It is the social and emotional competencies that enable a 
learner to translate knowledge and skills into action. Furthermore, learners need time to practise 
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using them. These same competencies underpin and contribute to spiritual wellbeing and the 
development of conscience.

Discerning whether actions are right or wrong is inseparable from who we understand ourselves 
to be and the type of morally right people we desire to become (Keenan, 2005). Teaching young 
people how to make responsible decisions is embodied in the Church’s teaching that ‘the dignity 
of the human person implies and requires uprightness of moral conscience’ (Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, no. 1776). 

Conscience is a capacity to discern right from wrong. It is where, in all that they say and do, 
a person is obliged to follow faithfully what they know to be right and just. The discernment of 
moral choices involves: the formation of a correct conscience using one’s reasoning and ability; 
the sources of divine revelation (Scripture and Tradition); the Church’s teaching and guidance; 
the wise counsel of others; and, one’s own individual and communal experience of prayer and 
grace (Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education, 1983 p. 92). The formation of conscience 
requires growth, development and application (Schihl, 2011). The law of gradualness, a principle 
used in Catholic moral and pastoral theology and elaborated by John Paul II, refers to the stages 
of growth through which a person comes to know and do what is morally good (John Paul 
II, 1981). This has significant bearing in the domain of relationships and sexuality. Theologian 
Bernhard Häring reminds us that sexual development is like a language. It is a gradual process 
that involves struggle, effort, and, at times, learning from mistakes (Häring, 1979).

Child Safety Education
Keeping children safe and building their capacity to be safe is of paramount importance for 
Catholic Schools. BCE’s commitment to the protection of students is based on the belief that 
each person is made in the image of God and is destined to thrive. Therefore, all students have 
the right to expect that the school will not only always act to protect them from any kind of harm, 
but that it will provide them with the necessary education to foster their ability to advocate for, 
and participate in, their own and others’ safety. Child safety education has been incorporated in 
the Catholic perspective of relationships and sexuality in the Australian Curriculum: Health and 
Physical Education for Brisbane Catholic Education.

Inquiry Learning and Dialogue
Inquiry learning, as recommended by the Australian Curriculum: Health and Physical Education, 
encourages students ‘to question the social, cultural and political factors that influence health 
and wellbeing. In doing so students explore matters such as inclusiveness, power inequalities, 
taken-for-granted assumptions, diversity and social justice, and develop strategies to improve 
their own and others’ wellbeing’ (ACARA, 2012 p.5). 

Embedded in the promotion of moral values, inquiry learning can enable young people to engage 
in rich dialogue and respectful listening, a practice that Pope Francis strongly encourages to 
foster the integration of faith and life. It is an approach that purposefully nurtures young people 



24             Shape Paper - A Catholic Perspective on Relationships and Sexuality Education - Australian Curriculum: Health and Physical Education

to become confident and active constructors and participants of culture, rather than passive 
consumers (BCE, 2013).

Such approaches creatively engage students assisting them to ‘gradually learn to open 
themselves to life as it is, and to create in themselves a definite attitude to life that will help them 
open their views and their hearts to the world that surrounds them, able to see things critically, with 
a sense of responsibility and a desire for a constructive commitment’ (Congregation For Catholic 
Education, 2007 par 43). They do this through the cultivation of conversation-rich environments. 
Conversation-rich environments are predicated on deep, respectful listening and constructive, 
open dialogue which engage learners deeply and broadly, opening wide the possibility for new 
and transformative ways of being, connecting, thinking and acting (Congregation For Catholic 
Education, 2014). Hattie (2012), confirms the importance of teaching through ‘dialogue not 
monologue’, and Pope Francis reminds us:

Dialogue, dialogue, dialogue. It is the only way for individuals, families and 
societies to grow, the only way for the life of peoples to progress, along with 
the culture of encounter, a culture in which all have something good to give 
and all can receive something good in return (Pope Francis, 2013b) 

Effective Pedagogy
The five pedagogical practices embedded in BCE’s Model of Pedagogy (2012) are consistent 
with an inquiry-based approach and provide a common language for planning and reflecting 
on learning and teaching in the classroom. 

Effective pedagogy in the teaching of relationships and sexuality in Catholic schools:
• cultivates relationships and environments where young people feel safe, valued, respected 

and included (Australian Government, 2010)
• encourages conversation-rich environments predicated on deep, respectful listening and 

constructive, open dialogue (Pope Francis, 2013b; Hattie, 2012)
• avoids the reduction of relationships and sexuality learning and teaching to information, 

skills and moral principles. Rather, it is anchored in the expanded context of ‘education for 
love’ (Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education, 1983; Catholic Education Archdiocese 
of Brisbane, 2013) 

• receives young people’s questions and challenges with compassion, mercy and humility, 
and conveys to students the whole of the Church’s position, not as a series of random 
or arbitrary prohibitions, but rather as what has been termed a ‘consistent ethic of life’ 
(Bernardin, 1988). This affirms that all are loved and worthy (Benedict XVI, 2005) and that 
life is sacred (John Paul II, 1995)

• fosters critical understanding which gives ‘a true recognition of student dignity as rational, 
thinking people who have a right to know why it is ultimately for their good that the Church 
teaches what it does’ (Horell, 2007 p. 29)

• employs active participatory learning methods to increase the likelihood of deep learning 
and life application (Martinez et al., 2012; UNESCO, 2009)
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Sensitive Issues
The nature of RSE means that sensitive and controversial issues are inevitably raised 
in the classroom setting. This can be particularly challenging for teachers as they strive to 
meaningfully and compassionately respond to the needs of young people and remain faithful 
to the Catholic perspective. Compounding this challenge is the rift that exists between the 
understandings many Catholics have and the subsequent choices they make, and the Church’s 
official pronouncements on particular issues. These can include the purpose of marriage, 
contraception, sterilization, artificial insemination, masturbation, abortion, premarital sex, 
homosexuality, celibacy, transgender issues and notions of sexual fluidity.

While it is incumbent upon teachers to have a very clear understanding of these issues, the 
Church’s teaching on them and the values that the teachings protect, they cannot be addressed 
outside of the context of contemporary life nor devoid of a pastoral response rich in humanity. 
Pope Francis argues for a new balance between doctrinal transmission and pastoral ministry 
to radiate the beauty of the gospel thereby inspiring moral confidence (Spadaro S.J., 2013). Of 
relevance here is what was noted previously from John Paul II, namely, the stages of growth in 
which a person comes to know and do what is morally good.

Pope Francis (Evangelii Gaudium, 2013: par 64) urges the teaching of critical thinking and 
encourages the development of mature moral values. Topics of a sensitive and controversial 
nature can be incorporated into inquiry learning to advance the integration of faith, life and 
culture. Inquiry learning, integrated with the study of the values that underpin the Church’s 
teachings, provides opportunities for students to become aware of issues and consider multiple 
world-views and their value bases (Congregation For Catholic Education, 2014). 

In this way, when teachers present both Church discourse, and other discourses that students 
will inevitably come across and be influenced by, and provide the skills and the licence to 
critically evaluate them, young people may come to a full appreciation of the gospel values so 
devoted to love and justice. This is the work of forming ‘persons who are responsible and inner-
directed, capable of choosing freely in conformity with their conscience’ (Sacred Congregation 
for Catholic Education, 1977, 31). It is also the task of educating all, ‘to live the gospel of Jesus 
Christ as successful, creative and confident, active and informed learners empowered to shape 
and enrich our world’ (Goal of the Catholic Education, Archdiocese of Brisbane Learning and 
Teaching Framework 2012).

Appropriate and Responsible Use of Resources

RSE demands the integrated use of effective pedagogies and quality resources that meet the 
diverse and wide-ranging needs of students, in support of desired outcomes. 

It is worth remembering that it can be the materials not used by educators that often ‘speak 
the loudest’ (null curriculum). Critical, creative and responsible use of resources such as 
electronic and digital, magazines, television programmes, films, news, advertising and music 
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can provide new ways of promoting the sexuality and relational formation of young people. 
However, materials and resources can also bring challenges. The avoidance of appropriate 
and responsible use of contemporary resources, so easily accessible to young people and 
so efficient at broadcasting their messages, compromises educator capacity to counter those 
messages. Left without challenge, they have the potential to powerfully shape young people 
and their future. 

Learners and Learning 
 in the Classroom
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Learners and Learning 
 in the Classroom

Section
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Responsibilities and Rights of Parents
The Church contends that ‘all children have a right to life, education, bodily integrity, and the 
means for holistic human development’ (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991 p. 
92). Furthermore, the Church values the essential and vital role of parents in their duty to form 
their children in the faith. This involves nourishing the attitudes, values, principles, information 
and example needed for young people to explore the vocation to love and live according to the 
vision of God (Pontifical Council for the Family, 1995). In addition, other Church agencies and 
the wider community also share in the concerns and the responsibilities of parents for their 
children’s welfare and capacity to thrive.

Catholic schools are well positioned to support parents by supplementing and enhancing 
the education that begins at home. In the realm of school-based relationships and sexuality 
education, the Church strongly urges a co-operative, inclusive and collaborative approach 
between home, school and Church (Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education, 1983). In this 
shared responsibility, schools strengthen relationships and mechanisms for engaging, involving, 
consulting and collaborating with parents. 

However, parents or guardians who wish to ‘withhold permission for their children…to participate 
in formal sexuality education programs outside the home ought to be respected’ (United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991 p. 78-79). Should parents choose to withdraw their 
children, Human Sexuality (1991) encourages parents to offer comparable sexuality education 
within the family setting (p.79). It cautions against parents opposing all school-based sex 
education as that would be inconsistent with the position of the Second Vatican Council (p. 80). 

Role of the Teacher
Teachers in Catholic schools bear the responsibility of representing the moral authority of society 
in general and of the Church in particular (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, 
Training and Youth Affairs, 2008; Congregation For Catholic Education, 2007). Yet the reality and 
complexity of the contexts, situations and moral challenges young people face can be difficult 
to grapple with as the issues do not always fit into neat categories and theological precision. 
As previously discussed in the section Sensitive Issues, teachers can find it very challenging to 
attend meaningfully to the needs of students from the Catholic perspective. This may be because 
they themselves feel under-equipped to speak authoritatively and positively about Catholic 
teaching or because they perceive resistance from students as insurmountable (BCE, 2014).

Pope Francis entreats us, inspired by the life of Jesus, not to be purely legalists but to ‘seek the 
people, heal people and to love people’ (Agasso, 2015). For it is in the context of relationships 
and sexuality that the Church’s deepest tradition and central messages speak of: 

love, mutual respect, the goodness of the body, and the sacredness of 
relationships – the great promise of our sexuality for contributing to human 
flourishing – for responsible and reverent relationships (Horell, 2007 p. 29).
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Teachers, therefore, are called to provide the best signs of God’s presence – genuine, deep and 
committed love, humility, compassion and tenderness (Vardy, 1998). Concomitantly, teachers 
offer the Church’s guidance for their students’ thriving, whilst respecting the individual’s God-
given freedom to make their own choices. 

Beliefs about Learners 
At the foundations of the work of teachers are the beliefs they have of the learners they serve. 
The BCE Learning and Teaching Framework (2012) explicitly articulates the beliefs that are 
promoted within schools in Brisbane Catholic Education:

• each3 learner is created in the image and likeness of God and, inspired by the Spirit, 
responds with passion and creativity to life 

• each learner seeks to find meaning in life and learning and, in the Catholic tradition, we find 
meaning in the person and teachings of Jesus to grow as pilgrim people

• each learner with a desire to search for truth and do what is right; accountable for choices 
and responsible for actions

• each learner is in some respect, like all others, like some others, like no other and we 
respond creatively, flexibly and with a futures orientation to ensure dignity and justice for all 

• each learner can achieve success in life and learning where diversity is valued and shared 
wisdom contributes to decision-making that enriches and enlivens our world

• each learner brings to the learning experience their own richly diverse life journey to contribute 
to a community in communion, empowered by the Spirit to be at the service of others.

Characteristics of the Learner
The school age years contribute substantially to the foundations of a young person’s life and 
indeed, shape the world in which they live, learn, grow and love. During these years, young 
people develop an understanding of what it means to be human, of who they are becoming, 
and how to get there. 

However, learners are not all the same. They demonstrate a wide range of strengths, abilities and 
needs, and move through life’s stages at various rates and degrees of maturity and readiness. 
The characteristics of learners detailed below have been sourced from BCE’s Learning and 
Teaching Framework (2012), Religious Education, Archdiocese of Brisbane (2013) and diverse 
research. These sources have drawn from models of child and adolescent development from 
theorists such as Kolhberg, Erickson, Piaget and Newman, and from the field of neuroscience. 

Models of development and their associated common characteristics provide a foundation from 
which to understand child and adolescent development. They can serve to guide schools in 

3 The phrase ‘every learner’, from BCE’s Learning and Teaching Framework (2012), has been revised to reflect BCEO’s 
Delivering Excellent Learning and Teaching Strategy (2014-2016), which focuses on ‘each’ learner.
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the delivery of educational experiences that are developmentally appropriate, relevant and 
meaningful. However, child and adolescent development is not always a linear process and 
stages of development may overlap or share common characteristics. As a result, it is necessary 
for teachers to draw on their knowledge and understandings of the students they teach. 

BCE is developing documentation to assist schools understand sexual behaviours exhibited 
by children at various ages and stages of their development.

Prep – Year 2 (typically 5 - 7 years old)

At this stage, learners are naturally curious and imaginative, and their image of God and of 
themselves is being developed, as is their personal (and sexual) identity. They are influenced 
by significant others in their lives. The family is very important and at this stage young learners 
can internalise their family’s values. They seek tenderness, compassion and acknowledgement 
from parents and teachers. Identity and self-esteem are central issues at this stage. 

During this stage, young learners turn their attention outwards to their physical and social 
worlds. As they investigate these worlds, they often engage in dramatic play. They can be self-
assertive, aggressive, demanding, and wanting to be first. They can also be unable to adapt 
and can feel insecure. This is the time for building a strong base of social and emotional skills, 
laying the foundation for spiritual, emotional and social wellbeing as learners move toward 
greater independence. 

Young learners are naturally curious about their bodies and the bodies of others, especially the 
differences between male and female. It is typical for young learners to explore their bodies 
and their sexuality and it must be reinforced that genitals are private, and their bodies, and 
the bodies of others, should be respected. They imitate what they have heard and observed 
but often do not understand the meaning behind their words. They need to be reassured and 
reminded of the specialness, goodness and equality in being male or female, as made in the 
image of God. They are curious about pregnancy and birth. Adults need to be mindful of their 
impressionability and the impact that attitudes, role models, media, and digital contexts have 
on shaping identities, behaviours and relationships. Learners of all ages need to know how to 
be safe from all forms of harm, manipulation and abuse. 

As they grow more independent, young learners become increasingly aware that they are 
one of many in the world. They are very concerned about following rules and can be very 
competitive. Their comprehension of right and wrong is very basic and they do not tend to 
understand ‘grey’ areas. They realise that there are consequences for the choices they make 
and have a growing appreciation of effects of their actions on other people. They understand 
that others have rights and opinions too.
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Years 3-4 (typically 8 - 9 years old)
At this stage learners still rely on parents for security but start to see adults as less than perfect. 
They are becoming increasingly independent and proud of it. Their growing experience of a wide 
range of relationships (family, friendship, school, church, and other) contributes to shaping their 
self-identity, including their sexuality, and their understanding of life, love and intimacy. Close bonds 
are typically formed with their own sex, with hostility towards the opposite sex not uncommon. 

Though still self-centred, learners of this age are interested in others and aware of differences. 
They begin to be aware of, and understand, the views and needs of others. They can be very 
sensitive and easily embarrassed. They start to realise that they are not the only ones who 
experience sadness, fear and anger. The need for acceptance and belonging becomes more 
important. They like to have a best friend and they need help accepting peers who are different 
or left out of a group.

At this stage, learners have an increasing capacity to vary the use of coping strategies to deal 
with challenging situations. They are developing the capacity to self-evaluate, recognise failures 
and can be excessively critical of themselves. Young learners who are well prepared for the 
physical and emotional changes they are about to encounter are more comfortable with, and 
manage better when, those changes take place. Learners of all ages need to know how to be 
safe from all forms of harm, manipulation and abuse. 

Learners can become very self-conscious about the body and preoccupied with secondary 
sexual characteristics. They are very interested in the life cycle (pregnancy, birth, babies 
etc.), gender roles, and the details of their own organs and functions. They begin to define 
themselves in terms of appearance. Some students may experience early onset of puberty. 
This is an age of increasing peer and media influence on sexual attitudes. Their increasing 
awareness and curiosity about sexuality and sex can be manifested in inappropriate jokes 
about sex, body parts, and sexual orientation.

Learners have a strong sense of right and wrong with fairness and equal treatment being 
important pillars of their developing moral reference. They are forming a conscience about 
what they think about, the issues that they experience and need guidance about how to 
make values-based decisions. There is an increased responsibility for behaviour and actions. 
Friendships influence their decision-making.

Years 5-6 (typically 10-11 years old)
For learners of this stage, the world is becoming a more complex place. As they strive for 
independence and assert their individuality, their developing self-identity and values are 
increasingly affected by peers and are vulnerable to worldly influences. While they desire 
greater independence, they do not as yet possess the skills to make sense of, and deal with, 
the world. Though they seek the approval of adults they can also be very critical of them and 
resent being told what to do. They can be daring, impulsive and competitive. 
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This is a stage that can be marked by emotional insecurity, especially anxiety and fear, and it is 
when they become self-conscious of their abilities. However, they also show increased efficiency 
in using multiple strategies for self-regulation of emotions and managing stress. Learners of all 
ages need to know how to be safe from all forms of harm, manipulation and abuse. 

As the onset of puberty brings about intense physical and emotional changes, they compare 
themselves to others and worry about being accepted and their popularity amongst their peers. 
They begin to realise that their self-interest must give way to the needs of others though each 
gender can show a lack of empathy and understanding towards the other. There is an increasingly 
sophisticated understanding of the place of social roles in the making and maintaining of 
friendships. Learners tend to be intensely loyal to the peer group and like to join organised 
groups. They are capable of forming close one-on-one friendships.

Learners of this stage are very curious about developed male and female bodies and bodily 
functions, and are attuned to sexual content on digital platforms. They experience the 
beginnings of sexual attraction. They can identify with admired adults (teachers, movie stars, 
music groups) and develop crushes. Body image and eating disorders can be a concern 
around this age. 

Capable of abstract thinking, they begin to question the rules and standards that they have 
previously accepted from institutions such as home, school and church. They can ‘test’ 
different value systems as they decide which fits best. They consider moral values and become 
interested in the good of others and of society. They are developing a conscience in relation to 
the thoughts they have and the issues they experience around them. They become aware that 
the choices they make may impact the future. 

Years 7-8 (typically 12-13 years old)
Change is not easy for most people but for many 12 and 13 year olds experiencing puberty, the 
changes to their physical, mental, emotional and social lives can be highly significant. A growing 
awareness of the complexity of the world can evoke both eagerness and fear as they struggle to 
develop their identity and independence. This is a time of questioning, exploring and establishing 
their own identity.

Stronger influences outside the family can challenge previously accepted beliefs, values and 
behaviour. This is a stage where learners can test the values, expectations and limits of adults 
and try out new ways of behaving. An expanding interest in, and influence of, the peer group 
is driven by the need for belonging, acceptance and love. They can be intensely loyal to their 
peers and have a strong need to conform to peer values. They seek security and stability.

Learners can be hyper-sensitive about what others think of them and fear rejection. They 
may experience stronger feelings of sadness, depression or stress, which can lead to risk-
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taking. They display physical maturity that does not necessarily match or reflect their social 
and emotional maturity. Learners of all ages need to know how to be safe from all forms of 
harm, manipulation and abuse. 

At this stage, curiosity about sexual matters, their bodies, and their own sexual orientation is 
common. Continued adjustment to the changing body can cause concern and sensitivity about 
the changes taking place, especially body image and attractiveness. They display an interest 
in experimentation. Learners can feel awkward and tend to compare themselves to idealised 
images. This can lead them to experience moodiness, insecurity and vulnerability of self-esteem. 

Morally, learners of this stage are idealistic and are capable of deeper moral thinking. They 
display interests that extend well beyond their own communities and are developing their 
worldview. They have a strong sense of fairness, justice and equality and though mostly 
interested in the present, are curious about different worldviews. They can tend to struggle 
with decision-making. 

Years 9-10 (typically 14-15 years old)
Learners at this stage can feel caught between childhood and adulthood. The desire for 
independence, the increased influence of peer group, and conflict with parents and other 
authority figures make this period of the young person’s life very challenging. Experiences with 
romantic relationships, exploration of sexual roles, and self-awareness of sexual orientation 
commonly occur during this time. 

Friendship and a sense of belonging are particularly important. Learners are capable of 
strong attachments to others, seeking close emotional ties with friends and the opposite sex. 
They fear ridicule and being unpopular. A characteristic of this stage is frequently changing 
relationships. Learners of this age are not always able to control their feelings and if another 
person does not feel the same way about them it can lead to some heartbreak. There can be 
a lot of emotional pain, loneliness and a sense of isolation. They can fall prey to peer pressure 
and emotional manipulation. Learners of all ages need to know how to be safe from all forms 
of harm, manipulation and abuse. 

Adolescent sexual development can be a confusing and anxious time. In seeking more explicit 
knowledge and understanding, they turn to sources that are readily available such as the peer 
group, media and digital contexts etc. At this stage, learners experience continued adjustment 
to the changing body and greater sexual interest. They can be extremely concerned with 
appearance, their body and their sexual attractiveness. Self-awareness of sexual orientation 
commonly occurs during this time and most young people, in one way or another, question and 
are sometimes concerned about their sexual orientation.

This stage is characterised by the need for security and stability. However, without well-
developed social and emotional capabilities, learners can engage in impulsive and dangerous 
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behaviour and be exposed to manipulation and exploitation. Peer group pressure and other 
sources of influence may lead learners to engage in experimentation and experiences that 
involve an imbalance of power. 

At this stage learners have begun to develop their own moral code and most have a strong 
sense of justice and equality. They question established values and beliefs (family, school, 
religion etc.) and test limits. At times their choices may not be consistent with some of their 
moral conclusions. They look to peers as their source of values and standards. They show 
interest in that which extends well beyond their immediate environments. 

Years 11-12 (typically 16-18 years old)
At this stage, learners have a firmer sense of their identity, enjoy greater independence and 
responsibility, and are thinking about the meaning and purpose of life. They are both excited 
and overwhelmed about the future. Living in an individualistic and technologically savvy society 
has sharpened their concern for equality and equal opportunity. Yet as free and contactable as 
these young adults are, they are hungry for presence and community. Many can face a serious 
lack of intimacy in their lives (Manson, 2015).

These learners are starting to integrate physical and emotional intimacy into relationships, have 
a greater concern and empathy for others, and are developing a sense of social responsibility. 
Friends are very important and they are increasingly aware of the social behaviours of their 
peers. They can be influenced by friends and peers and engage in risky behaviours. 

While they are generally calmer than in earlier years, under-developed social and emotional skills 
make it more difficult for them to cope with life’s struggles and risk more exposure to manipulation 
and exploitation. Loss of friends, rejection and power imbalances can impact greatly. Learners of 
all ages need to know how to be safe from all forms of harm, manipulation and abuse. 

Sexuality is a major concern. Continued adjustment to the changes brought by puberty 
can cause unease about being normal and feeling accepted. Learners are more aware of 
their sexual orientation and are concerned with serious relationships. Interest in intimate 
relationships increases and they can experience feelings of tender and sensual love, passion 
and strong sexual urges. 

Increased capacity for higher level thinking skills and processes can assist students to critically 
evaluate varying worldviews and contemporary moral challenges in light of their values. Their 
choices and behaviours begin to align with their moral conclusions. 
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Structure of Relationships and Sexuality Education and Child Safety 
in Catholic Schools
RSE and Child Safety Education in Catholic Schools occurs predominantly, but not exclusively, 
within the P-10 Australian Curriculum: Health and Physical Education (HPE). In Catholic 
schools, the relationships, sexuality and safety aspects covered within the HPE curriculum 
are enriched by the Catholic perspective. This perspective is grounded in sacred scripture, 
Catholic intellectual tradition, Catholic Social Teaching and Theology. It is a lens through which 
teachers in Catholic Schools plan for teaching and learning. 

The Personal, Social and Community Health Strand of the Australian Curriculum: Health and 
Physical Education (HPE) is where content related to RSE and Child Safety Education is 
included (see HPE structure diagram below). The HPE Curriculum also highlights focus areas 
that must be taught for students to acquire and demonstrate the knowledge, understanding 
and skills described in the achievement standard for each band of learning. Relationships and 
Sexuality and Safety are two of these focus areas. Concepts about Relationships and Sexuality 
and Safety could also be developed within other focus areas such as Mental Health and 
Wellbeing; Alcohol and Other Drugs. To assist teachers in their planning, the HPE curriculum 
maps the focus areas to the elaborations for each content description as illustrated in Figure 5.

Figure 5: Organisation of The Australian Curriculum: Health and Physical Education, (2014)
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For Brisbane Catholic Education, schools and teachers are supported to embed Catholic 
Perspectives within Relationships, Sexuality and Child Safety Education through BCE’s 
Australian Curriculum Online platform, as illustrated in Figure 6.

Figure 6 (Due to the nature of an online environment, these interfaces are subject to change 
as the build progresses). 

The BCE Australian Curriculum Online platform and a Catholic Perspective has been developed 
to meet the needs of teachers and schools by supporting them to identify opportunities to 
plan for, and teach Catholic perspectives, as well as to access theological reference materials 
from an authoritative source. In addition, implications for teaching and theologically appropriate 
resources are identified.

The online BCE Australian Curriculum identifies Catholic 
Perspectives inclusive of Relationships, Sexuality and Child 
Safety Education within the HPE component. This has been 
presented using the existing structure of the curriculum. 
Teachers access information about Catholic perspectives 
from an overarching document within the build; the Band (or 
Year Level Description) and Content Descriptions. A clear, 
visual symbol  (as shown) identifies the inclusion of Catholic 
Perspectives throughout the build.

Teacher Background Supporting Catholic Perspectives within 
Relationships and Sexuality Education
Within the online BCE Australian Curriculum and a Catholic Perspective an overarching 
theological document, Teacher Background Supporting a Catholic Perspective in Relationships 
and Sexuality Education will also be linked to those HPE content descriptions relating to 
relationships and sexuality. This overarching document is founded on the General Principles 
as described in Human Sexuality. A Catholic Perspective for Education and Lifelong Learning 
(1991), and John Paul II’s Theology of the Body. An overview of the General Principles 
organised around the concepts of the Theology of the Body is provided in the Appendix.
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Band or Year Level Description
The Bands or Year Level Descriptions assist teachers by providing important information about 
the learning context that applies to the content descriptions and achievement standards at a 
particular year or band of years. Within the HPE section a Catholic perspective on Relationships, 
Sexuality and Child Safety has been included within the Band Description (exampled below for 
Prep). This supports teachers to understand the lens that needs to be brought to the teaching 
of HPE content for that band.

Addition to Prep HPE Band Description
Students learn that humans are made in the image of God and that each person is to be 
respected, cared for and kept safe.   

Students learn that, as whole people, boys and girls are equal and have both strengths and 
limitations. They understand that their body is a good and precious gift from God and they 
are supported to use the anatomical names of private body parts when learning about body 
ownership, privacy, respect, and responsibility.

Students learn about respectful relationships, love and forgiveness.  They learn about God’s 
plan for people to help each other to be happy, healthy and safe. Students identify people who 
are important to them and can help to keep them safe. They are guided to recognise safe and 
unsafe situations. Students learn strategies to react to and report unsafe situations. 

Content Descriptions
Content Descriptions describe what is to be taught (knowledge, understanding and skills) 
and what students are expected to learn. In areas where Catholic perspectives naturally and 
powerfully support learning within a content description, a clear visual symbol has been included 
for teacher as illustrated in Figure 7.

Catholic 
Perspective  

symbol

Figure 7 (Due to the nature of an online environment, these interfaces are subject to change 

as the build progresses). 
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When teachers click on the icon or content description code (e.g. ACPPS091) they are taken to 

an Elaborations page where the Catholic Perspective (theological background) and Implications 

for Teaching (including resources) are presented, as illustrated in Figure 8. 

Figure 8 (Due to the nature of an online environment, these interfaces are subject to change 
as the build progresses).

Assessing and Reporting Student Achievement in HPE

Current Australian Government legislative requirements related to reporting student progress 
require schools to report student achievement for each learning area or subject studied, as 
assessed against achievement standards, including national standards where available. 
Therefore, assessment and reporting in HPE must be made against the HPE Achievement 
Standard which is presented unchanged within the BCE Australian Curriculum Online platform.

Whilst there is no requirement for the Catholic Perspective to be the focus of assessment and 
twice yearly reporting to parents, this perspective does inform and guide learning and teaching 
including decisions made about appropriate classroom activities and resource selection in a 
Catholic school. 

Appendix
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Appendix

Section
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General Principles and Theology of the Body
Underpinning RSE in Catholic schools is a series of General Principles that ‘apply to all persons 
engaged in human sexuality education, both teachers and learners’ (United States Conference 
of Catholic Bishops, 1991 p. 89). 

The General Principles, as described in Human Sexuality. A Catholic Perspective for Education 
and Lifelong Learning (1991), articulate the fundamental ideas that ‘should be taught and learned 
early in life and (which) guide our sexuality as long as we live’ (p. 89). These principles, which 
have been generated according to scriptural values and Church teachings apply to every stage 
of human development and underpin RSE in Catholic schools. They must be taught alongside 
what is educationally appropriate and necessary at various ages of human development. 

For Brisbane Catholic Education, the General Principles have been incorporated into the support 
materials for teaching the relationships and sexuality aspects of the Australian Curriculum: 
Health & Physical Education with Catholic perspectives. They have been expanded, integrated 
and organised according to the four key concepts of John Paul II’s Theology of the Body 4. The 
four key concepts have been written in educational language5 to ensure greater accessibility 
for teachers:

Original Solitude to be described as Learning and Teaching about The Person 

Original Unity to be described as Learning and Teaching about Love

Original Nakedness to be described as Learning and Teaching about Sexuality 

Original Sin to be described as Learning and Teaching about Loving Ethically and Living Safely 

Original Solitude: Learning and Teaching about The Person 
On that day you will realise that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I 
am in you. John 14:20

John Paul II’s Original Solitude has two key messages. First, humanity’s relationship with God is 
unique to us as human beings. Human life is unique. Second, the human person is not meant to 
be alone. Made in the image of God is to be made for love, for self-giving (Percy, 2005). Original 
Solitude is made more specific by other church resources and other theological studies. 

4 Theology of the Body is John Paul II’s integrated and positive vision of the human person that provides a fresh context 
for understanding who we are and the Church’s teaching on sexuality. John Paul takes us ‘back to the beginning’, before 
Original Sin to Original Solitude, Original Unity and Original Nakedness so that we may see and experience ourselves as God 
intended: whole, not broken (Percy, 2005).

5 Brisbane Catholic Education acknowledges Catholic Education South Australia’s Made in the Image of God (2010) for inspiring 
the educational interpretations of John Paul’s four key concepts as curriculum organisers. 
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Mature sexuality and relationships are anchored in the Christian understanding of the human 
person and respond to the profound questions of who we are, what makes us flourish, and 
determine how we relate to ourselves, God and one another. The Catholic position holds fast to 
the essential goodness of the human person, as made in the image and likeness of God. The 
Catholic Church’s ‘construct’ of the human person teaches that human life is sacred and that the 
dignity of the human person is the foundation of a moral vision for society (USCCB, 2013). 

1. Precious Gift

• This is a God-filled and God-infused world. The incarnation (the Word made flesh/God-
dwells-here) adds great dignity to our being embodied, sexual beings. All persons have 
dignity and worth 

• Each human being is unique and unrepeatable and ‘is loved extravagantly and 
unconditionally by a most beautiful God’ (O’Leary, 2009)

• To be made in the image and likeness of God means that human beings were made by 
Love and are made for love. This is an image that inspires us to renew ourselves, our 
relationships and transform the way we treat one another 

• The human person images the Trinitarian God whose being is to-be-in-relationship. 
Humankind is called to a destiny of relation and wholeness as embodied spirit, inspirited 
body. Ratzinger (1990) argues that, in the image of the Word as to and from the Father, 
‘relation, being related, is not something superadded to the person, it is the person itself.’ 
(Ratzinger, 1990) 

• The human person is of many dimensions: spiritual, physical, affective, social, cultural 
and intellectual. We are called to be fully human and integrated therefore each dimension 
deserves respect and nurturing 

• Human sexuality is a divine gift, a blend of spirit and body that shares in God’s creative 
love and life (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991). The divine becoming 
human adds greater dignity to our being embodied, sexual beings. Through Jesus’ birth, 
life, death, resurrection, and promised return, we can become our best selves, able with 
God’s help to overcome temptation of any kind (United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops, 1991)

• We approach human sexuality with a deep and abiding sense of appreciation, wonder, 
and respect.

Original Unity: Learning and Teaching about Love
There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no 
longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus (Galatians 3:28)

Original Unity teaches that our fulfillment cannot be found in a solitary life, but in being unified 
with another human being. We are created to be related – to give and to receive (as noted earlier 
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and explained by Joseph Ratzinger). This is the donative aspect of divine love and human love 
as expressed through increasing union. God created male and female for communion and, in 
this union, God reveals God’s self.

Relational and sexual wellbeing for an adult Christian demands ongoing growth in intimacy 
and affective maturity, the foundations of which begin in childhood. RSE must avoid sexual 
dualism and perpetuate deep integration of body, heart, mind and spirit for the cultivation of 
universal care and responsibility for one another. 

1. Call to Holiness

• There is a universal calling in every human heart to be personally whole and spiritually 
holy (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991) 

• Spirituality, rightly understood, implies a lifelong process of conversion. In both, we look 
at our lives in the light of God’s love, try to live out the death-resurrection-present reign of 
Jesus in everyday circumstances, and change those things that isolate and alienate us 
from God, self, and one another (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• Uniting the body, heart, mind, and spirit opens the door to Love and manifests in loving, 
ethical relationships and action (Delio, 2013)

• Dealing creatively with one’s own sexuality - gender, sexual feelings, desires - is a 
fundamental challenge in every persons’ quest for maturity and holiness (United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• ‘It is God’s delight to be worshipped in the way we touch and look at each other, in the way 
we listen and talk to each other, in the way we forgive and promise to start all over again’ 
(O’Leary, 2007 p. 30).

2. Love

• The desire to be loved and to love, to be united with one another, is a deep-seated and 
natural yearning 

• Created in God’s likeness (whose Trinitarian being is to-be-in-relationship), we are called 
to a life of loving and being loved. Love is the basic vocation we all share. We begin with 
love, continue in love, and reach our fulfillment of love through, with, and in God when 
we die (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• All relationships are meant to mirror the relationality that constitutes the Trinity and must 
be characterised by love, radical equality and mutuality, inclusivity and justice with mercy

• Whenever we encounter another person in love, we learn something new about God. 
Whenever our eyes are opened to acknowledge the other, we grow in the light of faith 
and knowledge of God (Pope Francis, 2013a, 272)

• God’s place is within all forms of human love: Eros (sexual love) Agape (unconditional, 
self-sacrificing love); Philia (friendship) (Benedict XVI, 2005)
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• Love is an energy eager for connection. It is an energy that continually turns us towards 
one another (Ferder & Heagle, 2007)

• We are called to share fully in a relational covenant of love. This covenantal aspect lies at the 
heart of Christian belief. It embodies the goodness of the body, mutuality, inclusivity, equality 
and justice in all relationships: self, God, others (Hilkert, 1995; Whitehead & Whitehead, 1990)

• Intimacy is the hallmark of the Christian life (Au & Cannon, 1995). Experiencing true 
intimacy begins with knowing ourselves as being loved and accepting ourselves as 
lovable (Delio, 2013)

• The integral wholeness of love includes a healthy sexuality

• Integrating love relies on the primary elements of the human spirit – freedom and truth, 
which in practice for the human person means the capacity to make a sincere gift of 
ourselves in love, through freedom, in response to the truth about the human person 
(Doyle, 2009 p.223)

• Love turns passion into transformative power (Delio, 2013 p. 51). Love gives meaning to 
biological urges

• Love involves personal decision characterised by commitment, self-sacrifice and 
perseverance (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• In our efforts to love, we make real and incarnate God’s goodness, love, and vitality 
(United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• Our sexuality, as distinct from sexual activity, is an innate force that can draw us out of 
ourselves into loving relationships (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• ‘Love in the full sense of the word is a virtue, not just an emotion, and still less a mere 
excitement of the senses. The virtue is produced in the will and has at its disposal the 
resources of the will’s spiritual potential: in other words, it is an authentic commitment of the 
free will of one person (the subject), resulting from the truth about another person’ (Wojtyla, 
1981, p. 123, English translation 1981, H.T. Wiletts, William Collins Sons & Co. Ltd).

3. Marriage

• Marriage – the fundamental and fruitful commitment that establishes the stable family 
unit – comes to birth when a man and a woman give themselves without reserve to each 
other. Each says to the other: ‘This is my body given for you’. Living this self-sacrificing 
love is a way of reclaiming the original blessing that God always wanted the human 
family to enjoy (Coleridge, 2015)

• Marriage is both a unitive and procreative community of love, bound by an unbreakable 
pledge of fidelity, a covenant that is deeper than any civil contract (United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991) 

• There is an essentially Eucharistic dimension to a married couples’ love-making and 
family-making (Coleridge, 2015)
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• The intimacy of a married couple, which allows them to be without fear or shame in 
each other’s presence, is a grace that undoes the original sin. By this grace, their minds, 
hearts and souls stand revealed to each other as gift (Coleridge, 2015)

• Christian marriage is a sacrament by which man and woman profess to each other 
solemn vows of love and fidelity, which serve as the outward sign of an interior reality 
(United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• Marriage is a lifelong sacrament. The ongoing growth in understanding and living the 
sacramentality of marriage begins with remote and immediate preparation for marriage 
and continues with support throughout the years of married life (United States Conference 
of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• The expression of sexuality is an intensely personal means of communication, and in 
marriage represents total self-giving (John Paul II, 1981) 

• Each of us is called to be sexually responsible and chaste in whatever vocation we 
discern (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991).

4. Single Life

• Each of us is called to be sexually responsible and chaste in whatever vocation we 
discern (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991) 

• The single way of life represents a wide variety of life-styles in our culture: temporarily 
or permanently single, divorced, separated, and widowed (United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• Mature, single persons, seek a careful balance between a healthy independence, with 
a reasonable degree of privacy and freedom, and the need for love, including genuine 
belonging (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991).

5. Celibacy

• Each of us is called to be sexually responsible and chaste in whatever vocation we discern 

• Celibacy accepted for the sake of the reign of God serves as a complement to the 
vocation of marriage (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• Celibates choose not to give their life to any one person and are challenged to share it 
generously with many people (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• Sexuality is a dynamic element in the life of ordained, vowed and promised celibates 
(United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991).

Original Nakedness: Learning and Teaching about Sexuality 
31 God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good  
(Genesis 1:31).

Recovering the incarnational and relational perspective of the human person, Imago Dei, in 
which all parts and elements of being human are considered good and integrated, demands 
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an expanded vision of sexuality itself. John Paul II in his deep appreciation for the dignity of 
the human and the beauty of human sexuality has shaped this vision. Original Nakedness is 
symbolic of openness and freedom in communication. It is about seeing the beauty of and loving 
the whole person in all his or her unrepeatable uniqueness, as God sees us. It is about desiring 
and relating to another in a way that delights in the other, that treasures their vulnerability, that 
takes pleasure in their very existence. It is about freedom, of loving and being loved as God 
loves, tenderly and without domination (Radcliffe OP, 2008).

1. Body

• And the Word became flesh and lived among us John 1:14. In the mystery of the 
incarnation God has taken on ‘skin’ – embraced our fleshly, human condition fully and 
generously (Ferder & Heagle, 2007 p.77)

• Each human body expresses our deepest identity - the person - and is created and 
sustained in being by God, and reveals the mystery of God. 

• The human body is good. We are enfleshed sexual beings, male and female (United 
States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• ‘The body, in fact, and it alone, is capable of making visible what is invisible: the spiritual 
and the divine. It was created to transfer in the visible reality of the world the invisible 
mystery hidden since time immemorial in God, and thus be a sign of it’ (General Audience 
20/2/80)

• The embodiment of the person is deeper than sexual difference (Bader, 2007)

• The whole human body, interior and exterior, is a sacrament

• In our efforts to love, we make real and incarnate God’s goodness, love, and vitality 
(United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• The person is a body/soul unity

• The body is one with the soul in the human person (embodied spirit, inspirited body). As with 
the soul, the body is a threshold to wholeness, our authentic selves, to God, and to love 

• The body with its feelings, thoughts, urges and longings is a place of divine revelation 
rather than something to be feared or an object of shame or something less than the 
mind or spirit. The body can bring us closer to God (McClone, 2011, p.4) 

• Each person’s destiny – dignity, identity and vocation – is unique (Bader, 2007)

• Again, John Paul II reminds us that ‘the person, by the light of reason and the support 
of virtue, discovers in the body the anticipatory signs, the expression and the promise of 
the gift of the self, in conformity with the wise plan of the Creator’ (John Paul II, 1993, 48) 

• Respect for the human body is reflected in how we care for ourselves physically, 
emotionally, and spiritually (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991). 
Aquinas speaks of how we must have love for our body as a gift from God (Aquinas, 
1948 Summa Theologiae 2.2.25.5)
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• We are called to love as God loves, in and through our bodies (West, 2009 p. 26) 

• Healthy shame is a protector and guardian of the deepest and most sacred vulnerable 
part of oneself – our bodily and sexual life – and protects us from abuse, whether by 
another or ourselves (Percy, 2005).

2. Sexual Beings

• We are sexual beings from conception to death (United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops, 1991)

• There are two ways of being human – male and female. Both woman and man are 
persons (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• The complementarity of woman and man is characterised by a) equal dignity b) significant 
difference c) synergetic relation – meaning something more happens when you have 
two (man and woman together (e.g. generation of a child or spiritual generation) d) 
intergenerational fruition – generation after generation after generation (Allen, 2014)

• Divine Love and its human expression is inherently donative. This gift of the self to the 
other in relationship has two characteristics: it is unitive in moving into greater levels of 
interpersonal intimacy; it is creative in that it is open to new life as in children and in other 
expressions of what is life-giving in society and relationships (Ryan SM, 2015). 

3. Equality of Male and Female

• Both man and woman are persons – equal yet distinct

• Man and woman share the same humanity. They are both made in God’s image sharing 
a basic mutuality. Both are called to live in a covenant of love.

4. Sexuality and Sex

• A wholistic understanding of human sexuality flows from creation in the Imago Dei as 
a human person, as self, and a beloved of God, in which all parts and elements are 
considered good, and all are integrated into one’s personal being, from which flows one’s 
unique and unrepeatable identity and vocation (Bader, 2007 p. 105) 

• Sexuality flows from the Triune God’s life of generativity and love. Divine life, God-as-
community, is a model for all human relationships (Ferder & Heagle, 2007)

• Sexuality refers to a fundamental component of personality in and through which we, as 
male or female, experience our relatedness to self, others, the world and God (United 
States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• Sexuality involves the whole person and seeks connection, communion. It cannot be 
confined to flesh. It is a powerful force for emotional and spiritual union housed in the 
physical body. Sexuality is both physical and spiritual (Ferder & Heagle, 2007 p. 40)

• Sexuality is a sacred force that is directed towards interconnectedness to create and 
sustain life (Ferder & Heagle, 2007)
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• Sexuality is the characteristic of the body that constitutes the image of God in humanity 
(West, 2009)

• Healthy Christian sexuality concerns the whole person – body, heart (affective dimension), 
mind and spirit – within the context of all their relationships (McClone, 2011) 

• Sexuality is an enrichment of the whole person – body, emotions and soul – and manifests 
its innermost meaning in leading the person to the gift of self in love (John Paul II, 1981) 

• Sexuality is a core dimension of the human need to love and be loved

• Sexuality presumes that we are part of a whole and have been separated from the 
whole. Our incompleteness (as female and male) makes us long for wholeness and 
union (Delio, 2013 p. 48) hence the concept of complementarity. Therefore sexuality 
holds the capacity for unification and wholeness

• Dealing creatively with one’s own sexuality – gender, sexual feelings, and desires – is a 
fundamental challenge in every person’s quest for maturity and holiness

• When our sexuality is integrated with the best of our spiritual motives, entwined with love, our 
attitudes about sexuality can be changed in the direction of more compassionate, life sustaining 
attitudes and actions and orients us towards wholeness (McClone, 2011; Delio, 2013)

• For the Christian, sexuality, spirituality and love are inseparable in the pursuit of 
authenticity and fulfillment 

• Sexuality in the context and conviction of the Christian vision is situated within loving and 
just relationships and the enhancement of the human vocation 

• We are urged to live out the sacred gift of sexuality in a way that honours self, others and 
God (Haffner & Palmer, 2010)

• Sexuality must be grounded in respect for the power of sexuality, to either enrich or 
diminish life

• Sexuality for the Christian needs the protection of reverence (chastity) and wisdom (prudence)

• Sex refers either to the biological aspects of being male or female (i.e., synonym for 
one’s gender) or to the expressions of sexuality, which have physical, emotional, social, 
and spiritual dimensions (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991).

5. Genital Sexual Intimacy 

• As noted above, citing John Paul II that we can discover ‘in the body the anticipatory 
signs, the expression and the promise of the gift of the self’ (1993)

• The Church’s teaching on genital sex is rooted in a profound respect for the dignity and 
uniqueness of human persons (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• Genital sexual union has its true meaning and moral integrity only in the context of 
marriage (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991). It is the deepest, most 
intimate and the ultimate sign of human love involving the greatest intimacy and trust
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• God, as a life-giving communion of persons, is expressed in the union of ‘one flesh’ (genital 
sexual intimacy). Commitment, intimacy and passion vitalizes and nurtures covenanted love 
(Genovesi, 1996)

• Framed as a sign of God’s enduring love, genital sexual intimacy is an enfleshment of 
God’s fidelity, self-giving, communication, and yearning for unity (Genovesi, 1996)

• Authentic sexual love (without control or manipulation) is the emergence of spirit (Delio, 
2013 p. 49)

• Outside the context of marriage, genital intimacy, however well intended, is not an 
expression of total self-giving. Objectively speaking, it is morally wrong (United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991).

6. Chastity

• For Christians, chastity is one of the keys to a healthy sexuality and healthy personhood

• To be chaste is to experience people, things, places, entertainment, the phases of 
our lives, and sex in a way that does not violate them or ourselves. To be chaste is to 
experience things reverently, in such a way that the experience leaves both them and 
ourselves more, not less, integrated. Thus, we are chaste when we relate to others in a 
way that does not transgress their moral, psychological, emotional, aesthetic, and sexual 
boundaries (Rolheiser, 1999) 

• Every person is a sexual being, called to be chaste, that is, to live in a way that is sexually 
responsible for one’s state in life (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• Chastity consists in guiding the sexual instinct to the service of love and of integrating it 
in the development of the person (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• Properly channelled and directed sexuality can lead to generative acts of love and 
intimacy that build up the human community and enhance the human vocation 

• Again, it must be remembered, as noted earlier, that growth in the virtue of chastity and 
in sexual integration is a developmental and life-long process.

Original Sin: Learning and Teaching about Loving Ethically and Living Safely 
‘A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you 
must love one another. 35 By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, 
if you love one another.’ John 13:34-35 (NV)

15 For I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I 
do the very thing I hate… 15  For I have the desire to do what is right, but not 
the ability to carry it out. 19 bFor I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not 
want is what I keep on doing. Romans 7:15-19

Like Paul, we too are basically good, yet we are also flawed, mainly, we have our sins, faults 
and weaknesses. We can find ourselves knowing what is good and right yet struggling to 
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do what is good and right. Fundamentally, the reality of sin’s impact is very much part of the 
human condition. This is true of the individual, of society, and of culture. This means that we 
can have distorted perceptions of what is true, and misguided responses to what is good. In 
other words, when Paul, in Romans 7: 14-23, speaks of the ‘inner struggle’, he is speaking 
not just personally but of the condition of humankind. This struggle is between the spiritual self 
(pneuma) that seeks God, truth and goodness as opposed to the unspiritual self (sarkikos), 
which resists or opposes God, truth and goodness. Importantly, this conflict is not between 
spirit and body. Rather, within the whole human person, there are tendencies or desires, whose 
depth is such that they can only be healed, transformed, and even brought to consciousness, 
through the saving grace of Christ. 

There has been much theological debate about the nature and sources of what is referred 
to as ‘original sin’. In the time of St. Augustine (though he did not use the term), original sin 
was understood in relationship to the universal saving work of Christ. The question being, if 
we are saved, what are we saved from? Essentially, the answers to the ‘from’, prompted the 
theological construct of original sin. We must be careful of balancing two things: first, the reality 
of the influence of evil and sin from sources beyond our control, and second, of taking personal 
responsibility for what is within our control.

One contemporary perspective in interpreting original sin in terms of the experience of 
victimhood is offered by Neil Ormerod (2007). This points to the question of responsibility and 
those factors that lessen or, even remove responsibility in certain human situations. It is the 
human reality that we are influenced by genetic, social and cultural factors that are, to a lesser 
or greater extent, beyond our control. In the light of this, Ormerod makes the point, regarding 
original sin, that, 

We are ‘first and foremost sinned against’ and that this, in early childhood, entails 
a ‘human brokenness, an interior shattering or distortion of consciousness that 
muddies our search for direction in the movement of life’ that brings with it a 
‘weakened sense of our own worth which inclines us, with a statistical inevitability, 
to sin (Creation, Grace, and Redemption, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2007, 79). 

However, does it end there? Are we caught in a deterministic-type of cycle that offers no 
hope? In the Christian tradition the saving and merciful action of Jesus is mediated through 
the Church but also through the many aspects of human experience (eg. family, relationships, 
personal example). It is in this way that moral blindness, prejudice, distorted desires, and self-
centred passions can be healed and directed so that personal worth rightly seeks that which is 
truly good and life-giving in God. Through Jesus, then, all things are made new, are restored 
and redeemed thus re-establishing the true meaning of human existence (Ryan, 2015 in a 
personal interchange in light of Ormerod’s book and recent theological studies about original 
sin as in Thornhill).
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There is a powerful interrelatedness between sexuality and intimacy with issues of power and 
justice. The biblical word for promoting and protecting the dignity of persons in relationships 
is justice. All relationships are meant to mirror the relationality that constitutes the Trinity and 
must be characterised by love, radical equality and mutuality, inclusivity and justice with mercy. 

1. Sin

• Sin is looking for the right thing in the wrong place (St. Augustine in Coleridge, 2007)

• While we are called to incarnate the image of God in the way we live and love, the gift 
of human sexuality also can be abused, sometimes intentionally, sometimes through 
immaturity or ignorance, cultural pressure, selfishness, and even malicious intent (United 
States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• Temptations to subvert our human desires, including sexual ones, into purely selfish 
aims or to manipulate others in relationships have been experienced in our hearts and 
in human history

• How we think about and treat one another reflects how we think about and feel about 
God (Bell, 2007)

• Jesus’ approach to sin in the gospels is in the form of healing; power goes out from him 
that brings to life what is disconnected or diseased. The emphasis is on wholeness. 
Jesus’ God-centred life shows a way of relating to others that makes wholes where there 
are divisions (Delio, 2013, p 117/18) 

• Bad sexual behaviour is usually linked with domination and violence obscuring, even 
blinding us to sense God in our lives. Good sexual relations overcome the distortions of 
power, seek equality and mutuality and, as such, preach the gospel (Radcliffe OP, 2008).

2. Forgiveness 

• We are aware of our own frailty and sin as well as God’s abiding presence and promise 
of forgiveness

• As members of the Church, we draw strength, comfort, and renewed challenge from the 
Word of God, the Eucharist, and the healing and strengthening power of the sacrament 
of reconciliation.

• It is also helpful to keep in mind that forgiveness, healing, and reconciliation are not 
necessarily the same. Forgiveness is a decision that often needs repeating. Healing is 
a process that takes time. Reconciliation is the restoring of a relationship that may have 
been broken or undermined. Hence, there could a restoration of the relationship even 
though healing is incomplete. It may also be the case sometimes, that while there is true 
forgiveness and healing the relationship might never be the same (Malone, 1994)

• ‘Listen carefully to this: each of us is capable of doing the same thing that that man or that 
woman in prison did. All of us have the capacity to sin and to do the same, to make mistakes 
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in life…Mercy overcomes every wall, every barrier…it is mercy which changes the heart and 
the life, which can regenerate a person and allow him or her to integrate into society in a new 
way’ (Pope Francis, 2014b).

3. Education/Conscience

• Educators in human sexuality must both teach and listen. They need to be able to convey 
the Church’s teachings with authority, candor, sound reasoning, fidelity, and sensitivity 
to the age and maturity level of their students. They must also take time to listen to 
questions, concerns and insights; respect learners’ integrity and sincerity; and to facilitate 
their ongoing conscience formation

• Each person has an obligation to form a correct conscience. It is the responsibility of 
Catholic educators to assist them in the process by articulating Church teaching in its 
entirety and in its integrity while remembering, as noted earlier, appropriating what is 
truly good is a gradual process.

4. Moral Decision Making

• In talking about moral decision-making it is important to clarify what is meant by 
‘freedom’. Vatican II reminds us that ‘freedom is an exceptional sign of the image of God 
in humanity’ (Gaudium et Spes, 17). In the light of this, it is helpful to note with O’Neil 
and Black (2003), that freedom can be understood in two senses: ‘freedom from’ is the 
capacity to choose and determine one’s own actions. In other words, one is able to make 
personal choices without the obstacles and impediments that can block freedom. But 
there is a richer aspect of freedom in what can be termed ‘freedom for’: it is the capacity 
of a person to direct their lives towards what is truly good, to be free for and to seek what 
is good. It is ‘freedom for excellence’ which flowers in the gift from God of a virtuous life 

• True freedom (God’s freedom) results from the transformed heart (transformed by 
God’s love) that goes beyond the conformity to the law (West, 2009 p. 134). Carefully 
understood there is truth in saying that ‘Jesus didn’t want his community to have a social 
ethic. He wanted them to be a social ethic’ (Rohr, 2008, italics added). In Jesus, freedom, 
love and truth are intimately connected 

• The Church believes there are objectively right and wrong answers to moral dilemmas. 
The process of moving from absolute values to general norms to specific case judgments 
requires the virtue of prudence, the ability to exercise sound judgment in practical matters, 
in order to arrive at moral certainty in one’s judgments (United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, 1991)

• Discernment of moral choices involves the formation of a correct conscience by a process 
of using one’s reasoning ability, the sources of divine revelation (Scripture and tradition), 
the Church’s teaching and guidance, the wise counsel of others, and one’s own individual 
and communal experience of prayer and grace (United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops, 1991).
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5. Personal Responsibility

• Each of us is entrusted by God with the awesome responsibility of guiding and directing 
our gift of sexuality wisely and lovingly - to safeguard the dignity, safety and equality of all 

• At best, our sexuality calls us to personal maturity and interpersonal commitments

• Emotional and affective maturity is dependent on personal and social development and 
involves identifying, understanding, expressing and managing a wide array of emotions 
that foster healthy relationships and enables a person to navigate and grow from the 
storms of relationships. Growth in the affective dimension is indispensable to relational 
and sexual wellbeing (McClone, 2011).
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