
 

  

Exploring habitus and agency to inform training pathways for enhancing both delivery and 

quality of inclusive Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) in an English Christian 

independent boarding school. 

 

By Matthew Round BSc (Hons), MSc, PGCE 

 

This thesis is submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the award of the degree 

of Doctor of Education (EdD) of the University of Portsmouth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 

 

 

 

Declaration  

Whilst registered as a candidate for the above degree, I have not been registered for any other 
research award. The results and conclusions embodied in this thesis are the work of the named 
candidate and have not been submitted for any other academic award.  

Word count: 54992 

 

Signature:  

 

Name: Matthew Ross Round 

 

Date:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 

 

Acknowledgements  

Conducting this research has been a long, challenging, insightful, and at times isolating, 
experience. Without the enthusiasm and encouragement of those involved in the study, 
and indeed all aspects of my life, it would have gone unfinished. 

 
I would like to thank my supervisors, (Dr Francesca Salvi, Dr Alessia Tranchese, & Dr Ann 
Emerson) for their continual support, guidance, reassurance, and patience without which 
the completion of this thesis would not have been possible. 

I would also like to thank all the participants and interviewees that took part in the study; 
the conversations were a reminder of the importance of the subject matter, and – at times 
– source of great humour! I would also like to recognise the gratitude I have for the 
Headmistress of LABS who has allowed me to experiment and study her school in such 
detail, and the staff across LABS who have allowed me to discuss with them, with such 
passion and intrigue, the sex lives of our students, and their discomfort. 

Finally, I would like to express gratitude to my wife, daughter, mother, and sister. Without 
their tremendous understanding and encouragement over the past few years it would have 
been impossible to complete this study. 

This work is dedicated to my father – Keith. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 

 

Abstract: 

As Deputy Head in an independent boarding school, it is my job to make sure that the 2020 

Relationships and Sex Education Reform (RSE) is not just a compliance activity, but a key aspect of 

pupils’ experience. At Lady Agatha’s Boarding School (LABS), none of the teachers delivering the 

2020 framework are RSE specialists: colleagues at LABS are thus being asked to deliver material 

that is unfamiliar to them. It is perhaps unsurprising, that also because of this, teachers find 

themselves in a space of political, moral and personal discomfort. To them, this is a form of symbolic 

violence. 

This thesis sets out to better understand that discomfort, while also initiating a conversation 

between those implementing the reform, and those at the receiving end, the pupils. Relying on a 

case study approach this research shows that within an elite secondary school discomfort in 

delivering RSE can be found on several levels but is most keenly found in the intersection of the 

personal and professional aspects of the individual. This research suggests that a change in the 

approach of schools to RSE CPD moves away from pedagogies of exposure towards cultures of 

conversation, while simultaneously augmenting Initial Teacher Training programmes to ensure 

quality training for RSE is present for all colleagues new to the profession. This thesis goes further 

to suggest that Teacher Standard Three includes RSE as a core competency of the profession in line 

with literacy and numeracy.  

The implementation of state mandated educational reforms within independent boarding schools 

in England is remarkably under researched, so there are limited examples for LABS to use in 

implementing the reform.  This thesis addresses that gap by using a Bourdieusian framework 

alongside the perspective of an insider researcher, to understand the social mechanisms involved 

in the implementation of the 2020 RSE framework. Relying on a case study approach, this research 

recognises the voices of LABS students as they demand teachers to be impassioned, skilful, 

knowledgeable, and aware of how complex their relationships, sex-lives, and gendered positionings 

are. This understanding of students needs is articulated within an exploration of the discomfort felt 

by LABS staff when delivering RSE, and confronted with personally and professionally embarrassing 

subject matter. I further my analysis by engaging with staff discomfort: LABS staff are unprepared 

to effectively and sensitively deliver complex and personal issues surrounding sex, pornography, 

sexuality, gender, diversity, and inclusivity. Moreover, discomfort relating to the spectre of child 

abuse, a culture of surveillance, the corruption of the innocent, and the fear of parents imagined, 

impact on colleagues as they respond to the RSE needs of LABS students.  My argument is, 

ultimately, that such positioning, and the employment of mediated agency to reduce discomfort, 

has created a state of student sexual repression and hypersexual regulation within LABS. This has 
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assisted in developing a hidden curriculum (Kehily 2002) of heteronormativity and female-held 

sexual virtue. Using the understanding of students needs and staff discomfort, I explore the use of 

Continuing Professional Development (CPD) to reduce discomfort and improve delivery of RSE in 

LABS. The research identifies personal and professional resistance to RSE CPD, and finds that LABS 

should move away from pedagogies of exposure towards cultures of conversation. This thesis 

concludes by recommending specific changes to CPD policies and practices at LABS in the short to 

medium term. In the long term, this work identifies a need to expand current programmes for Initial 

Teacher Training in the UK to include a clear focus on RSE, and to offer specialised training to 

existing teachers. 
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Glossary of Abbreviations 

CCM  Constant Comparative Method 

CPD  Continuous Professional Development   

DfE  Department for Education 

DfES  Department for Education and Skills 

FG  Focus Group 

HEI  Higher Education Institution 

InSeT  In Service Training 

ITT  Initial Teacher Training 

LABS  Lady Agatha’s Boarding School 

PSHE  Personal Social and Health Education 

RSE  Relationships and Sex Education 

LGBTQIA+  Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer/Questioning, Intersex, Asexual/ Ally 

and any other group of peoples who do not hold an heteronormative positioning 

TRA Teacher Regulation agency  

LADO Local Area Designated Officer 

SMSC Spiritual Moral Social and Cultural education 

KS3 Key Stage 3 (11-14 Years old) 

KS4 Key Stage 4 (14-16 years old) 

SHARE  Sexual Health And Relationships Education 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Setting The Context For This Thesis 

 

“Children who need to be taught to respect traditional moral values are being taught that 

they have an inalienable right to be gay… All of those children are being cheated of a 

sound start in life — yes, cheated.” Margaret Thatcher (1987) 

 

Although Thatcher’s speech to the Conservative Party Conference in 1987 heralded the 

direction of travel for state mandated sex education for the following 13 years, the story of 

this thesis begins one year later with Section 28 of the local government act, passing in 

1988. This legislation dealt specifically with the question of family values in England and 

within local and national government institutions. This had a particular and profound 

impact on schools (Lee 2019): it expressly forbade the promotion of homosexuality, or the 

publication and distribution of materials in schools which promoted1 homosexuality 2, and 

went further to outlaw any school activity framing homosexuality as a normal family 

relationship (Valentine et al 2001). This way, Section 28 constructed a moral imperative 

around heteronormativity 3, which simultaneously created a narrative within school-based 

sex education programmes of sexuality as a personal lifestyle choice (Lee 2019).  

                                                           
1 Promoted here has been italicised to foreshadow a particular feeling of discomfort discussed in chapter 5. 
2 see section 2.2 and 5.2.3 
3 see section 2.3.1 
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Additionally, the study discussed here revolves around Lady Agatha Boarding School 

(LABS)4, which evolved as a Catholic School. Its sex education programme was based on the 

traditional Roman Catholic family values of abstinence and heterosexual morality. The 

combination of traditional Catholic and Conservative values in LABS constructed a site 

where adolescent sexuality was treated as malleable – something that could be shaped or 

at least stimulated within the individual, by the institution or individual teachers. This 

contributed to producing and reproducing a doxa (Bourdieu & Passeron 2000) that 

assumed any discussion of sexuality outside of the heteronormative paradigm could (and 

would) corrupt children’s5 innocence (Lindgren 2018), and promote what the state, and the 

church, considered inappropriate relationships or deviant sexual activity (Valentine et al 

2001). As a result of Section 28 combined with the traditional family values of the Roman 

Catholic Church, sex education in LABS became entrenched in heteronormativity, 

monogamy, and biological processes (Lee 2019).  

 

In 2000 the then Department for Education and Skills (DfES) published a new programme 

of sex education. It was designed to tackle the rising rates in teenage pregnancy, and 

Sexually Transmitted Diseases (STD) in England, at the time the worst in Europe (Connor et 

al 1997; Alldred & David 2007). Although the 2000 Sex Education reform superseded the 

precedents set within Section 28, Section 28 was not repealed in England until 2003. Since 

the dawn of the last millennium there have been no real developments in the statutory 

framework for the delivery of sex education in England, until February 2019, when the 

                                                           
4 LABS is a pseudonym used to safeguard the identity of the school. 
5 In relation to this thesis, as in industry standard, children are classed as any young person under the age of 
18. 
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Department for Education (DfE) published a call for evidence, which eventually developed 

into a draft version of new statutory guidance for teaching Relationships and Sex Education 

(RSE). This became the site of great public interest following on from a number of high-

profile public protests and community challenges to inclusive relationships education, 

particularly in Primary Schools (Parveen 2019). In response to the changes in statutory 

guidance, and a clear concern to ensure any programme is sensitive to both the law and 

stakeholders, conferences were held, and online resources were created, disseminated and 

presented to schools in readiness for September 2020 (for example: Sex Education Forum 

2019). However, little of this research or public interest seems to have made its way into 

academic publication, particularly in relation to independent boarding schools with a faith 

element. This provides a gap within the literature which this thesis starts to fill.  

 

Further to this, it is extraordinary that sex education has been given little attention in 

schools’, evidenced for example by the paucity of in-service-training (InSeT) on this topic 

(See section 2.12). This is, in part, because schools did not see obvious professional 

development needs from whole school perspectives (Biddulph 2006) because of a 

governmental focus on raising academic standards and examination outputs, as well as 

very little willingness on the part of schools to challenge the heteronormative narrative 

created by section 28 (Formby 2011). To add to this, very little attention is given to sex 

education within Initial Teacher Training (ITT) programmes (Oerton & Bowen 2014). Yet, 

with little preparation and training, teachers are being confronted with a politically and 

ideologically loaded subject (Lewis & Knijn 2002), one that has been historically used to 

articulate varying governmental and religious philosophies (Preston 2019). Indeed, since 

the DfES sex education reform (2000), teachers who deliver RSE are often expected to do 
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more than simply provide sexual health, or sexual biomechanical information (Cohen et al 

2012). This ‘more’ often takes the form of students asking for information regarding 

abortion, sexual violence, masturbation, LGBTQIA+, use of prophylactics, as well as more 

abstract concepts such as pleasure and love, or being asked somewhat explicit sexual 

questions. This adds to RSE a site of discomfort (Preston 2019), and potential resistance for 

teachers.  

 

The literature and research regarding the impact of quality sex education on students is 

prolific across the globe with examples from North America, Canada, Sweden, Tanzania & 

South Africa – I will consider these further in section 2.2. However, there is relative scarcity 

of research on English independent boarding schools. Moreover, although UK based 

research covers a range of topics associated with RSE, including masculinity (Limmer 2010), 

health-based approaches, student agency (Formby 2011), parent agency (Elton et al 2019), 

or primary settings (Mason 2010), scholarly insight around secondary schools is markedly 

deficient. Furthermore, there is little to no focus on the factors leading to teachers’ 

resistance and discomfort in the delivery of comprehensive and inclusive RSE.  This study 

contributes to bridging that gap by considering the needs of students in regard to RSE 

content and delivery, the discomfort of staff in the delivery of RSE, and the use of CPD to 

help meet students’ needs and reduce staff discomfort within the context of an 

independent boarding secondary school. 
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1.2 Research Questions 

This thesis explores LABS students’ needs regarding RSE delivery and content. It then takes 

this benchmark, married with the requirements of the new statutory framework, to 

consider how and where RSE teachers may feel discomfort. Lastly, it interrogates the use 

of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) as an appropriate method to reduce staff 

discomfort while preparing colleagues to deliver the new framework, thus bridging the gap 

between understanding of RSE issues, comfort in delivery of RSE, and the delivery of 

consistent quality RSE delivery identified by Page (2017), specifically in relation to English 

independent boarding school contexts. 

The insight developed here explores the possibility of preparing non-specialist teachers for 

the delivery of inclusive RSE within a space of legal compliance and stakeholder needs. It 

does so by engaging with the following questions: 

1. What are LABS KS4 children’s views over the structure and delivery of RSE? How do 

they envisage an ideal RSE delivery? 

 

2. Do teachers at LABS feel discomfort in delivering RSE? Where is this discomfort 

located, and how is it related to their mediated agency?  

 

3. How could a CPD programme for inclusive RSE be constructed within LABS with a 

view to reducing teacher discomfort, while remaining child-centred? 
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1.3 Rationale 

When I started teaching in 2002, my experience of sex education was negligible. No part of 

my Initial Teacher Training (ITT) was devoted to the delivery of sex education, or indeed 

pastoral care outside of the behaviour management of a classroom. This lack of familiarity 

was not mine alone: my peers had a very similar if not identical experience (Preston 2019). 

When I joined LABS in 2009, very little had changed. Although there was a growing call 

nationally for equality6 in teaching, there was little development within LABS as space 

where all members could be open and honest about themselves in regard to gender or 

sexuality.  

 

Fast forward to a decade later, I am now the Deputy Head at LABS, leading pastoral care, 

safeguarding, and boarding. As well as ensuring the health and wellbeing of LABS students, 

as Deputy Head I am responsible for the implementation of government reforms, and 

finding ways to ensure that new statutory frameworks are adhered to, if not 

enthusiastically embraced. While doing so, I must ensure that the ethos, values, and 

mission of my school remain unchanged – or if they are changed, it is done in a way that is 

sensitive and proportionate to the history of the institution.  As part of my role of 

safeguarding lead, I soon became aware of the link between the mental ill-health of 

students and their identification as LGBTQIA+. The latest research continues to suggest that 

LGBTQIA+ 7children are more likely to perform poorly academically (Poteat et al 2021); self-

                                                           
6 Indeed, after the passing of the 2010 Equality Act, there was a clear policy need for equality and diversity 
at school level 
7  For the purposes of this thesis the term LGBTQIA+ is used to represent Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, Queer/Questioning, Intersex, Asexual/ Ally and any other group of peoples who do not hold a 
heteronormative positioning (Holleb 2019). The term is, in and of itself, problematic and exclusionary, as it 
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harm (Quarshie et al 2020); suffer from substance abuse (Ryan et al 2020); as well as 

attempt (Poon et al 2019) and successfully complete (Russon et al 2021) suicide8. LABS is 

not immune to this national and international trend.  For example, one evening Jasper9, a 

boy in Year 10, came to my study in a state of distress. After the tea and sympathy, Jasper 

disclosed that he had been self-harming. This self-harm was a result of his isolation in a 

school where there was an unwritten preference for heterosexuality: being gay was 

‘abnormal’ – and therefore not accepted. Initially I was keen to challenge this, knowing that 

the Equality Act had made sexuality a protected characteristic, and that same sex marriage 

had been legalised the year before. However, listening to his story unfold, there was 

something clearly not quite right. Although there had been large strides made nationally in 

the fight for equality regarding sexually and gender diverse people, something about the 

ethos, or the teaching, or the language, or the unwritten rules - or a combination of all 

these factors - still made Jasper feel other.  

 

Shortly after Jasper’s visit, and the consultation on RSE had closed, I attended a conference 

on implementing inclusive RSE. During the conference, it was suggested that schools allow 

students access to pornography (see section 5.2.3), consider sexual pleasure outside of 

penis-vagina sex, including masturbation (see section 2.7 and 5.2.3), and incorporate 

                                                           
presents as a broad ranging umbrella term which inevitably reduces a diverse group of peoples to a singular 
label (Holleb, 2019), homogenising the identities and the needs of those included within it. However, in this 
instance, LGBTQIA+ is used to express students’ desire to explore, and be open to the inclusion of a range of 
gender identities and sexualities. It is not within the purpose of this thesis to critically explore this term in 
detail, but it is important to recognise its limitations. 
8 Although ‘successfully complete suicide’ is in its self a problematic term (a discussion and exploration of 
which is outside the scope of this thesis), the phrase is in common professional parlance within the industry 
(secondary education & pastoral care). To reflect the professional nature of the thesis the term is retained 
here.  
9 All names of students, colleagues, and the institution under study have been changed to provide 
anonymity. I discuss this in more length in chapter 3, as part of the methodology. 
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divergent romantic and sexual relationships such as polyamory in to the RSE programme. 

There was a clear and obvious disconnect between the stories of harm from the young 

people at the conference as a direct result of poor RSE (just like Jasper), the needs of the 

youth charity sector who organised the conference, and the intense discomfort (Oerton & 

Bowen 2014) that I felt as teacher with the possibility of discussing porn, masturbation, or 

polyamory with students and parents. This prompted me to consider whether LABS could 

move away from biological notions and risk, over to autonomy and pleasure (Preston 

2019). Do the students of LABS even want RSE to look like this, and do colleagues at LABS 

really adopt positions of inaction within the classroom, potentially silencing debate, playing 

down questions, and discouraging student explorations of themselves? Further to this, 

there is the possibility that the discomfort colleagues find in RSE prevent adequate 

challenges to prejudicial viewpoints (Biddulph 2006; Page 2017) in the classroom and 

across LABS, in such a way that they construct a hidden curriculum where prejudicial 

viewpoints are accepted through a lack of examination - which ultimately leads to othering 

students like Jasper. 

 

1.4 The Structure of the Thesis 

Further to this Introduction, Chapter two explores the existing literature across the three 

distinct strands of the thesis (student RSE needs, staff discomfort in RSE, and using 

Continuing Professional Development to reduce staff discomfort and increase student RSE 

provision). Firstly, I attempt to locate RSE in LABS regarding its sociohistorical development 

within a faith-based school, while exploring the nature of inclusive RSE by considering the 

inclusion of pleasure and sex positivity within the curriculum. Chapter two then examines 
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the literature available on the nature of teacher discomfort when delivering RSE, and how 

discomfort can be expressed within the classroom and at a national level. The chapter 

concludes by considering the available research on continuing professional development 

regarding teaching RSE in secondary schools in England, before positioning the research 

questions within the identified gaps. 

 

Chapter three sets off from the research questions, explaining both the methodology and 

methods employed in conducting the research. It lays out the grounds for using an 

approach founded within radical constructivism and how such an approach fits with the 

work of Bourdieu. As well as detailing the philosophical grounding of the research, and me 

as a researcher, the chapter considers the use of focus groups to collect primary data across 

the student and staff bodies at LABS, and how this can be done both effectively and 

ethically to form a case study.  

 

Chapter four uses the primary data generated through the student Focus Group to analyse 

the needs and wants of students at LABS regarding RSE. It explores the content of the 

current curriculum and its effects on the students regarding their understanding of 

themselves as developing sexual and social beings. Here I show that LABS students want to 

explore topics such as consent, sex positivity, LGBTQIA+, pornography, body image, slut 

shaming, sexual virtue, and sexual morality. The chapter also considers the student 

perspective on the potential restrictive effects of including of parents and the wider 

community in the construction and delivery of the RSE curriculum. The chapter concludes 
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with an exploration of student needs and wants regarding the discursive delivery and 

exploratory nature of the content they are seeking.  

 

Having considered student wants and needs in terms of content and delivery, chapter five 

identifies disconnects and overlaps with the discomfort expressed in the staff focus group 

data. The use of Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992) to 

understand discomfort links to acts of symbolic violence or the consecration of the value 

of symbolic capital. The chapter concludes by considering how mediated agency is 

employed by staff at LABS to reduce discomfort. 

 

Chapter six builds on chapters four and five to consider the CPD needs of staff at LABS. The 

chapter starts by considering some of the ‘elephants in the room’ this research has 

highlighted: why is RSE not included in ITT? Why are there no teachers with RSE as their 

main curriculum subject? Why are teachers expected to deliver RSE even though it is a site 

of personal and professional discomfort? Chapter six further engages with the dataset 

generated to consider the benefits and disadvantages of using CPD based in pedagogies of 

exposure or cultures of conversation (Meyer & Leonardi 2018) to develop LABS into an 

institution in which all members of the school community are not other but usual.  

 

Finally, chapter seven draws the analysis to a conclusion, synthesising the literature and 

the primary data analysis. This conclusive chapter considers the insight generated here in 

relation to the research questions, in order to form recommendations for LABS and on a 
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national level, regarding the development of a CPD programme to successfully implement 

and deliver the 2020 RSE reform.  

 

To recap the research questions this thesis aims to answer are; 

1. What are LABS KS4 children’s views over the structure and delivery of RSE? How do 

they envisage an ideal RSE delivery? 

 

2. Do teachers at LABS feel discomfort in delivering RSE? Where is this discomfort 

located, and how is it related to their mediated agency?  

 

3. How could a CPD programme for inclusive RSE be constructed within LABS with a 

view to reducing teacher discomfort, while remaining child-centred? 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter frames the current position of Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) in 

England. It considers the legislative journey of RSE from 1988 and the creation of Section 

28 through to September 2020, focusing on the creation of the RSE framework (DfE 2019a). 

Considering the social impacts this journey has had on RSE in secondary schools, it also 

positions this research within the literature on RSE programme construction and delivery 

within independent, boarding and faith Schools in England. Further to this, because, a 

consideration of RSE cannot be decoupled from its delivery in schools, this chapter 

delineates the disconnect between policy compliant delivery of RSE (for example the 

inclusion of LGBTQIA+), and the lived reality and agentic choices RSE teachers make (for 

example silencing discussion regarding LGBTQIA+ inclusion). To do this, I build on the 

literature around the choices teachers and institutions make in constructing and delivering 

RSE programmes to tease out the discomfort practitioners feel in topics such as sexuality 

and pleasure. In so doing, I inevitably turn to including literature around parental responses 

to RSE delivery and, more broadly, the discourse of childhood innocence which has 

continues to shape educational policies such as this one. Last, I argue here that a focus on 

teachers’ mediated agency is imperative in the planning of Continuous Professional 

Development (CPD) and In Service Training (InSeT) to prepare teachers for an effective and 

inclusive delivery of statutory RSE.  

 

2.2 A Sociohistorical Positioning of RSE In England 

The 2020 (DfE 2020) statutory guidance reform is the first major overhaul of sex and 

relationships education in a generation. The previous guidance issued in 2000 was given to 
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schools three years before the repeal of Section 28 in 2003. Section 28 of the Local 

Government Act (1988), stated in law that local authorities must “prohibit the promotion 

of homosexuality”, and as a result specifically dealt with the question of homosexuality in 

schools (Lee 2019). In real terms, Section 28 expressly forbade the publication and 

distribution of materials in schools normalising homosexuality by outlawing any school 

activity which suggested that homosexuality, as a normal family relationship, was 

acceptable (Valentine et al 2001). This way, Section 28 constructed a moral imperative 

around heteronormativity (Vanderbeck & Johnson 2015), simultaneously creating a 

narrative of sexuality as not biologically determined, but as personal lifestyle choice (Lee 

2019). In other words, adolescent sexuality was constructed as malleable – something that 

could be created or at least influenced by the school. Subsequently, any school-based 

discussion around sexuality outside of the heteronormative narrative (McNeill 2013; Lee 

2019) could and would corrupt children’s innocence, and promote what the state 

considered inappropriate relationships and sexual activity, thus creating a new generation 

of non-heteronormative students (Lindgren 2018; Valentine et al 2001). As a result of 

Section 28, RSE became entrenched in heteronormative monogamy founded in biological 

processes (Lee 2019; Measor 2004). The ‘call for evidence’ (DfE 2017) created an 

opportunity for state and independent schools, the charity sector, parents, and young 

people to consider the (re)emergence of moral (Allen 2011) as well as policy debate. In 

response to the call for evidence and the changes in statutory guidance, and with clear 

concern to ensure any programme is sensitive to both the statutory guidance from the DfE 

and stakeholders (students, parents, teachers, and the institution itself) needs10, a 

                                                           
10 The needs of the stakeholders will vary from institution to institution. The 2020 DfE guidance requires 
each institution to construct a research project to identify and understand the needs of their students and 
parents. This thesis is part of such a journey in LABS. 
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significant number of conferences (e.g., Sex Education Forum 2019), training programmes 

(Sexplain 2019b), and online tools (Brook 2019) have been created, disseminated and 

presented to schools in readiness for September 2020. However, little of this research 

seems to have made its way into academia, and that which has (e.g., Wood et al 2019) 

focuses on the ethics of content rather than the implementation of the reform from the 

perspective of the teacher, student or institution. Indeed, although the literature available 

on teacher and ability willingness and comfort (see section 2.6) in RSE delivery at KS4 (or 

equivalent) is established globally, with examples from the USA (Calderone 1968), Canada 

(e.g., Cohen et al 2012), Tanzania & South Africa (Helleve et al 2009), India (Velavan 2020), 

Australia (Charles 2013) and Scotland (Buston et al 2002), the literature from England 

regarding teacher ability willingness and comfort is more limited. Where it is present, it 

tends to concern students (e.g., Limmer 2010; Formby 2011);  parents (e.g. Elton et al 

2019); or has a primary or early year focus (e.g. Mason 2010; Stone et al 2013); focuses on 

an aspect of RSE such as consent (Bragg et al 2021) to locate a wider problem such as 

teacher training and RSE status (Alldred et al 2003; Alldred & David 2007); have a specific 

gendered focus (e.g. Charles & Allan 2022); focus on the state sector (Bragg et al 2021; 

Kehily 2002); or focus on wider policy enactment challenges (Bragg et al 2022). 

 

The literature considering RSE within English private11 boarding schools at the secondary 

level (KS4) is limited, with Lingard et al (2012) suggesting that this may be a wider issue 

regarding researchers access to elite institutions. However, comparative studies (e.g., 

Charles & Allen 2022) consider elite school students experiences across the globe to argue 

                                                           
11 Section 2.3.1 considers the context of LABS. Here we can consider private school to be synonymous with 
‘elite’ which is a more common term used within academic literature.  
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that that sex education curricula are steeped within a complex matrix of competing 

arguments (Vanwensenbeeck et al 2019). Amongst these, are national debates 

surrounding content, and institutional debates surrounding policy and the interpretation 

of national frameworks (Magnùsson et al 2019; Allen 2011). School curricula (and in 

particular RSE curricular) are not therefore neutral, they are political and ideological (Freire 

1970; Allen 2011); they are framed within the pedagogical practices of teachers conveying 

what the individual teacher values, nested within the value structures of the institution and 

the state (Apple 1990), which again sits within a larger series of societal networks or 

ecologies (Neal & Neal 2013). This is reflective of Ecological Systems Theory 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) which argues that children find themselves nested within a 

multivariate ecology of social networks, on the micro scale (the family), the meso scale (the 

school as institution and the teachers within the schools), through to the macro scale (the 

state and national identities/ cultures). Each of these layers, have profound influence on 

the development of the individual child. In the case of RSE, the ecology of the state, of the 

school and its teachers, and of the family interact with each other. RSE is a reflection 

therefore, of political struggles between what constitutes knowledge, what knowledge is 

considered appropriate (Bourdieu 1996) or valuable and what is discussed (and what is not 

discussed) within the home and classroom (Foucault 1990) – with both absence and 

presence carrying value laden messages (Fairclough 2010). Indeed, Thomson (1994 p40) 

suggests that “sex education is the political front line between the personal and the public”. 

 

Over recent years this intersection between the political and the personal has become ever 

more present. In March 2021, a website called “Everyone’s Invited” (Criddle 2021), made 

national news and prompted debate within the House of Commons and Lords. Everyone’s 
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Invited is an online anonymous messaging board, which aims to provide a space for people 

to share stories of sexual harassment and violence experienced while in institutional 

settings. The majority of postings related to schools, colleges and universities (although 

there were a number of NGO youth groups, charities, and churches sited). The posts 

detailed stories and experiences of children and young people which pointed to systemic 

sexual abuse, harassment, and misogyny as spaces of abuse across the United Kingdom.  

 

This scandal prompted the Secretary of State for Education to order Ofsted (Ofsted 2021) 

to investigate the culture of sexual harassment and violence in secondary schools and 

further education colleges across England and Wales.  The investigation laid bare what has 

been referred to as a ‘rape culture’ (Criddle 2021) in every school. In this context rape 

culture is used to highlight the normalisation of sexual harassment and sexual violence 

between children (often referred to as child-on-child abuse), but mostly perpetrated by 

male teenagers towards female teenagers. The accounts posted on Everyone’s Invited 

showed how non-consensual sexual touching, upskirting, and the use of misogynistic and 

sexualised language was often unnoticed by staff at schools and colleges, and when it was 

noticed it was often unchallenged.  This culture was due in part to the hidden curriculum 

(Wozolek 2020), perpetuated by a lack of meaningful and effective RSE (Ofsted 2021). 

Ofsted suggested that poor RSE provision, combined with the scant training of school and 

college staff to recognise the signs and nature of sexual harassment and violence in the 

daily existence of (predominantly girl) students within their institutions, required 

immediate rectification. Ofsted’s report led the DfE in July 2021 to publish a more robust 

version of their 2017 guidance on Sexual Harassment and Sexual Violence in Schools (DfE 

2021a), as well as a complementary version of Keeping children Safe in Education (DfE 
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2021b), which placed a legal duty on schools to immediately address the ‘sexual abuse 

culture’ in schools as a safeguarding issue alongside the legal duty to implement the 2019 

RSE reform.  

 

The 2019 reform and wider academic literature, however, have little evidence of exploring 

factors affecting resistance from teachers in England to deliver comprehensive12 and 

inclusive13 RSE within an English independent boarding school setting as LABS. This is 

surprising, not least as there are at least 576 boarding schools in England (Boarding Schools 

Association n.d.). The consequences of not having thorough academic research, that 

engages directly with the voice of teachers, students and the institution, could be far 

reaching, as this silence could reduce the efficacy, and increase the cost (both economic 

and human) of any changes made. This is because by not listening to the experiences and 

positionality of the actors within the field, or indeed considering the field itself, it is 

impossible to develop an understanding of the needs of those involved in relation to RSE. 

 

This section positioned the need to develop effective and inclusive in-school RSE within the 

policy journey that created substantial tensions between teacher delivery of RSE and the 

2020 RSE framework. Section 2.3 develops this further to consider why RSE is needed in 

schools at all. 

 

                                                           
12 Used here to describe the inclusion of sex education that develops an individual’s understanding of their 
emotional and sexual self – see sections 2.4 & 2.5 for a discussion regarding RSE curricular content 
13 Used here to describe including non-heterosexual relationships within RSE programmes 
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2.3 The purpose of Quality & Inclusive RSE in Schools 

RSE, which is specifically designed to increase sexual knowledge (Cohen et al 2012), can 

have numerous impacts on teen sexual behaviour. For example, it can delay the start of 

sexual activity (Isley et al 2010; Corcoran et al 2019; UNESCO 2018); decrease the number 

of sexual partners amongst the sexually active teenager14 (Kirby 2008); increase the use of 

prophylactics/contraceptives (Zelnik & Kim 1982; Marsiglio & Mott 1986; Demlssle et al 

2019; Preston 2019); reduce the rate of STIs (Brückner & Bearman 2005); and unintended 

teenage pregnancies (Hach & Roberts-Dobie 2016; Kirby 2007; Rajani & Starkman 2002). 

Yet, parents are often sceptical about the need for, and utility of, quality inclusive RSE 

(Depauli & Plaute 2018) from schools, and how school based RSE fits in with the familial 

view of health relationships and sexual behaviours. Despite the scepticism, parents are 

more likely to provide infrequent, inadequate or poor, and often exclusive (Stone et al 

2017; Stone et al 2013; O’Donnell et al 2007) sex education in the home compared to that 

delivered in schools. Therefore, because teenage sexual knowledge is acquired from both 

the family and from the school context 15, the quality and inclusivity of scholastic RSE is an 

essential component of the holistic sexual education of teenagers (Depauli & Plaute 2018).  

 

However, although a scholastic delivery of RSE may be legislated for, monitored, and 

evaluated to ensure that it is as equitable, ethically sound, comprehensive, diverse, and 

inclusive as possible, the ways in which school-based education reproduces social 

inequalities of gender and sexuality (as with other inequalities) through the construction 

                                                           
14 As seen in section 5.2, there is the perception that school-based RSE may promote sexual activity and 
promiscuity amongst teenagers. As such, RSE teachers are responsible for increasing the number of sexual 
partners teenagers have. The literature does not substantiate this concern. This statement is not designed 
to provide a value judgement on the number of sexual partners that an adolescent or any individual has, 
but rather to show a researched effect of RSE. 
15 As well as through online sources as discussed in sections 4.2 and 5.2 
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of the hidden curriculum (Kehily 2002) are often insidious and subtle (Allen 2016). 

Textbooks, lesson plans, and teacher delivery can create spaces where heteronormative, 

white, and middle-class ideologies (McNeill 2013) are both produced and reproduced 

(Bourdieu & Passeron 1977/2000) at material and symbolic levels (Burke & Whitty 2018). 

For example, an investigation into RSE and Biology textbooks (Reiss 1998) showed that 

most penis-vagina coitus diagrams are not only cross-sectional and therefore other - rather 

than real (Barcelos 2019), but also consider sex solely as a reproductive act, and show the 

male on top of the female. There is little variance to this positioning, which emphasises 

male dominance within the heteronormative paradigm. The result is a context of 

heteronormativity which is normalised within every day patriarchal practices (Herz & 

Johnson 2015; Rubin 1997; Jackson 2006).   

 

Conversely, RSE can act as a transformative space, as it is through education that society 

and individuals construct the possibilities for social justice (Burke & Whitty 2018). This 

relates to the work of UNESCO (2018) and WHO and BZgA (2010) who recognised the need 

for students to understand their bodies, friendships, and feelings from an early age as an 

essential component of RSE. Therefore, rather than being a mechanism for the 

reproduction of inequality and heteronormativity, the aim of RSE programmes should be 

both to increase sexual knowledge, and provide a space that facilitates children developing 

and maintaining a sense of self. This in turn, can lead to a development in young people’s 

self-confidence and their ability (overtime), to be empowered as sexual citizens16 

                                                           
16 There is not scope within this literature review to engage with the concept of sexual citizenship, save to 
state that this body of work considers the transformative power of civic inclusion, and conversely the 
exclusionary effects of sexual democratisation (Richardson 2017). Sexual citizenship, in the context of this 
thesis, therefore, eludes to the rights of inclusion, recognition, and participation (Keplan 1997; Alldred & 
Fox 2019)  
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(Robinson 2012) by learning how to behave responsibly towards themselves and others in 

physical and emotional contexts (Lamb 1997; Ollis 2014). Therefore, the essential criteria 

defining quality inclusive RSE is whether it addresses the needs of the young people 

receiving it (Walker et al 2003), and how it prepares young people to take their place as 

global citizens.  

 

Failing to provide quality inclusive RSE would not only be illegal under the DfE guidance 

(DfE 2019a) but would do all members of the student body. and as a wider consequence 

the community as a whole, a disservice (Formby 2011; Greytak & Kosciw 2014). This is 

because a curriculum that is not equitable for all runs the risk of constructing an invisibility 

for those that are considered other, and therefore in effect an invalidation of the individual 

(Page 2017). This can then lead to the construction of the hidden curriculum which 

precipitated the DfE and Ofsted investigations into Everyone’s Invited. RSE teachers and 

policy makers, therefore, having power in the creation, construction, and the control of 

knowledge; are able to define and normalise17 sexuality for their students and in doing so 

can provide avenues of support or potentially silence student experiences (Allen 2011; 

Preston 2019; Sauntson 2013). In other words, they have the power to (re)produce societal 

norms (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977/2000) regarding heteronormativity.  

2.3.1 Heteronormativity and Schools 

According to Skeggs (2005) heteronormativity emerged from class dynamics following the 

industrial revolution. Class-based concepts of good or normative sex are centred in the 

                                                           
17 I suggest that further research be undertaken to consider normalise as a problematic term. Although in 
this thesis, normalise has been used due to academic convention, it is a problematic term. To state that we 
normalise suggests that the object is abnormal (unnatural, or malformed). Future research could consider 
the term usualise, the antonym of which suggests that the object is unusual (atypical or unconventional). 
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bourgeois behaviours of civility, positioning sex as self-controlled, restrained and morally 

sanctified through marriage. This is set against the sex of the colonial, proletariat, or 

‘other’, which was judged as pathological, lascivious, and sinful.  Heteronormativity 

institutionalises heterosexuality as superior, a privileged standard (Allen 2011).  Within 

the heteronormative paradigm heterosexuality is the normalised, natural, and 

appropriate sexuality, and located as the default position (Surtees 2008). But 

heteronormativity goes further than lauding heterosexuality as the standard, it also 

constructs gender, and sexualised behaviour as ideals to be achieved, and which sexual 

success is measured against (Quinlivan 2018). Such social positioning, finally became a 

mainstay of Victorianism and central to the social movements of the late 19th and early 

20th centuries (Moran 2000), and has remained a part of western cultures.  

 

Heteronormativity, as a standard to be achieved, is a series of social boundaries that 

sanctions, rewards and polices sexual and gendered values and practices (Mulholland 

2015) to construct a socially sanctioned sexuality that is monogamous, reproductive, 

heterosexual, and monolithic (Rossi 2011; Moran 2000). Simultaneously, 

heteronormativity positions anything that falls outside of those categories as explicit, 

deviant (Ringrose & Renold 2010; Kehily 2002; Bromdal et al 2016), dangerous and scary 

(Alldred & David 2007; Mulholland 2015). Heteronormativity also makes distinctions 

between good-heterosex and bad -heterosex (Mulholland 2015), with the ideal good sex 

being monogamous, married, procreative and importantly private (Allen 2011), while bad 

sex is explicit, public, promiscuous, and unmarried (Berland & Warner 1998). Further to 

this, in its pure form, heteronormativity is not something that can be seen, because the 

goal of heteronormativity is hiddenness, it is the coherent invisible norm against which all 



34 

 

other identities are judged (Ingraham 1996; Berland & Warner 1998). Subsequently, 

those that are willing to publicly discuss sex and particularly so, those willing to discuss 

non-hetero sex are pathologised as deviant (Kehily 2002). Heteronormativity, therefore, is 

a complex and multifaceted aspect of culture that regulates (Renold & Ringrose 2008) 

sexuality and gender (Kehily 2002) as binary and undeviating from a natural order. 

Heteronormativity does not account for any deviation from male/female genders, sex 

that is outside of penis-vagina coitus, or separation from western societal norms of sexual 

virtue and gender values, and has resting within it an unwritten understanding that 

anything other than heteronormativity is unthinkable (Rasmussen 2006). 

Lady Agatha’s, like other schools across the globe, is steeped with the values, attitudes, 

behaviours, beliefs, and morals that support the reproduction of the social order 

(Bourdieu & Passeron 2000) associated with heteronormative institutional habitus 18as 

well as the habitus of the actors operating in the field (Reay et al 2001; Sanjakar et al 

2015). Schools such as LABS - founded within a rich tradition of Roman Catholic values 

and traditions of male dominance19 - use conservative pedagogies help construct 

institutional standards, whereby normative ideals of sex sexuality gender, and the roles of 

those in the community based on these ideals, are held as common place, or taken for 

granted aspects of the institution or doxa (Sanjakar et al 2015). Heteronormativity in 

spaces such as LABS becomes a dominant form of authority, its presence subordinates 

anything out of the heteronormative constructing a hegemony through teaching and 

learning (Sanjakar et al 2015). In line with Kehily (2002), the social structures of schools 

                                                           
18 See section 3.8.2 
19 See section 3.3.2. 



35 

 

are places of production, mechanisms that actively promote heteronormativity, rather 

than as spaces which passively reproduce the cultural norm.  

Indeed, schools are significant social learning mechanisms for reproducing ideals of what 

constitutes the archetype of sex and gender (Bourdieu & Passeron 2000; Smith & Payne 

2016). Even when institutions insist that gendered values and sexual norms do not have 

an impact on the work that they do, schools teach children how to learn, to interpret, 

reinforce, and reproduce the social norms of heteronormativity (Smith & Payne 2016; 

Kehily 2002). This is because gender, sex, and sexuality in schools are highly regulated, as 

concepts they operate in a culture of surveillance and suspicion (Sanjakar et al 2015) 

which is converted through the field into symbolic capital. Such capital allows the 

institution the moral and technical authority to regulate sexualised knowledge, 

behaviour, attitudes, and the use of bodies (Foucault 1990) to police the boundaries of 

heterosexuality, inculcating the everyday actions of the actors within normal hetero-

masculinity and hetero-femininity (Sanjakar et al 2015). Such deep inculcation into the 

habitus of children provides the possibility and indeed probability of the reproduction of 

these values (Bourdieu & Passeron 2000). The mechanisms of inculcation (habitus, doxa, 

illusio, capital, symbolic violence20) form part of the socially constructed, and often 

unnoticed, architecture of schools, where the heteronormativity and the homogeny of 

the nuclear family are promoted through the selection of materials that educators make 

available, or through the silencing of alternative narratives (Robinson 2008; Kehily 2002). 

Such learning is referred throughout this thesis as the hidden curriculum.  

 

                                                           
20 See section 3.8 
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2.4 The Construction of an RSE programme in Schools 

Depauli & Plaute (2018) identified the spiral curriculum as the foundation for RSE 

programme construction. A spiral curriculum asks students to revisit the same principles 

and topics each year with more information (Snider 2004). This is because different 

expressions of sexual agency may emerge at different stages of development, requiring 

different and specific pedagogical approaches. In addition to an RSE programme having a 

spiral curriculum, students – across the literature – have expressed a need for variety 

within the delivery of RSE. This includes single and mixed sex teaching (Hilton 2001), 

diversity of teaching methodologies (Blake & Aggleton 2017), and opportunities for 

humour (Allen 2014). Further to this, Walker et al (2003) found that there was a gender 

bias in the way students wanted RSE groupings to be formed, with female students 

preferring small single sex groups, and having a female practitioner delivering the session 

to allow for confidence in the answering of female specific questions, such as those 

pertaining to menstruation. However, Strange et al (2003) found that peer groups of mixed 

gender allowed for deeper exchanges of views and experiences (although the reason for 

this has yet to be explored satisfactorily). I suggest therefore, that the structure of an ideal 

RSE programme must be varied, with both single and mixed gender groups, with male and 

female facilitators, and with a diversity not just in regard to the content, but also in terms 

of delivery. The differentiation I make between gender and sex is important to make at this 

juncture. Sex is taken as a biologically determined genetic function. Within this there are 

the sexes of male and female (with the addition of genetic irregularities such as 

hermaphroditism). Gender is a spectrum of shifting and socially constructed categories 

(Tredway 2014) which are much more problematic to define, especially if gender is being 

assigned to a person rather than a person identifying within a gender. Although it is not 
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within the scope if this thesis to critically examine the term gender or the differences 

between sex and gender, this is a key distinction, as it informs the linguistic choices this 

work embraces. 

 

In line with other curricula (Haidet et al 2004), students respond better to active 

participation across diverse activities, rather than passive learning strategies in RSE 

sessions (Walker et al 2003). This points to the importance of discussion based, problem-

solving, and dynamic activities rather than didactic and rote teaching (Blake & Aggleton 

2017). However, given the discomfort participants identify with the delivery of RSE, it is not 

surprising that RSE delivery falls back on traditional didactic methodologies (Oerton & 

Bowen 2014; Kehily 2002), such as lecturing and teacher lead delivery, which often make 

teachers feel safe and in control (Sullivan et al 2014). However, this traditional approach 

can construct RSE as vague, closed, and generally uncomfortable (Oerton & Bowen 2014). 

This is recognised in the literature by secondary school students who believe that 

formalised RSE puts far too much emphasis on the biological mechanics of sex 21( – and not 

enough on the emotional or social aspects such as relationship development and 

maintenance, self-esteem and self-confidence (Moran 2000). Similarly, the discussion 

around ethics and morality surrounding sex tends to focus exclusively on safety and 

abstinence (Walker et al 2003; Cameron-Lewis & Allen 2013). The 2020 statutory 

framework for RSE still emphasises elements of risk and safeguarding as central to the 

government’s policy describing RSE as a way to protect pupils’ safety, reduce the dangers 

of child sexual abuse and exploitation, and mitigate risks of a digital world (DfE 2019a).  

 

                                                           
21 This can be explained in the context of comfort and control – see section 2.6 
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The emphasis on mitigating threats of abuse led Wood et al (2019) and Carmody (2005) to 

call for the inclusion of pleasure within the curriculum. This would offer practitioners the 

opportunity to frame pleasure within a context of safeguarding, rights, consent, equality 

and sex positivity (Wood et al 2019; Carmody 2005; McGeeney 2016). Sex positivity here 

relates to the work of Bullough (1976) who described societies as either sex positive or sex 

negative. Sex positivity is not about having frequent sex or condoning all sexual activity per 

se. instead, a sex-positive approach allows for a wide range of sexual expression and 

behaviours that takes into account sexual identities, orientations, gender and other 

dimensions of human diversity (Williams et al 2013). Sex positivity can be considered as an 

inclusive viewpoint, recognising the tremendous cultural diversity in sexual practices and 

customs (Popovic 2006), while acknowledging the variation within personal meanings and 

preferences (Williams et al 2013). Such an approach, therefore, allows for a wide range of 

sexual expressions including the pleasurable and rewarding aspects of sexual activity 

(Williams et al 2013). However, sex positivity can go further to position sexual expressions 

as positive forces in human interactions and experiences (Mosher 2017), rather than as risk 

factors, deviance, and pathology as seen within the heteronormative paradigm 

(Mulholland 2015).  A sex-positive approach means being open, communicative, and 

accepting of individuals’ differences related to sexuality and sexual behaviour. Sex 

positivity, therefore, calls for the interrogation and problematisation of the 

heteronormative stance that sex and sexuality are monolithic (Rossi 2011) male/female, 

reproductive, monogamous, and bound within social structures such as marriage (Skeggs 

2005).  

There has been much discussion regarding the use of pleasure in RSE curriculums. First 

framed as the ‘pleasure imperative’ by Fine (1988) and later by Allan & Carmody (2012), it 
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has both a safeguarding and emancipatory trait. The inclusion of pleasure within the 

curriculum provides an opportunity for practitioners to question and negotiate complex 

popular cultural ideas surrounding sex and pleasure, such as consent, rights, gender, power 

and equality (Wood et al 2019; Allen 2004; Rasmussen 2004; Allen 2011).  By framing 

questions within the rights of an individual to feel pleasure practitioners can facilitate 

students questioning of experiences and more abstract scenarios, through the lens of 

pleasure. For example, as a tool it allows students to interrogate experiences as pleasurable 

or not, and as such if within that experience was there an imbalance of power, was consent 

really given freely and enthusiastically. Wood et al (2019), however, offer a word of caution 

regarding the inclusion of pleasure within an RSE curriculum. They suggest that within our 

current neoliberal society, sex is often commodified ultimately leading to an orgasm 

imperative – where an orgasm is the essential endpoint of every sexual encounter 

(Cameron-Lewis & Allen 2013). Therefore, without care taken to acknowledge and identify 

sexual pleasure in a variety of forms, rather than being emancipatory, some groups may 

find pleasure to be framed within a commodified discourse (Allen & Carmody 2012). For 

instance, pleasure could be framed within the male orgasm, thus disregarding pleasure 

found in other forms of sexual touching that do not directly lead to the male orgasm. This 

again would lead to a curriculum that reproduces sex and gender inequality within schools, 

by focusing on the sexual pleasure of the male, thereby failing to adhere by the principles 

of quality and inclusivity. This could be avoided: pleasure can be framed as a possibility 

rather than an imperative, offering sex educationalists an avenue to promote individual 

physical autonomy within sexual acts, and to open up a space where sexual knowledge is 

co-constructed rather than imposed. This way, students would be able to define for 
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themselves what pleasure is, while at the same time considering how pleasure can be 

manipulated within a relationship and the wider society (Wood et al 2019; Moran 2000).  

 

In order to know what the structure and content of RSE could look like, the next step is to 

consider RSE within the context of the institution delivering it. In Section 2.5 I draw on the 

main features of LABS – a boarding school with a faith element – to discuss what impact 

the religious nature could have on the structure, content and delivery of inclusive RSE.  

 

2.5 RSE, LABS & Faith Settings 

As I will discuss in more depth during section 3.3.2, LABS is a faith school founded within a 

Roman Catholic tradition, and as introduced above, the literature concerning delivery of 

RSE within English Independent Boarding Schools has gaps (Hach & Roberts-Dobie 2016). 

These gaps widen when considering schools that are not only independent, but which also 

offer boarding, and have a faith element. Indeed, Hach & Roberts-Dobie (2016) recognised 

that there is a limited number of investigations into the delivery of sex and sexuality 

education within faith settings such as Lady Agatha Boarding School, which was introduced 

in Chapter 3, belongs to this very niche group of schools: it formed as a Roman Catholic 

institution built and run by a monastic order (Magan 1974), but became more secular over 

time. The available literature around these themes coalesces around the effects of 

religiosity (Glock & Stark 1965; Write 2018; Rasmussen 2016; Aldaz et al 2016; Shipley 

2016) on the delivery and assimilation of school and community based RSE programmes, 

and the potential conflicts between RSE programmes and family cultural and faith 

positionings (Mulholland et al 2021; Rasmussen 2016). Glock & Stark’s (1965) concept of 
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religiosity22 can be described as the frequency of participating within religious or spiritual 

activities such as praying, attending services, meditating, or discussing faith with 

community leaders. This is an important aspect of LABS as field site, because there is often 

a lower reported rate of adolescent sexual activity in teenagers engaged within religiosity 

(Hach & Roberts-Dobie 2016). The effect of this skewed reporting data may lead to negative 

consequences for which young people, schools and families are not prepared. For example, 

religious teenage women may be more likely to engage in risky sexual practices than those 

raised in less conservative religious environments (Wagner & Rehfuss 2008), which could 

be related to a lack of quality sex education, or an expression of teenage rebellion. Teenage 

men engaging with religiosity may also be less likely to use contraception (Manlove, Logan, 

Moore, & Ikramullah 2008), which could be a result of low quality RSE, or as a direct result 

of the faith teachings they are inculcated into. The factors leading to these outcomes are 

not fully understood (Henry 2020), but it is possibly linked to the need to break taboos 

(Davies 1982; Veer & Golf-Papez 2018) established by the faith community in which 

teenagers are located. 

 

Further to this, Carrion & Jenson (2014) and Mulholland et al (2021) found that sex 

educators often contend with competing ideologies from moral and religious standpoints, 

as well as technical scientific ones pertaining to public health education. For example, the 

evidence regarding the use of prophylactics in reducing the spread of sexually transmitted 

infections is not contested, however, the moral and religious arguments are not as clear 

                                                           
22 It is beyond the scope of this thesis to construct an understanding of the rich diversity of faith globally 
and its interlinking or intersecting with every aspect of sexuality education. The diversity of faiths across the 
globe and the different approaches and understandings that each one of them have regarding sex and 
sexualities education is a thesis of its own right, therefore here I will restrict discussions to religiosity. 
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cut. Hach & Roberts-Dobie (2016) also found a disconnect between RSE teaching and faith 

in schools and community settings. This was predominantly due to prevailing opinions 

within the community: if a particular community values or denigrates the teaching of an 

aspect of sexuality education then aspects of the curriculum will be prioritised or de-

prioritised accordingly, irrespective of wider community norms. RSE curricula, therefore, 

are dialogic meta-conversations between the school as an institution, the teachers as 

practitioners, wider society, and the students receiving the education (Page 2017; 

Rasmussen 2016). This meta-conversation flows along lines of social, class & political 

viewpoints as well as religious ideologies and institutional necessities (Thomson 1994).  

 

However, it is not the intention to naturalise a conflict between religious faith and quality 

sex and sexualities education (Shipley 2016). In fact, there is also literature emphasising 

the positive, progressive, and in some cases liberal work that faith and community leaders 

carry out in the delivery and promotion of sex and sexuality education. Rasmussen (2016) 

for example uses sexual exceptionalism and queer secularism across a number of 

international case studies to argue for the autonomous individual, where schools support 

children in the critical examination of sexualities education, allowing them to sift and sort 

material covered in sexuality education which may have religious elements to it. Hach & 

Roberts-Dobie (2016) explored the role Christian church leaders have in discussing 

relationships and sexuality with vulnerable groups in their congregation. They found that 

religious leaders often provide quality, honest and open spaces to discuss sex and sexuality 

with teenagers. However, Hach & Roberts-Dobie (2016) and Shipley (2016) both found that 

congregational understanding of consent, and the perceived appropriateness of the spaces 

provided by faith leaders to discuss sexual knowledge, did construct spaces of conflict and 
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sites of discomfort.  This is not dissimilar to the teaching profession where there can be a 

tendency to favour community (and personal) religious ideology regarding sex education 

(Preston 2019) over state mandated curricula, and that religiosity can increase feelings of 

discomfort with RSE (Page 2017).  

 

Having considered the literature on the effects of religious faith and practice on the 

construction and delivery of RSE, it is clear that spaces of conflict and discomfort can be 

constructed in the disconnect between personal/ community religiosity and inclusive RSE. 

Section 2.6 takes this further to consider other sites of discomfort: there, I focus specifically 

on discomfort based in training and knowledge gaps, or lacks thereof. In 2.6, I also consider 

the presence of assumptions regarding parental and community challenges, as well as 

assumptions regarding childhood innocence, and how they can lead to deleterious student 

outcomes.  

 

2.6 Teachers of RSE:  Subject Knowledge, Training, & Discomfort 

Most secondary school teachers have very little formal training to provide pupils with 

adequate RSE (Preston 2019). This is because, historically, RSE has been given little to no 

attention in schools’ in-service-training (InSeT) or Continuing Professional Development 

(CPD), as there were no obvious professional development needs from whole school 

perspectives (Biddulph 2006), and very little willingness on the part of schools to challenge 

the heteronormative narrative created by section 28 (Formby 2011). Yet, feelings of 

discomfort and inadequacy in the delivery of RSE can stem from gaps within teacher 

knowledge. Martínez et al (2012) found a positive correlation between the delivery of 

quality sex education CPD. They found that CPD can remove or mitigate negative agentic 
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expressions in RSE delivery whole also acting as a support mechanism for individual 

teachers (Kennedy 2014) in the development of their practice. Moreover, providing quality 

CPD to sex educationalists increased confidence in delivery as well as the ability of 

practitioners to better identify and respond to pupil needs (Cohen et al, 2012; Walker et al, 

2003). Indeed Wight & Buston (2010) claim that almost any kind of sex education training 

would be of benefit, simply because the current training is extremely limited, this is also 

identified by Mayer & Leonardi (2018) and Alldred et al (2003). Moreover, very little 

attention is given to sex education within undergraduate and postgraduate Initial Teacher 

Training (ITT) courses (Oerton & Bowen 2014). An internet search of ITT providers found 

that only one English university-based teacher training programme providing elements of 

RSE as a component (University of Birmingham 2018), and a second (University College 

London 2021) offering voluntary RSE sessions across a selection of ITT programmes. Yet, 

with little preparation and training, teachers are being confronted with a politically and 

ideologically loaded subject, one that has been historically used to articulate varying 

governmental, moral, and religious philosophies (Preston 2019). 

 

Indeed, teachers who deliver RSE are often expected to do more than simply provide sexual 

health, or biomechanical information (Cohen et al 2012) – as uncomfortable as this may 

be. Secondary schools are spaces where sexuality is constantly being expressed, defined, 

redefined, and manifested, where students project feelings of intimacy, discuss their 

physical, emotional, and sexual development, and exchange information with each other 

about sexuality and relationships inside and outside of the classroom (Pattman & Bhana 

2016, Gerouki 2011). Thus, within the secondary school there is an increased opportunity 

for students asking for information regarding abortion, sexual violence, masturbation, 
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LGBTQIA+, use of prophylactics, as well as more abstract concepts such as pleasure, and 

love, or specific physical sexual acts, which litter RSE with sites of discomfort (Preston 2019; 

Wood et al 2019; Allen 2011), leading to potential resistance from those teachers asked to 

deliver it. To avoid this resistance and potential conflict, RSE teachers and curriculum 

managers tend to prioritise biological factors and risk, over autonomy and pleasure 

(Preston 2019), because this feels less contentious, being based in scientific fact. Such 

inaction can also stem from colleagues attempting to negotiate the risky and complex 

landscape of student culture (Allen 2011), considering religious political moral elements 

and contrasting them with respect in a diversity of opinions and persons (Depauli & Plaute, 

2018).  Another common response to feelings of discomfort with the boundaries of their 

responsibility and cultural appropriateness of RSE curricula, is to adopt a position of 

inaction within the classroom. This has the potential to silence debate, questions, and 

student explorations – or worse prevent adequate challenges to harmful deleterious 

viewpoints (Biddulph 2006; Page 2017), constructing the hidden curriculum 23(Watson 

2005) Indeed, Preston (2019) found that sex education teachers acknowledge that their 

role involves elements of risk (Allen 2011), not only in terms of student sexual, medical, 

and emotional health but also in terms of their professional practice and persona 24. Such 

professional risk can be found with the professional status of colleagues delivering RSE 

(Aune 2011; Alldred et al 2003), free time on colleague’s timetables, or even the feelings 

of workload as a burn out factor (Samuel 2013; Emirbayer & Johnson 2008; Alldred & David 

2007).  

 

                                                           
23 as discussed in section 2.2. 
24 see section 5.2. 
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Chronological age of colleagues and length of service may also play a factor in the 

discomfort (Alldred et al 2003). Cohen et al (2012) found that younger teachers and newly 

qualified teachers were more willing to deliver RSE. This was reflected by Page (2017), who 

found significant correlations between teacher age and comfort level: the older the teacher 

the lower the comfort level in delivering inclusive RSE. However, Page (2017) also reported 

that once teachers reach an age of 60 and above, they no longer fit this pattern and instead 

reported higher comfort levels than those of colleagues in the 20-30 years group. 

Experience appears to have a similar impact, whereby more experienced teachers feel 

more comfortable irrespective of the age of the teacher (ibid.).  

 

Discomfort also emanates from concerns around professional and personal integrity 

(Preston, 2009). The RSE teacher/pupil relationship is different from that between the 

teacher and student of Mathematics or Geography, and differentiates the delivery of RSE 

lessons from more traditional curricula such as Biology or English Literature. Such 

differences can include changes in language, and the incorporation of vernacular 

terminology, the use of more open and neutral body language, and the discussion of topics 

with a deep personal connection to the individual student. In other words, no matter how 

enthusiastic a student of Mathematics is, they will not feel the same level of intimacy or 

personal investment in discussing simultaneous equations as they will with discussing 

contraception. However, there is a risk in developing such a uniquely close relationships 

with students. This creates opportunities for students to share information that they would 

not share with other adults, to express vulnerabilities that they would not express in other 

classrooms, to talk in ways that they would not with other teachers, and even to express 

themselves through body language in ways that would be inappropriate in other curricular 
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spaces (Preston 2019). This is often perceived as risk by colleagues because of the 

possibility of being accused of over familiarity25, or the formation of sexualised 

relationships with students (Gerouki 2011) in their care. This was highlighted by Wood et 

al (2019) who found that when practitioners included pleasure (particularly female 

pleasure), within RSE it was woven and embedded within wider narratives around sex and 

sexuality rather than discussed as a topic within its own right, in an attempt to both reduce 

teacher discomfort with the topic, as well as to reduce accusations of impropriety (Wood 

et al 2019).  

 

The discomfort felt by the practitioner from imagined impropriety that the inclusion of 

pleasure, and indeed other forms of sexual knowledge could create, is founded within 

moral panics regarding childhood innocence (Davies & Robinson 2010; Faulkner 2011; 

Blaise 2013). Such panics regarding childhood innocence are well documented, and 

although evident from the writing of Wordsworth and Rousseau (Robinson 2008) around 

formalised schooling, in their current form can be seen to date from the purity campaigns 

at the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th Centuries (Tupper 2013; Spišák & 

Paasonen 2017). Since then, Comprehensive RSE within schools remains a controversial 

topic, particularly amongst conservative (Duschinsky 2013; Smith & Attwood 2011) and 

religious groups (McGinn et al  2016), who are often concerned that such inclusive and sex 

positive RSE programmes could root in the minds of the innocent child destructive and 

deviant sexual thoughts which lead to early sexual experimentation (The Christian Institute 

2016: RSE Get it Right 2020), risk (Meyer 2007), and violence (Papadopoulos 2010). Indeed, 

                                                           
25 For example, by colleagues, parents, or external regulatory bodies such as the Teaching Regulation 
Agency – see section 5.2. 
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there has been numerous research (e.g., Newby et al 2011; Dyson & Smith 2011; Davies & 

Robinson 2010; Blaise 2013) which has considered the avoidance of quality parent lead RSE 

because of the paradigm of the innocent child.  

 

Childhood innocence is a social and moral construct (Meyer 2007; Robinson 2008; Faulkner 

2011) which has been enshrined in developmental theories such as those of Piaget 

(Bjorklund 2018), where cognitive and social development of the human animal is 

determined by set chronological staging posts. In this way sexuality in children is 

characterised by both presence and absence (Foucault 1990), in that children have sexual 

organs, but not sexual maturity until they become adult. Thereby, sexuality becomes the 

realm of the adult, where adults determine how children should behave, what the child 

should know, and how they should come to know it (Davies & Robinson 2010; Faulkner 

2011). Adults hold the ownership of sexual knowledge and experience, and children 

become considered as asexual (Robinson 2008; Kehily 2002), and unknowing. 

 

Although critiqued by post-structuralists (Foucault 1990; Butler 1990), the normalisation of 

Piagetian fixed development of sexuality has assisted in the obsession with maintaining and 

controlling children’s sexuality and sexual curiosity. Failure to regulate these elements 

leads to a perception of exploitation (or risk thereof), which permeates all aspects of 

children’s RSE (Davies & Robinson 2010), and indeed all aspects of a child’s life (Faulkner 

2001). This permanent state of alert to the danger of sexual predation that emerged in the 

1970s and 1980s (Foucault 1990; Robinson 2008), and the need to protect children from 

the dangers of homosexuality in 1988 through the introduction of section 28, means that 

sex educationalists in the UK have operated in a context of surveillance (see Section 2.2). 
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They have felt a lack of support operating in fear of legal repercussion, and perceived moral 

turpitude, as well as having a lack of confidence in professional decision-making within RSE 

(Wood et al 2019) at state and school level.  

 

Having considered the literature on RSE knowledge, RSE training and discomfort in 

delivering RSE, section 2.7 considers how practitioners can augment or subvert RSE 

curricula in response to the discomfort that they feel or are exposed to. I will argue that 

this specific strategy can be considered as part of the mediated agency of the individual 

RSE practitioner, suggesting how this can be woven through to knowledge and training.   

 

2.7 Agency & Mediated Agency 

Agency can be defined as the belief that actors constantly engage in shaping their 

environments over time (Emirbayer & Mische 1988), and is used by teachers to influence 

the way in which any given curriculum is delivered (Martin 2004; Preston 2019; Campbell 

2018). Within the context of teaching therefore, agency can be described as a teacher’s 

capability and intention to make changes leading to a transformation within their working 

lives and within the school community (Pei & Yang 2019), often with the intention to 

elevate the overall quality of education (Biesta et al 2015). Biesta et al (2015) believe that 

the conception of teacher agency encompasses a dynamic interplay between three 

dimensions of an individual (past influences, orientations towards the future and 

engagement with the present), all of which must take into consideration variations within 

different structural contexts. This is closely related to the decisions and actions of self-

regulation in line with Bandura’s (2001) development of social cognitive theory, which 

suggests that teacher agency is expressed by choosing, affecting and constructing 
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professional reality nested within the social construct of a Bourdieusian field (Dick & Nadin 

2011). This research on teacher agency shows that its development is multi-faceted and 

made of several sub-identities, which intersect and interact with one another, depending 

on the distribution of capital within the micro (e.g., school) or macro (e.g., sector) field of 

power (Preston 2019; Grenfell 1996), individual habitus, and the interaction between the 

habitus of other agents within the field. Taking this further, mediated agency is the belief 

that teachers can influence their lives and environment, with this influence being mediated 

by the cultural tools available to them (Preston 2019; Lasky 2005).  

 

Biesta et al (2014), in exploring teacher agency and educational reform in Scotland, found 

that the development of teacher agency does not just rely on the beliefs of the individual 

teachers, or the expression of the agency within their individual practice, but also requires 

collaboration in construction of meaning and collective understanding. Within the context 

of this thesis the successful implementation of RSE reforms within schools will depend 

heavily on teacher skills, knowledge, and agency to construct programmes that fit specific 

local contexts (Pei & Yang 2019; Day et al 2007). However, Pyhältö et al (2015) have 

suggested that education reforms such as the 2020 RSE reform, encounter implementation 

obstacles when teachers have strong agency and resist the required changes (Pei & Yang 

2019; Day et al 2007). 

 

Although teachers are acknowledged as active agents within their own classrooms, there 

is limited scope for teachers to actively participate in educational reform – especially at 

national level within the UK (Maguire & Ball 1994). Teachers are often offered 

opportunities to add to online opinion data tools such as the RSE reform ‘call for evidence’, 
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however, these surveys can be completed by any member of the general public and are 

not teacher led. There are few other avenues into the heart of the debate unless directly 

invited by the DfE to participate. This is partly a discussion related to the level at which 

teaching is regarded as a profession (Freidson 2001) by the state. This brings into question 

the notion of professional space, which is related to the autonomy teachers feel within 

their own practice (Oolbekkink-Marchand et al 2017). Limits to professional space can 

result in reduced personal and collective agency (Pei & Yang 2019), which could, in turn, 

lead to feelings of frustration and disenfranchisement and create sites of discomfort.  

 

As teachers can be considered as active interpreters, internalising the policy and curriculum 

and acting out their version of a curriculum as an expression of mediated agency, it is 

unsurprising then that Preston (2019) found that teachers delivering sex education often 

self-censored, based on personal and professional identity and as an expression of agency 

– particularly when the topic that was being delivered conflicts with personal belief 

systems, or if there is any disconnect between ideology and curricular content. Therefore, 

whether the development of an RSE programme would be considered as enabling or 

constraining by teachers depends on the characteristics of the governmental and 

institutional policy in framing professional space, and how these characteristics are 

evaluated and internalised by the teachers delivering the programme (Oolbekkink-

Marchand et al 2017). In other words, the degree of freedom the legislation provides in 

developing an institutionally centred programme based on the needs of the community of 

the school, and how the school as institution allows individual teachers to actively engage 

in and take ownership of the programme (or how well the field of the school can integrate 
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or realign with the capital / habitus intersections – see chapter 6 and section 3.8), is a major 

component of the success of the programme. 

 

Although Cohen et al (2012) identified a gap around the relationships between teacher 

habitus26, comfort in teaching RSE and mediated agency, Preston (2019) and Kehily (2002) 

found that the habitus of teachers delivering sex education is extremely influential in the 

expression of mediated agency in the classroom. This is because, it is likely that teachers 

being asked to deliver inclusive RSE under the new framework will have preconceived ideas 

and opinions based in their own habitus, but more specifically within that, from their own 

experience of sex education and so err towards reproducing such education themselves 

(Preston 2019; Bourdieu & Passeron 1977/2000). Although this tells us what mediated 

agency is within the context of RSE delivery, to understand and explore where this agency 

comes from, how it is developed, and how and why it is enacted in the way it is, I will be 

using a number of Bourdieusian tools which are discussed in more detail in section 3.8.  

 

2.8 Conclusion 

This chapter has highlighted several gaps in the current research regarding the delivery of 

relationships and sex education in England. In particular, the research considered here 

lacks an understanding of what a child centred and inclusive RSE programme would look 

like in an English independent boarding faith school. This gap is keenly felt within KS4 (Years 

10 & 11, or ages 14 – 16 years). Another notable gap in the literature concerns the delivery 

of this child centred RSE, and how RSE teachers in schools with similar characteristics to 

                                                           
26 (habitus being an amalgam of experiences, personality, psychology, familial and social backgrounds and 
networks which will be explored further in section 3.8.2 
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LABS make agentic choices based on their habitus, how this concept links to the field of 

play, and how in turn this is related to the discomfort felt by non-specialist RSE teachers. 

Additionally, the literature review has identified Continuing Professional Development as 

a mechanism to counter the discomfort felt by teachers delivering RSE, in a bid to reduce 

mediated agency, or channel agentic choices to deliver RSE policy that is compliant with 

the 2020 statutory framework, as well as the needs of the students creating the curriculum.  

In the next chapter (Methodology and Methods), I lay out my methodological positioning, 

and the methods employed as a result, to generate the data needed to thoroughly engage 

with the identified gaps. 
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Chapter 3:  Methodology & Methods  

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter considers the methodological approaches employed to engage with the 

research gaps identified in the Literature Review. It is useful at this juncture to relate those 

gaps identified into research questions: 

1. What are LABS KS4 children’s views over the structure and delivery of RSE? How 

do they envisage an ideal RSE delivery? 

 

2. Do teachers at LABS feel discomfort in delivering RSE? Where is this discomfort 

located, and how is it related to their mediated agency?  

 

3. How could a CPD programme for inclusive RSE be constructed within LABS with a 

view to reducing teacher discomfort, while remaining child-centred? 

 

In order to detail the process that led to engaging with these questions, this chapter first 

considers the location of the research in the context of radical constructivism, and how this 

informs the choice of a case study approach to focus group method for data collection. The 

choice of this specific method is intrinsically connected to the theoretically framework for 

the analysis, which relies on a Bourdieusian Toolkit27, before arguing for the reliability and 

validity of my approach. These aspects cannot be taken independently from authorial 

voice, hence the chapter clarifies how reflexivity and positionality are mapped within the 

research. This leads to a discussion of the ethical constraints of the data collection and 

analysis. The chapter concludes by considering how the data, once collected, is converted 

into findings around the field of LABS (see section 3.8.1) using Constant Comparative 

                                                           
27 I explain this in detail in Section 3.8. 
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Method or CCM (Glasser 1965), to create a case study of what Bourdieu referred to as the 

possible within the particular (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). 

 

3.2 Research Methodology 

Trudge et al (2009) suggest that in the teenage years, relationships, sexuality, and sexual 

activity are part of an emergent or developmental process embedded within social 

contexts. As such relationships can be considered at an individual, intimate, and societal 

level based on experiences. When relationships themselves are the focus of national 

reform (the RSE reform in this case), they provide an opportunity to examine how 

stakeholders other than the individual relate to, and intersect with, the constructed 

realities of individuals such as teachers and students. For the purposes of this work, 

stakeholders are identified as the institution of Lady Agatha’s Boarding School – a 

Bourdieusian field - and the colleagues within it, as agents in the field of play, alongside the 

students who attend the institution, and the parents of the students. All stakeholders will 

have strongly and intensely subjective viewpoints based in morality, religion, personal 

political ideologies enshrined in habitus (Reay 2004; Vavrus 2009; Bourdieu & Wacquant 

1992; Allen 2011). To ensure in-depth engagement with these positions, this study 

embraces a qualitative methodology based on radical constructivism.  

 

The ontological assumptions of radical constructivism lie within the premise that social 

reality is lebenswelt (Moran 2012), that is, we exist within a multiverse of seemingly self-

evident and shared experiences, while at the same time accepting that humans interpret 

them differently. This creates a multitude of perspectives of an incident, or experience 
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(Onwuegbuzie & Leech 2005). It follows that claims of objective or ‘true’ knowledge are 

unjustified (Small 2003; Glasersfeld 2008). Instead of a notion of truth that is external and 

independent, Glasersfeld (1997: 2008: 2001) suggests we consider the notion of viability, 

illuminated through the example of gravity from Newtonian and Einsteinian perspectives 

respectively (Glasersfeld 2008). During the first space and lunar missions launched by 

NASA, the use of Einsteinian gravity was rejected, despite more closely resembling the 

objective nature of the physical world, in favor of Newtonian gravity. Newtonian gravity, 

although refuted by the Einsteinian understanding of the universe, was simpler to use as a 

basis for the calculations for the space shuttle launches. This example shows that it is the 

viability of knowledge that is important, not just its construction. By this, radical 

constructivism refutes metaphysical and philosophical claims of knowledge regarding the 

‘real world’, opting instead for conclusions as simply one way of thinking about the world 

based in experiential learning. In this case, the researcher – the ‘I’ behind this study – 

constructs ‘knowledge’ as a degree of viable fit between my own existence and that of 

participants (Glasersfeld 2001). That is to say, my thoughts, my research, and my findings 

represent my organisation of data based on my experiential world. Therefore, rather than 

the creation or discovery of an objective ontological reality (Glasersfeld 1997), this research 

is an expression of how I as researcher understand my reality, and how I as researcher 

interpret data based on my understanding of my reality.  However, to prevent a descent 

into solipsism (Martínez-Delgado 2001), radical constructivism cannot simply characterise 

any construction as viable at the whim of the constructor. The socio-physical (Glasersfeld 

1989) and temporal context in which the research participants and researcher intersect, 

limit the range of possible viable constructions (Glasersfeld 2008).  
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Using the premise of viability as a foundation, the following subsection considers the 

method employed for this study.  

 

3.3 Research Method 

The following section aims to describe the methods employed, based on my methodology 

as described above. The thesis itself represents a case study of the possible within the 

particular (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992): it considers the possible needs and wants of 

students at LABS in regard to RSE, and how these correlate to the discomforts of RSE staff.  

 

3.3.1 Case Study Approach  

A principal issue that surrounds the acceptance of Case Study Research (CSR) within 

research literature is that it is difficult to define (Cronin 2014), in that it can be a research 

design, a data collection strategy and a holistic method (Mariotto et al 2014). Irrespective 

of its nature, it is clear that CSR focuses on specific situations, and is descriptive in nature 

(Punch 2009; Bryman 2008). In the context of this thesis CSR is the systematic investigation 

of a unit of analysis conducted over a period of time; where data is collected and organised 

in such a way as to preserve the unity of the object under study while investigating an 

aspect of that unit (Cronin 2014 p19; Punch 2009 p119). In other words, although I am 

looking at an aspect of the work of LABS (RSE), I still want LABS as an institution to be 

recognisable, and the entirety of the field site to be present and familiar in the analysis.  

 

Further to this, Yin (2014) states that CSR is based experiential contexts, where the 

relationship between phenomena and milieu are not always clearly evident thus allowing 
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for an ontological understanding of the phenomena. CSR also allows me to explain 

etiological links within a problem, by using ‘thickdescription’ 28  (Ponterotto 2006); 

verstehen 29. (Segady 2014); and holistic 30experiences. (Baškarada 2014) to explain both 

the context and the problem being investigated (Cronin 2014). Other than for academic 

purposes, CSR can be used by practitioners as an evaluative and descriptive tool (Baškarada 

2014), and can be beneficial in understanding the practices and developments across an 

industry. Additionally, case studies can be amongst the most engaging and relatable articles 

to read (Gibbert et al 2008), particularly for practitioners. Thus, making it more accessible 

to management, and therefore, increasing the likelihood for the research to be converted 

into practice. This practical applicability within CSR is deeper and often more evident than 

with other more theoretical approaches because the research is seen to be more reflective 

of practice (Cronin 2014). Thus, CSR can provide the not only me as researcher but also the 

institution of LABS with insights into practice and procedure that would not otherwise be 

accessible (Gibbert, Ruigrok and Wicki 2008; Mariotto et al 2014). By conducting CSR 

analysis within the LABS, I can capture and analyse observations, while preserving the 

wholeness of the field, making LABS recognisable and familiar, not just as a specific 

institution but as a form of institution. This allows a deeper understanding of the 

institution; so that adaptive actions could be taken in policy and procedure, as well as 

facilitating long term strategic planning (Baškarada 2014) in regard to RSE. 

 

                                                           
28 Human social action within a context 
29 Meaning of action from the viewpoint of the actor 
30 An overview of the experiences of groups of actors, such as students and staff, as well as the combined 
experiences of both students and teachers. 
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3.3.2 LABS as Field Site 

This section considers Lady Agatha's Boarding School (LABS) as a field site, and reflects on 

the physical, social, structural, and historical characteristics of the school peculiar to LABS. 

However, some of the traits discussed here overlap with the profiles of other independent 

boarding schools. For example, I will describe the holistic nature of the curriculum and the 

emphasis on personal and character development, the nature of the facilities and its 

independence from the state. This section therefore, attempts the preservation of LABS as 

a field site, but also attempts to nest it within a form of institution – the elite school.  

 

I start this section by describing some of the physical structure of the LABS campus. The 

built environment of independent schools are a visible feature that often sets them apart 

from state schools. Because schools such as LABS are able to generate income and are not 

reliant on government funding, they can be seen to have facilities in excess of their state 

counterparts (Charles 2014). For example, LABS has a large (approximately 60 acre) playing 

field with rugby, cricket, and hockey pitches, there is a pavilion with catering and changing 

facilities. The playing fields (known at LABS as ‘Fields’ which is also used as a designated 

lesson title, e.g, ‘I have fields’, in the same way as ‘I have Chemistry’) is separate from the 

main campus, but it is a huge green space, with a small river and reed bed, it is surrounded 

by ancient trees, and has as much of a feel of a grand park than it does a part of a school 

campus. Fields is used for more than just sports. It hosts garden parties in the spring, and 

performances of Shakespeare in the summer, the alumni association hosts an annual 

firework display in November, and the students of the Upper Sixth use it to host their 

Summer Ball. In contrast, the main campus of LABS is an incongruous collection of old listed 

buildings, and brand-new developments that the school has acquired over its lifetime as it 
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has grown, and currently stands at approximately five acres. In between the buildings there 

are green spaces, flowerbeds, trees and lawns, statues, and picnic seating. As well as a 

working theatre, squash courts, tennis courts, and state of the art technology in every 

classroom LABS also has a chapel. In which, there is a large four manual organ, rows of 

pews, stained glass windows, and the musty smell of old buildings. Statues, portraits of 

alumni and former Headmasters and Mistresses and Honours Boards dot the corridors and 

hallways, and in every building is to be found the trophies and other silverware from past 

sporting and academic achievements. The buildings themselves all have names such as 

Castle (so named because it is an 18th century folly, shaped like a castle with crenulations 

and turrets), and Scholes (named after the architect that designed it). It is worth noting 

here that as with other independent schools language does not always conform to standard 

English, but instead has its own institutional idiolect. For example, the buildings are not 

called ‘The Castle’ or ‘Castle Building’, so in a sentence at LABS a student may say ‘go to 

Castle’, in the same way as one may tell a student to ‘go to Chapel’. This, and the use of the 

word Fields, represents peculiarities of language, which in Bourdieu’s (1996) analysis forms 

part of the role of education in establishing and maintaining the status quo within 

independent schools and across their students by providing a common language (Szirom 

1988). In this way the institutional idiolect builds into a sociolect across independent 

schools. Further examples can be found across independent schools such as ‘Bill’ at Harrow, 

which refers to the taking of the register. Such peculiarities of language can be found across 

the ancient institutions of England from Parliament to the law chambers of the Inner 

Temple, where language is modified by the actors in these spaces over centuries (Bourdieu 

1996). Such modified language can present as an instant barrier to participation by those 

who enter those spaces and have not received an independent education. Whereas those 
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that possess the language provided by the state nobility (Bourdieu 1996) have little issue 

in fitting in and accessing modified speech. Although this provides context in regard to the 

way students and colleges communicate in LABS it is not the intention of this section to 

deep dive into critical discourse analysis or critical linguistics. Rather this linguistic 

phenomenon is given space here to better provide a rich description of how LABS functions.  

 

The sociolect that has developed at LABS is a quality of the social construction of LABS from 

its conception to the present day. As such I now provide a summarised social history of the 

development of LABS. Although LABS cannot be described as an ancient institution, it was 

founded over a century ago by a French Roman Catholic monastic order, and one can 

observe two distinct phases to the history of LABS. The first is the foundation phase which 

lasted for over a century, the second phase started over the last 15 years, when the 

institution demerged from the monastic order and the Roman Catholic Church to become 

a truly independent institution. The second phase of the history, which I shall refer to as 

the iconoclasm, is a distinctive and essential component of the history of LABS when 

considering its nature and the structure of LABS as a field.  

 

During the foundation phase, the teaching common room was predominantly made from 

the clergy, both monastic brothers and Roman Catholic priests (the common room as a 

collective in the foundation phase will be called the founders). The common room was 

awash with symbolic power derived from centuries of ritual centred in the Vatican. Walls 

were covered in religious icons and paintings, buildings were named after the saints of the 

order, crucifixes hung in every room, and a hand bell was rung in every classroom on the 
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hour to remind the students to say a prayer – a constant visual and auditory reminder to 

all of exactly who was in charge, what capital had value, and who held the power and 

authority. Ten years after its foundation, LABS became a boarding school, providing 24-

hour care for its students across term time and over the weekends. The current boarding 

provision sees 20% of LABS students living in, across three boarding Houses. Each boarding 

House is staffed by a House Parent (HP) and a Graduate Assistant (Grad). The HP and Grad 

act in loco parentis, ensuring that every element of parenting that the student would 

receive at their home is provided for in school, although they do not legally have Parental 

Responsibility (PR) which is retained by the parent or in the case of international students 

the guardian of the student. As Head of Boarding I also live on site, my house like the other 

boarding houses is in the main campus. All Boarding and Day staff are encouraged to eat 

as many of their meals at LABS as possible, to help engender feelings of that monastic past 

rooted deeply in the Socratic method (Khan 2011) of eating, sleeping, and learning 

together.  

 

Towards the end of the foundation phase there was a gradual decrease in the visible 

presence of the founders, the number of common room teachers that were clergy was 

dwindling, and those that remained started to dress as laity rather than in monastic robes. 

The common room was becoming more lay in its appearance but also in its make-up. LABS 

currently has approximately 500 students, 50 teaching staff, and 20 auxiliary and support 

staff, all of which are lay. The end of the foundation saw a maximum of 3 brothers living on 

campus, and they had little to no teaching responsibilities, their presence served only to 

help instruct in religious and spiritual matters, and promote the values of the monastic 

order in which LABS was founded. This end of the foundation saw the beginning of the 
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iconoclasm, as the number of robed monks declined, and the laity increased so too was 

seen a change in the physical symbolism across the school. Although to this day there 

remains a crucifix in every room, and the statues that are cemented into the very fabric of 

the buildings remain, the movable symbols of the power (such as phallic crosses, saintly 

icons, and the presence of hourly prayer) of the monastic order have all been removed. 

Although symbols of power have changed during the iconoclasm, the social and 

management structures within LABS reflect the organic way that the institution has 

developed since the foundation. The Headmistress manages two Deputy Heads. The 

Deputy Head (Academic) leads and manages all academic aspects of the institution from 

timetabling, examination data, through to teaching and learning in the classroom, 

reporting to parents, and regulating the work of the Academic Heads of Faculty and 

individual students and teachers. The day of a LABS student is broken up into 30-minute 

blocks, each block can be either used as a lesson, a break, a club, or a lunch time. The 

structure of the school day, and the allocation of the half hour lessons (to both students 

and staff) is the purview of the Deputy Head (Academic), who has the final say in these 

matters, and colleagues are not consulted regarding timetable allocation. PSHE falls into 

one of these 30-minute chunks, and can be found on all students' timetables once a week. 

The curriculum that is constructed by the Deputy Head (Academic) and the Headmistress 

is considered broad, balanced and holistic, paying attention to the development of the 

whole child (Charles 2014; Khan 2011; Kenway & Koh 2015). Time is dedicated to academics 

(e.g., History, Physics, English) and social studies (e.g., PSHE, Fields). Although LABS is no 

longer considered a Catholic school, Christianity is at its core. As such the curriculum that 

is constructed across all faculties must pay due regard to Christian teachings. Although 

much more liberal than the founders, the iconoclasts do still ensure that the core values of 
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the founding monastic order are present across all academic and social studies. This is 

relevant because it adds another social dimension to the construction and delivery of RSE 

at LABS, as well as the understanding of and interactions with RSE the students of LABS 

have. Additionally, the teachings of Christianity and the traditional and conservative history 

of LABS provides a backdrop for understanding the starting point of colleagues when 

thinking about the development and delivery of RSE at LABS.  

The Boarding aspect of students' time (evenings and weekends) is directed by the Deputy 

Head (Pastoral), who is responsible for constructing a programme of prep (homework and 

private study) trips and activities, as well as charity and community projects.  Again, the 

founding principles of the Brother Headmasters are an integral part of this time, so there 

are visible elements of symbolic power emanating from the founders into every aspect of 

student and teachers lives, such as a weekly chapel, and grace said at meals. As the Deputy 

Head (Pastoral), I regulate the pastoral activity of the institution across the day and 

boarding elements of LABS. This includes leading assemblies and chapel, the leading and 

development of the Boarding Community, managing the work of the Heads of House, (who 

in turn manage teams of Form Tutors). I also manage the work of the PSHE coordinator, 

Careers Coordinator, and Matrons, as well as the statutory compliance aspects of the 

institution (such as safeguarding). This is done while ensuring that the behaviour of the 

students is regulated in line with the ethos traditions and history of the school. In short, 

with other members of the senior leadership team it is my responsibility to ensure that the 

cultural practices within LABS help construct the ideal LABS student, whose typology is 

grounded in the ethos and traditions of the institution. This is particularly relevant because 

as suggested by Charles (2014) social class is a lived expression of the social constructions 

which are constituted through cultural practices, thus, as Deputy Head (Pastoral) I have a 



66 

 

direct influence in the production and reproduction of class as a socially constructed 

typology founded within relations of power. 

 

The class structure (Charles 2014) of LABS has undergone a number of radical shifts through 

its history. Originally LABS was a boy’s school. The boys admitted to LABS were chosen by 

LABS based on the backgrounds of the parents. Selection criteria were not academic in 

nature, but rather were based on the families of potential LABS students. Admission was 

rooted in whether families were a good fit for the school, or they were the type of families 

LABS wanted associated with the school; in short selection was based on socioeconomic 

class categorisations. However, the whole school photos on the walls of the main entrance 

of LABS from the early 1900s, of white boys in their short trousers and starched collars 

surrounded by white monastic figures, could not be further from the school pictures over 

the last 30 years. For example, there has been the introduction of girls, students and 

families that are not Catholic, and students from a range of ethnicities. LABS, like other 

independent boarding schools, has seen a shift away from bastions of the entitled white 

boys, shifting towards not just places where girls and those from Black Asian Minoritised 

Ethnic communities can attend, but to places where the conditions have been constructed 

to enable them to thrive (Khan 2011). LABS, in the 1990s, started accepting girls, at first 

just in the Sixth Form, and then through the school. This was an intentional move, to help 

construct a space that has created the conditions where all members of the community 

irrespective of their gender or ethnicity can thrive. Indeed, Bourdieu (1996) suggested that 

elite schools could take on any number of pupils from any number backgrounds without 

altering the institutional ethos of the school (Szirom 1988).  Such variety in the student 

body is something that LABS (like many independent schools) are particularly proud of 
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(Khan 2011) and can be found across a range of its marketing materials with slogans such 

as “girls thrive at LABS”. Indeed, the girls of LABS play the same sports31, girls outperform 

boys in mathematics and the sciences, and the majority of the senior common room are 

female. Such a shift has created a space where LABS no longer sees itself as an institution 

of the privileged white male, but a school of equality working for the betterment of society 

(Charles 2014).  

 

As well as the gender change, the student population comprises students from across the 

globe being represented in the whole school photograph (this year LABS had students from 

France, Spain, Germany, the USA, Russia, Nigeria, Zimbabwe, Australia, Mainland China, 

Hong Kong, Thailand, Vietnam, Bangladesh, and India). Such a display of different cultures 

within a small community presents challenges in terms of identifying classed spaces. 

Although class as a social typology is evident in cultures and countries across the globe, the 

meaning of class, and the boundaries of classes are found in different locations and can be 

found through varying relations of power. International students bring with them a range 

of economic and social capital that can produce a space where class categorisation is at 

best challenging (Darvin & Norton 2014).  It is far beyond the scope of this thesis to attempt 

to define the classed relations of people across different cultures, however, having such a 

range of class boundaries intersecting across different cultures does make it more 

problematic when attempting to describe the social class within the institution. As with 

many other independent boarding schools, social class, race or gender are not seen as 

imperatives to or barriers against admission as they were in the past. This can be 

                                                           
31 Although external bodies such as the Rugby Football Union specify that after a certain age girls and boys 
must play separately. 
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highlighted and exemplified again through the marketing materials of the institution which 

seek to establish and promote the principles of meritocracy (Maxwell & Aggleton 2016), 

where talent is demanded over the ability to pay (Khan 2011). However, as Charles (2014) 

reminds us, such a meritocracy may indeed be a screen for class privilege.  Such privilege, 

which is almost never named directly in elite schools, is constructed through an 

interweaving of rich traditional symbolism, which is entwined with discourses of 

transactional mobility and global responsibility. Indeed, the stark reality is that those that 

cannot afford LABS cannot attend LABS, those families who have invested in their children’s 

education, and have had the privilege of being able to do so, have a much higher chance of 

being admitted into LABS, and of being in receipt of discounted places. 

 

The fee to attend LABS varies depending on the students mode of entry, as such fees range 

from full boarding at £30,000 per year, through to full scholarship + bursary at £0.00 per 

year. The mean fee paid by families over the last three years has been £20,000 per year. 

This places LABS at the lower cost end of the independent schools market, although it still 

represents a heavy investment. If a child were to enter LABS at the start of their secondary 

education and stay through to the end of the Sixth Form, parents would be paying £160,000 

per child on average – and this excludes costs associated with uniform, residential and day 

trips, clubs and societies, or meals. For context the average price of a three-bedroom house 

in England at the time of writing is £274000 (ONS 2022). If we ignore the complexities of 

the boundaries and structures of different social classes across different cultures and 

reduce the problem of class to one of financial fluidity, this also raises issues. Although, it 

is possible to argue that the financial ability to send a child to LABS is a marker of class, 

Davin & Norton (2014) suggest the complexity of social class particularly when considering 
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diverse populations cannot be understood simply by a person’s relation to the means of 

production. Indeed, Savage et al (2013) suggest that the traditional labels of middle-class 

and working-class are becoming defunct.  Moreover, as suggested by Bourdieu and  

Passeron (2000), social class only exists within a field, as a dominant form of actor, who 

determines the value of symbolic capital within that field (Grenfell 2014). In this way, from 

a Bourdieusian perspective, it may be more helpful to consider class in terms of groups of 

actors that have the power to determine the capital value within LABS (Davin & Norton 

2014). In other words, students are a class, staff are a class, parents are a class. What is 

important therefore, is not the staff, students, or indeed schools classed status, but rather 

an understanding of the social fabric, and lived reality of the actors of LABS as a field 

(Grenfell 2014), i.e., how symbolic capital is valued, how symbolic violence is enacted, and 

how the doxa and illusio of the field interact with the habitus of actors, and where does 

the power to change these social aspects lie?  

 

Although an analysis of the social class of students and staff are beyond the scope of this 

subsection and thesis, it is possible to consider a homogeneous class to which LABS as 

institution, and the students of LABS belong - elite (Khan 2011). The term ‘elite’ however, 

is also problematic (Charles 2014; Maxwell & Aggleton 2016). This is because, like social 

class, it is neither objective or fixed over time or geography (Kenway & Koh, 2015): it means 

different things to different people, in different countries, and in different historical 

periods.  Moreover, the term invokes a fixed dichotomy whereby schools and their 

students are either elite or not, they are either bastions of class privilege for the 

bourgeoisie, or they are state comprehensives designed for the proletariat. However, 

although LABS would strongly dispute its positioning as a bastion for class privilege, it 
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displays certain characteristics that do make it fit comfortably within the norms ascribed 

to the epithet elite (Maxwell & Aggleton 2016). For example, although LABS is not part of 

the Ancient Nine (Maxwell & Aggleton 2016) schools identified as the archetypal schools 

which provided the greatest possible education as defined within the Clarendon 

Commission (1864), its curriculum and activities programme are aligned to those principles 

seen across schools in the Headmasters/Mistresses Conference (HMC). The central 

principles of LABS as a school are not dissimilar to other elite schools (Maxwell & Aggleton 

2016), there is a commitment to rigorous academic standards, to extracurricular activities 

(with particular emphasis on sport), and a commitment to the individualised education of 

the whole child. Because of the independent nature of LABS, it is not in receipt of state 

funding, and as such often lies beyond the pedagogical control of the Department for 

Education (Maxwell & Aggleton 2016), it does not need to abide by the same rules or 

principles that its state counterparts do, and can largely ignore the league tables of 

examination results. This can be exemplified through the choice of KS4 curricular at LABS. 

Like most other independent schools, LABS uses an International General Certificate of 

Education (IGCSE) programme across most of its KS4 examinations, which is awarded no 

statistical significance in the DfE league tables, thus in terms of educational output LABS is 

often published at the bottom of the league tables – yet from my experience of working at 

LABS for over a decade, the majority of its Sixth Form attend Russell Group universities, 

and achieve exceptional careers following on from their time in Higher Education. This has 

precipitated, as with other elite schools, the alumni of LABS occupying positions of power 

across the country (Maxwell & Aggleton 2016), from high court judges, politicians, notable 

journalists, artists, and sports personalities.  
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By positioning LABS as an elite school however, it is not my intention to confirm on LABS 

any particular naturalised status, or to suggest/ construct such a false binary in secondary 

schooling distinguishing between those institutions which are elite, and those which are 

non-elite. It is not the intention either, to demonise LABS or any other institution by 

denigrating the characteristics that lend that school to the epithet of elite, but simply to 

show LABS as a field site that has peculiarities which need to be clearly exhibited in order 

to contextualise this case study.  

 

There is already in existence, a large body of work on the understanding of the production 

and reproduction of social class within schools, across the middle class, and independent 

school systems in the UK and worldwide (e.g., Allan & Charles 2014; Bay-Cheng 2016; 

Maxwell & Aggleton 2016; Kenway & Koh 2015; Kahn 2011). Indeed, in relation to the main 

topic of this thesis, there are clear advantages in sex and sexuality education at elite schools 

like LABS. As Fields (2008) showed in her study of sex education and social inequality, the 

social conditions of young people’s lives, make a profound difference in their experience of 

risk. Elites are privileged, not just in their social positioning, and in their economic and 

health status, but also in their ability to see issues such as teen pregnancy as ‘other’. Elite 

students are rarely at the centre of government reforms regarding the health implications 

of sex education. Nevertheless, as discussed in Chapter 2, since the Everyone’s Invited 

scandal (Criddle 2021), there is a growing realisation, that although elites may not be a 

central components of national sexual health policies, they may need to be central to the 

understanding of issues of toxic masculinity, sexual harassment, sexual violence, and the 

normalisation of misogyny. However, this section (and indeed this thesis) does not intend 

or pretend to contribute more towards a class debate.  Instead, this section describes the 
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field site in which the research was conducted, with a view to provide as rich a description 

of LABS as possible (including its position as an elite school) for the reader to better 

understand the case under study.  

 

3.3.3 Data Collection 

Data for this study were primarily generated through Focus Groups (FG). Although FG 

research is not tied to a particular epistemology (Wilkinson 1998), in this study it is framed 

within a radical constructivist framework32. FG are an excellent vehicle for evaluating 

attitudes to RSE (Frith 2000; Wilkinson 1998; Burns et al 2019), because they allow a 

consideration of both the individual perspective, and its place within a wider group as 

expression of shared experience. Additionally, FGs encourage debate between participants 

allowing for the emergence of rich data (Gunby, Carline, & Beynon 2012; Robinson 1999; 

Allen 2011) to highlight the complex and potentially contradictory ways habitus and agency 

inform discourse surrounding RSE (Powell & Single 1996). This is done by providing a 

reflective space for participants to question their own views in a social process of collective 

sense making (Wilkinson 1998). Consequently, FG are a rich source of evidence for the 

evaluation and formulation of policy change (Robinson 1999).  FG as a method was also 

chosen because reciprocal sharing of information within the group setting has been shown 

to allow uninhibited discussion on sensitive topics (Frith 2000; Kitzinger 1994), such as 

talking openly about sex (Frith 2000; Ramseyer-Winter, Gillen, & Kennedy 2018).  

 

                                                           
32 As discussed in 3.2 
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There were three focus groups held to cover the staff and student aspects of the 

investigation, one Focus Group for Colleagues, one Focus Group for Year 10 students and 

one for Year 11 students. Because the first research question considers the content and 

delivery of inclusive RSE from the students’ perspective, the logical starting point was to 

consider the student body. KS4 in England traditionally has two-year groupings: Year 10 

and Year 11. Because it is likely that the different ages and social make up of these year 

groups will require different content, I decided that there should be two separate focus 

groups for the students, one based in Year 10 and another in Year 11. Section 3.3.4 

considers how these Focus Group was structured and run. The second and third research 

questions are designed to help understand the sites and zones of discomfort that teachers 

negotiate while delivering RSE, and if a programme of CPD could help mitigate this 

discomfort while ensuring effective RSE delivery. Because this research is field site specific, 

the development of any training programme revolves around the needs of LABS staff. The 

third focus group therefore, invited teachers from LABS to discuss their wants and needs, 

and discomfort within RSE. The participant structure of these FGs can be more clearly seen 

in Table 3.3.1 

 

Focus Group 

Number 

Make up of Participants Topics under 

Discussion 

Facilitator and 

reasoning  

1 LABS Students from Year 

10 

 

7 participants (including 

facilitator) 

What students in 

Year 10 want and 

need from an 

inclusive RSE 

programme, and 

how Students want 

RSE Teachers to 

engage with the 

topics and with 

them.  

Facilitated by an 

external agency 

(Sexplain) to put 

students at ease, 

ensure that there is 

free flow and 

exchange of ideas 

and opinions.  

2 LABS Students from Year 

11 

What students in 

Year 11 want and 

Facilitated by an 

external agency 
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6 participants (including 

facilitator) 

need from an 

inclusive RSE 

programme, and 

how Students want 

RSE Teachers to 

engage with the 

topics and with 

them.  

(Sexplain) to put 

students at ease, 

ensure that there is 

free flow and 

exchange of ideas 

and opinions.  

3 Colleagues from LABS 

who will be delivering or 

who have delivered RSE 

 

6 participants (including 

facilitator) 

Do colleagues find 

the delivery of RSE 

difficult or 

uncomfortable? 

What are those sites 

of discomfort? 

Where do the sites 

of discomfort 

originate? Could a 

CPD programme 

mitigate the 

mediated agency of 

Teachers while 

traversing the 

identified sites and 

zones of 

discomfort?  

Lead by me as 

researcher. External 

facilitators did not 

have the 

understanding or 

appreciation of 

discomfort felt by 

teachers. An 

external facilitator 

would not 

necessarily be able 

to understand or 

pick up on the 

nuances specific to 

this research site.  

Table 3.3.1: The organisation of the Focus Groups 

 

3.3.4 Student Focus Groups  

Students from LABS were invited to participate in FG to create a detailed picture of their 

RSE needs (DfE 2019a; PSHE Association 2018). This resulted in 2 mixed gender focus 

groups – Year 10 and Year 11. This follows on from Strange et al (2003) who found that 

engagement in RSE discussions can be of a better quality - conversations are more dynamic 

and free flowing - with mixed gender groupings. Additionally, mixed gender RSE sessions 

provided a number of opportunities for the students to use humour to discuss situations 

and topics that the student across the genders found uncomfortable (Strange et al 2003), 

for example the delivery of RSE through a didactic approach. Participants were organised 

into two FG based on their National Curriculum Year, Year groupings had the additional 
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advantage that they could effectively relate to comments and sheared experiences 

(Wilkinson 1998), as they were more likely to have shared common vocabulary (Frith 2000). 

Student FG participants were recruited through nonprobability sampling techniques 

(Koerber & McMichael 2008), whereby all students in Year 10 and Year 11 were invited 

(David et al 2001) to participate by email. Communication to parents ensued. Further to 

this, I introduced both the study and the recruitment process in a Whole School Assembly, 

as well as in Boarders Chapel33. Those students who accepted the invitation and returned 

the consent forms were placed in a pool of names, and that pool was given to the Pastoral 

Middle Leaders. Pastoral Middle Leaders then selected students with a range of 

backgrounds and experiences. For example, English as an Additional Language (EAL) 

students, students from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds, students with SEND 

(Special Educational Needs and Disabilities), boarders and day students, while ensuring a 

gender mix. This encouraged as broad a range of contexts, opinions, attitudes, and 

experiences within the group as possible. In addition to these criteria, students were 

selected based on who would ‘work well’ together (Gunby et al 2012). In other words, 

students who did not have a history of antagonistic, subversive, or disruptive behaviour 

towards another student in the group, although not necessarily students who were in a 

known friendship network.  It was my intention to have no more than five students in each 

focus group, and I was prepared to run multiple FG in each Year.  Five was a relatively 

arbitrary number, however, I believe that many more than five participants plus the 

facilitator increased the chances of some students not having their voices heard, either 

because other students would be so vocal the quieter students would be drowned out, or 

                                                           
33 As discussed in section 3.3.2 the boarding students at LABS have a weekly Chapel service as part of the 
community structure.  
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the size of the group would reduce their willingness to openly participate in the discussion. 

However, when the Pastoral Middle Leaders presented me with their list of students, they 

had selected six students from Year 10 (out of a possible 13 students who had returned 

both the consent and assent forms), and five students from Year 11 (out of a possible 10 

who had returned their consent and assent forms). This gave me slightly more students per 

FG than I had envisaged, however, the numbers provided did not justify multiple FG per 

Year Group. Table 3.3.2 and 3.3.3 show the demography of each FG, the class of each 

student taken as the class of their parent or parents against the NS-SEC Analytic Classes 

(ONS 2021), the first number shown is that of the higher class in the family. If the student 

only has one parent, then they have only been assigned with one class.  

 

Participant 

Pseudonym 

Gender Border or Day 

Student 

Ethnicity NS-SEC 

Analytic Class 

Mabel Female Boarder White British 1.2/2 

Catherine Female Day Hong Kong 

Chinese 

1.1/2 

Philip Male Day White British 2/2 

Frederic Male Day White British 1.2 

Bertie Male Boarder Black British 1.2/3 

Monty Male Day White British 2/2 

Table 3.3.2 Demography of Year 10 FG 

 

Participant 

Pseudonym 

Gender Border or Day 

Student 

Ethnicity NS-SEC 

Analytic Class? 

Jonty Male Boarder White British 1.2 

Nell Female Day White British 1.1/1.2 

Alexander Male Day White British 2/2 

Elenore Female Day White French 1.1/1.2 

Sophie Female Boarder White British 1.2/2 

Table 3.3.3 Demography of Year 11 FG.  
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3.3.5 Participant / researcher conflicts: the power of my post 

As introduced earlier on in this thesis, I remained LABS Deputy Head while carrying out this 

study. This presented an additional challenge: under scrutiny is not only the power 

differential between participant and researcher, but also the added symbolic power and 

authority carried by the post I hold within LABS. As part of my post, I have challenging 

conversations with parents and students regarding behaviour, the use of and power of 

language, and indeed inclusivity. To have a meaningful and candid conversation regarding 

RSE needs with the person who recently issued you a detention for the use of sexualised 

language provides an instant barrier and a potential opportunity for desirability bias. 

Additionally, it creates a potential site for the ethical issue of Role Conflict (see section 3.6). 

Simply put, if the discussion of sex is difficult or taboo, openly talking about RSE needs with 

your Deputy Head as researcher must be agonising (Frith 2000). To counter this, I recruited 

an external moderator to conduct the student FG. The external moderator needed to be a 

figure who the students felt comfortable with. They needed to have experience with 

working with that age group and openly discussing relationships and sexual knowledge. 

Volunteers from the charity Sexplain were approached to act as moderators for the Student 

FG, because they have been successfully providing independent RSE workshops to LABS for 

a number of years. The organisation is familiar with the ethos of the institution, and as a 

national charity working within the RSE sector, they are comfortable and confident in 

having open and honest conversations with students about sexual and relationship health. 

Based on my experience of Sexplain working with our students I was confident that they 

would be able to develop a rapport with the FG participants, putting them at ease and 

facilitating the open and honest dialogue needed. 
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To further put participants at ease, FG sessions were conducted in a relaxed fashion, in a 

calm and institutionally neutral room, with minimal intervention from the facilitator: the 

facilitator was asked to intervene only if there was a need to resolve conflict within the 

discussion – which there was not – or when the conversation had dried up and there was 

a need to stimulate further discussion. Such intervention was given in the form of “what 

do we think of…” questions. The facilitator was also allowed to respond to direct questions, 

to create a comfortable environment in which participants feel they can provide a full and 

frank account of their RSE needs/ experiences (Frith 2000).  

 

Students were asked to consider what they would like to be included within their RSE 

programme and why. They were provided with post it notes, and a grid of year groups. 

Students were then invited to add topics to be included, and note where in the curriculum 

they should be added (see Appendix 2). When this activity was completed, the facilitator 

took each topic in turn and asked the FG why this should be there – making it clear that 

there was no right or wrong answer – and asking again if this was the right place to have it. 

The group discussion progressed around content, culminating with agreeing on a title for 

the topic. For example, students added the topic ‘porn’, but with such a far-ranging title, a 

deeper exploration of what students wanted to discuss was needed. To this end, porn 

developed into discussions regarding online content, the reality of sex compared to the 

fantasy of pornography, what is pornography and can it be ethical. This allowed not only 

an opportunity to consider the content and positioning of each topic but also an 

opportunity to identify zones or sites of discomfort from the student perspective. The 

protocol for the Student FG can be found in Appendix 1. 



79 

 

 

3.3.6 Staff Focus Groups 

Participants for the staff focus groups were sought from RSE teachers of KS4 at LABS. This 

was initially advertised in a whole staff briefing, and then followed up by invitation to those 

teachers who had KS4 RSE on their timetable. After securing their participation, initial 

discussion regarding ethics and consent occurred34. FG discussions started with a video clip 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tpCvnBrjAhQ) from the film Mean Girls (Waters 

2004), showing a fraught Physical Education teacher delivering a sexual health class. The 

clip from Mean Girls was chosen as it portrays not only the discomfort of a non-specialist 

RSE teacher, but also a heteronormative and inaccurate medical-health risk-centred 

approach to RSE common within the literature, in a way similar to Charles (2014) uses an 

Australian television character (Ja’mie King) to draw parallels between parody and reality. 

This was used to stimulate discussions regarding the discomfort felt by non-specialist 

teachers and the origin of this discomfort. The group was encouraged to discuss their 

experiences as RSE teachers, as educational professionals, and as individuals, and what 

could be done to decrease discomfort without misrepresenting or subverting the syllabus 

content or reducing student outcomes. By eliciting a picture of discomfort, teasing out 

examples of expressed mediated agency, and observing and discussing how these link to 

the habitus of individual teachers, I was able to deep dive into the needs of colleagues in 

regard to their CPD alongside the curriculum changes envisaged by the students.  

 

                                                           
34 See section 3.7 and 3.8. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tpCvnBrjAhQ
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If (as argued in 3.3.3) the discussion of sex is difficult or taboo, and talking about RSE needs 

with your teacher as researcher is agonising (Frith 2000), there will be a parity of discomfort 

in discussing sex with your line manager as researcher. However, unlike the student focus 

group, I decided to run the staff FG. This is because my unique position enables me to 

understand the discomfort felt by teachers of RSE within the context of LABS: I have also 

experienced moments that make teachers shudder and cringe, and I have a thorough 

working knowledge of what the new legislative framework means for colleagues delivering 

RSE. Because of this position, I am able to spot discomfort, reassure, and stimulate aspects 

of conversations that would not have been possible with someone external to LABS. I do 

recognise that this has the potential to add to bias within the data collection stages, 

however, this has been mitigated by approaching the analysis with a reflexive lens35 . To 

counter this, the FG sessions were also conducted in a relaxed fashion, in a calm and 

institutionally neutral room (the same room that was used with the students). Similarly, to 

the students FG, I was as keen to have minimal intervention, to create a comfortable 

environment in which participants felt they could provide a full and frank account of their 

RSE needs/ experiences (Frith 2000). Further to this, as with the student FG, a care was 

given to avoid maximising interaction between participants and facilitators as this could 

lead to a more interventionist style (Kitzinger 1994). The protocol for the staff FG can be 

found in Appendix 1.  

 

By the end of the data collection phase I had sampled two groups of staff. It was my 

intention to have one group of colleagues, and to use their ‘life world’ or Lebenswelt to 

                                                           
35 See section 3.4 and 3.7 
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develop a CPD package. However, the first group of colleagues who were selected, invited 

and consented to participate, all withdrew consent. The reasons for this may be complex. 

The FG session (where colleagues withdrew consent), although designed to be a calm and 

neutral environment, the FG became a site of complex and emotionally charged debate. 

After the vignette was played and the approach of the RSE teacher raised, colleagues in the 

room started to discuss personal and professional risk, both in terms of reputation but also 

from a place of personal and professional safety. Discussions regarding legal ramifications 

for ‘getting it wrong’, or professional and reputational damage by ‘over sharing’ personal 

sexual preferences became the overarching theme of the session. Colleagues became 

focused on how damaging RSE could be for them. In addition to the first FG withdrawing 

consent, a colleague who was invited to participate in the initial staff FG declined the 

invitation. Her reasons for declining the invitation was one of extreme discomfort and a 

sense of personal and reputational risk and vulnerability in sharing her views within the FG.  

This experience allowed me an opportunity to reconsider the way participants were 

approached.  

 

The second attempt at the Staff FG was approached from a much more discursive 

standpoint. The nature of the research was discussed in greater detail with the participants 

on an individual basis, as well as in the Staff Briefing36 before the invitations were sent out. 

Invitations to participate in the second attempt were sent to colleagues who had taught 

PSHE (including RSE) to KS4 students in the past. Colleagues had the opportunity to discuss 

with me ‘the point’ of the research, and how the research could and would be used in the 

                                                           
36 A biweekly meeting held with all colleagues to make sure everyone was aware of every event running 
through LABS at that part of the week.  
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analysis and publication phases. Although this information was provided to colleagues from 

the first staff FG, it is possible that a more dialogic approach to how the data would be 

used, analysed and published could have reduced the feelings of ill ease. The protocol for 

the second staff FG was the same as the first, however the setting the FG was held in was 

different. Because of the Covid-19 outbreak, it was not possible to safely conduct the 

second focus group in the Board room that had been used previously. Instead, Colleagues 

were invited to join a meeting through Microsoft Teams. This programme was chosen 

because all LABS members had training – the software had become part of our standard 

teaching and learning practice, and so the technology would not feel too alien. Colleagues 

agreed that they would share their cameras so we could observe each other’s body 

language and facial expressions. We agreed that we would not use any of the text features 

of Teams so that all of the discussion occurred verbally and visually via the camera. The 

session was recorded on a Dictaphone in the same way as the original staff FG and 

transcribed and analysed as discussed in section 3.9. This way of approaching the FG gave 

participants a strong sense of ownership, which translated in commitment to the research.  

 

The ability for colleagues to meet virtually may have had the additional benefit of increased 

comfort. Colleagues were not only dressed in ‘home clothes’, but they were also in their 

own personal space. However, it is also possible that the non-verbal cues of body language 

may not have been as influential in the virtual FG session. In the FG protocol (see Appendix 

1) action 19 requires the moderator to identify discomfort and to use this as a way of 

eliciting more discussion or moving the discussion in a different direction. Although there 

were times when this occurred, and discomfort was identifiable through the tone and 
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intonation of voice, and the visible shifting of bodies in seats and facial expressions, it was 

very difficult to see the whole person, as well as a group of whole persons.  

 

3.4 Reliability (and validity)  

Within a qualitative process, validity is a problematic term (Creswell & Miller 2000) and its 

tenuous positioning within any qualitative research irrespective of ontological or 

paradigmatic affiliation is challenging (Rose & Johnson 2020; FitzPatrick 2019).  The reason 

for this febrile debate over whether validity should or should not be considered 

appropriate in qualitative research, stems from the basic irreconcilable incompatibility with 

the philosophical assumptions of qualitative research and the criteria constructed by other 

forms of research (which are more positivistic), to judge research quality against (Smith 

1984; Hammersley 2007).   However, to suggest that the application of criterion to judge 

qualitative research against (Hammersley 2007), makes a qualitative study inappropriate, 

or in some way invalidates the research methodology, creates a paradox that cannot be 

resolved in the scope of this thesis. It is not my goal here to open up old debates regarding 

the appropriateness or indeed the ‘validity’ of validity within qualitative research, but 

rather to offer the reader an explanation of the processes that I have applied through my 

epistemic positioning as described through this chapter. Within this study the two forms of 

validity I have chosen to consider are internal validity (through this section referred to 

simply as validity), and external validity (which in this chapter is labelled as generalisability), 

both as defined by Cook and Campbell (1979). Validity is a measure of the 

representativeness of a reality (Rose & Johnson 2020) by controlling of variables within the 

investigation (Zeller 1996), from a positivistic stance such as within the natural sciences 

one could regard variables to include factors such as temperature, concentration of a 
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reagent, surface area, or the availability of natural light. However, within a qualitative 

investigation such as this one, the control of any variables can be a challenge as I am 

operating in a realm of human constructions rather than in a positivistic laboratory, 

therefore, validity here is understood as checking the representativeness 37of findings, and 

providing a consistent approach across the research (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011) to 

ensure there is a degree of accuracy (Mariotto et al 2014); fidelity (Yin 2014); credibility 

(Creswell & Miller 2000); or trustworthiness (Gibbert et al 2008) from the viewpoints of the 

research participants and other stakeholders (Rose & Johnson 2020; Gibbert et al 2008; Yin 

2014 Miles et al 2014; Cho & Trent 2006; Morse et al 2002).  

 

While CSR as a method varies over time, across disciplines, and between individual 

researchers, it has been the ‘holy grail’ of CSR to provide a methodological and 

epistemological basis for its validity as a research approach in order to gain support (Cronin 

2014; Mariotto et al 2014), both within the academy and, in this case, within LABS. Foucault 

(2002) suggested that any quest for such a grail by qualitative researchers, striving for 

acceptability and legitimacy, is a result of ‘physics envy’ (Rose & Johnson 2020), which is in 

turn often signalled by borrowing positivist and quantitative approaches such as 

generalizability, reliability, and validity – the Holy Trinity (Kvale, 1996). As a teacher of the 

natural sciences, it is possible that I am guilty of such physics envy, however, as a thesis for 

a professional doctorate, this work will be submitted to the Headmistress of LABS, as well 

as the other Senior Leaders and the Board of Governors, as such there is an expectation 

that I provide a methodological basis for the research that meets the expectations of the 

                                                           
37 Such representivness is, of cause, limited to the field understudy and not to any universe which contains 
the field site.  
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industry and the institution (Hayashi et al 2019). However, I do recognise the ‘validity’; in 

positioning myself as researcher away from the absolutes of positivism and the associated 

labels of reliability and validity (see, for example, Denzin 2013; Rose & Johnson 2020; 

Johnson & Parry 2015), especially as the complexity of keeping such criteria within the 

shifting sands of defining labels and terminology can, as described by Smith (1984; Smith 

& Deemer 2000) lead to a confusing and inconsistent space.  

 

To ensure that I do not have such a confusing and inconsistent space, I return to the term 

(internal) validity which can for those professionals such as Senior Leadership or Governors 

be considered as research trustworthiness (Morse et al 2002; Harrison et al 2001; Cronin 

2014). This has been managed through the systematic rigour of data collection (Lincoln & 

Guba 1985) within the research design (Punch 2011). This can be evidenced by the 

consistent application of the FG protocol across the student focus groups, and the staff FG, 

as well as the accurate transcription of the FG recordings, and the use of member checking 

(Laumann 2020) to verify the accuracy of the initial coding phase of data analysis. Member 

checking is a method of increasing research trustworthiness and believability, by consulting 

with the FG participants, to allow them to consider the accuracy of the data and ensure 

that it resonates with their experiences. 

 

Using Constant Comparative Method (CCM) (Glasser 1965), which I consider in more depth 

in section 3.8, helped identify and account for potential inaccuracies (Rose & Johnson 2020) 

within the analysis. This was achieved by having a clear process for documenting all coding, 

re-coding, observations based on listening to or reading through the FG, as well as feelings, 
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thoughts, observations, and reflections that arose while being immersed in the data. Such 

consistent documentation of my methodological procedures was undertaken in a hard 

copy notebook (which for security reasons was stored when not in use in a locked drawer 

in a locked room). When additional paper items were produced, these were attached 

within the notebook securely and chronologically. Further to this, the rubric (after Bourdieu 

& Wacquant 1992) developed organically as part of the CCM, and was also bound within 

the same notebook. Having all of the analysis, notes, and reflections in one place in a 

chronological order, provided me with a singular analytical map, while also potentially 

allowing other researchers to follow the analysis of the data (Laumann 2020). Additionally, 

as themes or codes emerged during the analysis (Yin 2014), records were made in the 

notebook. These codes were noted in the book so that the coding could be grouped 

together, and edited as they developed (as part of CCM) over the course of the analysis. 

This allowed convenient access to a code library specific to this study, and as such enabled 

me to quickly and accurately check back and refer to the codes used. This uniform recoding, 

retrieval and application process increases the trustworthiness of the analysis (Rose & 

Johnson 2020) by providing a consistency in data analysis and a way of tracking the coding 

process. An electronic coding and analytic method were purposely not employed. By having 

a handwritten notebook, where I could add (at times very minor) observations and 

reflections, I was deeply immersed in the data, while developing a seemingly more real 

connection with the words and worlds of the participants. Although a computer 

programme may speed up the analysis, I felt it would provide a barrier between me as a 

researcher and the data, forcing me to relinquish control of the analytical process.  
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Other strategies to enhance the validity of this study entailed analysis triangulation 

(Atkinson & Delamont 2006), whereby I read sources of discomfort from the student 

against the staff perspective as well as attempting to align that discomfort to institution 

and national policy. This contextualised type of analysis provides a more accurate location 

of the discomfort within the field (with discomfort being perceived and felt by individual 

actors, but the construction of the discomfort being something more than an individual 

emotion in isolation) thereby increasing the validity of the study. Further to this, although 

the incorporation of subjective views suggests that the interpretation of the dataset may 

be different if another researcher were to investigate the same process is, it is argued that 

within this research it is a strength rather than a weakness of the analysis. Indeed, 

description and inclusion of personal bias (Rose & Johnson 2020) as part of a reflexive38 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992) account can assist researchers developing the analysis 

further, and increasing the trustworthiness and transparency of the analysis.   

 

There are a number of disadvantages to FG method, which can limit the research 

trustworthiness (Wilkinson 1998), for example, the small sample size, and limited 

recruitment approaches used, restricts the available data (Gunby et al 2012). However, a 

reduced data set can lead to a more focused and strategic analysis of a specific problem or 

issue. Additionally, the presence of some group members may pressure participants into 

manipulating their responses in line with social desirability bias (Frith 2000) or self-censor 

if their view deviates from group orthodoxy (Kitzinger 1994). In addition to this, frank 

communication may have also been inhibited by inadequate sexual vocabulary (Frith 2000), 

                                                           
38 See section 3.5 for discussions regarding reflexivity and positionality. 
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with students and colleagues clumsily inserting technical terms into colloquial sentences, 

or prevaricate/ equivocate over common words in worry that their use may appear 

indecorous. However, this did allow me to gain a deeper understanding of the participants 

social worlds via language (Frith 2000; Wilkinson 1998; Fairclough 2010). This is exemplified 

in section 5.4, where I discuss Pippa’s use of the term ‘stigma’. Furthermore, highlighting 

the nuanced language of participants allowed me to identify mismatches in language being 

used as part of current RSE provision and policy 39, thus improving my understanding of 

overall stakeholder experience (Frith 2000).  

 

3.5 Reflexivity & Positionality 

The central issue of validity within qualitative – and in particular FG and CSR – research, is 

one of bias and subjectivity. This issue can be overcome or at least mitigated, by using the 

concept of reflexivity. Reflexivity is the deconstructive exercise that allows me to locate 

intersections (Mazzei & O’Brien 2009; Foote & Bartell 2011) between the research field 

site, researcher-as-person, and researched (Macbeth 2001), and stems from the role of 

positionality within research (Pillow 2003). This section firstly considers in detail the need 

for my positionality and reflexive account and then attempts to provide a reflexive 

positionality for me as researcher, as well as Deputy Head.  

 

Positionality concerns those variables that make it difficult to conduct social science within 

the ideal laboratory conditions of the natural sciences (Dean 2017) recognising that even 

positivistic and assumed objective approaches within the natural sciences are susceptible 

                                                           
39 Such as discussed in section 4.2.3 regarding the conflation of emergency contraception and abortion. 
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to bias. Positionality is a concept rooted within feminist and poststructuralist literature 

(Choi 2006), and recognises that research is never disconnected from the researcher 

(Dillard 2000). Indeed, my interests, location, and situation, frame any knowledge claims 

made (Villenas 1996; Milner 2007). Descriptions of positionality allow me to identify where 

the self and subject join, to help identify where my subjectivities as researcher are 

interacting with the data and the analysis (Pillow 2003). Discussions surrounding 

positionality often centre around the principles of the researcher as insider (a researcher 

who has an intimate knowledge or exposure to/ immersion in a culture, language, field site, 

amongst other defining characteristics of the field) or outsider (a researcher who is 

removed from or has not had an immersion within a culture language, or the field site) 

(Cormier 2018). Each position of insider or outsider offers advantages and disadvantages 

(Merriam et al 2001), for example on the surface, insiders are assumed to have simpler 

access to field sites (and to the data) and a deeper (possibly more empathetic) 

understanding of the issues being researched (Cormier 2018; Dillard 2000). However, 

insiders run the risk of additional bias within the study (Merriam et al 2001) because of 

their familiarity with the data. Outsiders exert more effort in negotiating access to the data, 

but often claim more objectivity because of their distance (Choi 2006). Therefore, the 

advantages of one position becomes the disadvantages of the other and vice-versa (Choi 

2006). More recent discussions, however, highlight the complexities within such binary 

labelling (Merriam et al 2001). Not only are the boundaries between insider/outsider much 

‘fuzzier’ than the labels would suggest (Merriam et al 2001; Hult 2014; Cormier 2018), with 

the labels themselves are too simplistic (Villenas 1996). Aguilar (1981), for example, argues 

that a researcher should be considered as relatively inside or relatively outside the 

multiplicity of cultural and social variants under study.  This consideration is in line with 
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McNess et al (2015) who considered the third space where researchers are not insider or 

outsider, but rather considers positionality as fluid, and constantly shifting throughout the 

research. 

 

Recognising that positionality is determined by where the researcher stands in relation to 

the research (Berkovic et al 2020), and that the location of positions are in constant flux 

(Merriam et al 2001), I now step away from the base labels of insider or outsider 

positionality and move towards Narayan (1993) and Foote & Bartell (2011), who instead, 

call for the identification of locus within the research (such as gender, class, educational 

background or indeed the duration of contact within the field site), which will at different 

times have different weightings in regard to the effect on and effect of researcher 

positionality. Developing this within a radical constructivist framework, one can consider 

that my position as knower is unstable (Glasersfeld 1997), where positionality shifts 

dependant on my situation, and the viability of the knowledge constructed (Choi 2006). 

From this viewpoint positionality cannot be a static position due to a social category (Choi 

2006) such as class, gender or race. Therefore, in line with Lu & Hodge (2019) an overall 

holistic recognition of researcher positionality can provide a much more nuanced and 

viable view of the dynamics involved in data collection and analysis. 

 

Without a clear understanding of how I am positioned within the research, it is impossible 

to fully understand or identify bias, preserve any validity, construct viability, or prevent 

becoming entangled within the world of others (Jenkins 1992; Denzin 1997; Bull 2015; 

Dewey 1910; Choi 2006). Or as Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992) suggests any 
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analysis of the social must be accompanied by a self-analysis (Hamel 1997). Moreover, 

without a representation and discussion of gender, ethnicity, sexuality, social class, 

educational experience or other positionings, and how these elements have shaped and 

defined my understanding of reality, I cannot truly understand the ways in which I am 

approaching this research (Moore 2012; Denzin and Lincoln 1998). Positionality, however, 

should not aim to deep dive into identity politics, or to produce a formulaic tick box in 

which one boldly proclaims my ethnicity, gender, religion or other cultural form (Marcus 

1998), but instead identify these loci as barriers to or aids in understanding the 

subjectivities and potential biases within the research (Choi 2006). This will allow me to 

question my authority to represent the lived experiences of the research participants, and 

recognise that the focus groups are in fact political struggles over who determines which 

expressed reality/s (Lincolin & Denzin 1998) are identified, recorded and reported within 

the research.  

 

Pillow (2003) urges us to move away from a confessional tale (Maanen 1988), where the 

researcher simply lays out their backstory of social categories or as a narrative as a form of 

catharsis to apologetically proclaim the privileged position of researcher. Such 

confessionals or cathartic acts often suggest that the researcher has a form of omniscient 

perspective and greater closeness to any form of truth (Choi 2006) and have on occasion 

been referred to as the God-trick (Haraway 1991). I argue, in line with Tierney (2002), that 

the aim for positionality in this thesis is to deconstruct the authority of me as researcher 

and ‘knower’. So instead as a catharsis which overshadows the research participants, 

positionality acknowledges and recognises particular and indeed personal locations in 

relation to the research recognising and admitting the limits of my understanding of the 
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research participants constructed realities (Narayan 1993). It is not my intent therefore, to 

untangle the gordian knot of my own positionings (Patai 1994), an endless revelling in my 

own loci, because it will not help me escape them or construct an objective truth within 

the analysis. Rather, by a bold and clear statement of my positioning, I intend to show the 

reader how I – Deputy Head at LABS – am located within the data and subsequent 

constructions (Pillow 2003; Cormier 2018). Like Ellingson (1998), my positionality may have 

the feel of a–confessional narrative–, however, it is not given to reassure the reader of the 

validity, or attempt at producing an objectivity within the research, but rather to reassure 

the reader that the research is thoroughly contaminated, subjective, and, ultimately, a 

reflection of my own and constructions (David et al 2001).  

The following reflexive exploration of my own position within the various contexts (power 

structures, identities, subjectivities, and viewpoints) of the research (England 1994), needs 

to consider both my position within social structures/ organisations/ institutions, as well as 

any force that can distort or stabilise such positionings (Dean 2017). 

 

I was trained within the natural sciences, and currently teach positivist methodologies and 

ideas, within Biology, Chemistry and Physics at (KS3 and KS4. I am also the Deputy 

Headmaster (It is also worth noting that I am male, and my Headmistress is female, as is 

the Deputy Head Academic and Bursar, who make up the rest of the Senior Leadership 

Team) at LABS with a responsibility for Boarding students, Safeguarding, Pastoral Care, and 

PSHE. The structure of my role provides a heavily reduced teaching timetable. The majority 

of the classes that I am assigned are in KS4. I do not have a Form, and am not a Tutor. I do 

not have PSHE on my timetable. However, I do have several intersections with PSHE and 



93 

 

RSE. Firstly, I line manage the PSHE coordinator. It is part of my role to ensure the work 

performed by the PSHE coordinator is not only legally compliant, but that it meets the 

strategic aims and objectives of the institution, including meeting the aims of the mission 

statement and fits within the institutional ethos. Secondly, it is part of my duty to vet all 

external organisations that work with LABS under the Prevent Agenda, so I research and 

speak to all external providers (such as the charity Sexplain/School of Sexuality Education) 

to ensure their work is aligned with Fundamental British Values as well as the ethos of LABS. 

Finally, I deliver PSHE on an ad hoc basis. This means that I deliver a range of PSHE sessions 

to a range of student groups across LABS throughout the year, from Cyber Safety and 

Financial Management, through to Wellbeing strategies, mindfulness, and RSE. This year I 

have delivered whole year group days on Consent, Child-on-Child Abuse (including 

upskirting, sexual harassment, child criminal exploitation). I cannot in any way claim status 

as a subject expert, but l have attended a number of training programmes, read the 

government literature, and of course read for and constructed this thesis.  

 

Both aspects of my professional life (Teacher of the natural sciences, and Pastoral Leader) 

have had a profound effect on my understanding of both the independent education 

system and my personal, pedagogical, and philosophical positioning. In line with radical 

constructivism, I believe that there may well be an objective and fixed reality within the 

natural world (Small 2003); as a Science Teacher it would have been hard to convince my 

students of the viability of the laws which govern our universe without this. However, I do 

not believe that the dynamic nature of the social world – constantly changing, developing, 

impacting and effecting its own shape – can ever provide a clear pathway to understand 

any truth within an objective reality, and without this understanding my leadership role 
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would be almost impossible. I believe, therefore in line with the assumptions of radical 

constructivism, that even though the existence of an objective reality cannot be repudiated 

(Svensson 2006), the personal experiences of humans, their capacity to interpret sense 

data, as well as the myriad of mental, physical and social conditions placed on us, provides 

too much variance within the social for there to be a singular fixed objective reality 

(Glasersfeld 1997). This philosophical understanding has also allowed me to reconcile 

working within a Christian School when I do not identify as belonging to a faith group.  

 

Researching one’s own culture, or a culture one is immersed in overtime should, according 

to Lincoln & Guba (1984), generate a deeper understanding of the culture under study, 

because I can share and understand the subtle codes and language constructed within that 

culture with more ease than a researcher out of that culture. However, being a researcher 

and the deputy head places me in a double bind (Choi 2006). Without my position as 

Deputy Head, I could not possibly have hoped to gain the level of access and I did, yet as 

Deputy Head I am aware that the discussions and conversations had with the research 

participants would have been framed in the context of their employer. It sets the tone for 

all discussions and conversations. My prolonged employment in LABS (13 years) and my 

position of authority have provided me with lived understandings the culture, ethos, and 

working practises over the institution. Indeed, this lived understanding is true in every 

sense of the term. Because part of my post places me as head of the boarding community 

at LABS, I have lived on campus with the children and other colleagues for several years, I 

eat with, socialise with, and am part of the everyday lived reality of students and staff alike.  

However, because of my distance from being front line teacher, from my ivory tower of 

senior leadership, I cannot assume an omniscient view of the lived experiences of the 
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research participants. Or as Ball (1990) reminds us of the maintenance of a research self is 

a deliberate process distinct to the construction and presentation of the Deputy Head self, 

classroom teacher self, or as an individual self.  

 

3.6 Ethics 

This study received ethical clearance from the Ethics Committee of the University of 

Portsmouth, and a full clarification of the ethics position can be found in Appendix 1. The 

risks associated with this research stem from two factors. Firstly, some of the FG conducted 

were with children (who by their very age are considered as vulnerable within Keeping 

Children Safe in Education), and secondarily from the nature of the topics under discussion 

(Robinson & Davies 2014). In an attempt to mitigate the risks of working with children as a 

vulnerable category, the sample of students were cross referenced with the pastoral and 

safeguarding databases by myself at the field site, to ensure that there were no students 

who have an abuse, or ‘at risk’, background taking part (Flicker & Guta 2008). This search 

was extended to discussions with pastoral leaders within LABS to ensure that there were 

no additional risks associated with the wider family or case history of the students that 

could have contraindications with regard to topics that could be discussed in the FG.  

Secondly, it was a possibility that students may have been subject to negative behaviour 

from peers outside of the FG setting, based on the disclosures they had made or the RSE 

needs expressed inside the group (Parker & Tritter 2006). For example, if they “came out” 

it may have facilitated homo/bi/trans phobic bullying, or if they had revealed an advanced 

level of sexual knowledge, it may have facilitated slut shaming (PSHE Association 2018), or 

victim blaming (Lumsden & Morgan 2017).  As part of the session construction, students 
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and colleagues were asked to go through a ‘rules’ activity where members of the group 

considered respect, honesty, confidentiality, and anonymity (Powell & Single 1996; Parker 

& Tritter 2006; Frith 2000); all of which were referenced in the final consent statement (this 

can be found in Appendix 1).  Thankfully no such negative behaviour or rule breaking was 

seen to occur, however, if it did then it would have been managed in line with LABS’s 

behaviour and anti-bullying polices. Moreover, the pastoral teams responsible for the 

participants were involved in discussions regarding this enhanced vulnerability, (Valentine, 

Butler, & Skelton 2001) after the FG sessions to ensure that the participants were 

monitored closely for any changes in presentation which may have stemmed from the FG 

sessions over time. Students were monitored in this way for half a term, and no negative 

effects were either observed or reported.  

 

In an additional attempt to mitigate harm, students were given the right to withdraw at 

any stage of the FG process. Student participants wishing to withdraw during the focus 

group would have been asked to report to the medical centre at LABS. This was so that the 

students could be assessed in regard to any mental distress or negative impact on 

wellbeing. The moderators of the focus groups were instructed to end the session if a 

member of the group was presenting as distressed, and similarly in a sensitive manner 

direct the student to the medical centre. An awareness of this sensitivity was discussed 

with all participants at all stages of the data gathering stages (Flicker & Guta 2008), and 

participants were not at any point asked to comment on, or engage with, conversations 

that they felt uncomfortable with. Any student who left the focus group would have had a 

follow up session with the school councillor, and had contact made by me to their parents 

to discuss what happened, explaining that there was no pressure or judgment as a result 
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of their withdrawal. Before, or during the FG sessions no student withdrew consent, or 

themselves from participation. The counselling services were not called upon, nor were the 

services of the medical centre team. No student withdrew assent, or their parents’ consent 

during or post FG sessions.  

 

To ensure that there was a parity between the provision offered to the students at LABS 

and the colleagues agreeing to take part in the FG, similar mechanisms for the supporting 

of mental and social wellbeing were in place. Colleagues had the right to withdraw before 

the FG and during it. They had access to counselling to diagnose and/or support any mental 

health issue that became apparent due to or was exacerbated by the content of the FG. 

Colleagues also had a rules activity at the start of the FG to ensure that all knew the bounds 

of the FG, and that all agreed not to behave unkindly to one another within or after the 

session, such rules again considered slut shaming, victim blaming, and 

bi/trans/homophobic bullying and outing. As discussed in section 3.3.5, the first attempt at 

the colleague FG was of note because all colleague participants withdrew consent after the 

FG session. This was not the case with the second cohort. There was not a need, or a 

request, in either cohort to make a referral to counselling service, nor was there any need 

to discuss the behaviour of colleagues in line with the staff code of conduct.  

Given the nature of the subject of this study (sex, sexuality, gender, and discomfort), there 

was the possibility for some reputational impact. This reputational impact could affect not 

just the institution but also the individual participants. Such impact has been highlighted 

by the issues surrounding the No Outsiders programme and associated protests (Parveen 

2019), where schools and individual teachers have been denigrated by the community for 
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offering inclusive RSE. Therefore, it was essential to involve the parents of the students 

selected for the focus group sessions and the wider parent body in a Community-Based 

Participatory Research (CBPR) approach (Flicker & Guta 2008), by communicating with the 

parents of LABS the purpose and intent of the research. This was done by discussing the 

research with parents via parents’ evenings, and events, as well as through LABS social 

media channels. This helped mitigate any reputational risks of the individual participants, 

and risks to the damaging of relationships between LABS and the wider community 

(Marshall & Rotimi 2001).  

 

As part of this CBPR approach the parents of students who took part in the study were 

initially contacted by phone, when the research was be discussed, and initial verbal consent 

secured (Flicker & Guta 2008). From this, written letters were sent to parents which further 

detailed the nature of, and limits to, the research including data collection, handling, and 

storage (Powell & Single 1996; Frith 2000). This gave the students and parents at least one 

week to consider participation before full assent and consent were formally sought. 

Students who agreed to participate also went through an assent process, where the 

research was discussed with them, and verbal and written agreements reached. This assent 

(Flicker & Guta 2008) process (including a right to withdraw) was be repeated at the start 

of the focus group session, before final consent was sought. Further to this consent and 

assent process of parents and students, at the end of the initial writing phase, an event was 

organised, which invited parents’ students and community leaders to discuss the research 

and its findings.   
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Additionally, to reduce potential reputational risk to the individual and the institution, the 

institution as field site has been anonymised, and any markers that could identify LABS 

other than direct reference to the name of the institution, such as geographical location 

has, where practicable, been removed. Moreover, while transcribing the focus groups, 

each participant was given first name pseudonyms with a prefix M if they identify as male, 

and F if they identify as female, (although there were no participants identifying with a 

gender other than male or female, I was prepared to use the coding X if they identify as 

agender, I for intersex and so on). This coding was used through the transcription and 

writing phases of the thesis construction. The choice to code participants with 

pseudonyms, rather than say ‘subject 1’, reflects the need to tell the story from the 

viewpoint of those participants, the story the delivery of RSE from the staff and student as 

person perspective. Without the names, the story of colleagues and students would have 

become lost. 

 

Finally, to reduce the chance of placing myself in compromising situations and so manage 

role conflict40, the focus groups for children were run by external moderators (Flicker & 

Guta 2008), via the charity Sexplain (https://sexplain.org.uk), who have not only experience 

in running child centered RSE focus groups but also provided a degree of detachment and 

so reduced social desirability bias within the discussions (Wilkinson 1998).   

 

                                                           
40 As discussed in 3.3. 

https://sexplain.org.uk/
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3.7 Data Handling and Analysis 

In regard to data management, the participants were informed that the data is held by me 

on a Google Drive, to ensure compliance with the General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR) 2018. The contact details for the parents and students are stored on the MIS of 

LABS. I have had permission to access this data for the purposes of this research. The data 

will not be stored elsewhere, and calls/ emails to parents were generated through the MIS 

to reduce the need to duplicate data, again in line with the GDPR 2018. The other 

institutional data that has been accessed relates to the PSHE programme, and sex 

education policy, both of which are publicly accessible. 

 

The focus group recordings were transcribed by me verbatim, and included prominent 

pauses, and non-word vocalisations (such as ‘erms’ and ‘ums’), and where appropriate 

emphasis from the participant. The transcripts and recordings were systematically 

reviewed and scrutinised using CCM (Glaser 1965), by listening to the recordings of the FG 

repeatedly, while reading through the transcriptions, immersing myself within the data 

until broad themes were identified (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009; Cronin 2014). Initial or 

open coding was employed to break down the transcript data into holistic forms to allow 

other coding types to be used; sub coding was employed when large categories need to be 

split into more useful data subsets (Saldana 2012; Miles and Huberman 1994).  Analytic 

induction (Punch 2009; Cronin 2014) alongside meaning condensation (Kvale and 

Brinkmann 2009; Miles and Huberman 1994) was used to code similar groupings within 

each Focus Group, and then between Focus Groups where the subjects have similar 

characteristics as to compare the subtle differences and similarities in a pattern matching 

activity.  
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Themes were recognised when commonalities occurred, when language intersected, or 

ideas and ideals were discussed. Then passages relating to each theme were grouped 

together and coded (Wilkinson 1998), and where needed recoded. Specific sub themes 

emerged which were also included in the constant comparison of the transcripts and 

recordings (Gunby et al 2012). These themes and reflections were then developed into a 

rubric, taking from Bourdieu (1977/ 2000), Miles & Huberman (1994), and Saichaie & 

Morphew (2014), to systematically guide analysis. The rubric consists of a simple grid with 

columns showing the features discovered at the early inductive stages of the analysis. Each 

time a new feature or property that may characterise a theme a new row was be added 

and the transcripts and recordings reviewed to take into consideration this theme. Once 

the CCM approach is complete and no more themes or sub-themes can be extracted from 

the data the grid will be reviewed. By considering those features that allow consideration 

of similarities and differences, I was able to identify analytically relevant information from 

the data (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992), using a grounded theory approach (Clarke 2003). 

After the deep, repetitive and immersive process, data was then compared to the theory 

allowing for a sharpened understanding of the themes and the defining characteristics of 

the whole case, providing a thick description of the situation (Cronin 2014; Dey 1993). No 

emergent themes became apparent during this phase of the data analysis, which were 

either in conflict with, or separate to the initial theory review, thus additional theory was 

not sought for comparison (Cronin 2014). This builds into the five analytic phases of CSR; 

Research design, data collection, data ordering, data analysis and literature comparison 

(Cronin 2014). 
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Having explored how the data is collected and managed, the following section explores the 

tools I used to analyse and understand the themes and stories which emerged: these were 

adopted from the work of Bourdieu (1977, 1988a, 1996, 2000, 1990/1980b, 2011/88; 

Bourdieu & Passeron 2000; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992; Bourdieu et al 1994).  

 

3.8 Bourdieu’s Tool Kit  

Bourdieu’s social theory helps build an understanding of features and actions of not only 

the individual, or an institution, but also the way in which social policy permeates the 

working practices of each individual school, and the individual teacher (Grenfell & James 

2004). This tool kit provides an opportunity to deep dive into the mediated agency of 

teachers, while understanding that agency in a wider context of social action and 

interaction. More than this, Bourdieu’s theory as method allows the ontological refutation 

of the apparent divide between structure and agency (Colley & Guéry 2015), insisting 

instead that both involve a complex network of relations (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). This 

allows me to research the mediated agency of teachers within the delivery of RSE in 

relation to the structures of the institution, and the state as a singular entity comprised of 

interconnected relations.  

 

Bourdieu is notoriously intricate (Noyes 2008), and here I intend to use only a few of his 

tools to help express and understand the mediated agency of teachers moving towards an 

understanding of the sites or zones of discomfort felt when delivering inclusive RSE. The 

tools explored in this section allow me to analyse the distribution of power structures 

across the field site. Using Field, Habitus, Doxa, Illusio, Symbolic Capital, and Symbolic 
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Violence allows me to deconstruct the positionings of actors based on the observable social 

structures that construct LABS. 

 

3.8.1 Field: 

Field is a good place to begin unpacking the Bourdieusian toolkit, because those other tools 

do “not exist and function except in relation to a field” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992 p101). 

This study considers LABS as field, as is the field of secondary education, and RSE as a sub 

section of the secondary educational field. Each field is a specific social space whose 

practices reflect structure and agency, integrating the habitus of the agents operating 

within it, who themselves express a combination of socially structured dispositions and 

predispositions (Colley & Guéry 2015). Fields are often referred to by Bourdieu as a ‘space 

of play’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1989), but it is also simultaneously a space of conflict and 

competition (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992), where agents struggle for the forms of capital 

that are at stake within the game. The possession of this capital determines the power 

agents are able to exert within the field and therefore the influence they are able to apply 

within the game (Kloot 2009). 

 

The structure of the field depends on a set of values and relative principles 41(Bourdieu & 

Wacquant 1992), as well as networks of social relations of force between agents – these 

can be thought of as distances and gaps, asymmetries and positions, that agents hold 

                                                           
41 These are discussed in more detail when considering illusio (3.8.3) and doxa (3.8.4). 
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within the field – each position being determined by the value and form of the capital42each 

agent holds (Kloot 2009). Using these networks and values we can begin to delineate the 

boundaries of the field. For example, if one was to consider LABS as the field, then we 

would consider the ethos of the institution, and the policy documents which enshrine its 

ethos, as well as the organisational structure of the individuals who work within it as field 

boundaries (although these boundaries would not provide a total cartography of the field).  

 

Therefore, to think in terms of field, is to think relationally. That is to consider the agents 

and groupings within institutions, as interdependent networks of relations which shape the 

social order (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). These networks, over and within social and 

chronological time, become arenas of production, appropriation and reproduction of 

knowledge and status, as agents struggle to accumulate and control different forms of 

capital (Swartz 2013). In other words, a field is a “configuration of relations between 

positions objectively defined in their existence and in the domination43 they impose upon 

occupants’ agencies or institutions” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992 p72-73). Bourdieu & 

Wacquant (1992) provide a helpful simile, by likening the field to a prism, in that it refracts 

(and in some cases reflects) the external forces according to its internal structures and 

properties.  

 

                                                           
42 Capital forms and values are discussed in section 3.8.5 
43 This domination, in the form of symbolic violence, is discussed in section 3.8.6. 
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3.8.2 Habitus: 

Habitus and field are inseparable concepts, and although it is possible to argue that 

Bourdieu himself was not particularly clear on how to express the separate yet conjoined 

nature of the two concepts (Colley & Guéry 2015), there are clear and distinct features 

which separate them. As Bourdieu states “Field consists of a set of objective, historical 

relations between positions anchored in certain forms of power (or capital), while habitus 

consists of a set of historical relations deposited within individual bodies in the form of 

mental and corporeal schemata or perception, appreciation, and action.” (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant 1992 p16). 

Habitus is a complex matrix of ideas, experiences, and emotions, as well as biological and 

psychological characteristics which makes an individual disposed to think, feel and act in 

particular ways, in particular fields, within a given situation in a given time (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant 1992). It is itself a product of the social history of an individual or groups of 

individuals in a particular social space, through social time (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). 

However, it is broadly classifiable as the embodiment and summation of the social history 

and structures imposed and lived through and experienced (Noyes 2008). Therefore, a 

teacher’s habitus generates practices in response to the field they find themselves in, with 

those responses having meaning and significance in relation to the social context of their 

origin (Noyes 2008). 

 

As discussed in section 2.8, teacher agency is the interaction of a teacher with their 

environment (Martin 2004), within a temporal context (Emirbayer & Mische 1988). Further 

to this, teacher agency is the interplay between the past experiences of a teacher, 
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engagement with the present, and orientations toward the future (Biesta, Priestley, & 

Robinson 2015). Professional identity is experienced as a shared familiarity, where 

individual members of the profession have a communal permanent affiliation with the 

work, the work environment and colleagues (Neary 2014: Bernstein 1996/2000). Bourdieu 

(1988a, 1996, 2000; Bourdieu & Passeron 2000; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992; Bourdieu et 

al 1994) referred to this dynamic interplay between an actor’s past, interaction with the 

present, and orientation towards an imagined future, as habitus. Bourdieu’s (1977, 2000, 

1990/1980b, 2011/88; Bourdieu & Passeron 2000; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992) concept of 

habitus goes further, to suggest the temporal social schema of a teacher interacts with 

their biology and psychology to create an actor who generates responses to, or behaviour 

within the field, to give meaning to their presence in the field (Noyes 2007). This meaning 

and significance is in line with the doxa and illusio of that field, and with Bernstein’s 

(1996/2000) reciprocal recognition, mutual legitimisation and finally negotiated collective 

purpose. Professional identity, therefore, is closely associated with the perception of 

having a professional reputation (formed through recognised and legitimised symbolic 

capital of professional acts, and the avoidance of symbolic violence), and is a cornerstone 

of the habitus of a teacher.  

 

It is through habitus that the agents have a feel for ‘the game’, and develop an appreciation 

for the operation of the social structures of the field. Although Bourdieu does not rule out 

the strategic calculation of actors to gain an advantage within the field, he does not either 

imply that agents mindlessly reproduce the structures of the social field (Kloot 2009). 

Instead, he ascribes a real-world spontaneity with which agents react to each situation via 
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the fuzzy logic of habitus (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). While agents may consciously act 

within a given situation, the lines of action that they may take are determined by their 

habitus. In other words, habitus and the dispositions of habitus, predispose actors to select 

forms of conduct that are most likely to succeed, it orientates action according to 

anticipated consequences (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992) within the field, just as Glasersfeld 

(1997) suggests knowledge must be viable in order to be constructed.  

 

3.8.3 Illusio: 

If field is the field of play of the game, and habitus is the feel for the game that agents have, 

then illusio refers to an investment in ‘the game’. It is an unconscious willingness to abide 

by the unwritten taken for granted rules (Colley & Guéry 2015), or status quo of the field. 

Bourdieu sees illusio as a force that enables practice by articulating habitus within a field. 

It explains how agents engage within ‘the game’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). By 

expressing the commitment of agents within a field to invest in the stakes of the game or 

field (Colley & Guéry 2015), thereby reproducing the structure of power relations within 

and across fields. Often agents misrecognise the arbitrary nature of capital form or value 

(the fiction we collectively choose to endorse which constitutes reality) by viewing them 

and the struggle over them as necessary 44 (Baroutsis 2015), for the game to be played. 

 

                                                           
44 See section 3.8.4. 
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In regard to LABS the illusio is linked to the ethos of the institution. In this regard the 

institution, by selecting individuals whose habitus align with the field, that LABS has 

generated an illusio, whereby the agents believe that investing in the institution personally 

and morally, and agree with the forms (and relative values of) capital that LABS has deemed 

as most powerful.  

 

3.8.4 Doxa: 

Distinct from illusio as an investment in the game, doxa is a belief that the game agents 

participate in (i.e., entering and existing within the field, and being successful within the 

field) is worth playing. Agents who dominate a field are more likely to be able to impose 

their doxa (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992) – their beliefs of how things should be, or the 

dominant version of ‘taken for granted’ assumptions and unquestionable truths (Kloot 

2009). These assumptions relate to the value assigned to the capital held, the rules of the 

game, and the shape and size of the field (Kloot 2009). However, although Bourdieu likened 

social activity to a game (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992), he suggested that there is no 

evidence of any formal agreement by which agents enter into the game or indeed a codified 

set of rules by which all who enter agree to play (Kloot 2009). Doxa is not, however, equally 

shared amongst actors. It is a particular point of view, the view of the dominant which 

imposes itself as the universal point of view (Baroutsis 2015; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992), 

making it a generative and enforced form of power. It is a cultural expression of dominance, 

which also ensures that it is a contested form of power being both the object and 

instrument of social struggle across the field (Baroutsis 2015; Swartz 2013).  
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In regard to RSE, the doxa is weak within the educational field. That is to say, it has such 

low capital45 value, that it is taken for granted that RSE is not worth having on your 

timetable. Equally, the doxa regarding RSE is (in the wider field of secondary education) 

much stronger, as the state (as the dominant force within the educational field) is imposing 

this form of knowledge delivery on individual institutions.  

 

3.8.5 Capital: 

Within the Field, social activity becomes a game played to secure domination over forms 

of capital. Capital is a form of power, which is affective within a specific field (Kloot 2009). 

For example, the symbolic capital of academic regalia frequently warn at LABS expresses 

the power and status of the academic staff. Such an expression of power and status is not 

affective in other fields such as Estate Agency. An ‘object’ (for example the position of an 

institutional title, or departmental budget, or the wearing of certain clothing – such as 

academic dress) becomes a capital when it develops a social relation of power which 

differentiates the holder from the non-holder, or when it establishes some relation of 

inclusion and exclusion between actors within a field (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). The 

struggle over capital, however, is not just over one particular species of capital, but the 

struggle over the dominance of species within that field. In other words, within a field there 

will be a range of objects that have become capital, and the struggle of actors in the field 

is not just the accumulation of one type of capital, but it is also the struggle to make the 

                                                           
45 See section 3.8.5. 
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capital you possess more dominant than the capital you do not possess.  Therefore, the 

struggle for capital becomes a struggle for symbolic power and a right to dominate and 

determine what is a legitimate claim to authority within the field (Baroutsis 2015). The 

position of capital within a field, consequently, becomes symbolic in and of itself (primarily 

due to its uneven distribution) to the point that all capital (whether economic, social, or 

cultural) is symbolic capital and a form of power (Baroutsis 2015). We can now start to 

consider capital distribution within the field as forms of symbolic power (and indeed 

symbolic violence as discussed in more detail in section 3.8.6).  

 

Symbolic power involves the capacity to impose symbolic meanings and forms as 

legitimate, thereby shaping a field perception of social reality (Swartz 2013). Therefore, it 

shapes social practice (Grenfell & James 2004). Symbolic power is a capacity to impose a 

vision of the world order as legitimate. For example, teachers may exercise power over 

students by imposing their worldview, using the lessons (and the language used in delivery 

of those lessons) to perpetuate understandings of sex and gender equality, thereby 

projecting a specific perception of what is usual (Baroutsis 2015) or ‘normal’. It is through 

practices such as this that they would project doxa and illusio regarding the field of global 

sexual citizenship. Indeed, power through legitimation and consecration (Grenfell 2009) is 

imbedded in the patterns of social thought, as well as in the basic assumptions, linguistic 

terms and categories used (Fairclough 2010), and the social relationships that shape the 

behaviours of agents within the field (Baroutsis 2015). For example, in relation to the way 

media report or discuss news, Bourdieu (2011) uses the term ‘structural amnesia’ to 

describe a failure to move debates forward. A similar amnesia is present within agents 
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delivering RSE, legitimating simplistic (mis)understandings of sex and gender equality, and 

thereby orientating students towards a particular version of reality, maintaining power 

over the teachers view of the world order (Baroutsis 2015). It is also possible to consider 

LABS within a wider field of state regulated education, thus one could consider culture as 

a unifying force as dictated by the state, by unifying codes of linguistic, legal, and 

bureaucratic mechanisms (Bourdieu et al 1994), and it is by these bureaucratic procedures 

and educational structures and social rituals that the field moulds mental structures and 

forms of thinking (Bourdieu et al 1994).  

 

Bourdieu argues that it is through education that such typology as masculine and feminine, 

or the structure of ‘family’, is perpetuated and codified - it is here where the production 

and reproduction of social reality is centred and consecrated (Bourdieu et al 1994). It is 

through national policy strategies that particular versions of the world are imposed upon 

schools, and therefore children, investing pupils with the interests and values associated 

with the positioning of the state (Bourdieu et al 1994). Indeed, within the Bourdieusian tool 

kit it “is in the realm of symbolic production that the grip of the state is felt most 

powerfully” (Bourdieu et al 1994 p2). 

 

3.8.6 Symbolic Violence: 

The main forms of capital described by Bourdieu (economic, cultural, social, and the all-

encompassing symbolic capital) become the objects and instruments of struggle, which 

Bourdieu terms ‘symbolic violence’ (Bourdieu 1996; Baroutsis 2015). Bourdieu (1996) 
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suggests that symbolic violence can be embodied in an individual’s predisposition to act in 

accordance with the wishes of the field. Symbolic violence secures an agent’s compliance 

to the fields’ domination through the shaping of beliefs, actions or practices associated 

with the exclusion of other beliefs, actions and practices by considering them as illegitimate 

(Baroutsis 2015). Symbolic violence is often imperceptible and invisible, it is exerted 

through symbolic channels of communication and cognition and occurs where power is 

accepted as legitimate (Baroutsis 2015). This is because symbolic capital such as esteem, 

belief, recognition, and having the confidence of others, represents perceived authority to 

exercise power, and therefore generate sites of symbolic violence be withholding symbolic 

capital, or reducing the value of a species of capital within the field. For example, the 

scholastic field is inclined to economic and political influence as the UK state is able to 

dictate terms of content within a school programme (e.g., RSE). Moreover, they are also 

able to impose sanctions for not following these edicts thus securing agents’ compliance. 

Independent schools such as LABS are therefore symbolically colonised by the state who 

controls the means of legitimation (Grenfell & James 2004) via policy creation. Thus, the 

state exercises symbolic violence, over LABS by determining capital values.  

At an institutional level and personal level, symbolic violence can be felt by the individual 

in real terms. For example, in regard to the status of RSE as a subject. Because teachers of 

RSE in the UK are often non RSE specialists, RSE is often felt as a low status subject (Alldred 

et al 2003: Bragg et al 2022). Moreover, RSE is often allocated to colleagues as a timetable 

‘filler’46. Without providing additional time for planning or resource development, RSE is 

perceived as an imposition as it can constrain professional space, and indeed professional 

                                                           
46 As discussed in Chapter 5, RSE is given to colleagues by LABS to ensure that they have full teaching 
allocation. It is never assigned to colleagues because of a personal interest or professional expertise.  
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status (Schinkel & Noordegraaf 2011; Bragg et al 2022). RSE is therefore, is a space of 

symbolic violence, being ascribed low value in terms of symbolic capital. As a consequence 

of this symbolic violence, RSE becomes a site of conflict and discomfort (Walker et al 2003) 

when assigned to a colleague. 

 

3.8.7 Bourdieu & Agency: 

Biesta et al’ (2015) ecological view of mediated agency, and the concept of habitus, suggest 

that agency, rather than residing within individuals, can be better understood as an 

emergent phenomenon of actor-situation transactions within a field. In other words, 

agency should be considered as not just a property, capacity, or competence, but rather 

something that people do, something they express. This needs to be conceived in relation 

to who people are and where they are, because they are agents within a field, who have 

habitus, engage in illusio, and hold on to doxa. Further to this, because “habitus consists of 

a set of historical relations deposited within individual bodies in the form of mental and 

corporeal schemata or perception, appreciation, and action” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992 

p16), and habitus and field are so inextricably linked, any agency exercised by teachers 

must be confined to and limited by the structuring forces of the field in which they operate 

(Noyes 2008).   

 

Mediated agency then, becomes an expression of habitus, it shows signs of doxa, hints at 

illusio, and is entirely bound by the field in which agents operate. Subsequently, it is not a 

mechanical subservience to a rigid set of agreed rules. Rather it follows a dynamic or ‘fuzzy’ 
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logic (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992) which responds to the (ir)regularities of the field that 

are perceived and re-configured by agents who are conditioned to play the game (Kloot 

2009). Therefore, the forces 47 and structure 48 within a field are ever susceptible to 

challenge (Grenfell & James 2004) and augmentation. In fact, the field will change over 

time, as the habitus fit between the individual, institution and other forces acting on and 

within the field change. But these changes will only occur through acts of symbolic violence, 

as the levels and positionings of dominance and domination are produced and reproduced 

in relation to the field. It is in this way that even though Bourdieu’s reading of society is 

reproductive and determinative (Noyes 2008), rather than transformative (Kloot 2009), he 

adequately accounts for teacher agency in the delivery of RSE.  

 

3.9 Reflections and Conclusion 

While constructing this chapter and this methodology I have recognised the impossibility 

of knowing the subjective perception within a participant’s mind. As such, I acknowledge 

that any sense I make of others’ worlds, constructions, and actions (such as those in the 

subsequent analysis and discussions chapters), is an expression of my own consciousness 

and construction of reality grounded in my experiential learning in line with my 

epistemological approach (Valentine et al 2001; Harding 1987; Smith 1987; Butler 1992; 

Choi 2006; Glasersfeld 1997). Additionally, although there have been a number of 

challenges to the formation and running of the Staff FG (including the initial FG 

participants all withdrawing consent, and the global pandemic of Covid 19), these 

challenges have been overcome. The Focus Group methods used, and the subsequent use 

                                                           
47 Symbolic capital and violence. 
48 Doxa and illusio. 
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of Constant Comparative Method based within a Bourdieusian framework has enabled 

me to consider what participants believed inclusive and quality RSE should look like. 

Additionally, what, from the perspective of both student and teacher, the barriers to 

accessing and delivering the material are. Moreover, it provided me with a pathway to 

generate a collective understanding of the disconnect between the perceived objective 

reality of government policy, and subjective reality of practice and RSE delivery within a 

UK independent faith boarding school. The following chapter will consider in more detail 

the needs of the students in KS4 at LABS, in regard to RSE, what they require in terms of 

content and delivery, as well as KS4 students understanding of the barriers to the delivery 

of inclusive RSE at LABS. 
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Chapter 4: A child centred RSE curriculum 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter engages with my first research question: 

 

What are LABS KS4 children’s views over the structure and delivery of RSE? How 

do they envisage an ideal RSE delivery? 

 

As discussed in Section 3.81, student Focus Groups (FGs) were used to determine the needs 

of the students in KS4, in regard to both the RSE curriculum content and its delivery.  This 

not only provides an understanding of what students are asking teachers to deliver, but 

also examines the pedagogical techniques requested by the students to ensure successful 

delivery of, and engagement with, the material. The goal of this chapter is thus to unpack 

the actuality of the recommendation from the PSHE Association (PSHE Association 2019) 49 

and the Department for Education (DfE 2019a), that students are consulted to ensure that 

any RSE curriculum devised as part of the reform is child centred (Blake & Aggleton 2017), 

and appropriate to the institutional context (DfE 2019a). Without an understanding of the 

needs and the views of the student body, it would be impossible to locate the discomfort 

colleagues feel in delivering RSE.  

The themes identified by the students in both curriculum content and delivery are 

interwoven as part of the conversation as a whole. Students acted as sounding boards for 

each other, leading to tangential statements, and discussions. The FG told their story in a 

                                                           
49 The PSHE Association is a nationally recognised collegial association, who considers Personal Social and 
Health Education (PSHE) in England.  
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nonlinear way, and the way I have presented their story in this chapter is equally nonlinear. 

Section 4.2 considers the curriculum content requested by the FG, and then in section 4.3, 

I look at student perception regarding parental and community involvement in RSE at LABS. 

From this, I consider the student perspective on the overall curriculum structure in section 

4.4, allowing me to then look at the delivery of the sessions in 4.5. The chapter concludes 

with an overview of an ideal RSE curriculum from the perspective of LABS students in regard 

to both content and its delivery.  

 

4.2 Content of the RSE curriculum 

The curricular content requested from the FG are remarkably similar to those discussed in 

the literature review, such as diversity and equality, the inclusion of pleasure, and safety50, 

as well as those topics called for by the RSE guidance document (DfE 2019a) such as 

consent, FGM (Female Genital Mutilation) and online safety. However, there are two 

additional needs identified, notably body image (section 4.2.6), and moral panics (see 

section 4.2.3). These divergences will be discussed within each section, and related back to 

the literature discussed in both sections 2.2 (around inclusion, diversity and equality 

particularly in relation to LGBTQIA+), 2.3 (around religiosity and faith elements of LABS) 

and 2.7 (focusing on safety, pleasure, and positivity).  

 

4.2.1 Inclusion, diversity, and equality – is gay OK at LABS? 

Nell, a girl in Year 11 shared that: 

                                                           
50 It is worth noting that these are terms that I have chosen for the sake of brevity rather than terms 
expressed directly by the students.  
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“There was an LGBTQ class, but we don’t really know much about it.” 

Sophie’s another girl from Year 11, suggested that the exposure to LGBTQIA+ issues or 

discussions at LABS was limited: 

“we don’t really get taught about it at all”. 

In Section 2.2 I argued that the RSE curriculum in England still rests in the shadow of Section 

28 (Lee 2019), through the entrenched heteronormative biological processes that have 

become synonymous with sex education. It is significant therefore to see students 

recognise this positioning, signalling a need to move away from the heteronormative 

standpoint of the previous curriculum, towards an overt inclusion of sexuality and gender 

diversity. Students recognised that the inclusion of LGBTQIA+ (although students used the 

shortened term LGBTQ) within RSE at LABS had been, and is currently limited. Throughout 

the Year 11 FG, all student discussion regarding LGBTQIA+ within RSE centred around its 

current and past absence from the curriculum, rather than a demand for its presence. 

Alexander (Year 11) suggested that the absence from the curriculum was due to the 

teachers delivering it: 

“because like the teachers are from like an older generation. They don’t really know. It’s 

harder for them to understand” 

Although there was more discussion in Year 11 about LGBTQIA+ compared to Year 10, Year 

10 students were enthusiastic regarding the inclusion of LGBTQIA+, for example, Mabel 

commented: 

“I’m really glad that you did say LGBTQIA+ because I think that’s really important“ 

It is significant that Mabel states the importance of the inclusion of LGBTQIA+ issues, given 

the heteronormative bias shown within the existing RSE programme, but it is equally as 
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striking that, given the absence of LGBTQIA+ material through the curriculum, Mabel uses 

the acronym LGBTQIA+, rather than a condensed version (e.g., LGBT) or a slang term (e.g., 

gay). Amelia (Year 10) went further by telling us how LGBTQIA+ should be built into the 

curriculum, and that LGBTQIA+ should “be, like, weaved throughout”. The current norm 

(certainly within LABS) is to have LGBTQIA+ included within ‘PSHE days’, or in focused 

sessions during LGBT History Month – hence Nell’s recollection of a singular “LGBTQIA+ 

class”. However, students suggested that this should not be reduced to stand-alone 

teaching sessions, which is the advice of the DfE (2019a) guidance. This links to the work of 

Blake & Aggleton (2017), who suggest that quality RSE allows for the normalisations of 

LGBTQIA+, overtly signalling the positive everyday experiences of LGBTQIA+ people. 

Similarly, Mayer & Leonardi (2017) call for a diverse and inclusive curriculum to enable 

spaces which assume diversity of gender, sexuality, and familial structure (i.e., outside of 

the heteronormative. e.g., two dads/ two mums/ single parents/ trans parents.). As noted 

in the literature review, Mayer & Leonardi (2017) also suggested that the construction of 

these spaces could only be possible if they included references to both overt and subtle 

examples of equality and diversity. Again, the calls for such inclusion by the student body 

could only be possible if the curriculum construction, from the outset, included a range of 

familial structures as well as a diversity of gender roles, and ethnicities within the materials 

used to deliver the curriculum, such as built-in discussion prompts, worksheets, or 

presentations. There is a link between curriculum construction i.e., what the institution is 

intentionally teaching, and what the students are learning. Such a pedagogical distinction 

can help locate aspects of the hidden curriculum where normative ideals of sex, gender, 

and family structure are foregrounded (Sanjakdar et al 2015), rather than diversity being 

“like, weaved throughout”. As noted by Bragg et al (2021) without diversity being 
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embedded across the culture of the institution individual sessions are unlikely to be 

efficacious. The presence and representation of LGBTQIA+, ethnicities, and diverse familial 

structures across all of the learning materials as part of the conscious pedagogy of both the 

institution and the individual teacher would provide evidence of a culture of diversity and 

inclusion 

 

As stated, there was a reduced level of discussion regarding LGBTQIA+ inclusion within the 

Year 10 FG. Factors leading to this may be multiple, however, a possibility is that the 

inculcation of students into the heteronormative paradigm where being straight, white, 

and male is a clear status projection (McNeill 2013). This could be related back to LABS’ 

doxa, and its specific historical development, which has not enabled the discussion beyond 

heteronormativity until recent times. The capital value of heteronormativity within LABS is 

high; aligning with another – different - positioning may carry the risk of losing capital. This, 

in turn, can lead to positions within the field that feel uncomfortable, and could have social 

repercussions such as othering or social exclusion. 

 

 

4.2.2 Faith, Religiosity, Morality, and RSE at Labs 

“Because in our RE class, we’re doing about like contraception and sex at the moment.  

And a lot of like I think…because we were a Christian school.  So, doing like interactive 

things like might…if there’s different religions, it might not have a good effect on it and 

that they might go home and like share something that the parents might not want them 
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to know.  So, I think it’s quite a hard one for you guys to know what’s like, right to cover.” 

(Elenore, Year 11) 

 

Because the religious nature of the institution is part of the doxa of LABS, and because of 

the diversity of faiths present within the school community, Elenore recognises that there 

may be challenges in balancing content, breadth and depth of the RSE curriculum with the 

religious views and beliefs of those involved. As discussed in Section 2.3, Hatch & Roberts-

Dobie (2016) argue that the potential site of any conflict in regard to RSE will likely not be 

between the faith aspect of the institution and the content of the RSE curriculum, rather 

the potential conflict will more likely exist between the wider community of the parent 

body, and how they perceive the appropriateness of the content, as seen in its most 

vociferous form during the 2019 protests over the ‘no outsiders’ campaign (Parveen 2019). 

In Elenore’s statement she makes direct reference to students going home and “share[ing] 

something  that the parents might not want them to know”. The something in this 

statement I am interpreting as sexual knowledge. Eleanor recognises that the religious 

nature and status of families and the wider community have a direct impact on the feelings 

of comfort in the delivery of RSE as well as in the design and construction of an RSE 

programme.  

 

The context of the above statement by Elenore is also worthy of note in that it was made 

as part of a discussion on consent: what it is and how it should be covered within the 

curriculum. Although the absence of faith references within both FG may be related to doxa 

(where Christian teachings and values are considered as a taken for granted element of the 
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institution and therefore not discussed), it is interesting that there is an absence of any 

discussion of religiosity (other than Elenore’s comment), including the use of faith or 

religious doctrine as a foundation for moral or ethical positioning (see section 4.2.1). Of 

equal interest is the absence of moral or ethical discussion within the Year 10 FG. This also 

included an absence of pejorative references to the practices or values of others (unlike 

Year 11 where there are two distinct value judgments made on other people – see section 

4.2.3). It is less likely however, that the students lack the critical thinking skills or discursive 

abilities to identify moral questions. I suggest this because the Year 11 FG, highlighted a 

number of ethical and moral topics that should be included within an RSE curriculum, 

notably; consent, abortion, and ‘slut-shaming’ – (see section 4.2.3). While it is possible that 

the difference in chronological age across one academic year, may have highlighted a gap 

in maturity, cognitive growth, or moral awareness, one would have expected some value 

judgments, or unqualified moral statements rather than total absence. It is possible that 

such absence is constructed through a disconnect between the institutional doxa and the 

habitus of the student actors. As such these silences are problematic in that a construction 

of hidden curriculum is emerging. Although breaking the silence does not negate either the 

doxa or the habitus, conversations surrounding the ethics and morality within RSE may lead 

to changes in either, or a reconciliation between the two.  

 

4.2.3 The Morals of Sexual virtue: Emergency Contraception, Rape and Slut-Shaming 

“I feel like for boys it’s like more of a status thing.  Whereas for girls, like it’s more of like if 

you lost your virginity.  It’s like…or more of like a slag.  I mean, it’s like not taken very 

nicely.  Whereas for a boy it’s like, ‘Oh, I’ve done it now.’” (Jonty – Year11). 
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Jonty’s words point to the promotion of a sexual virtue via heteronormative behaviours: 

women should abstain from sex, while men should display promiscuity (Charles 2014). This 

adds to the blaming of girls for their perceived sexuality, sexual activity, or sexual persona 

(Webb 2015; Usdan 2017), while male members of the student population, sexualised 

behaviour is further accepted if not promoted. It was interesting that this observation was 

made by a male member of the group, and it was challenged by Nell: 

“some girls might think about it like boys do though”  

Nell hinted that there was a desire for girls to be recognised as sexual beings with the same 

sexual status as boys, however she then followed up with “Oh I’ve done it. I’m like the 

bigger person”. Of note, her proffering of “bigger person” came with a pejorative tone, 

rather than a yearning for sexual liberation amongst female students, that there again was 

a moral virtue in abstinence, in that to have had a sexual encounter and brag about it, or 

even to discuss it openly was a negative (Charles 2014). This is an example of what Ringrose 

& Renold (2012) consider to be normative sexual virtue, as Nell expresses that sexual 

manifestation in women should be demure and subtle (if not hidden/ absent) rather than 

brash and braggadocios.  

The second virtuous discussion in Year 11 related to the use of emergency contraception 

as a main form of contraception, which developed into discussions around women using 

early term abortion as a primary form of contraception. Students in Year 11 seemed to 

conflate the use of the morning after pill and early term abortions, with Nell commenting:  
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“yeah, they’re like, ‘oh I don’t need to use contraception because I can just get an 

abortion’. Or like well I don’t need to use contraceptives because I can just take the 

morning after pill’.” 

This was expressed in a pejorative tone, suggesting a combination of ignorance and laziness 

as reasons for this contraceptive preference. This disapproving tenor, lack of disagreement 

from other students in the group, suggests a sexual virtue within a normative sexual 

behaviour – in this case the irregular or non-use of emergency contraception is virtuous, 

and use of emergency contraception and abortion non-virtuous. Webb (2015) frames this 

within the term ‘slut-shaming’51. Additionally, the use of the non-committal “they’re” 

reduced identity, by othering the women that Nell discusses, reducing them to less than 

she is, and constructs them as ‘they’. 

Elenore’s support of Nell’s slut-shaming was notable, she said: 

“I don’t…not…being horrible but people [have abortions] not as a last resort but as 

contraceptives” 

Elenore’s contribution raises three points. Firstly, Elenore substitutes the word woman for 

people, thereby de-gendering the woman having the abortion. This is a form of othering, 

as, just like Nell’s “they’re”, Eleanor wants to distance herself from women who she 

perceives as overusing abortions by reducing the distinct women to the generic people. 

Obviously the ‘people’ she refers to are women, however, by othering Elenore reduces the 

humanity of the situation, and creates a space where women who have (in Eleanor’s 

opinion) had too many abortions, are lesser and not deserving of the status of woman. 

                                                           
51 Slut-shaming in this thesis is considered as a societal phenomenon, often directed at women, which 
exposes and shames individuals for their perceived sexual availability (Webb 2015). 
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Secondly, Elenore was at pains not to be seen as unkind to the women that she was 

referring to, saying “I don’t… not… being horrible but…” which proceeded a value statement 

on the behaviour of said women. This pre-emptive structure suggests that Elenore 

recognised the contentious nature of her statement, if not the problematic nature of the 

issue the group were discussing. As suggested by Nowicka (2018), Elenore is indicating to 

the group that it is acceptable to have a pejorative opinion of women who take emergency 

conception, and because Eleanor’s statement was in support of Nell, this acceptability 

extends to women who (in Eleanor’s opinion) too frequently take emergency 

contraception. In this small but significant exchange Nell and Eleanor are showing that 

within the realm of contraception the virtue of woman is everything. Women have the 

power and indeed the responsibility to be morally sexually virtuous. More than this, when 

women stray from moral virtue (i.e., perceived use of emergency contraception and 

abortion that exceeds what the girls here believe is acceptable), then they are themselves 

at fault for not guarding their sexual virtue (Dobson & Ringrose 2016). 

The third element of this statement I set out to analyse relates to how the moral positioning 

and slut-shaming of Nell and Elenore, contrasted with the views of Elenore and Sophie 

regarding others (particularly men) who are anti-abortion.    

Elenore: “But have you seen the people that stand out of the hospital where they’re like 

the unit is.  And they’re like it’s all men saying stop abortions.  And it’s like not their 

decision.  And I think that’s…” 

Sophie: “I think it’s, quite lost about the actual like feelings about abortion and stuff, like 

what the emotional responses and stuff are to having one” 
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Here Elenore, although seemingly contrary to her above stance on women using abortion 

as contraception, expresses the importance of abortion as an individual woman’s choice. 

She recognised that the pro-life demonstrations she had witnessed were predominantly 

undertaken by men, and had a grievance with men making choices on women’s bodies. 

Yet, Elenore, only moments earlier, engaged in slut-shaming discussions with Nell regarding 

abortions. Does this suggest a dualism in the sexual virtue expressed previously, or does it 

signal a boundary to the virtue? Sophie wanted to make it clear that she did not think such 

demonstrations considered the difficulties women may experience when deciding to 

terminate a pregnancy, stating that the demonstrators do not think about the “emotional 

responses … to having one”. This follows up comment from Sophie hints at a duality in 

virtue, because of the comfort in employing slut shaming in relation to emergency 

contraception, but this changed, and the comfort dissipated when discussing slut-shaming 

in relation to refusal of access to abortion. Such duality may relate to a form of internalised 

sexual repression, as discussed by Ringrose & Renold (2012), as students negotiate the 

cultural belief that women are bearers of sexual morality (McClintock 1995; Charles 2014).  

 

4.2.4 Safety, Pleasure, Consent, and Bullough’s Positivity  

“I think everyone knows about sex.  So, I don’t think it needs to be taught.  But…I don’t 

know.  Maybe spoke about like in a different way to how people talk about it to each 

other, maybe like less mechanical and more philosophical more just…I don’t know” 

 

Nell suggests here students at LABS want to have an RSE programme that goes further than 

the biomechanics of sex. However, as discussed in section 2.7, the construction and 
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delivery of RSE in secondary schools has for some time focused on the biomechanics of 

heteronormative penetrative sexual intercourse (Blake & Aggleton 2017; Allen 2011). As a 

result of this, a number of aspects such as pleasure (Williams et al 2013; Fine 1988; Allan & 

Carmody 2012; Allen 2011); self-confidence (Rasmussen 2004); development of healthy 

relationships (Allen 2004; Wood et al 2019); and consent (Beres 2020; Bragg et al 2021) 

have been absent.  

Similarly, Mabel (Year 10), wanted RSE to: 

“talk about things that aren’t necessarily sex, like the things around it” 

In both FG 52students agreed that this reflected the needs and wants of the students of 

LABS, confirming that students have an awareness of the biomechanics of sexual practices, 

but little beyond this. 

Although this may be due to a number of factors, I understand this in relation to how 

schools operate in a space of sexual regulation (Ringrose & Renold 2012). This refers to the 

inculcation of students into the heteronormative, operationalised by producing/ 

reproducing overt or covert signalling (Abbott et al 2015) that sex is white (Ward 2008), 

male-centric (Lee et al 1994), and for adults (Robinson 2008). Such sexual regulation can 

construct a doxa where the absence of sexuality, pleasure, or sexual exploration amongst 

children are part of the taken for granted ‘truths’ of being a student at LABS. What is 

formed as a result, is a patriarchal version of heteronormative sexual virtue (Chambers et 

al 2004), where age-appropriate sexual behaviour is scrutinised through a lens of moral 

panics (Egan & Hawkes 2010; Giddens 2008) centred in the sexual virtue of women and 

heterosexuality. Consequently, children are constructed as asexual (Epstein et al 2003; 

                                                           
52 See section 4.2.5 on self-sourcing of RSE. 
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Allen 2004), or sexually repressed: failing to provide students with spaces to explore their 

own sexual identity or discuss the meaning of pleasure figures as a form of symbolic 

violence, and is particularly concerning in relation to consent. For example, see Eleanor: 

 “it’s really important we talk about what consent actually is”. 

From Sophies viewpoint consent offers a very clear-cut message: 

“it’s a yes or a no, not a ‘Oh this can mean she might want to’ its …if she… if someone says 

they want it, they want it”. 

Importantly, Sophie changed the pronoun choice as she talked from she to someone. This 

suggests that she recognises that consent is irrespective of gender identity a mutual 

agreement. In this statement Sophie recognises that consent is not centred within the 

sexual virtue held by woman, but starting the statement with she, recognises that women 

remain a gatekeeper of sexual practices and virtue.  

 

In the Year 11 FG, while discussing the issue of consent, a conversation was had regarding 

the age that students at LABS are having their sexual debut. The Year 11 students in 

particular were clear that students were having sexual relationships in younger years, as 

Jonty pointed out “I know so many people that have had sex”. Jonty continued to discuss 

the prevalence of sexual relationships amongst his peers by discussing how “most of that 

was like, you know – unprotected, Nell responded in agreement saying: “it’s such a rising 

issue like young people getting pregnant”. Equally Elenore concurred that this was a 

common practice amongst her peers, and stated to the group that the age at which sexual 

activity at LABS begins “feels like it it’s, like, a younger thing”. This can be interpreted long 



130 

 

two possible lines: either students are having sexual experiences in KS353, or there is a 

degree of bragging which reduces the age of sexual encounters54. Either way, risks 

associated with not providing students with adequate information regarding sexual health 

and safety at an early age are evident. At LABS it appears that we are not doing enough to 

provide this information. Frederic (Year 10) stated in response to a discussion on STI 

content in RSE, that if you “don’t know and then, like you could end up really unsafe…like 

you just need straight answers sometimes”. Sophie (Year 11) agreed and asked to have 

included in RSE “which ways to look after yourself with sex, yeah just to kind of protect 

yourself”, as did Elenore who believed that STI’s should be covered “usually in all years”.  

The discussions surrounding, safety, sex, and consent across Year 10 and 11 suggest that 

RSE should include curricular spaces that, as Nell suggested, are “like less mechanical and 

more philosophical”. Having a sex positive approach to RSE at LABS, as described by 

Bullough (1976), would provide an inclusive environment, where there is recognition of 

cultural and social variation within personal meanings and preferences ascribed to sex and 

intimate relationships. This would facilitate meaningful discussions around the use of 

contraceptives, open conversations regarding consent, and the emotional and social 

aspects of RSE that the students have asked for. In turn, this could increase students’ ability 

to make safer decisions regarding sexual practices, discuss the use of contraceptives or STI 

prevention with their partner, and have more meaningful interpersonal connections. It 

would also give practitioners the opportunity to explore with students the “philosophical” 

aspects of sex and relationships such as ethics, emotions, and social constructions.  It is 

possible that a lack of discussion of pleasure and social interactivity of sex may be one 

                                                           
53 UK School Years 7 through to 9 or chronological age 11 through to 14 years old 
54 see section 4.2.3. 
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reasoning behind the self-sourcing of RSE via pornography. This is what the analysis turns 

to next. 

 

4.2.5 Pornography 

Nell told the group that the ease of access to pornography may have become a normalising 

factor for students’ attitudes to sex at LABS: 

“I think porn, has sort of just made sex seem like normal, like there’s…I don’t know how to 

put it but like it’s not big of a deal”.  

This prompted Eleonor to tell the group that  

“I think… that this is what it’s like in real life, this looks like in porn, I feel like porn kind of 

sets up this like unrealistic like….” 

These statements suggest a normalisation process of sexual practices (Weinberg et al 

2010). However, Eleanor and Nell do recognise that tropes displayed in pornography do 

not relate to the realities of sexual practices. Although they do see the repeated exposure 

and normalisation of these tropes as a factor setting sexual expectations of their peers.  

Owens et al (2012) found that there is a degree of inconsistency relating to the impact of 

pornographic content on young people, particularly in the time that access to pornographic 

content has become more widely available via the proliferation of smartphones and other 

mobile devices. In addition to this, Spišák (2016) suggested that a core issue was not just 

the exposure to pornography, but what counts as pornography55, suggesting that debates 

                                                           
55 It is not in the scope of this thesis to critically examine the kinds of pornographies that the children of 
LABS are consuming or being exposed to, moreover the discussions of pornography across the FG did not 
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surrounding teen exposure to, and consumption of, pornography are wildly inconsistent. 

Bertie (in Year 10) told the FG that RSE needed to cover pornography as a topic in Year 7 

(11 years old)  

“because it’s definitely at least Year 7, like most of them would’ve been exposed to 

pornographic content” 

A sentiment Catherine (Year 10) also agreed with. Interestingly, even though Catherine 

knew that pornography should be covered in RSE before all students were exposed to it, 

when the facilitator asked if this should be covered before Year 7, Catherine disagreed “no 

not younger”, which prompted Bertie to discuss the relationship between chronological 

age and maturity when accessing pornography: 

“I don’t know, because there’s a couple of years of, like whether still people are kind of like 

‘ew, what’s that man?!’, so there’s still that distance of time they’re too young to 

understand”. 

Alexander suggested however, that the over exposure to pornography is not external to 

the student, but rather that students seek out pornography, stating that students: 

“haven’t really in the past got the education from like school. They go to porn for it…”. 

This seeking may not be to fulfil a sexual urge or to provide any form of sexual gratification, 

but instead act as a form of RSE. I understand this alongside the work of Owens et al (2012) 

and Quinlivan (2018) who found that the seeking and engagement with pornography is not 

                                                           
delineate into form, sub genera, or classification. Therefore, I have tried to preserve the experiences within 
the FG data by considering pornography as a whole.  However, because pornography as a concept was so 
heavily referenced throughout the FG discussions it is a clear part of staff and student experiences and as 
such is included as a category.  
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only self-directed RSE, but is also a normative experience in child development. Alexander 

continued: 

“and it’s just the wrong place because-, I’m not saying like porn is bad, but it can like 

desensitise you”.  

Alexanders’ recognition that there could be negative effects to the exposure to unfettered 

access to pornography, is in line with the work of Putri & Jupri (2019) who found that 

pornography, particularly online, has a number of desensitising effects, and according to 

Martellozzo et al (2020) can be linked to negative perceptions of sex and healthy 

relationships, or as Elenore said: “ I feel like porn kind of sets up this like unrealistic like….”   

In regard to absences within the FG discussions, it was interesting to note that there was 

no discussion of the ethics or legality of accessing pornography under the age of 18. 

Moreover, students did not discuss violence, contraception, misogyny, consent, or 

exploitation. Instead, they focused on the (un)realistic nature of pornography, and the 

age at which students first encounter pornographic material. However, it is clear that 

pornography does feature in the lives of LABS students, and that it impacts upon their 

understanding of sex and relationships.  

Based on these discussions, it is clear that pornography needs to be in the RSE curriculum 

at LABS. Not only do LABS need to provide students with spaces to discuss the relevance of 

pornography in their lives (Spišák 2020), but also the relationship between pornographic 

representations and the reality of sexual practices. This would allow discussions of the 

tropes of pornography, so that issues such as misogyny, use of contraception, violence, 

exploitation, and consent, alongside pleasure, representation, and self-expression (Spišák 

2016) can be explored with the students (Quinlivan 2018). These kinds of discussion, from 
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the student perspective, need to be starting before Year 10. This could then lead to 

establishing a spiral curriculum around RSE, where Year 10 students would go back and 

engage in more depths with topics raised earlier in their education, while also enabling 

them to identify missing elements of RSE. Students will be able to signal their self-sourcing 

of RSE, what they are looking for and why, this could provide an insight into how the 

content of the programme should be developed in the future.  

 

4.2.6 Body-image 

“Body image is Crucial [student emphasis], I think body-image is kind of across all of 

them56 because that’s not really been talked about before” (Sophie, Year 11) 

Although the DfE guidance (2019a) does consider the links between student’s self-worth 

and their understanding of their physical self, body-image is not discussed specifically in 

the RSE statuary guidance, or, indeed, in the review of the literature pertaining to RSE (here 

body-image is taken to mean an individual’s opinion of the aesthetics of their physical 

body). Although body-image is an aspect of understanding physical self, and is clearly linked 

to self-worth, as a distinct topic, students wished to explore body-image. The prevailing 

reason for this was the impact of social media on student’s perception and understanding 

of body-image. When the facilitator asked the group about whether the Year 10 FG 

considered social media an important aspect of RSE, Catherine (Year 10) was quick to say:  

“on all social media like, loads of boys they’ll maybe Photoshop just to look like they have 

six-packs, (Laughs) and then like, that’s not what should happen”. 

                                                           
56 covered in every year group’s RSE programme me. 
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Interestingly in Year 10 there was a clear gender differential in terms of response. 

Although Catherine discussed boys having six packs, and that they may augment images 

of themselves, the boys seemed to believe that it was the girls that were more likely to 

feel the pressure from social media imagery. Frederick (Year 10), responded to Catherine:  

“mainly so the girls know that they’re not really meant to look like all the Instagram 

models like that isn’t what they’re meant to look like”. 

In Year 11 Nell also recognised that the body-image pressures faced by students are present 

regardless of gender stating: 

“It’s not just women that get like body shamed as well like men get it just as much as…and 

I think automatically, people do think like body-image like with girls like bikinis, boobs, 

bums, but it’s actually on men as well”.  

Nells statement reflects the work done by Holland & Tiggemann (2016) who found that 

gender was not a moderating factor in the effects of new media (such as the internet and 

social networking sites) on self-worth and body-image amongst teenager. Indeed, there is 

a recognition from the girls that media representations are negatively impacting boys’ 

body-image, and boys recognise that media representations of girls’ bodies are negatively 

impacting girls’ body-image.  

 

However, the above exchange in Year 10 - and Nell’s statement - do hint to a lack of 

understanding of structural inequality (George et al 2020) in the presentation of male  and 

female bodies (Johnson et al 2007; Jannath & Taylor 2015; Ragonese et al 2016) across 

social media. This was demonstrated by linking images of the male body to musculature 

(six pack), and the female body being linked to more intimate and sexualised body parts 



136 

 

(breasts and bums), and although Nells statement regarding “bikinis, boobs, bums” does 

show an awareness that body-image is linked to the sexualisation and commodification 

(Quinlivan 2018) of women’s bodies (Fasoli et al 2018), she draws an equity between the 

commodification of female and male bodies. Although it is understandable that in Year 10 

students do not have an awareness of structural inequality in the representation and 

sexualisation of the human body (women having enhanced sexual characteristics such as 

breasts and bums, while men have less sexualised aspects exaggerated such as 

musculature of the abdomen) across media (Ward 2016). The provision of a space to 

discuss this in the RSE curriculum may help students better understand and negotiate the 

representations of the human form they are presented on social media. It is worthy of note 

that even though body-image clearly impacted all students, and that boys recognised it in 

girls and vice versa, body-image is the only part of the RSE curriculum that students in 

either FG suggested was delivered in gender segregated groups. Mabel (Year 10) said: 

“That’s the one where girls and boys – they need splitting into a group”. 

However, this call for gender split teaching was only made on this one occasion and by a 

single student. Although there was no disagreement in the group, no agreement was 

proffered either. The sentiment is not reflected in the Year 11 FG. I would suggest that the 

need for male students to understand the commodification and sexualisation of the female 

body and the impacts this has on the development of women’s body-image (Jannath 

&Taylor 2015), is something that the male students in LABS need to have an awareness of. 

At the same time, female students should also have an understanding or an awareness that 

there is a commodification of the male body (Johnson et al 2007) and indeed of masculinity 

(Parent & Cooper, 2020). Ultimately, Mabel’s call for gender separation could provide an 
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opportunity for students to miss an exploration of commodification of the human body, 

with all genders being able to contribute and learn from each other.  

 

Clearly body-image should be a key part of the curriculum, one that students at LABS feel 

particularly passionate about, and one that crosses a number of other themes including 

pornography and the commodification of the human body, othering of people, and the 

impacts of new media and accesses/use of the internet. Although the access to this media 

is in some ways regulated during the school day at LABS, the majority of access is initiated, 

controlled, and legitimised by the parents of the students via parents purchasing internet 

enabled devices or contracts (in the UK you must be 18 years old to have a phone or SIM 

contract). Although parents do not control the behaviour of children particularly when they 

are not in the same physical space as them, parents are responsible for allowing access to 

the internet. For this reason, the next section of this chapter considers how students want 

parents involved in the RSE curriculum, and considers any potential sites of conflict.  

 

4.3 Parental and Community Involvement  

As discussed in section 2.4, there is a meta-conversation occurring within the delivery of 

RSE, where teachers work through lines of class, politics, religion, and institutional practices 

(Thomson 1994). When the delivery of RSE fails to adequately meet the needs of the 

school, the parents, or the student body in relation to these intersections, there can be far 

ranging consequences, as demonstrated by the 2019 protests (Parveen 2019). To this end, 

the suggestion from both the DfE (2019a) and the PSHE Association (2019) is to ensure 

there is a clear and open dialogue between the school, the parents of students, and the 
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students themselves. Allen et al (2018) report that when parents do have conversations 

and discussions with their children regarding sex and sexuality, the restrictions on parent’s 

knowledge (such as anatomically correct language, or understanding the structure of the 

female reproductive system), or ability to provide responses which do not form 

misconceptions and further confusion, hamper the efforts of parents to provide quality RSE 

in the home. Moreover, Carrion & Jenson (2014) found that RSE facilitators in school must 

also balance the scientific-technical standpoint of public health messaging with the moral 

and religious perspectives of the family. This makes the inclusion of the family and wider 

community in RSE development and delivery an essential component of success.  

 

When parental involvement in RSE was discussed in the student FG however, students felt 

that that it should either limited, or be avoided at all costs: 

“I don’t think we should be talking to our parents about, like, personal stuff, like sex” 

(Philip – Year 10): 

Or handled in a sensitive manner, not just through impersonal email communications: 

“they just get like, sent emails – an email, saying, this is what they learned about [sex], 

and then just not having to interact with your parents for the rest of the day” [student 

emphasis]. (Sophie – Year 11) 

Across the 10 and Year 11 FG, there were clear statements that negatively referred to 

parental engagement with either RSE as a whole or RSE from the school perspective. Such 

negative interactions with parents developed into two main themes: discomfort, and lack 

of knowledge. 
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In regard to discomfort, Philip told the group: 

“My father gave me the talk (laughs) it was so cringey”.  

Allen et al (2018) recognised that the elastic boundary between public and private spaces 

in relation to sexuality and sex education provides a clear site of discomfort, where 

professionals and the family find it uncomfortable to openly discuss sexuality with children. 

This discomfort is noteworthy because it is strongly felt by LABS staff too, as I discuss 

further in chapter 5.  

Secondly, students challenged their parents’ knowledge base, claiming they would not 

have the understanding or the language required to engage in meaningful conversations 

around sex or sexuality. As Alexander (Year 11) put it: 

“if you like talk to your dad or your mum like its… yer, it’s hard for them to get it, and to 

talk about it without sounding like old people or getting it wrong”. 

Further to this, although students recognise that their parents must have some form of 

sexual knowledge – or as Mabel (Year 10) put it  

“our parents already going to know what it is – they must have done it for us to be here 

right?” 

There was also a suggestion that parents could withhold sexual knowledge. This was put 

rather well by Nell (Year11) who told the group: 

“Sometimes that makes it hard as well because if there’s things that you need to teach the 

students, but their parents don’t want to know but students like do need to know it.  And 
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just because their parents don’t want them to like find out doesn’t mean they’re not going 

to find out.  So, it’s better than to find out in like a proper like way.” 

This correlates directly to the work of Stone, Ingham, & Gibbins (2013), O’Donnell et al 

(2007), and Allen et al (2018), who found that RSE provided by parents can be exclusionary, 

and insufficient. This exclusionary practice, as discussed in chapter 5 and in section 2.11, 

can be linked to the protection of childhood innocence (Faulkner 2011), the ownership and 

delivery of sexual knowledge, and moralistic calls for the protection of childhood innocence 

and virginity (Renold & Ringrose 2011). Although this was hinted at by Nell when she told 

the FG “their parents don’t want them to like find out” there was little exploration within 

either of the student FG as to why parents do not want them to find out.  

Nell’s comment also suggests a recognition of the need for parental involvement in the 

construction and delivery of the RSE programme. However, she is also clear that parental 

involvement is a site of discomfort for them and a potential site of conflict for LABS (“that 

makes it hard”). The DfE (2019a) and PSHE Association (2019) both encourage the 

involvement of parents early in, and throughout, the construction and delivery of RSE, as 

this can and will reduce sites of conflict between the institution, parents, and the 

community. However, Allen et al (2018) found that their participants felt discomfort, and 

occasional confusion, during and after discussions and exposure to sex and sexuality in the 

family home. Feelings of discomfort when discussing sex and sexuality with parents being 

“so cringey” may not dissipate, and there may be continued confusion, in part (as Alexander 

recognised) due to a disconnect in language and understanding of current youth sexual 

issues, as well as parents having limited RSE exposure themselves. 
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Section 4.2 has considered the various threads that students want included in the RSE 

curriculum at LABS, and section 4.3 considered how students want parents involved in the 

curriculum structure. I now move on to discuss how this can be structured into a cohesive 

programme across KS4.  

 

4.4 Curriculum Structure  

[the curriculum] “should be used like each year maybe in a bit more depth and detail”. 

(Nell – Year 11) 

As discussed in the literature review (section 2.6), the use of a spiral curriculum will allow 

the complex topics discussed within RSE to be explored in an incremental manner, enabling 

the critical exploration of themes in a more detailed approach each year. This is in line with 

Depauli & Plaute (2018), who call for an RSE programme where topics are covered in each 

year but with additional information and thinking skills added. Similarly, Elanor suggested 

that RSE should start at the earliest possible opportunity: 

“Also, I feel that they don’t talk about it because everyone’s like, ‘Oh, you don’t need to 

teach it to them yet because they’re too young.’  But in reality, there’s lots of people that 

age who are doing it.  And they’re doing it with no like awareness about it at all”. 

Elenore’s statement aligns well with that of Nell, because both girls are asking for topics to 

be covered from an early age, and revisited each year with additional information that is 

relevant, and accessible to the students as they develop both socially and biologically.  

 

When discussing curricular structure and delivery outside of the spiral curricula, the gender 

make-up of the student body was only once mentioned. There were no calls to consider a 
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sex (as opposed to gender57) specific topic such as menstruation, or other changes 

connected to puberty. Body-image, however, was requested by one student to be 

delivered in gendered groupings. Having gendered breakout sessions on body image could 

be used to discuss structural issues in regard to patriarchal and heteronormative 

presentations of the body in media, and explore ideas of sexualisation of women, and 

growing trends in body dysmorphia (Himanshu, Kaur, & Singla 2020), and eating disorders 

(Lonergan et al 2020; Nagata, Ganson, & Murray 2020) amongst male, and continuing body 

dysmorphia and eating disorder trends across female teenagers.  

 

To truly understand the needs of students, I need to consider not just the structure and 

content of the RSE curriculum, or indeed how they want their parents to interact with the 

RSE programme. I must also consider what students need from those delivering the 

programme. What a good RSE teacher ‘looks like’ to students in KS4. The next section 

considers what students ask for in terms of the delivery of RSE in the classroom.  

 

4.5 Delivery 

“All they do is teach us, read something out, and that’s kind of it.  And it’s killing it.” 

(Alexander -Year 11) 

 

As well as clarifying the structure of the wider curriculum, students across both FG were as 

equally clear on the structure of the individual sessions, and the approach of the teacher 

                                                           
57 Sex being a biologically determined classification and gender being a societally determined classification 
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facilitating it. This section considers how students want RSE to be delivered, and what that 

teacher facilitation would look like in practice.  

 

Through both FG students made equally unambiguous references to didactic teaching 

methodologies and how these hinder both impact and engagement. This is in line with the 

work of Haidet et al (2004), Allen (2011), and Walker et al (2003), who found that didactic 

teaching methodologies offer spaces that make teachers (particularly those who feel 

discomfort within the curriculum) feel safe (Sullivan et al 2014). These lecture-style RSE 

sessions have two main delivery forms; the traditional didactic method of ‘chalk and talk’, 

or the more modern use of audio-visual resources. Students describe both forms as a 

barrier to engagement, with Bertie asking for: “Less slides and stuff and videos and more 

like actual talking, being real and discussing it with us”, and Elenore wanting “like 

interactive sort of things” such as sequencing activities, or devising social stories, as part of 

the lesson planning, saying: 

“I feel like right now, I mean, we do stuff like this in PSHE like it’s all very like formal.  And 

if not, you feel like they’re just telling you all this when you kind of want it to be more of 

like a discussion and like a little bit more laid back rather than just boring bits of 

information, like they use that PowerPoint.  They don’t really use themselves – it just 

doesn’t seem genuine.” 

As well as sessions that are discursive, and teacher rather than resource lead, students 

want RSE teachers who have a strong knowledge base, and speak from a position of 

authority and integrity in regard to the subject knowledge. As discussed in chapter 5, one 

of discomforts that staff felt was the potential disclosure of personal information, students 
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however, explain that they do not want to discuss the personal sexual experience of 

individual teachers, and in fact as Nell says:  

“Yeah,…not their own perspective because I don’t really want to know that” 

This was backed up by Catherine in Year 10 asking for sessions that come from: 

“Just from experiences but not like...  No, no, no, no, not from- that sounded weird, no.  

Ignore me.  (laughs)”. 

These quotations from the FG show that students are not interested in the sex-lives or 

sexuality of teachers, but they do recognise that delivering knowledge of sex and sexuality 

with authenticity and authority requires some lived familiarity from the teacher, students 

want to have someone not just with an academic knowledge base, but the ability to speak 

from experience (Allen 2011). 

 

As well as knowing what they do not want and what does not work for them, students also 

know what they think makes a good teacher of RSE, in terms of approach to the session. 

Philip asked for example for teachers that are “friendly”, and Catherine recognised that 

“You form relationships with them more than other teachers”. This directly links to the work 

of Preston (2019) who noted the professional and personal risk identified in the very 

different relationships formed, and topics discussed, between students and RSE teachers 

(see section 2.11).  

 

Students are also clear about the behaviour and classroom management skills that an RSE 

teacher would require, with Nell stating: 
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“I think back to where you were about being interactive, I think the reason why I think 

they’re not doing it is because it depends what type of students you get, and the teacher”, 

she went further suggesting that behaviour was worse with teachers “that find it quite 

uncomfortable”. To counter this issue Mabel suggested that a teacher outside of the 

academic faculties is used to deliver RSE effectively, saying:  

“I think it would help if we had like a different teacher, like there’s some teachers that 

would be easier to talk about this kind of stuff and then other teachers that would just feel 

really awkward and you’d laugh at what they say”. 

Students within the FG have given a guide on how they want their RSE programme to be 

delivered. Not just in terms of the structure of the programme, and the resources used for 

its delivery, but also in regards to the colleagues who facilitate the sessions. Such a different 

teacher could be considered as an existing colleague who meets the attributes of the ideal 

RSE teacher, or an external facilitator. The following section brings together the conclusions 

for this chapter, and considers what it is that students want and need from their RSE 

programme at LABS.  

4.6 Conclusions 

Students clearly want or need the space to discuss and reflect the ethics and biological 

realities of relationships, sex and sexuality, including safety in a sex positive (Wood et al 

2019; Carmody 2005; Bullough 1976) approach. This includes the legal frameworks, ethics 

and social impacts of all forms of contraception available to them, including the morning 

after pill and abortion (Allen 2011). There is also a need to explore the personal and societal 

effects of access to pornography and sexually explicit material, as well as the impacts on 

self-esteem and body-image that new and old media has on the development of the 
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adolescent.  The curriculum must also provide a space to allow for the exploration of 

entrenched normativity. Not just heteronormativity, but also patriarchal structures and 

misogyny as they see and are exposed to it through social media, and pornography.  

 

Students may not wish to discuss the ethics of sex and relationships within a specific 

religious or faith framework, but it is recognised by students that this is part of the work 

that LABS does, and that there are members of the LABS community from faith 

backgrounds that will bring that context and ideas to the table. Students want their 

curriculum to reflect this diversity of faith and culture. Students also respect the need to 

be aware of, and sensitive to, all of the protected characteristics as defined by the 2010 

Equality Act, including faith, gender and sexuality. There is a recognition that these 

characteristics need to be interwoven through the curriculum, not just in its structure but 

also in any resources (such as prompts or case studies) that are used to deliver the 

individual sessions.  

 

RSE at LABS must be based within a model of spiral curriculum, where sessions are 

interactive, discussion based, and resource light. Although the sessions will require subject 

knowledge delivery, students deserve a space to consider, discuss, reflect and debate. 

Students need the freedom to develop understanding of the issues they face within their 

own relationships and personal contexts. In terms of delivery, facilitators should have an 

easy and approachable demeanour. The facilitator must have a secure enough subject 

knowledge to allow for questions to be answered with confidence and accuracy. The 

facilitator must also be an experienced or skilled classroom practitioner who is able to 
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manage behaviour, focus debates, and spark the imagination, while being aware of the 

sites of conflict between the protected characteristics of faith, gender, sexuality, and any 

other intersection that crosses the meta-conversation that RSE demands (Allen 2011).  

 

 

One of the features of the FG, I was not expecting to discover while reading through the 

transcripts and listening to the audio recordings of the FG, is how mature the students at 

LABS are.  In contrast to the Staff FG (see chapter 5), there were no mentions of colleagues 

by name, and no negative comments passed about peers. The terminology the students 

used, the confidence with which they spoke, and the absence of play within the group 

setting suggested that I was working with students that were much older than they were. 

In the next chapter, I will explore the data from the staff Focus Group. Staff at LABS have 

been asked to consider the structure, content and delivery of RSE at LABS, as well as the 

content, (and from their perspective) appropriateness of the DfE RSE reforms. Chapter 5 

will consider the wants, needs, and discomforts, and anxieties of teachers regarding the 

delivery of RSE at LABS.   
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Chapter 5: Teachers Discomfort in RSE 

5.1 Introduction  

This chapter analyses the experiences of 5 teachers who deliver RSE at Lady Agatha’s 

Boarding School  vis-à-vis the views of the student body (Chapter 4). The aim is to engage 

with the second research question:  

Do teachers at LABS feel discomfort in delivering RSE? Where is this discomfort located, 

and how is it related to their mediated agency?  

To answer this, I use focus group data to reflect on the professional, and sometimes 

personal, location of teachers at LABS to explore their experiences and understanding of 

RSE in relation to issues surrounding LGBTQIA+ people and history, safeguarding, 

pornography, and parents imagined. The chapter does this by exploring the reoccurring 

themes of in the FG namely: professionalism, deprofessionalisation, risk and reputation. To 

do this, chapter 5 considers the connects and disconnects between the wants and needs 

of LABS students within RSE, and the discomfort of staff at LABS through the 

interconnections of symbolic violence, symbolic capital, doxa, illusio, and habitus58.  

This chapter tells the stories of colleagues at LABS, as well as their experiences and 

understanding of delivering RSE to KS4 students. To this end, and in an attempt to make 

their voices heard as clearly as possible, introductions are needed. Although the names of 

the participants have been changed to provide anonymity, the details of their location 

within LABS as field are accurately described.   

                                                           
58 As described in section 3.8. 
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Rupert, a white British male, is in his early fifties, and an Academic Middle Leader59. His 

subject specialism is Biology, and teaching is his second career. Rupert has been working 

at LABS for four years now and has had RSE on his teaching timetable each year. Both of 

his children have attended LABS. LABS is Rupert’s fourth school since qualifying as a 

teacher, and he has worked in both state and independent schools. Clementine, a white 

British female, is a subject leader within the Arts, she is in her late twenties. Clementine 

has delivered RSE for the past two years, and has been a member of the LABS Common 

Room for five years in total. LABS is Clementine’s second school as a qualified teacher. Her 

first school was a state school in the centre of London. Archibald, a white British male, is in 

his early twenties and an early career teacher, he has worked in the pastoral aspect of the 

college as a Middle Leader for one year, and has been teaching (at LABS and in total) for 4 

years. Archibald’s subject specialisms are Physical Education and Mathematics. Archibald 

has not taught RSE to KS4 but has to KS3. He is a LABS alumni, and this is his first school 

since qualifying to teach. Gwen, a white British female, is in her early forties, she is a Middle 

Leader who has management responsibilities in PSHE, and is also the Chaplain at LABS. 

Gwen’s subject specialism is English. Gwen has worked in three schools other than LABS 

(two state and one independent school). She has been teaching RSE programmes for the 

last three years, and helped found and establish the Gay Straight Alliance (Baams et al 

2020) at LABS. Pippa, a white British female, is a House Mistress for a girls Boarding House 

within LABS, as such she acts in loco parentis for 20 girls ranging from Year 7 through to 

Year 13 (11 to 18 years old). She is in her early thirties, and has held Middle Leader positions 

                                                           
59 A Middle Leader at LABS is a colleague who holds a management responsibility, but does not sit within 
the Senior Management Team. They lead and line manage a team of colleagues. Such Middle Leaders at 
LABS are divided into two main groups, Pastoral (those that work with the human element of the school 
such as behaviour, attendance, safeguarding, and PSHE), and Academic (those that lead and line manage 
academic faculties such as Mathematics, Humanities, Sciences.). 
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(both Pastoral and Academic) in other institutions (all previous schools have been state 

schools). Pippa’s subject specialisms are Physical Education and Biology, and has a reduced 

teaching timetable as part of her work as House Mistress. 

It is relevant I think, here to comment on the fact that all of the participants in the staff FG 

are white. This is reflective of the common room, although not reflective of the community 

as a whole. LABS has recently engaged with an external HR company to consider hiring and 

advertising practices which may have led to this astonishing lack of diversity. It is also a 

good space to reflect on the power dynamics within the group. As discussed in the 

Methodology chapter as Deputy Head I am, within the structure of the field, in a position 

of power in relation to colleagues in the FG. This does mean that it is possible that the 

discussions within the FG, as well as the way discussions develop could be affected by my 

presence and interplay within the FG. The use of the vignette to introduce the session and 

the humorous nature of it was an attempt, in part, to diffuse any possible tensions relating 

to power dynamics by considering something that is removed from and other to LABS. 

Further to this, the speed at which the discussions occurred, the lack of prompting needed 

by me as facilitator, and the relaxed body language on offer by participants, suggests that 

the power differential had limited impact. However, my positionality is and will be a factor 

in the discussions we had.  

As discussed in section 3.4.5, the staff FG began with a vignette (Waters 2004). This clip 

showed a Physical Education Teacher delivering a sexual health class in the United States 

of America. The teacher appears flustered, and contradicts himself by providing an 

exclusive curriculum content based on abstinence, while at the same time promoting the 

use of prophylactics. The FG used this vignette to start discussing the relationship between 

the caricature of an RSE teacher presented in the clip, the current practice at LABS, and 
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parallels in discomfort felt between the vignette parody and LABS practitioners. This 

allowed for conversations to be ignited by initial questioning of the group regarding any 

observations about the practice on display in the vignette, and occasional prompts and 

clarifications relating to any parallels the group noted between the vignette and current 

practice, as well as to provide a humorous start to the session.  

 

5.2 RSE, Professionalism, De-Professionalisation, Risk, and Reputation.   

“Can I pass straight to the deep end with the professional side of it.” 

Archibald’s above statement highlights the importance of professionalism to all the FG 

participants. A theme which ran through the staff FG was the professional nature and 

status of the participants, being core to their identity, but it was also the core of the 

discomfort which colleagues expressed. However, professionalism has for some time been 

a contested term when discussing the work of teachers (Alexander et al 2019). Although is 

not the intention of this chapter to debate the professional status of teachers, instead I use 

the themes of professionalism to explore the discomfort felt by colleagues within the FG. 

To clarify professionalism can be summed as the occupational behaviours and work of 

those well-educated and trained members of an occupational domain (such as a teacher), 

that have a degree of autonomy in the practicing of their work (Freidson 2001; Schinkel & 

Noordegraaf 2011), justified by a feeling of vocation or higher calling (Gu 2018). This higher 

calling can be further highlighted amongst professionals (in this case teachers) because of 
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a requirement to complete complex tasks that require at least some form of esoteric 

knowledge 60 (Aili & Brante 2007). 

 

Although direct and overt statements such as the above were not always given by the 

participants as a direct comment on professionalisation or de-professionalisation, 

‘professional talk’61 (Cohen 2007) was undoubtedly present. The following sub-sections 

attempt to delineate such ‘professional talk’ into de-professionalisation, professional risk, 

and professional reputation as three influential aspects of teacher discomfort. These 

aspects create sites or zones of discomfort for the FG participants, with the professionalism 

acting as forms of symbolic capital in the form of professionalism as status (Schinkel & 

Noordegraaf 2011), and de-professionalisation as a site of symbolic violence (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant 1992) in the form of de-professionalisation. 

 

5.2.1 Timetables and Status: De-professionalisation as Symbolic Violence 

The delivery of RSE at LABS, like at many other independent secondary schools in England, 

is located within PSHE) under the Education Regulations 201462 (Independent School 

Standards). As such FG participants often use the term PSHE to refer to RSE, because RSE 

                                                           
60 In this context esoteric knowledge can be considered as specialist knowledge, a form of knowledge and 
skill that is held by the profession/al and sought by those engaging the services of the profession/al 
61 Professional talk here relates to any discussion that surrounds an element of professionalism or 
professional conduct. In relation to Bourdieu’s tool kit this relates to the position of symbolic capital, the 
change of value in symbolic capital, acts of symbolic violence, the feel of the game (illusio), or the belief 
that the game is worth playing (doxa)  
62 Under the 2014 regulations the term Social Moral Spiritual and Cultural (SMSC) education is used, 

however, as a practiced term PSHE is more common because it falls in line with regulatory bodies such as 
the PSHE Association, and terminology used in government guidance. 
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is part of a wider programme of study. In LABS, teachers deliver PSHE every week. This 

covers a range of topics, including citizenship based in Fundamental British Values (DfE 

2014), through to anti-bullying, and RSE. PSHE is a timetabled session and LABS considers 

it to the same extent as any other curriculum subject. PSHE is placed on colleagues’ 

timetables by the Deputy Head (Academic), who constructs the teaching timetables for all 

colleagues. PSHE is allocated to colleagues initially based on who has capacity on their 

timetable: if a colleague is below their contracted hours, then they are issued with PSHE. 

There are, however, mitigating factors to this allocation, for example, there are some 

colleagues who have specific personal arrangements with the Headmistress to not deliver 

PSHE (negotiated as part of their contract), and those who have arranged with the Deputy 

Headmistress (Academic) to deliver other aspects of the wider curriculum, such as sports, 

or those who run an after-school society. If there are unallocated PSHE sessions because of 

lack of capacity, then it is standard practice to issue PSHE to newer colleagues first.  

Colleagues delivering PSHE are expected to do so in the same way they would do for a 

Geography or a Mathematics lesson (in other words to plan/ differentiate, adapt resources 

and deliver the session). Yet, not all react in the same way, when they find out they have 

PSHE on their timetable. For example, Clementine’s:  

“what a pain in the ass I’ve got PSHE on my timetable, that is annoying, 

I’m not a PSHE teacher, that’s not my job to deliver”.  

Clementine expresses her discomfort quite emotionally, as she invokes her professional 

identity. The disconnect between the teacher-as-person and person-as-teacher is formed 

through the interaction of the habitus of the individual and the field they occupy. However, 

here Clemetine associates discomfort to de-professionalisation. Clementine shows that 
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having PSHE on your timetable is a “pain”. Why would this be the case? I pressed further 

in the FG. Archibald stated unequivocally: 

“without a doubt, the other academic subjects are higher status.” 

Rupert further expanded in reference to the initial vignette: 

“like that scene very much identifies … how it’s being approached in 

schools at the moment, and it’s an afterthought dumped on someone. I 

think is it always going to be a little bit of a losing battle, sex education 

being part of PSHE, when PSHE lessons are … viewed as a, not even as a 

second subject, just as an additional lesson that they are being put      

into”.   

Teachers at LABS consider PSHE (and by extension RSE) as a lower status part of their 

timetable (Alldred et al 2003; Allen 2011; Bragg et al 2022). Rupert argues that PSHE has a 

lower symbolic capital value than a more traditional curriculum space such as Chemistry or 

History (Alldred & David 2007). The low value is demonstrated by being considered as 

“dumped on” colleagues, and an “afterthought” in terms of timetable allocation. It 

becomes an encumbrance rather than a sought-after addition to the teachers’ timetable. 

Although the suggestion from Rupert here is that a separation of RSE from PSHE may 

improve the overall capital value of RSE, having RSE as part of a PSHE programme of study 

reduces the status of RSE to that of PSHE. This connects particularly well with Clementine’s 

above statement (“that is annoying, I’m not a PSHE teacher, that’s not my job to deliver”), 

with both colleagues identifying PHSE/RSE as a subordinate, and indeed disliked, part of 

the job. Both colleagues express PSHE as a burden, and lesser than their primary subject, 

going so far as to say “not even” a second subject. This is in line with the research of Alldred 

et al (2003) who found that the conflict between the ’official’ role of the teacher conflicted 
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with a seemingly less ‘official’ role of RSE/PSHE teacher. It is, however, common practice in 

the English independent sector, and certainly an established practice in LABS, to assign 

PSHE to colleagues who have capacity within their timetable regardless of their area of 

expertise. In part, that is because teachers in England do not have RSE or PSHE as a 

specialism (see chapter 6 for further discussion on teacher training and RSE), but it is also 

because within LABS, PSHE/RSE does not have a high symbolic capital. This is demonstrated 

by the reference Rupert makes to the “second subject”, particularly in the pejorative 

manner he references RSE in relation to PSHE. Although it is not uncommon for colleagues 

at LABS to have a second subject63, this is often a choice, and something colleagues for as 

professional development. Second subjects are ordinarily only found in colleagues whose 

principal specialism is perceived as lesser or not academic enough by the Common Room. 

The staff Common Room is a standard term in independent schools: it relates to the those 

who do not hold senior levels of managerial responsibility, but can also be used to describe 

all teaching staff. The Common Room, being the main body of actors within the field, 

becomes the mechanism within the field which determines capital values and status of any 

aspect of the game64, in this instance the value attached to subjects. Therefore, any subject 

that does not have the same perceived levels of specialist knowledge are perceived as not 

academic enough, and assigned lower symbolic capital value. 

The addition of a second subject provides a legitimacy to an individual’s status as true 

teacher, by holding an academic enough specialism more capital is assigned to them. This 

can be exemplified through Pippa and Archibald, both of whom have chosen to develop 

                                                           
63 Most teachers in English secondary schools have a singular specialism, when teachers train (formally or 
informally) to teach an additional subject that additional subject becomes known as a second subject. 
64 See section 3.8. 
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their teaching career by adding a ‘core’65 academic specialism to their repertoire as 

teachers. The addition of a ‘core’ specialism transforms a teacher of Physical Education into 

a teacher of Mathematics and Physical Education. By actively seeking second and more 

‘academic’ subjects to accumulate symbolic capital (the more ‘academic’ the more capital 

value), Pippa and Archibald are investing in the game that the Common Room has produced 

(Bourdieu & Passeron 1977/2000). In other words, they are strengthening the illusio of the 

field by investing in their professional status (from the view of the Common Room). It also 

strengthens the doxa within the field, because Pippa and Archibald are actors within the 

field, and therefore have reproduced the taken for granted, unwritten rule that teachers 

with less academic specialisms require a more academic specialism to be legitimate 

members of the Common Room (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977/2000).The identification of 

feelings of discomfort at LABS through a lack of professional status, correlates to the work 

of Alldred & David (2007), in their work in the state sector. 

 

Thus academic knowledge becomes consecrated by the Common Room as a form of 

symbolic power (Aili & Brante 2007), because attached to it is high value symbolic capital, 

compared to lesser practical knowledge. Therefore, those with the academic knowledge 

are more powerful within the field because they possess the valued capital. Therefore, the 

more academic the specialism practiced by the teacher, the more specialist academic 

knowledge held, the more status (or symbolic capital) one has within the institution. The 

converse of this holds that colleagues who see PSHE appearing on their timetables may 

                                                           
65 ‘Core’ is a term often used in English Secondary Schools to describe non-elective subjects, such as 
Mathematics English and the Natural Sciences. These ‘core’ subjects become the LABS equivalent of a 
modern-day Trivium/ Quadrivium (Bernstein 1996/2000) to which all other elective subjects are deferential. 
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perceive this as a form of symbolic violence through de-professionalisation - a “pain in the 

ass” – as Clementine states. Because this loss of capital transfers the colleague towards a 

space of craft generalist rather than academic specialist.  

 

Further to the discomfort felt through the imposition of a lower status subject on teachers’ 

timetables, Clementine said:  

“why are we teaching them about this stuff, that should be… - I still 

think a lot of teachers believe that there are some things a parent 

should be teaching them.” 

Although this comment mentions parental roles in the delivery of RSE, Clementine here is 

also making two distinct but important points regarding the symbolic capital of RSE. Firstly, 

Clementine’s previous statement indicating that RSE is a “pain”, combined with this one, 

acknowledges and confirms to the group that having to deliver RSE is uncomfortable by the 

virtue of its presence. RSE being assigned a lower symbolic capital value will feel the 

addition of PSHE to their timetable as an act of symbolic violence. Metaphorically it would 

be landing on a snake in a game of snakes and ladders, instead of advancing in the game 

you fall further behind the other players – or at least are disadvantaged – but only feel this 

way because you are both invested in the game and feel the game is worth playing. 

Conversely that the addition of a higher status subject (with higher symbolic capital value) 

would add to feelings of status (such as landing on a ladder and climbing the board, again 

this only has value if the players agree that this game is worth playing, and are invested on 

some level in the outcome), and so add to feelings of domination within the field. Secondly 

Clementine’s comments also suggest that RSE has a lower symbolic capital value because 
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RSE could, or “should”, be taught at home. Therefore, having to deliver (as a professional) 

content that does not need the specialist/ academic/ esoteric knowledge, skills, or training 

of a teacher, can be considered as an act as a of symbolic violence the field has given you 

a snake rather than a ladder. Consequently, the inclusion of a syllabus that contains, as 

Clementine says, “some things a parent should be teaching66” on a teacher’s timetable can 

imply that rather than a professional, the teacher is a master of a craft (Eiskovits & Becker 

2001). As a craft, teaching is reduced to a set of skills, allowing the delivery of content 

across any curriculum area, admitting that the delivery of curriculum content outside of 

the trained specialism of teachers is possible. This reduction of the teacher to professional 

specialist to craft status acts as a form of de-professionalisation (Harris 1997; Evetts 2010). 

Therefore, the presence of PSHE/RSE on a teacher’s timetable is an act of symbolic violence 

as it imposes de-professionalisation (I extend this analysis in section 3.8.6).   

 

As a further example of the reduced symbolic capital value that LABS colleagues place on 

RSE as a subject, Gwen told the FG: 

“We’re adding more tasks to someone who is teaching PSHE as a, you 

know, an additional thing on a timetable, who was already potentially a 

little bit stretched.” 

Here, Gwen simultaneously raises the value of the subject specialisms seen as professional, 

and devalues the symbolic capital derived from RSE and PSHE (Emirbayer & Johnson 2008). 

She does this by telling the FG that teachers are “already potentially a little be stretched”, 

implying that colleagues have sufficient ‘professional’ work to complete through planning, 

                                                           
66 I consider parental aspects of RSE in relation to teacher discomfort further in section 5.3. 
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delivering and assessing ‘academic’ teaching (Alldred et al 2003). This ascribes the more 

academic subjects with higher capital value (because this is the work of the teacher as 

professional). She also positions PSHE as an additional “thing”, suggesting it as a burden 

and as such credits PSHE/RSE with low symbolic capital value. By suggesting that PSHE is 

additional work, and that colleagues are already stretched, can be linked to the “pain in the 

ass” comment of clementine, where she told the FG: “that is annoying, I’m not a PSHE 

teacher, that’s not my job to deliver”. Both positionings relate directly to the feelings of 

burden associated with the addition of PSHE on colleagues’ timetables, and both can be 

linked to the feelings generated by symbolic violence.  

 

Therefore, de-professionalisation is a site of discomfort for the FG. Teachers at LABS feel 

discomfort through acts of symbolic violence as soon as teachers receive their timetables. 

The symbolic violence of being allotted classes on a timetable that reduces professional 

status, and places colleagues in a space where they are reduced to craft generalist rather 

than academic specialist is undoubtedly felt by the FG. Teachers at LABS feel annoyed, and 

dumped on, they feel like an afterthought of the institution rather than having their 

professional status celebrated by delivering the academic subject specialism they have 

trained for.  

 

As well as the illusio and doxa of professionalism, LABS, as a field of play, has a myriad of 

unwritten rules (doxa) that the actors collectively agree to follow because they believe 

the game being played is worth playing (illusio). In the following section I consider one 
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particular element of doxa which was established on a national level, but is still felt 

ferociously on the level of LABS as field.  

 

5.2.2 Ephemeral Doxa and the legacy of Section 28  

Teachers who deliver RSE are aware that the role of delivering RSE is inherently filled with 

risk (Preston 2019). The previous section analysed said risk in terms of de-

professionalisation. Here, I discuss the discomfort felt by the FG located in the risks 

associated with RSE delivery, where the practitioner stakes their professional reputation 

(or the sum of their symbolic capital), in a game where the boundaries (doxa) are unstable. 

Consider the exchange below: 

Rupert: “… if you are of a certain age and I don’t think any of you are, 

then- I don’t know if anyone remembers, was it clause 4 or clause 28 or 

something back in the late ‘80s” 

Gwen: “… I remember that being a big thing when I started teaching.” 

Rupert: “And now suddenly we are promoting, like back then suddenly 

we were promoting, well we weren’t because I was a kid at the time but 

you know, but the teachers were promoting homosexuality and gay and 

blah, blah, blah, words at the time rather than necessarily now, and it 

was a big old hoo-ha, wasn’t it, and I remember feeling uncomfortable 

about it at the time, and 30 years later it’s still being something that 

resonates” 

Researcher: “So, do you think maybe that section 28 and the ethos 

surrounding the way our curriculum is being constructed, section 28 still 

has a big impact on the comfort of teachers delivering the material?” 
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Rupert: “I genuinely do, the- so I’m looking at Pippa and Clementine and 

Archibald and there’s a blank face because the- you weren’t there at the 

time of this…” 

Pippa: “Tell us more about the war grandad.” 

Rupert: “Yeah, exactly, yes” 

Gwen: “It’s a really interesting point Rupert, I hadn’t considered that, I 

was like, those days are behind us, forward we move, how repulsive, but 

actually yeah, you’re right, there might be some kind of residual 

uncertainty, like this is right now – what’s going to be right later? You 

know, people might be confused, or worried…” 

Pippa: “like at the moment because it is so much in the public eye, LGBT, 

and now the Black Lives Matter as well, I think as a teacher you want to 

be confident in what you are saying is exactly the correct thing, and I 

think without that extra training and the information that you know, if 

you move in LGBT circles I think it’s much easier, but how many 

members of staff here can accurately match up you know, pan, poly, bi, 

bi-curious, trans?” 

 

In this exchange, Rupert and Gwen highlight the shifting nature of including LGBTQIA+ 

inclusion in RSE in English Schools: they take us through the power and influence of section 

28, and how this has had a lasting impression on the field. Although Pippa’s military 

metaphor of “the war” could be read as emphasising the discomfort of the delivery of 

inclusive RSE (Wight & Buston 2010: Cohen et al 2012), Pippa also provides a direct age 

reference by assigning Rupert with the epithet “grandad”. This suggests that the war 

reference is there further to draw the FGs attention to the age difference between 

colleagues, which fits with the work of Cohen et al (2012), who that mid-career colleagues 
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feel more uncomfortable with issues surrounding sexuality than those who are relatively 

new to teaching.  Pippa’s comfort is also emphasised within the exchange by associating 

herself with the LGBTQIA+ community.  

 

This is because, in contrast to Pippa’s youthful comfort, older colleagues (Rupert and Gwen) 

recall the power of Section 28, and how this positioning was “uncomfortable” even 

“repulsive”. Undeniably, Section 28 was such a “big thing”: it has an enduring legacy in the 

doxa of the field, and as Rupert describes above, “30 years later it’s still being something 

that resonates”.  

The move away from Section 28 through to a national policy of inclusion and diversity 

represents a change in the rules of the game. This shift in doxa is felt particularly by 

teachers who started their practice before 2003 (e.g., Rupert and Gwen), because they 

have experienced the change from sexual awareness being linked firmly with sexual 

promiscuity and peccadillos (Chambers et al 2004), or as Rupert puts it “No sex please, 

we’re British”, through to the inclusivity that the new RSE guidance has at its core. Teachers 

who saw the introduction of Section 28, or trained while it was still in force, had instilled in 

their habitus a professional basis for this moral imperative of heteronormativity (Lamb 

1997; Kehily 2002), through a legal framework (Lee 2019). Students at LABS also recognise 

this challenge, particularly from those colleagues who are mid to late careered which was 

demonstrated by Alexander in Year 11: 

“because like the teachers are from like an older generation. They don’t 

really know. It’s harder for them to understand”.  
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Such a shift from being legally and morally reprehensible to include LGBTQIA+ through to 

legally and morally reprehensible not to include LGBTQIA+, have placed mid and late career 

teachers in a space where the doxa of the field they entered has shifted so significantly, it 

bears little resemblance to the one that they are now expected to operate in. It also 

provides a degree of uncertainty regarding the stability of the doxa of the field too, as Gwen 

points out  

“there might be some kind of residual uncertainty, like this is right now - 

what’s going to be right later?”  and Rupert states “and now suddenly 

we are promoting, like back then suddenly we were promoting.” 

 

This contrasts with the views of the student FG, where Mabel told us, LGBTQIA+ is a “really 

important” part of RSE. The students did not recognise the inclusion of RSE as a promotion 

of a particular form of sexual existence, but rather part of their every day and so should be 

woven throughout the RSE programme. Although the staff FG did not question the 

importance of inclusion within RSE, the uncertainty within it may in part, be responsible for 

the student’s impression that the inclusion of LGBTQIA+ has been limited in RSE at LABS; 

as Sophie in Year 11 told us, students “don’t really get taught about it at all”.  

 

Colleagues at LABS may be reducing the amount of LGBTQIA+ material, or the inclusion of 

LGBTQIA+ examples/ issues/ topics within RSE. Certainly, the overt presence of LGBTQIA+ 

within RSE is a site of discomfort for colleagues. It is possible that colleagues are avoiding 

engaging with LGBTQIA+ through acts of mediated agency 67based on the residual 

                                                           
67 See section 5.4. 
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discomfort or uncertainty created in the doxa by Section 28. One of the questions that is 

raised here is whether a programme of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) can 

stabilise the doxa for colleagues, and change the discomfort colleagues feel from the 

inclusion of LGBTQIA+ as an act of promotion, to comfort in weaving of LGBTQIA+ through 

the RSE (and indeed all curricula). This will be addressed thoroughly in chapter 6. The next 

section turns the conversation towards the discomfort colleagues feel through the 

assumed disconnect between safeguarding children and the inclusion of pornography 

within the RSE curriculum, it also considers how topics such as pornography construct sites 

of personal and professional risk.  

 

5.2.3 Morality and Safeguarding: Pornography, Professional Risk & Professional 

Reputation 

The moral arguments made regarding Section 28, and the promotion of sexual activity in 

schools outside of the conservative heteronormative model of the family, are not dissimilar 

to moral concerns and dilemmas that colleagues expressed in the FG regarding other 

aspects of RSE. This sub section will consider the inclusion of pornography within RSE and 

how it relates to not only concerns regarding the safeguarding of children (Allen 2011), the 

ethics of discussing pornography with children, but also how these two conjoined issues 

lead to discomfort. 

 

Archibald showed particular discomfort when considering pornography as part of the 

curriculum, stating:  
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“because I think they [students] don’t know about it, I think they’re 

[teachers] worried about the repercussions of what they [teachers] say 

because … we talked to them about porn at school, are we not 

encouraging them to go and watch it?” 

 

Archibald fears that the inclusion of pornography within RSE would act as a legitimisation 

tool, which would de facto normalise and encourage students to engage with it. This fear 

not only mirrors the discomfort of Gwen and Rupert regarding homosexuality in schools in 

the 1980s and 1990’s, but it also hints at the surveillance and regulation of teachers work 

based within moral imperatives (Page 2017). This surveillance is legislated for through 

Teachers’ Standards (DfE 2011) which state that: “A teacher is expected to demonstrate 

consistently high standards of personal and professional conduct. … and maintain high 

standards of ethics and behaviour, within and outside school”, and further through Keeping 

Children Safe in Education (2021b), Working together to Safeguard Children (2018), and 

the Independent School Standards (2019b). Through these documents, the safeguarding of 

children is considered paramount in schools (DfE 2021b), requiring all schools to have a 

mechanism to report the conduct of any colleague to the Head, the Designated 

Safeguarding Lead and the LADO68 if it is believed it may pose a risk of harm to children or 

fall short of the high standards identified by the policy texts above. Furthermore, any 

colleagues who transgress these nebulous ideals of “high standards of ethics and 

behaviour”, can find themselves reported for misconduct through the Teacher Regulation 

                                                           
68 LADO is a post within t every local authority in England, and stands for Local Authority Designated Officer. 
It is the role of the LADO to ensure that all accusations of teacher misconduct that represent a threat to the 
safeguarding of children are considered within the relevant legislation and ensure that appropriate action is 
taken. This action, following a thorough investigation (during which the teacher is normally not allowed to 
teach) can include reports to the police and other criminal agencies, and the Teacher Regulation Authority. 
The LADO process is often devastating for individual teachers even if there is to be found no misconduct 
and can result in their position within an institution to become untenable.  
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Agency or TRA (DfE 2012) which can see them indefinitely prohibited from teaching. It is 

little wonder that colleagues are “worried about the repercussions of what they say”, 

because those colleagues perceived by any member of the Common Room (or other 

member of LABS as field) as transgressors of the bounds of professional relationships place 

themselves at risk of accusations of unprofessionalism or even sexual impropriety, as 

discussed in section 2.11.  

 

Although false or malicious accusations of abuse regarding teachers are rare (O’Donohue 

et al 2018), the high levels of legislatively imposed surveillance (Page 2017) that teachers 

operate within, and the highly regulated framework for teacher conduct provide an 

environment that is not dissimilar to that described by Rasmussen (2004) 15 years ago, 

teachers are still “worried about what they say” when it comes to RSE. Rasmussen 

considered that a climate of fear existed when researching and delivering RSE, and that this 

climate is related to the spectre of child abuse. I would argue that nothing has changed to 

eliminate this atmosphere of threat. In fact, speaking from a place of professional 

experience, quite the opposite is true: the levels (and frequency of issue) of statutory 

safeguarding and child protection guidance, the development of the TRA, and the 

increasing intensity of guidance from central government and governmental agencies has 

significantly increased over the last 10 years.   

 

Archibald further detailed his discomfort, relating the topic of pornography within RSE 

and professional conduct: 
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“[…] and I think the view point of porn is in the world is that it’s not 

professional, it’s not spoken about, it’s not you know, some people are 

very open to it but that’s a minority of people who are very open about 

it, and I can imagine there’s quite a few members of staff at LABS who if 

you told them they had to teach kids and talk to kids about porn, you 

would see them probably shudder in fear and go white because it would 

just be horrendous!” 

This statement regarding how professional it is to discuss pornography quickly returned 

into a reflection of Archibald’s discomfort stemming from the safety of children. The 

discomfort that he feels through the potential legitimisation and promotion of 

pornography, emanated from just by talking about Pornography with students. Archibald’s 

concern here is that by allowing a discussion on pornography he would be responsible for 

students self-sourcing of pornography (which is reflective of the concern of section 28 

regarding the legitimisation and promotion of homosexuality). Archibald’ went further 

than this: his discomfort is connected to how the inclusion of pornography could leave 

students at risk of harm beyond exposure to sexually explicit material:  

“and then you got all those concerns of what it is out on the internet and 

what porn websites can lead to and the further- so people as such who 

are in and around in those sites and the access to other places you 

know, are they actually you know, some of our more tech savvy students 

who know how coding works, who know how to breakthrough firewalls, 

stuff like that, are they then accessing the world that goes deeper and 

darker and things like the dark web you know, I think there’s such a 

massive avenue in- and I think the problem is that stuff like porn 

because it’s technology based and I feel- and questionably I think 

probably most kids at LABS are better on technology than the staff stood 

in front of them.” 
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Here Archibald feels discomfort emanating from three sites, all of which are linked to an 

overarching theme of child protection. Firstly, the students know more about technology 

than Archibald. Because Archibald believes that children know more about the use of 

technology than him, he assumes a position of danger imagined, which when taken to the 

extreme conclusion places students inadvertently on the dark-web, which is synonymous 

with human trafficking, child abuse, and cybercrime (Bleakley 2018).  Beyond the issue of 

child safety, Archibald also recognises that colleagues are also placed in a space where 

teacher’s knowledge can be felt by the practitioner as lesser than that of the student. This 

imbalance of knowledge is not just one of sex or sexuality, but one of technology. This 

imbalance in who holds the knowledge (where the student knows more than the teacher) 

leads to de-professionalisation69 (Sanjakar et al 2015; Kehily 2002), because the student (or 

non-professional) becomes the holder of knowledge that the teacher is excluded from. This 

provides a site of discomfort via symbolic violence, because the teacher has a reduced 

amount of symbolic capital (knowledge). In addition to the shift in ownership of symbolic 

capital, the boundaries of the game (or doxa) will have shifted, as the dominant within the 

field become the dominated. Such an imbalance of knowledge is keenly felt in the 

pedagogy of Archibald (and by extension I suggest the common room). Such feelings of 

discomfort extend beyond the pedagogy of an individual teacher to Ranciere’s (2010) 

ignorant schoolmaster, where the pedagogy of a teacher is defined as through the absence 

of knowledge and the facilitator of an emancipatory education. Rather it identifies a need 

to examine the culture of pedagogy at LABS, where academic and pedagogical knowledge 

and skill are weighty forms of symbolic capital. Indeed, as Ranciere (2010) suggests, in this 

instance, Archibald is an agent in the reproduction of cultural capital, his classroom a 

                                                           
69 As discussed in section 5.2.1. 
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machine of social reproduction that positions him as the master (Quinlivan 2018). 

Archibalds’  feelings of discomfort when the student becomes the holder of the capital 

eminate from the situation going against the grain of the rules of the game of LABS, that 

students are taught and teachers teach, that teachers hold the knowledge and students 

receive it. That is not to say that I am attempting here to naturalise the concept of 

professionalism being linked inextricably to the possession, ownership, or control of forms 

of knowledge in a way that researchers like Freidson (2001) have done. Rather, that the 

doxa of LABS, and to an extent the wider field of independent schools, does hold that this 

is the case, and this leads to a form of discomfort which is a problem to be overcome.  

 

The second area of discomfort also relates to pornographic websites which can “lead 

further and further”, creating potential exposure to increasing levels of sexually explicit, 

misogynistic, and violent content. Even if the students do not find themselves in a space 

where they are exposed to human trafficking or child abuse, Archibald imagines 

pornography as a gateway leading to potentially extreme and damaging content, which is 

similar what Spišák (2016) termed imagined dangers. Thirdly, discomfort emanates from 

the personal responsibility Archibald has for the safety of the students and thus the fear of 

any personal or professional ramifications of harming children (Bray 2008) through 

exposure to online sexual abuse or criminal/sexual exploitation (DfE 2019a; DfE 2021b). 

This could be considered as another conception of the protection of childhood innocence 

(Spišák & Paasonen 2017) through a moral panic (Robinson 2008; Blaise 2013; Quinlivan 

2018). As discussed in section 4.3 and 2.11, themes of protection of childhood innocence 

(McGinn, et al 2016; Egan & Hawkes 2007), ownership and control of sexual knowledge 

(Foucault 1990), and calls for the protection of childhood innocence and asexuality (Renold 



170 

 

& Ringrose 2011; Charles 2010; Egan& Hawkes 2007) run frequently through the literature 

surrounding sex education. Childhood innocence as a concept suggests the non-sexual child 

is to be protected at all costs (Elliott 2011; Faulkner 2011), and that the boundary between 

innocent child – knowing adult (Davis et al 2019; Duschinsky 2013; Kehily 2002; Blaise 2013) 

is one of sexual awareness and exposure. The discomfort expressed however, is more 

complex than this issue alone. As mobile technology has developed and students access to 

new media has increased, the forms of pornography seen and accessed by students have 

shifted from the magazines of Chambers et al (2004), to instant and unfettered access to 

hardcore pornography (Martellozzo et al, 2020). Further to this, Álvarez (2020) argues that 

the access that students have to pornography eroticises violence and misogyny, has the 

potential to create a space that legitimises inequality and becomes a virtual school for 

misogynistic practice. Indeed, Elenore in year 11 was clear that exposure to pornography 

had impacted on the understanding of sex amongst LABS students when she said, “that 

students now think that’s what it’s like in real Life”. Such a statement is not  congruent with 

the work of Spišák & Paasonen (2017), who found in their studies of Finish teenagers 

accessing pornography, that there was a recognition of the fictional nature of the narratives 

and tropes on display in the pornography they were accessing. This does not however 

invalidate Elenore’s position, or her understanding of her experiences.  

 

The third site of discomfort relates to taking responsibility for the risk of failure (Quinlivan 

2018) to protect the innocent child from exposure to dangerous and unrestricted material, 

by legitimising, encouraging, or as Pippa puts it “enabling”, children to explore an occult 

and ambiguous space - Archibald’s “the dark web”. In such spaces the innocent child 

unwittingly (but encouraged by the normalisation processes of the teacher) enters a space 
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of danger – particularly from criminal or sexual exploitation (DfE 2021a; DfE 2021b). 

Moreover, by admitting that LABS students already access or have been exposed to 

pornography the teacher is also taking responsibility for identifying that the child is no 

longer innocent. This is despite students at LABS being aware of and exposed to 

pornography from “at least year 7” as Bertie told the student FG. For those delivering RSE 

there is a social imperative to tread a fine line between delivering quality and inclusive RSE 

to children, ensuring that the child-adult boundary is not fully traversed, while also 

safeguarding the child from the risk of abuse.  

The discomfort from colleagues in the FG regarding the social, legal, and moral correctness 

of pornography in RSE is more prominent than the risk of harm to students. This was 

demonstrated by an exchange between Pippa and Archibald: 

Pippa: “… there might be a moral question there, they’re like this is 

ridiculous, why on earth am I teaching this, I’m enabling, and the second 

thing is they’re worried the kids are going to turn around and go like, 

“Oh, is this what you like miss, is this what you want you know, is this a 

personal recommendation?” and that’s it, they’re worried they’re going 

to lose the room and that’s what they’re going to be known for … you 

know, in terms of professional reputation, they’re not an expert on this, 

… they’ve had someone take the micky out of them about porn in a 

lesson, and they might feel they can’t come back from that”.   

Archibald: “And I get that, you’re mister porn and that could last 

forever” 

Here, the discomfort felt by Pippa and Archibald is interwoven with the fabric of teachers’ 

professional reputation. Professional reputation relies on the accumulation of high value 

symbolic capital, and as previously discussed some symbolic capital is derived from the 
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possession of certain forms of knowledge. Yet, symbolic capital is also connected to 

standards of behaviour that are consistent with the field’s perception of professional 

conduct. Such conduct would be seen to be the adherence to social norms and values 

(Eisenegger, 2009) and is enshrined in professional codes of conduct such as Keeping 

Children Safe in Education (DfE 2021b). Therefore, reputation is based on more than the 

skills and knowledge of a teacher; reputation has an ethical dimension too as stated by the 

Teacher standards (DfE 2011). A teacher can improve on performance of a role or a task by 

developing skills and knowledge; they can take on additional ‘more academic’ specialisms, 

but it is difficult for a teacher to recover from a moral faux pas associated with their work 

– such as indicating that they engage with pornography and giving the impression to 

children that “is this what you like”. Therefore, professional reputation is linked inextricably 

to the teachers’ perceived moral compass, and anything that risks suggesting the compass 

is not pointing ‘due north’, such as watching pornography, can damage professional 

reputation “forever”, thus also acting as a site of symbolic violence and discomfort. This is, 

in part, why the value of the symbolic capital surrounding RSE is so low - the risk of symbolic 

violence is high. 

 

If a colleague overcomes what Archibald described as being “white with fear”, and is able 

to deliver an RSE session on pornography with children safely, removing the possibility of 

damaging childhood innocence, then there is still discomfort felt regarding personal and 

professional reputation.  This is exemplified by Pippa’s statement “Oh, is this what you like 

miss, is this what you want you know, is this a personal recommendation?” Professional 

reputation is closely related to the concept of integrity (Chun 2006), in that a good 

professional reputation is built on honesty, trustworthiness and personal character (Brown 
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2010). Pippa’s statement does not only identify a site of discomfort, it also emphasises a 

disconnect between students’ and staff’s approach to RSE. Staff clearly have a concern that 

they are going to be quizzed by students regarding their personal sexual, and in this case 

pornographic, preferences. The student FG could have not been clearer that they “don’t 

want to know that”. 

 

Pippa also fears the possibility of “losing the room”, referring to how a teacher manages 

the behaviour a class of children. This is an essential process which is constructed and 

consecrated in the symbolic capital the teacher holds within the field. Being able to hold 

“the room” certainly has high capital value and is a cornerstone aspect of the professional 

standing and reputation of the individual teacher within the field. If this capital is reduced, 

or the teacher undergoes an act of symbolic violence such being sanctified by the field as 

the “sex guy’’ (as Archibald puts it) rather than the History Master (particularly through an 

event that involves any form of moral turpitude), there is an incompatibility between the 

position of high value symbolic capital of professional reputation, and the new reputation 

forged by the students in the fires of RSE (Waller 2020) . In that moment there is a shift in 

the rules of the game, students redefine the role of the teacher and become more 

dominant in the field. As such, the doxa of an already unstable field changes in real time, 

acting as a form of viscerally felt symbolic violence, which in turn challenges the teacher’s 

sense of illusio.  

Although the focus of Archibald’s discomfort in this section stems from the inclusion of 

pornography within RSE, the discomfort felt by him and other staff runs much deeper, it 

stretches to include concerns around child protection and safeguarding. These risks can be 
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extremely damaging to teachers’ careers and professional reputation. The symbolic 

violence felt in the shifts in doxa and illusio, when students know more than the teacher, 

or the symbolic violence felt when a teacher becomes “the sex guy”, is compounded by the 

professional risk of discussing deeply personal and sexual matters with students, which 

could contravene the myriad of legislative surveillance controls placed on colleagues by the 

state.  

In addition to themes of professional reputational harm, concerns of children’s safety and 

the protection of childhood innocence, there exists an additional discomfort within the FG 

related to disconnects between RSE and the children’s family. The following section 

considers the position of the discomfort felt by the FG, not just in terms of RSE content, but 

also in relation to how parents as actors interact with LABS as field 

 

5.3 Parents Imagined and RSE: the conversion of LABS from bastion to arbiter. 

The inclusion of parents within RSE as a site of discomfort was described by Archibald when 

he was apprehensive about the 

“massive parental influence and parents being concerned, because the 

last thing you want is little Jimmy walking home and going, “Oh, mister 

Smith said this today, so you know, I went to try it this afternoon mum.” 

And then all of a sudden you get like you know [Archibald’s emphasis]” 

 

Archibald’s statement indicates two sites of discomfort. The first is that by teaching sex 

education in any form you run the risk of promoting, enabling, or legitimising the sexual 

practices of students. The second is the “you know”. This reference was unchallenged, it 
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was met with affirmative nods from the other participants, and referred to parental 

complaints and the negative consequences that could emanate from the construction and 

delivery of RSE in a way that conflicts with the doxa, illusio, and habitus of families. The FG 

did not clarify or define this feeling or meaning, however, there was a general unspoken 

consensus in the group around this specific space of danger: where the delivery of RSE that 

did not marry with parental expectations, the teacher would be to blame. The protests 

seen in 2019 from the delivery of the inclusive ‘No Outsiders’ RSE programme in primary 

schools (Busby 2019; Parvaen 2019) showed in visceral terms the ethical and political front 

line entailed by teaching RSE (Thomson 1994). It is at this front line that colleagues deal 

with the duality of RSE: teachers have to deliver a legally mandated curriculum, but a 

curriculum which is also described by the DfE guidance as being the prime responsibility of 

parents and carers (DfE 2019a) - or as Clementine said something “a parent should be 

teaching”. This duality provides a fuzzy space that places RSE simultaneously as the 

responsibility of the teacher and the parent (Allen 2011). This not only further adds to the 

weight of de-professionalisation as a form of symbolic violence, and the weight of the 

symbolic violence associated with professional reputation, but also creates a space of 

discomfort at the intersection between the parents of students, LABS as an institution, 

individual teachers delivering RSE, and across the interface of teachers-LABS-parents-

students. This discomfort is centred in an internalised and indeed catastrophised imagined 

parental positioning, which places parents as combatants at odds with the content, delivery 

and nature of the RSE delivery. In other words, the discomfort lies in positionings that may 

oppose the delivery of the new RSE framework, and may lead to the parental protests and 

calls for resignations, sackings, and prosecutions of colleagues as seen with the No 

Outsiders protests. During these protests rhetoric in the media suggested that the threat 
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was so high that “there is a feeling that it just could be anyone70 next” (Busby 2019). These 

“anyone next” and “you know” statements are both nebulous, and forbidding, they are 

based around ‘parents imagined’ rather than ‘parents real’. The FG feel discomfort 

emanating from an imagined projection of a protest that is unlikely ever to happen -.  

“and we know from having done the RSE day, the parents71 are like ‘I’ve 

got no idea what I’m doing, please tell me more’, I still remember that 

guy sat at the front making notes when we did a lovely little porn 

slideshow on how to talk to your kids about porn, and he was literally 

writing everything down because they don’t know” 

Here Clementine reminded the FG that parents have been (and in almost every instance 

are) supportive, encouraging, and in some cases enthusiastically grateful for the delivery 

of RSE at LABS. This is mirrored by the work of Stone et al (2017) and Stone et al (2013), 

who found that parents are often unequipped to provide frequent, detailed, and inclusive 

RSE, but greatly appreciate training and information from schools in the delivery of RSE in 

the home. 

 

In addition to the discomfort from the clash between parents imagined and RSE teachers, 

colleagues expressed discomfort from the inclusion of parents as actors. Because the 

structure of the field (LABS) is altered significantly by introducing new actors (parents) to 

the field. These new actors are introduced to the field, because unlike every other 

curriculum subject, parents must by law be consulted on the content and delivery of the 

                                                           
70 In this context the “anyone” is referring to any individual, and indeed group of people that do not 
conform to the wishes of the parent body 
71 This statement refers to an RSE day LABS had as part of the PSHE curriculum some years ago. This day 
was not part of the data collected for this study, but it does highlight that the impressions that colleagues 
have from past experiences with parents do not match up the catastrophised worries that they have. 
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RSE programme (DfE 2019a).  Parents are not accountable to the same taken for granted 

rules or doxa as LABS staff, because they are not part of the Common Room and as such 

are not the mechanism where the rules of the game are formed, they do not formulate 

institutional policy or processes, nor do they regulate the interpersonal dynamics of field – 

outside of RSE. As new actors, parents can bring to the field alternate perceptions of 

symbolic capital (what subject matter has high or low symbolic capital value), differing 

senses of illusio (the illusio within a classroom being that the teacher determines the 

content and form of delivery to their students during a lesson, and that LABS as school 

determines the content and structure of a programme of study) and indeed doxa (that 

individual teachers, and LABS as institution, should determine RSE content and delivery). 

This variance in doxa and illusio was touched on by Archibald who told the FG that: 

“because of their parents … gay is weird, it’s not right, …” 

Here Archibald argues with the FG that the parent imagined, rather than LABS, is setting 

rules within the game. “gay is weird” feels uncomfortable, and is certainly not regulated 

by the Common Room. When the Common Room stops being the rule maker, the sense 

that the game is worth playing becomes less stable. Such a potential variance within doxa 

and illusio between the parents of LABS and LABS itself, was also discussed by Nell in Year 

11 who told the student FG that:  

“there’s things that you need to teach the students, but their parents don’t want [them] to 

know, but students do like need to know it, and just because their parents don’t want 

them to like find out doesn’t mean that they’re not going to find out” 
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The habitus of parents will be aligned to their perception of the field because they have 

chosen LABS as the school for their children (Bourdieu 1996), in other words the doxa and 

illusio of LABS as field is attractive to the habitus of certain parents. However, the habitus 

of parents will not be as well aligned to the field of LABS as those who live and work within 

the field. This is in part because of the deep inculcation of the staff and students as part of 

the process of constructing and consecrating the field (Bourdieu 1996), which parents do 

not have unless they themselves have been part of the field as teacher or student.  

This was exemplified by Gwen: 

“if you are hearing it at home, the expectation is that you are repeating 

it at home, and obviously what you would want to try and get around it, 

it’s that re-education.” 

Here Gwen highlights an imagined disconnect between the doxa of LABS and the family 

imagined, reminding the FG of the reproduction of values (regarding RSE) within the field 

of the home rather than LABS as field. She tells the FG that LABS must re-educate, or in 

Bourdieusian terms, produce those values within the habitus of the students of LABS.  Any 

misalignment to the field will be particularly felt if the parent or family have a different 

political, religious, or philosophical positionings to those of the teachers or the institution, 

Pippa in particular noted this saying it was “especially [true] when you look at a lot of our 

families”. This misalignment imagined would be most notable if parental positioning lead 

to an enactment of the right to withdrawal from the curriculum (Alldred & David 2007) as 

enshrined in the DfE guidance. Having new actors in the field, that are not accountable to 

the field, makes the sense of the game (doxa) more challenging to grasp. In other words, 

the taken for granted assumptions that LABS decide what should be taught, how it should 

be taught, and why it should be taught, now is challenged by the right of parents to 
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influence what should be taught, how it should be taught, and why it should be taught. This 

transforms LABS from bastion to arbiter of the rules of the game.  

 

What teachers at LABS feel in relation to parents and RSE therefore, is a complex site of 

discomfort. Colleagues recognised that that RSE delivery at LABS is well regarded by 

parents, it is something that parents actively seek, and that parents value the support of 

LABS in delivering. Yet, it is also a space where the risk of symbolic violence is high, where 

the doxa of the field can shift, and new actors can be added to the field changing the value 

and possession of symbolic capital. This creates discomfort by forcing teachers to negotiate 

complex intersections between public health and government discourses, state and 

institutional policies, and families’ beliefs and preferences which also intersect with specific 

cultural and religious norms (Thomson 1994; Carrion & Jenson 2014). The beliefs and 

preferences of LABS staff also have a complex interconnection of cultural, religious, 

historical, and political intersections. The following subsection considers how these 

elements of the person-as-teacher interact with the delivery of RSE 

 

5.4 Habitus & Teacher Agency: where the personal meets the professional 

 

“I also think you’ve got staff’s own personal beliefs about the topic itself 

and what should be taught and what shouldn’t be taught and what 

should be heard at a certain age and what shouldn’t be, so I think you’ve 

got staff’s personal experiences in terms of you know, personal lives, 

and their experiences from when things like LGBT was really taboo. Like I 

say, you got school experiences, life experiences – sometimes they are 
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the same [laughter], and generally I think as well, I think the big factor is 

the personality type of a member of staff”.  

 

Here Archibald made the connection between the habitus of a teacher and their willingness 

to deliver RSE. Rupert went further by suggesting that there will always be those colleagues 

for whom habitus cannot be reconciled with the delivery of RSE stating:  

“I don’t think you’ll ever walk in to a school where 100% of staff are 

happy delivering sex education, I just don’t think it’s possible, because I 

think human beings are- some human beings are awkward, some like to 

be more private about certain things, some are really open, some are 

happy to take it on and be asked the awkward questions and you go for 

it and see what happens.” 

The term awkwardness or discomfort in this context, identifies a disconnect between the 

habitus of the teacher and the position that they find themselves in, a weaving between 

the person-as-teacher and teacher-as-person. As Archibald and Rupert state, the 

personality of teachers – their habitus – impacts upon their ability and willingness to deliver 

RSE.  

Gwen gives a more concrete example:  

“it’s that presumption perhaps that actually everyone is going to be 

confident in talking about it [RSE] because of their own subject 

knowledge. Is that good? or because of their own experiences and 

things like that, trying to deviate from it [the RSE Programme of study] is 

easy” 

The confidence that Gwen refers to here is an expression of their habitus, the total of 

teacher-as-person and person-as-teacher combining to form the sum of skills knowledge 
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and experience which allows a teacher to work with RSE in a confident manner. 

Additionally, where Gwen states that teachers deviate from the programme of study is an 

example of mediated agency72, where the teacher is making agentic choices using the 

cultural tools available to them to find a more comfortable (i.e., with less symbolic violence) 

fit between the habitus of the teacher and the RSE programme.  Gwen shows that when 

the habitus is at risk of undergoing symbolic violence, the teacher can make overt efforts 

to deviate from the programme of study. Such deviations could be as simple as avoiding or 

closing down debate, or even skipping lessons to avoid the issue altogether. This 

mechanism (augmenting or reducing a curriculum without managerial approval), presents 

a lower degree of symbolic violence for the teacher of RSE, than adhering faithfully to a 

topic that is disconnected or at odds with the habitus of the teacher. Pippa gives another 

example relating mediated agency of teachers in RSE when discussing the inclusion of 

LGBTQIA+ themes, and the negative consequences of it:  

“Some people ask a question about being pansexual but that’s not on 

the spec until next week so you haven’t read those notes, I think for a lot 

of people and I think generalising but older teachers as well wouldn’t 

have the confidence to be able to ping back those answers, I think once 

you do that you kind of become a little bit more defensive about how 

you’re answering questions and that is a barrier”. 

 

Here Pippa constructs an imagined teacher, who, being under prepared for a question 

regarding LGBTQIA+ issues, became defensive and constructs barriers to the students 

learning. This is a common agentic tool of newly qualified teachers (Sullivan et al 2014), 

                                                           
72 See section 2.9. 
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where instead of the discussion-based problem solving and dynamic activities that the 

students call for, teachers mediate their practice by shutting down questions and becoming 

didactic in their delivery, in response to their feeling of discomfort and sensing the potential 

for symbolic violence (Oerton & Bowen 2014). The danger with this approach is, Pippa 

suggests:  

“that kind of then comes back in the room because the kids maybe 

won’t feel that they can ask those questions or the question they ask 

was like correct, and again that comes with its own stigma within the 

peer group as well” 

 

In addition to shutting down “those questions” or discussions that do not align with the 

habitus of the teacher, the teacher mediates agency in other more subtle ways. This is 

achieved by teachers influencing the reputation (or as Pippa puts it stigma) they have 

amongst the student body, by creating a character that won’t answer “those questions” so 

do not bother asking them. This can be considered as an example of mediated agency, 

because the teacher is using their agency to influence the environment and, thereby, the 

field. Further to this, the term ‘stigma’ is an interesting choice from Pippa because of its 

negative connotation, in contrast to the less loaded ‘reputation’. It hints to the risks to 

students, as this agentic choice of denying the importance of complex RSE topics by 

refusing to engage with them, and avoiding complex RSE issues through a didactic form of 

delivery such as direct lecturing (Sullivan et al 2014), produces and reproduces (Bourdieu 

& Passeron 1977/2000) the construction of the hidden curriculum (Watson 2005) as 

discussed in section 2.11.   
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However, as discussed in chapter 4, Elenore in Year 11 was very clear about how 

unhelpful these strategies are:  

“I feel like right now, I mean, we do stuff like this in PSHE like it’s all very 

like formal…you feel like they’re just telling you all this when you kind of 

want it to be more of like a discussion and like a little bit more laid back 

rather than just boring bits of information, like they use that 

PowerPoint.  They don’t really use themselves – it just doesn’t seem 

genuine.” 

This lack of ‘authenticity’ from LABS staff was further emphasised by Alexander (Year 11), 

who said that: “All they do is … read something out, …  And it’s killing it”. So rather than, as 

Bertie asked for: “being real and discussing it with us”, teachers at LABS are delivering a 

distorted, less “real”, and less “genuine” programme.  

 

Even though students do not want to discuss the personal sexual experience of individual 

teachers- as Nell said “I don’t really want to know that” - the expression of sexual 

knowledge is a site of discomfort for teachers at LABS, because RSE (as subject knowledge) 

does not have the same symbolic capital as other subjects (which is acquired through 

formal training), any expression of RSE knowledge through an authentic and genuine 

approach reduces the value of the total capital ownership of the teacher-as-actor. This 

places teachers in a double bind, whereby being genuine and authentic, while placing the 

same value on RSE as other subjects acts as a site of symbolic violence, and at the same 

time if they are not being genuine and authentic while delivering RSE they will not be taken 

seriously as RSE teachers by the students. Further to this, there is the additional risk of (as 

Pippa described) “losing the room”. Nell in Year 11 pointed to this when she said  
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“why I think they’re not doing it is because it depends what type of 

students you get, and the teacher” 

she went further suggesting that behaviour in RSE sessions was worse was with teachers 

“that find it quite uncomfortable”. Mabel gave a really good example of this when she said  

“like there’s some teachers that would be easier to talk about this kind 

of stuff and then other teachers that would just feel really awkward, and 

you’d laugh at what they say”.  

This exemplifies students enacting symbolic violence as they exploit the awkwardness, 

which is an expression of the disconnect between the habitus of the teacher and the field, 

which in turn produces an opportunity for the student-as-actor to dominate the field. 

Archibald provided an antithetical example of this interplay between teachers-as-actors 

and students-as-actors when recalling an external facilitator delivering RSE at LABS, 

Archibald noted that  

“when she got the awkward questions, she didn’t get flustered once, 

and the kids, because she didn’t get flustered, didn’t then see it as an 

awkward question, it just seem normal”.  

 

Here, there is no apparent disconnect between the habitus of the facilitator, the capital 

value of RSE knowledge, or the doxa of the field. As such there are limited opportunity for 

students to enact symbolic violence This statement suggests that when the habitus of the 

teacher is misaligned from the position that the teacher-as-actor normally occupies, the 

field becomes less easy to negotiate because the doxa has shifted, which generates 

symbolic violence between the authority (through the domination of the field) of the 

teacher, and the submission of the student. This misalignment of authority within the 
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classroom leads to feelings of unsafety, which in turn generates a need to mediate agency 

and incorporate didactic teaching methodologies to provide a sense of control. As an 

example, as a result of this misalignment, the teacher could “lose the room” (Pippa’s point). 

Again, to combat any potential behaviour management issues teachers can be inclined to 

revert to didactic methodologies, providing a sense of safety and control.  

 

The habitus of a teacher delivering RSE will have a significant impact on any discomfort felt 

by that teacher. RSE is a location within LABS where the teacher-as-person, and person-as-

teacher are coalesced, where a colleague can be asked to put aside personal beliefs, values, 

and experiences to deliver content which can contrast (if not conflict with) with these 

values, beliefs, and experiences. Additionally, any discomfort found in this intersection 

between the personal and professional, can be mediated by the agency expressed by 

colleagues in their delivery of the content.  

 

5.5 Conclusion 

The imposition of PSHE/ RSE on teachers’ timetable, as well as the act of delivering RSE, act 

as a form of symbolic violence through de-professionalisation. Moreover, delivering RSE as 

per the DfE guidance (DfE 2019a) places colleagues in a space where the doxa (and indeed 

illusio) of the field are in flux. This flux can be found not just in the shifts in state policy and 

legislation, but also by the inclusion of parents as new actors within the field.  

 

Further to this, teachers feel discomfort because of the risks to the professional reputation 

in attempting to deliver RSE in the genuine and authentic manner the students are asking 
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for while operating within a culture of surveillance. For example, when discussing the 

student FG, Philip asked for teachers that are “friendly”, and Catherine told the group that 

“You form relationships with them more than other teachers”, a professional and personal 

risk emerges, through the spectral presence of child abuse 73, in the very different 

relationships formed, if not demanded, as a result of the topics discussed (Preston 2019). 

Teachers need to be less distant, they need to be more open to discuss personal issues and 

they need to on occasion use language that would not be considered as professional or 

appropriate in other classrooms. This need for a different form of relationship between 

student and staff requires a shift in doxa, while still being in a game worth playing (illusio). 

As such, colleagues who deliver RSE expose themselves to symbolic violence. This is fiercely 

felt when considering complex topics such as pornography or inter-weaving LGBTQIA+ 

through the curriculum.  By changing the interplay between teacher-as-actor and child-as-

actor, for example while discussing pornography with students (see section 5.2.3), teachers 

feel that they are more exposed to the spectre of child abuse, the climate of surveillance, 

and at greater risk of corrupting the innocent child by constructing the knowing adult (Allen 

2011). Teachers find themselves in the uncomfortable position of being middlemen: under 

pressure from the needs of the students at labs to be able to explore and understand their 

emerging sexuality and gender identity as they transition into adulthood, government 

policies and legislative frameworks, and families’ preferences. These pressures also 

intersect with specific cultural/religious norms of the teacher, the student and the parents, 

making the interactions even more challenging. 

 

                                                           
73 See section 5.2.3. 
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Moreover, regarding the innocent child and the knowing adult, I have shown that part of 

the doxa of the student body at LABS is the promotion of sexual virtue via heteronormative 

behaviours (as discussed in section 4.2.3). I posit that this is because LABS operates in a 

space of self-imposed sexual regulation (Ringrose & Renold 2012) by producing/ 

reproducing (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977/2000) overt74 signalling (Abbott et al 2015) that 

only certain kinds of teacher are willing to openly engage in RSE75. This space has 

constructed a doxa where an absence of sexuality, pleasure, or sexual exploration amongst 

children are part of the taken for granted ‘truths’ (for adults) of being a student at LABS. As 

a result, doxa becomes a manifest version of heteronormative sexual virtue (Chambers, 

van Loon & Tincknell 2004), where age-appropriate sexual behaviour is scrutinised through 

a lens of morality and imagined dangers (Egan & Hawkes 2010), as well as through the very 

real risks associated with safeguarding and child protection legislation. This has the effect 

of desexualisation of children (Epstein, O’Flynn & Telford 2003; Allen 2004) from the 

perspective of staff feeding into the paradigm of the innocent child, or sexual repression 

from the perspective of the student. Staff, therefore, use mediated agency to actively 

reduce spaces for students to explore their own sexual and gendered identity, leading to 

the inculcation of students into the dominant and established heteronormative paradigm. 

Thus, through the habitus of teachers-as-actors, weighting the value of symbolic capitals, 

and the assumed risks of symbolic violence, LABS continues the cyclical production and 

reproduction of the sociohistorical norm as discussed in section 2.2 (Bourdieu & Passeron 

1977/2000). 

                                                           
74 And covert through the hidden curriculum 
75 Ones who are not as professional because they want to teach RSE as opposed to, for example, 
Mathematics. 
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If RSE is to be truly inclusive and child centred there must be a recognition that the 

discomfort colleagues feel in the delivery of the programme is central to the successful 

delivery of it. If teachers are not comfortable, if there is a disconnect between habitus and 

RSE, doxa and RSE, or Illusio and RSE, then those delivering RSE are placed in a space where 

symbolic violence will be felt. As a result, there is a real chance that colleagues could apply 

mediated agency to avoid, subvert, or contradict planned learning, leading to the 

production/reproduction of a hidden curriculum which could reduce student outcomes.  In 

order to bridge the chasm of discomfort, chapter 6 considers if a programme of Continual 

Professional Development (CPD) could help colleagues to traverse their discomfort while 

delivering the state mandated RSE curriculum simultaneously meeting the needs of the 

students of LABS as identified in chapter 4.  
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Chapter 6: Continuing Professional Development and Relationships and Sex 

Education. 

 
6.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter considers whether a form of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) 

could provide a pathway for negotiation between the habitus of existing teachers, changing 

field boundaries, the needs and wants of LABS students, and the sites of symbolic violence 

which results in the discomfort teachers feel in the delivery of RSE, and considers the third 

research question: 

How could a CPD programme for inclusive RSE be constructed within LABS with a view 

to reducing teacher discomfort, while remaining child-centred? 

Because CPD is generally seen across the profession as the main way for teachers to acquire 

and develop both skills and knowledge (Wight & Buston 2003), could a CPD programme for 

inclusive RSE reduce teacher discomfort while meeting student needs? To engage with this 

third research question, I will first consider the views of the staff Focus Group regarding ITT 

(Initial Teacher Training) programmes, and how ITT programmes relate to the professional 

development landscape in regard to RSE. This understanding of ITT provides a foundation 

to consider the socio-historical positioning of RSE CPD, and where we are as a profession, 

what CPD support is available to teachers (and schools) in England to date, and how this 

has built into the wider doxa and illusio of the field. Based on the wider field structure of 

sex and health education in England, I will then consider how CPD could be used to mitigate 

negative effects of the agentic choices that teachers make. Finally, this chapter will show 

how CPD can be used to reduce discomfort in RSE teachers at LABS, and the limitations of 

CPD in reducing or removing sites of discomfort for LABS teachers in the delivery of RSE. 
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6.2 Elephants in the room: 20+ years of absence 

This section uses the idiom ‘elephant in the room’ to highlight some of the issues regarding 

CPD raised by the research participants and, more broadly, across the secondary school 

sector in England as a whole. The idiom Elephant in the Room was chosen, because 

practitioners within LABS know that there are issues with the implementation of RSE at 

institutional level, yet they are infrequently discussed outside of the Common Room. The 

issues covered in the following three sub sections are highlighted within the staff FG – and 

can be summarised as why RSE is not covered in Initial Teacher Training when every teacher 

is expected to deliver it, the absence of training in RSE at school level, and the cost of RSE. 

These questions are muted (if not absent) from the conversation at governmental level in 

regard to the development and implementation of RSE reform. However, such issues will 

be interrogated in this chapter to help elucidate the CPD barriers that currently exist from 

the perspective of LABS practitioners.   

 

A major barrier towards quality delivery of sex education (RSE) is the training teachers 

receive, or do not receive (Aggleton 1989; Wight & Buston 2003; Alldred et al 2003). This 

training can take two main forms, that of Initial Teacher Training (ITT), and that of 

Continuing Professional Development (CPD). CPD in teaching can take three main shapes . 

Firstly, at the macro level teachers can access external development and training 

programmes offered by recognised bodies such as the Chartered College of Teaching, or 

Higher Education Institutions (HEI) such as master’s degrees (and in my case an Education 

Doctorate). The meso level CPD can be offered by schools themselves in the form of InSeT 

(in-Service Training) days, online training modules, and optional training seminars and 
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workshops to develop teachers’ understanding of issues surrounding school policy 

direction (Lund 2020). Examples of this are Special Educational Needs and Disabilities, 

English as an additional language, and others. Finally, at the micro level CPD can take the 

form of the everyday activities of the teachers as professionals through reflection-on-

practice (Schön 2013), through activities such as discussions with colleagues regarding 

assessment and teaching programmes, or reading professional literature (Guskey 2000), 

which can then lead to pedagogical change. I now proceed to consider the inclusion of RSE 

within Initial Teacher Training (ITT), as an Elephant, how it presents as an issue, and from 

the perspective of colleagues in LABS, how this impacts on RSE delivery and 

implementation.  

 

6.2.1 Elephant 1: The inclusion of RSE in ITT 

 

Archibald: “… and how many of us have been trained at PGCE or during our ITT to deliver 

PSHE - and how many of us deliver PSHE?” 

Rupert: “All of us” 

 

Rupert’s singular response (All of us) to both of Archibald’s questions affirms two truths 

from the perspective of the Common Room. Firstly, RSE (through PSHE) delivery is an 

expectation of all colleagues in the same way that they are teachers of numeracy and 

literacy. Secondly, the training in RSE from an ITT foundation has been absent (Wight & 

Buston 2003; O’Brien, Hendriks, & Burns 2021; Smith & Payne 2016). Although it may 

appear that Rupert’s response suggests that “all of us” is an answer to both questions, it is 

only an affirmative response to the second question. Archibald is identifying an absence of 
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ITT training for RSE, and Rupert is acknowledging the importance of this absence. Within 

in-service, and within pre-service training, there is a need to develop not only competency 

in discussing sensitive aspects of RSE with students (O’Brien, Hendriks, & Burns 2021), but 

also to do so with confidence (Walker, Green & Tilford 2003) if colleagues are to deliver 

RSE as proficiently as they do their primary subject. However, the majority of secondary 

school teachers in England have received little formal training on constructing or the 

delivery of teaching material in gender diverse, family diverse, or sexuality diverse contexts 

(Mayer & Leonardi 2018; O’Brien, Hendriks, & Burns 2021), despite, as the above exchange 

demonstrates, PSHE/RSE being an expectation of the role of a teacher. Indeed, most 

qualified teachers are generally underprepared to teach RSE (Byrne et al 2015), as 

Archibald, in exasperation, stated to the group, “how many of us have been trained”. 

Certainly, since the introduction of the last national Sex Education reform (2000), initial 

teacher training programmes have lacked content regarding sexually transmitted 

infections, the use of prophylactics, relationships negotiations, or the work of sexual health 

services (Forest 2002: Walker, Green & Tilford 2003). This is in line with the research of 

Warwick, Aggleton & Rivers (2005) who noted that, although ITT standards altered in line 

with the 2000 reform, requiring newly qualified teachers to be familiar with the 

programmes of study PSHE, familiarity with PSHE did not equate to being skilled, confident, 

or comfortable in its delivery at secondary level.  

 

With ITT programmes increasingly focused on amount of time spent in school and on 

developing the classroom skills of the teacher (particularly in relation to subject knowledge, 

behaviour management, and differentiation), there has been a proportional decline in the 

amount of time available for training teachers to work through the theoretical aspects of 
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their pedagogy (O’Brien, Hendriks, & Burns 2021). This is particularly true when it comes 

to the pastoral, health, and wellbeing, aspects of the teachers’ role, which includes RSE. It 

is of little surprise then that Byrne et al (2015) found that ITT course managers prioritise 

academic subjects above the wider role of the teacher. But why is this the case when, as 

Rupert tells us, 

 

“the evidence says if we get PSHE right, we’ve got happier healthy kids, who perform 

better academically” 

 

In part, this is due to the neoliberalist educational reforms of the Cameron-Clegg coalition 

and the second Cameron government (Fuller 2019), where the then Secretary of State for 

Education (Michael Gove) placed great emphasis on raising academic attainment through 

the delivery of knowledge rich curriculum (Gibb 2021), which subsequently reduced focus 

on PSHE and in particular sex education (O’Brien, Hendriks, & Burns 2021). As discussed in 

Section 5.2.1, the doxa within LABS holds that the capital value ascribed to less academic 

subjects, such as PSHE and in particular RSE, means that it is valued less than those subjects 

seen as more academic (Alldred et al 2003). This move away from ‘soft subjects’ (Bell, 

Woof, McLain & Morrison-Love 2017) added further weight to this taken-for-granted value. 

Consequently, the symbolic capital value of RSE will have been devalued further, with this 

depreciation in value being legitimised by the state. Such reduction in value of symbolic 

capital is by definition a space of symbolic violence, where colleagues who had invested in 

RSE or ‘soft skills’ as a form of capital within their institution, now had the value of their 

investment reduced.  
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In addition to this, the delivery of sex education in schools is entirely context dependent: 

each individual institution has the discretion to augment the curriculum and its delivery of 

RSE as long as it falls within the DfE framework. This leads to wide variability in content 

depth and coverage, as well as quality of delivery, particularly so as, although there is a 

framework with minimum standards for content, there are no standardised or quantifiable 

assessment or delivery methods. This is particularly important because the majority of time 

(upwards of 66%) on an ITT programme is based within the school (Swain 2020). Because 

of this, and because each school approaches RSE differently, the variability ITT students are 

exposed to is further increased. This has two main impacts. Firstly, it exposes ITT student 

to RSE, as an aspect of the curriculum with low capital value, because it has no pedagogical 

consistency. This further reproduces the capital value of RSE in the next generation of 

teachers (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977/2000). Secondly, such variability in exposure can 

provide an inadequate grounding in subject knowledge and delivery strategies, further 

perpetuating the skills and knowledge gaps that have been described by the staff FG. 

 

This variability in the exposure and training does not allow for a cohort of Early Career 

Teachers (ECT) to adequately prepare to deliver inclusive RSE. As a consequence, some call 

for a stronger inclusion of RSE training within ITT, such as Gwen:  

 

“just make it a compulsory part of all the PGCEs, … so that our teachers … are well 

equipped from the second they leave, … which is what would get my vote because then 

that’s got more longevity to it” 
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As Gwen explains, the theoretical and practical aspects of RSE should be incorporated 

within ITT programmes, because every teacher will be expected, at some point in their 

career, to engage with and deliver RSE. In line with Walker, Green & Tilford (2003), doing 

so would provide a degree of cross curricular support and understanding for the RSE 

reform. There have been some moves towards this with UCL offering a voluntary specialist 

RSE initial teacher education programme in partnership with the School of Sexuality 

Education (IOE 2021). 

 

However, there is a counterpoint to this, particularly regarding the depth of training, and, 

as Gwen hopes for, the “longevity” of the training. As Rupert points out: 

 

“If you build it into PGCE training though, is there a risk that what will happen, is things 

like PE happens with the primary school qualifications, where it’s literally an afterthought, 

basically primary school teachers get six hours of training, and to become a PE specialist 

at primary level you do 12, so they’re basically telling you that half a day is enough to be a 

specialist in that subject” 

 

The concern here is that ‘bolt on’ training for RSE in ITT, in the same way a PE specialism in 

the primary ITT is, reduces the value of the training to an afterthought, thereby reducing 

the symbolic capital of RSE even further. Although the addition of a PE specialism in the 

primary ITT should be considered as a valuable addition to the training teacher (and as such 

increase the symbolic capital of that training), it has reduced symbolic capital value. This is 

highlighted by Rupert who suggests that the training is an afterthought.  
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Adding a dedicated RSE or PSHE section within ITT would only have value if the module was 

of sufficient time and depth to demonstrate proficiency and competency. It cannot, and 

should not be considered as a bolt on. Rather than having an additional module to an ITT 

programme, student teachers should, given the feedback from the FG, be given quality, in-

depth, and integrated learning and reflective opportunities to consider their professional 

values and practice in relation to sex education (Byrne et al 2015; O’Brien, Hendriks, & 

Burns 2021) throughout the ITT programme. Integrating PSHE or RSE based ideas (such as 

diversity, equality, inclusion, consent) and having uncomfortable pastoral conversations 

with students throughout an ITT programme would allow emerging professionals to 

develop the vocabulary as well as the skills needed to be able to discuss with confidence 

and comfort topics surrounding sex, sexuality, gender, and inclusion (Meyer & Leonardi 

2018). Normalising such conversations through the ITT would reduce the possibility of 

having spaces of symbolic violence that an “afterthought” module could create.  

A PSHE-integrated ITT programme, despite the limitations identified here, could be a 

successful solution in the long run. Such integration would have to be woven through the 

ITT programme, rather than as a distinct unit within the programme to avoid the 

afterthought issue. Each section of the ITT should have a clear and defined equality and 

diversity attainment marker. For example, within the Science curriculum the contribution 

of women, and LGBTQIA+ scientists could be highlighted. Such a programme would need 

to interrogate the content of the entire ITT course ensuring that the focus of a specialism’s 

cannon does not focus entirely on those that are white, straight, or male. The issue remains 

for those colleagues who have already qualified.  

 

Rupert however, suggested that ITT should go further than this:  
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“like the idea would be eventually [to] have a PGCE that is fundamentally PSHE, and under 

that falls sex education, and it’s like the expectation of in science, yes, you specialise in 

one of the fields probably more than the other but you are still expected to be able to 

teach chemistry, physics, and biology… and so [a PGCE in] PSHE you’re expected to be able 

to teach sex education, finance and money, global perspectives and you know, and 

cultural things” 

 

Rupert thought that having a PSHE-focused ITT programme would be a better solution to 

the issue of low status to a modular or bolt on approach within ITT. Rupert’s suggestion 

negates any issues of having low capital value associated with a modular approach to PSHE 

teaching. This negation is performed by removing the modular approach, and having ITT in 

its entirety focused on and based within RSE/PSHE. This would also allow colleagues to train 

explicitly for a specialism that the FG have asked for. However, this could have a number 

of consequences outside of the ITT programme. For example, the low symbolic capital 

attached to PHSE as a discipline would transfer to the professional that specialises in that 

discipline, thereby creating a site of symbolic violence for that colleague because the 

capital (the perceived academic rigour of PSHE as a specialism) would be lower than the 

capital of colleagues who trained in a specialism with more capital (e.g., English or 

Mathematics - see section 5.2.1). In this instance the ‘teacherness’ of the PSHE specialist 

would be seen as lesser, and thus exposed to symbolic violence from the Common Room. 

Although it is likely that this would change over time, as PSHE/ RSE becomes established as 

a formal part of the curriculum with solid academic credentials, this initial site of symbolic 

violence would need to be overcome by the colleague to ensure that their work was seen 
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in parity with other subjects.  This would also require a parity of academic rigour between 

PSHE and core subjects that would demand a long-term governmental drive.  

 

The following subsection considers if a form of nationally recognised qualification or 

certification process could be used to prepare colleagues for the new reforms. It further 

considers if such certification would provide individual practitioners with the skills 

required, while raising the symbolic capital value of RSE within the field. 

 

6.2.2 Elephant 2: RSE as an additional specialism 

 

Pippa: “having a specialist shows to students that the school cares, they rate it as 

important, yeah, it’s not the person who’s just doing maths with you, it’s a proper teacher 

of the subject who knows what he’s talking about.” 

 

Here Pippa (just like Rupert and Archibald in the previous subsection) tells the FG how 

important it is to have someone with specialist training to deliver RSE. Having a colleague 

with RSE as a specialism is not just important from a skills, knowledge, and delivery 

perspective, but also from the perspective of student confidence as Mabel (Y10) suggested 

“it would help if we had, like, a different teacher”. Mabel further emphasised how “like 

there’s some teachers that it would be easier to talk to about this kind of stuff”. This ease 

(or lack of discomfort) could be achieved by having a colleague (or team of colleagues) who 

is responsible for the delivery of RSE across LABS. This team would need to have specific 

training for the delivery of RSE as a specialism - a course of action that would contribute to 
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legitimising the position of ‘RSE teachers’ as professionals within their own right. 

Moreover, the training within LABS would need to be of such significant status (symbolic 

capital) that the Common Room ascribed symbolic capital value to it in parity to an 

academic second subject. To achieve this, LABS as field (and the Headmistress of LABS as 

the controller of the rules of the game) would need to consider RSE as a specialism worthy 

of significant economic as well as symbolic capital investment76.  

 

Having an RSE specialist teacher would have a number of benefits, in that it would remove 

the preparation and delivery of a very specialist programme from a non-specialist teacher, 

and it would also build towards a consistency in the delivery of RSE. Thus, it would 

circumvent exposure to the symbolic violence of de-professionalisation through the 

addition of RSE to a teachers’ timetable. It would not however, reduce the discomfort 

colleagues feel in being exposed to conversations regarding gender and sexuality diversity, 

consent, sexual abuse, or pornography in lessons that are not RSE specific. Pippa 

exemplified this point through an analogy with climate change: 

 

“[students] can’t just go for their next lesson and the teacher would be like “oh, that’s not 

my subject and we’re all entitled to our own views” … like I still get kids coming into me 

going “oh - do you believe in climate change miss, sounds like a load of…” because some 

[teachers] present a very different point of view” 

 

                                                           
76 As discussed in section 6.2.3.  
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Here, Pippa’s imagined-teacher dismisses the issue raised by the student as “not my 

subject”. Such an example highlights the impossibility of confining the content of one 

subject into the delivery space of that subject – I argue that this is just as true if not more 

so with RSE, whose content touches on every aspect of the lived and academic curriculum. 

Further to this, Pippa adds “we are all entitled to our own views” and by so doing, she 

positions the imagined teacher in a post-truth state (Peters 2017): by reducing the issue to 

an opinion it becomes a site of symbolic violence. This is because, from the positioning of 

the imagined teacher, facts, science, or legal standpoints can be reduced to personal 

opinions and positionings. The post-truth position of the imagined teacher (in the case of 

RSE) performs an act of symbolic violence. This could be particularly dangerous because, in 

the case of RSE, such an interaction presents the possibility of entrenching, or constructing 

a hidden curriculum (Kehily 2002; Alldred & David 2007). For example, instead of climate 

change, if the imagined teacher were to dismiss issues of consent in the same way, one can 

see a scenario where students are taught that consent is a personal opinion/ positioning.  

Rather than challenging dominant heteronormative aspects of the doxa by openly and 

actively promoting inclusion, equality, and diversity, teachers could be reproducing the 

unwritten taken for granted rules identified in chapter 4. To prevent all of this from 

happening, the symbolic capital value of RSE must be raised to the same level as the subject 

of Pippa’s imagined teacher.  

 

If a CPD package were to be effective in changing ascribed symbolic capital, it would not 

only have to address curriculum content but also raise the symbolic value ascribed to RSE 

as a subject in its own right. Outside of ITT training, there is evidence to suggest that 

teachers trained as RSE specialists within an institution can have a significant impact on the 
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delivery of RSE . Warwick, Aggleton & Rivers (2005) also argued that a whole school 

emphasis (following on from Bragg et al 2022) on the training, rather than on the 

development of an individual teacher, leads to positive outcomes for students in terms of 

both teaching and learning. This further substantiates the call from colleagues in LABS to 

train teachers specifically to deliver RSE. The reviews of the DfES and SHARE 77programmes 

suggest that an augmentation of the institutional doxa (that it is acceptable in LABS to 

openly discuss issues relating to gender and sexuality diversity) is possible if colleagues 

across the Common Room value the training programme. However, as discussed in chapter 

5, such a shift in the doxa is not a simple thing to do. There are colleagues across the 

Common Room who have taken on additional specialisms to be more legitimate as 

professional teachers, however, establishing RSE as a legitimate and academic enough as a 

second subject will be a challenge. Because the symbolic capital value of RSE/PSHE is much 

lower than any other aspect of the curriculum.  

 

The following section considers the constraints on this capital investment at school level, 

and the support available from external partners to provide RSE CPD for colleagues. 

 

6.2.3: Elephant 3: Funding, & External (including DfE) Support for RSE.  

Pippa and Rupert have both argued for the creation of RSE specialists - whether that it is 

having one (or a team of) RSE trained teacher(s), or employing someone who has trained 

as a PSHE specialist via ITT (this is not currently an option as no such ITT is available). 

Although such a Human Resourcing (HR) decision would make the provision of RSE simpler 

                                                           
77 see section 2.12. 



202 

 

from the viewpoint of the Common Room, as Clementine recognises, it does make it “a 

logistical nightmare for timetabling”. This is because PSHE could no longer be scheduled at 

the same tame for all year groups (as it currently is as it is delivered by form tutors during 

form periods). If a colleague delivering only PSHE were to have a full-time timetable, then 

the PSHE would need to be cascaded through the day to allow the colleague to see all of 

the year groups. This would make other timetabling blocks more challenging to locate 

through the week. The alternative would be to employ a number of PSHE specialists 

operating at the same time during the same day each week, which itself would have a 

number of subsequent HR issues. 

 

In addition to the HR challenges with having PSHE (and so RSE) specialist colleagues in the 

Common Room, access to RSE training courses to equip existing non RSE specialist 

colleagues has historically been restricted by adequate resourcing, in other words it is not 

considered as a priority when defining budgets (Alldred & David 2007). This is especially 

true in relation to organising teacher cover (Castle, Holloway & Rage 1998), to allow already 

employed teachers to attend the training. Such variable funding for RSE CPD often provides 

opportunities for inconsistency in training between institutions, and subsequently in 

delivery between colleagues (Ostinelli & Crescentini 2021). Despite the 2019 RSE 

framework being a DfE priority, there have been no additional funding allocations made 

available to schools in England for RSE CPD. Although independent schools are excluded 

from any such additional funding, the presence of the funding in the state sector often acts 

as a prompt for independent schools to consider the allocation of funds towards a DfE 

focus. This is particularly true if such a focus (i.e., the RSE framework) is to be included in 

any future inspectorate reforms. This lack of funding becomes a double bind because the 
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perceived lack of capital investment can be understood as a form of symbolic violence 

where the lack of economic capital the state (or the school) has ascribed to RSE training 

reminds the field that it is not a priority for spending, therefore not a priority, therefore 

has low symbolic capital. This is then coupled with the perceived irrelevance of RSE CPD 

compared to raising academic standards across a school (Wight & Buston 2003) to form a 

clear (if unintended) message from the institution and the state that RSE is not as valuable 

as other functions of the school.  

 

As discussed in chapter 5, the delivery of RSE, particularly the complex aspects such as 

pornography, and gender/sexual diversity, is a site of discomfort to teachers at LABS. To 

minimise this over the last decade, LABS has employed a variety of external providers to 

deliver these aspects of the programme. For example, the School Nurse Service was used 

to aid in the delivery of sessions on prophylactic use and sexually transmitted infections. 

However, since the age of austerity (Attwood et al2015), these services have become 

harder to secure, and LABS has had to seek the support of sex education charities to provide 

the sessions where teachers felt the most discomfort. Although the use of specialist 

professionals to deliver RSE content is a good practice, this comes at an additional, long 

term, and recurring cost. To commission an RSE charity to come to LABS and deliver a one-

day session (which equates to a 1-hour session for each year group) can cost in excess of 

£700 (which does not include expenses for the facilitators such as travel, food, and teaching 

materials). This is not an insignificant amount of money, and requires senior leaders to 

make decisions regarding budget priorities. In other words, the school must decide to 

prioritise their budget on the cost for external RSE facilitators, over the cost of IT software 

licenses, or other teaching materials. It is worth emphasising at this juncture that in the 
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current economic climate schools are increasingly finding it challenging to source 

additional funding for such external facilitators, and as such all costs would have to be 

derived from existing budgets. It is not a financially sustainable position therefore, to use 

external providers to deliver the remaining RSE programme through the year. For this 

reason, existing LABS teachers must be used to deliver the statutory requirements of the 

RSE framework. It is certainly not financially viable to employ an additional member of staff 

specifically responsible for the delivery of RSE, with the additional and prohibitive cost of 

an additional teacher. This is particularly true if a CPD programme costing a similar amount 

as an external provider can be used to construct internal specialists that can then deliver 

the complex material without additional cost in the years to come. The following section 

considers if such a programme of CPD could be constructed, which simultaneously provides 

LABS with the ability to deliver quality RSE, reduce staff discomfort, and increase the 

symbolic capital value of RSE across LABS.  

 

6.3 CPD & RSE: Comforting the Discomforted 

 

Rupert: I don’t think you’re ever going to get the teaching profession which is so diverse 

which makes it what it is and as good as it is, I don’t think you’ll ever walk into a school 

where 100% of staff are happy delivering sex education, I just don’t think it’s possible, 

because I think human beings are- some human beings are awkward, some like to be 

more private about certain things, some are really open, some are happy to take it on and 

be asked the awkward questions and you go for it and see what happens.” 
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Rupert's statement the “awkward questions”, and his phrase “some human beings are 

awkward”, relate to spaces in RSE that are felt as sites of discomfort. This correlates directly 

to the work of Wight & Buston (2003), who found that teachers referred to an absence of 

embarrassment, and lack of awkwardness as comfort. Rupert here is describing the range 

of habitus across the profession by stating that the very nature of humanity is diverse, with 

different tolerances, passions, and spaces of discomfort. He suggests that the diversity of 

habitus across the profession is vast, using the superlative “so”. However, he also conflates 

the diversity of habitus across the teaching profession, with the diversity of habitus within 

LABS or school, as field. This is done by Rupert talking about ‘any school’ by way of 

comparing LABS as school to a school imagined (i.e., every school in England). Rupert is 

positioning his view and understanding of the field (LABS) at the micro level and 

superimposing that view onto the macro level of secondary schools across England as field. 

However, within each institution there will be an alignment of the habitus of teachers in 

the school/field 78towards the doxa within, and illusio through, the individual school. 

Bourdieu (1988a; 1996) shows us that we are attracted to institutions where the doxa and 

habitus align so that we buy into the illusio, those colleagues whose habitus does not align 

to the institution well, migrate to other institutions. This is also part of the selection process 

where candidates are asked to discuss their understanding of the ethos of the school (in 

this instance LABS), and how they as a potential colleague would fit into that ethos, which 

further reproduces and consecrates the doxa of the field as new colleagues are inculcated 

into the Common Room (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977/2000). It is unlikely, therefore, that 

each school/field will have a range of teachers whose habitus is not well aligned with the 

                                                           
78 See section 3.3.2. 
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values of the institution. Consequently, the diversity of habitus that is being expressed by 

Rupert, is narrower in each school than across the range of schools in England.  

 

In response to this, Walker, Green & Tilford (2003) suggested that there was a tension in 

whether RSE CPD should be ‘off the peg’ or bespoke to the institution. From a 

Bourdieusian perspective, any successful RSE CPD will have the habitus and professional 

training needs of individual teachers at its core, while simultaneously addressing these 

needs as part of a whole school vision and strategy (Warwick, Aggleton, & Rivers 2005). 

The starting place for LABS in constructing such CPD would be a programme that is 

developed through and founded within the ethos (illusio) of the institution. At LABS this 

would ensure that the CPD is sympathetic to aspects of habitus that have attracted 

colleagues to LAB such as a Christian faith. 

 

Pippa also recognised that RSE CPD will need to take account of this aspect of the habitus, 

stating that the CPD should take account of pedagogies but that it should also consider: 

 

“moral…objections…because “that’s against my faith”…” 

 

Although Pippa did not expand on what these objections were, within the context of the 

discussion the suggestion was that colleagues would object to discussing sex and romantic 

relationships founded in the moral positioning of the imagined colleague, here Pippa 

suggests that such morality could be based within religious doctrine. Therefore, ensuring 

appropriate content regarding values and ethical stances in the delivery and content of RSE 

at LABS, particularly where teachers encounter the possibility of imposing personal values 
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due to the absence of a standardised framework, and the wrath of imagined parental 

objections (Wight & Buston 2003; Morris 1994; Powney & Lowden 2001) as seen in section 

5.3, will require a CPD programme that is bespoke to the institution. Further to this, a clear 

source of discomfort to teachers across the literature is the legal position in respect to 

complex discussions, and a concern of allegation of professional impropriety or personal 

moral turpitude (see section 5.2.2). With regard to legal positions, the FG identified 

discomfort regarding those topics that could be perceived by teachers as normalising 

sexual activities, or promoting the sexual exploration/ experimentation of students, 

through a sex positive (Bullough 1976) approach to masturbation, sexual touching (Wight 

& Buston 2003), or pornography . The DfE PowerPoints 79do provide a national minimum 

standard for the content of RSE CPD, and are designed to respond to the needs of individual 

schools. However, they are constructed within a deficit model, which assumes a lack of 

understanding of RSE materials or issues, and they require top-down dissemination, with a 

senior colleague (in the case of LABS, me) standing in front of colleagues in a hall delivering 

a lecture regarding RSE content. The limitations of a top down stand-alone CPD model was 

highlighted by Archibald: 

 

“as human beings we all have learned mannerisms and behaviourisms and things that we 

have been doing for so long now that just breaking it like that isn’t that simple, and one 

morning session… isn’t going to change that” 

 

                                                           
7979 Discussed in section 2.12. 
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Instead of one morning session, the CPD should focus on colleagues learning, setting short, 

medium, and long-term goals that allow teachers to Identify and question their 

preconceptions and prejudices as a community (Wight & Buston 2003), and integrate the 

learning into their everyday practise overtime (Warwick, Aggleton, & Rivers 2005). Such an 

integration of RSE into standard scholastic practices would make informal RSE interactions 

outside of RSE sessions more comfortable. The following section investigates whether such 

an approach would increase the comfort in the delivery of specific RSE sessions - 

particularly those that embody the complex and discomforting topics previously 

mentioned.   

6.3.1 Teacher Agency and CPD 

 

Clementine: “No amount of CPD is enough for a teacher who is terrified at the prospect of 

standing up and talking about sex with year 11” 

 

Clementine here seems to agree with Rupert, that it is impossible to deliver CPD that will 

affect and augment the habitus of the individual teachers to a suitable level as to reduce 

discomfort in the delivery of RSE across all teachers. The habitus allows an understanding 

of agency, particularly mediated agency (see section 2.9), as a series of actor-situation 

interactions or transactions (Pei & Yang 2019). Such interactions between the habitus and 

field (through acts of symbolic violence, consecration of symbolic capital value, doxa or 

illusio) can result in either proactive actions to support the implementation of a reform or 

provide resistance to the implementation of a reform (Pei & Yang 2019; Harris & Graham 

2019). Such resistance can be found in sites of discomfort, in feeling as Clementine suggests 
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“terrified”, and expressed through vocalisations of personal resistance. As a further 

example of a vocalisation of personal resistance, Archibald recalled his experience of being 

part of an InSeT session at LABS focused on transgender inclusivity in teaching practices. 

He told the group: 

 

“I was sat next to a member of staff, he turned around to me and went “...I’m not, it’s not 

wrong, but, I just don’t want to know about it”…” 

 

Here Archibald's teacher is not telling Archibald that he doesn't think the transgender 

training should not be present - ‘it's not wrong’, however the teacher is expressing 

discomfort at its presence. This discomfort is what I describe as a vocalisation of personal 

resistance: a teacher’s expression of mediated agency (Pei & Yang 2019) occurring as the 

RSE reform conflicts with their habitus, or with the doxa of the field they align themselves 

with. Such disconnects were found throughout chapter 5 and focused on elements of RSE 

which came into conflict with the teacher-as-person aspects of the. In this instance the 

colleague talking to Archibald is expressing his mediated agency by telling Archibald that 

he does not “want” to know about gender diverse inclusivity at LABS. It is unclear whether 

this agentic expression is based primarily within habitus or doxa - the origins of the 

resistance may be based in both elements. In terms of doxa, the student FG showed that 

there is a heteronormative stance to sexual virtue and morality at LABS. Archibald’s 

anecdote provides further evidence of the presence of this element of doxa through the 

unspoken and assumed rule that in LABS it is acceptable to express a pejorative opinion 

regarding transgender inclusivity in formal spaces such as InSeT. Archibald’s peer also 

signals that this stance is acceptable by acknowledging that being transgender is “not 
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wrong”. The pre-emptive phraseology used to legitimise and express the acceptability of 

the view - “I don’t get why, I’m not, it’s not wrong but,” - is similar to the exchange in the 

student focus group, where Elenore in Year 11 signalled to the FG that her holding a 

pejorative opinion of women using emergency contraception was acceptable by using the 

pre-emptive phraseology “I don’t, I’m not being horrible but,”. In this example, habitus is 

also hinted at through his use of the “I”, clearly identifying that this is the position of him 

as an individual.  

 

Successful implementation of educational reform through CPD therefore, relies not just on 

individual habitus, but also the collaborative construction of meaning, collective 

understanding, while being sensitive to existing illusio and doxa (Pei & Yang 2019: Bourdieu 

& Wacquant 1992: Bourdieu & Passeron 2000). In practice this could mean the mapping of 

the illusio and doxa of the institution, identifying potential sites of conflict, and using peer 

led groups to work through the potential conflict through critical discussion and collective 

sense making of the impact of the new reform. Moreover, the successful implementation 

of any national reforms at school level requires, and is dependent upon, the skills, 

knowledge and positive active professional agency of individual teachers (Harris & Graham 

2019). This requires congruence with the habitus of teachers and the doxa and illusio of 

the institution (so as to reduce the impact of any site of symbolic violence). Moreover, 

successful implementation of reforms requires situational and contextual knowledge and 

skills, which teachers are ideally situated to provide (Pei & Yang 2019).   

 

However, despite teachers being recognised as active agents within the field, in possession 

of essential contextual knowledge, in England almost all CPD flowing from governmental 
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reforms (and particularly in this case of RSE) are designed based on a deficit model 

(Kennedy 2007). The deficit model emphasises inadequacies in practice, or deficits in 

teacher knowledge, and attempts to fill these gaps often using practitioners who position 

themselves as experts in the gaps they highlight. Another example of deficit model training 

can be found in the project “Trans 101 for Teachers” (Smith & Payne, 2016). In this project 

the researchers constructed a singular one-hour training unit, which provided teachers 

with a sociological framework and rationale for a view of gender outside of a binary view, 

trans specific vocabulary, repeated explanations of the differences between sex and 

gender, as well as recommended changes to practice. The researchers report that the 

session did not have the impact that they had hoped for, and that follow up survey data 

highlighted that the schools and teachers remained entrenched in the binary divisions of 

gender. A possible explanation for the reduced success of the project could be that Smith 

& Payne (2016) attempted to change the culture of the institutions, as well as influencing 

the habitus of the teachers they were working with via a top-down deficit model InSeT style 

session.  

 

Such practice constructs a site of symbolic violence through, because it assumes a dark 

space of ignorance that needs to be illuminated, rather than identifying and using the high 

symbolic capital of teachers’ existing knowledge and skills (Wight & Buston 2003). CPD 

founded in the deficit model are often implemented (as demonstrated by the DfE 

PowerPoint training materials) through top down, didactic methods and in a standalone 

manner (Pei & Yang 2019; Wight & Buston 2003). This approach reduces any space for 

teachers to actively participate within institutional enactment of the reform (Pei & Yang 

2019: Gray & Bryce 2006). In other words, teachers do not get a say in what RSE is delivered, 
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or how it is delivered, or even an opportunity to explore the RSE reform: they just have to 

deliver it. This builds into the fallacy that teacher mediated agency can be other-regulated, 

opposed to self-regulated. It also shows that expressions of mediated agency can be found 

on an individual level but also within the collective of the Common Room. Even if the 

habitus of the teachers, and the doxa and illusio of the field are taken into consideration 

when developing a CPD programme, if teachers as actors are not given the space to sense-

make both on an individual level but also collectively, then the Common Room will not have 

an opportunity to alter the doxa. If the doxa is not altered, then existing teachers (and new 

teachers being consecrated into the Common Room) will be inculcated within the 

reproduction of the pre-existing un-written rules and assumptions of the institution 

(Bourdieu 1996: Bourdieu & Passeron 2000). This is in line with the work of Martínez et al 

(2012) and Pei & Yang (2019), who found that quality RSE CPD founded on reflective 

practice, collegial discussions, and mentoring can remove or mitigate negative agentic 

expressions, as well as act as a support mechanism for individual teachers (Kennedy 2014) 

in the development of their practice.  

 

The following section will consider using a pedagogy of exposure as a CPD strategy, with a 

view to using it as a mechanism for challenging the doxa and illusio of LABS, providing 

opportunities for individual and collective sense making while the structure of the field is 

challenged. It also questions the ethics of such an approach, asking if the use of pedagogies 

of exposure simply shifts the symbolic violence away from teachers and places it on more 

vulnerable groups such as students.  
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6.3.2 Pedagogies of exposure 

“I think-, part of the question that comes into my head … is, are you not then just 

expecting somebody to be able to cognitively change the way they think about something 

like that,  

 

Archibald’s question to the FG is one regarding changes in habitus. The suggestion from his 

question is whether it is a leap of faith to expect an augmentation of habitus through CPD, 

particularly when it comes to the challenging topics within RSE. The quotation here relates 

to an exchange between Archibald and Gwen regarding a LABS InSeT session  on the 

inclusion of gender diverse students into the curriculum and teaching practices at LABS. As 

discussed in the literature review , there is a common belief that teachers must know a 

gender or sexuality diverse person in order to facilitate changes to their practise and 

outlook , to become supportive or go further and become an ally. In other words, to be a 

teacher that incorporates equality and diversity intro your practice to need to know 

diverse. This has developed from research into anti-racist and anti-homophobic behaviour 

that suggested that negative behaviours can be reduced amongst those that are exposed 

to personal relationships with members of marginalised groups. Meyer, Tilland-Stafford, 

and Airton (2016), termed this process a pedagogy of exposure, and hailed it as a powerful 

and effective method of altering habitus and affecting doxa is to improve the whole school 

understanding of LGBTQIA+ issues through exposure to LGBTQIA+ people, and their lived 

reality of issues within school. The suggestion is that by exposure to the negative 

experience of (for example) LGBTQIA+ people, teachers will better understand the power 

and influence they have in the feelings and experiences of LGBTQIA+ people, thereby 

becoming more likely to enhance their practices in order to reduce harm caused through 
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exclusionary or othering approaches. Smith & Payne (2016) suggest that such pedagogy 

can be achieved through the introduction of LGBTQIA+ people via the presence of family 

structures, or colleagues, or students as well as through materials such as LGBTQIA+ 

literature in the school library, which they characterise as ‘disruption’. Meyer & Leonardi 

(2018) however, criticised this approach, arguing that it shifted the focus of the CPD – and 

the cost of changing practices - onto members of those diverse groups, rather than on the 

individual teachers or the school as an institution. Archibald did point out how a pedagogy 

of exposure had been ineffective at LABS for this very reason: 

 

“one visit from someone who is transgender you know, isn’t going to switch it off” 

 

The likelihood is that having a trans speaker sharing their journey of working as a 

professional while transitioning, was too far removed from the Common Rooms shared 

experiences, and so it was difficult for colleagues to relate this exposure to making the 

curriculum and their classroom practice inclusive of gender diversity. Additionally, this 

exposure focused on the speaker, rather than focusing on the issue within LABS. Such a 

disruption to the normative (Rasmussen 2006) in LABS, builds into the work of Meyer & 

Leonardi (2018) who found that teachers were more willing to affirm gender and sexuality 

diversity within the classroom when teachers knew that a lack of affirmation or support 

negatively impacted on the students in their care. In other words when teachers know and 

understand the detrimental effects on their students of a lack of gender and sexuality 

diversity, they are more willing to support inclusive practices into their work. Archibald’s 

comments suggest that the exposure in this instance did not go far enough, and that 

teachers needed to be exposed to the negative effects of the heteronormative field of LABS 
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from the perspective of a student or colleague from LABS. This further reflects the work of 

Meyer & Leonardi (2018) who note that teachers call for exposure to the topic of gender 

and sexuality diversity within their school context. Therefore, without being made aware 

of the harms that the heteronormative default positioning of the field has on members of 

the LABS community, colleagues who fall within the heteronormative paradigm can see an 

absence of evidence of the negative effects of the heteronormative field of LABS. Such an 

absence of evidence can lead to an assumption that there is evidence of absence. This form 

of taken for granted understanding will lead to the further reproduction of the harmful 

aspects of heteronormativity. 

 

The ethical consequences of employing a pedagogy of exposure in school based CPD 

programmes can be far ranging. Such a construction could position students and their 

families as martyrs for the learning of teachers (Meyer & Leonardi 2018) and places a 

specific burden on those members of the community who are out, to be catalysts of 

change, making them responsible for the learning of others. Additionally, using a 

pedagogy of exposure to develop a training programme to support out people, can 

inadvertently or consciously be designed solely for a specific individual/s or issue/s, 

(Meyer & Leonardi 2018) rather than to be of benefit to all members of the school 

community. In other words, constructing CPD based on a pedagogy of exposure requires 

constant re-construction of the CPD to support the specifics of individual cases rather 

than construct institutional level training to support all students (Cover, Rasmussen, 

Aggleton, & Marshall 2017). 

 

For example, as Gwen told the FG:  
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“it's like an awkward thing to discuss with young people… if they see even there’s a tiny 

tinge of embarrassment, then you become more and more awkward”. 

 

By employing a CPD based within a pedagogy of exposure, there is the possibility of 

reducing this embarrassment and awkwardness, by naming the taboo, and normalising it 

as part of everyday conversations. This is an example of pedagogy of exposure having 

productive (Bourdieu & Passeron 2000) possibilities, in that it can help challenge doxa and 

illusio in such a manner that it produces, rather than reproduces, the taken for granted 

assumptions, and rules of the field of play. When done ethically, intentionally and with 

consent, pedagogies of exposure can create institutional change. For this to work in LABS 

individuals who are willing to present their experiences of secondary education as a person 

outside of the heteronormative would need to be regular contributors to InSeT days, 

invited to participate and speak in the clubs and societies (such as debating club, or the 

politics society) of LABS, to provide maximum exposure to the Common Room.  such 

exposure can then be used as a steppingstone towards opening conversations regarding 

diversity and inclusion because it allows limitations of knowledge and expertise to be made 

explicit, helping to drive CPD from other-regulated towards self-regulated learning  and in 

improving professional interactions (Mannion 2020). Because of the productive 

possibilities of a pedagogy of exposure, Meyer & Leonardi (2018) suggested that it could 

be powerful if included within ITT. By exposing ITT students to issues and challenges faced 

by those who are gender and sexually diverse through lectures regarding their experiences 

as oppressed people, as well as critical debates regarding these experiences, critical 

analysis of materials and language from subject specific materials such as textbooks, a 
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pedagogy of exposure during ITT would provide ECT with a better foundation from which 

to grow their practices from a position of equality and inclusion. 

 

Meyer & Leonardi (2018) did suggest an alternative to the pedagogy of exposure which 

could circumvent the ethical issues surrounding its presence within RSE CPD. The following 

section considers whether LABS could instead construct a culture of conversation 

surrounding RSE, and how such a culture would interact with the field. 

 

6.3.3 From Pedagogies of exposure to cultures of conversation 

“Is there a challenge … the staff who may be excluded for that CPD stuff, as soon as they 

read the word sex life on an inset or a CPD are just going to exclude themselves anyway, 

and they might be there in body, but they’re not in there in mind because for them there’s 

[a] mechanism [that’s] already that’s made them feel awkward and their brain’s going to 

shut down, and you also got the other thing of we don’t know everybody’s personal 

background, you don’t know what somebody’s personal experience could be.” 

 

Rupert here tells the FG that the mere mention of the word sex in a CPD session or within 

an InSeT will cause colleagues to disengage from the session. This is an example of 

mediated agency based on habitus. The habitus of the colleague in this example is at odds 

with the inclusion of RSE within CPD, and as such a resistance to the learning has formed. 

Although this expression of personal resistance, as mediated agency, presents differently 

from the vocal manifestation of personal resistance as mediated agency, seen in section 

6.3.1, it is emanating from the same site of discomfort. We can see this from Rupert’s use 
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of the term “awkward” which has been used through chapter 5 as an expression of 

discomfort. In Rupert’s statement above, the colleague has switched off to learning about 

RSE, and has created a space where they are physically present but resistant to the training 

because of personal discomfort. Such personal resistance is similar to Watson’s (2014) 

dissonance. Watson’s (2014) dissonance which is a problematic barrier during CPD where 

dialogue breaks down and participants choose not to engage productively or because the 

CPD does not reflect the personal values that make up the part of their habitus that is 

teacher-as-person. In other words, Watson’s (2014) dissonance is the site where the 

agency of teachers is mediated by the resistance they feel as part of the habitus. In this 

instance the teachers mediated agency is constructed not just as personal resistance but 

also as professional resistance. Professional resistance can be considered as the dissonance 

emanating from the person-as-teacher aspect of the habitus, where RSE clashes with the 

professional aspect of the habitus, and the interaction of the habitus with the doxa and 

illusio, generating feelings of discomfort. Professional resistance can be expressed as CPD 

not having relevance or value to the post the teacher holds. For example, Pippa claimed: 

 

“teachers are like, “Oh, god I’m teaching PSHE.” but like, “Oh, and now I have to go to 

training as well, I’m already incredibly busy”…” 

 

As discussed in section 5.2.1 teachers at LABS feel the presence of PSHE and RSE on their 

timetable as an act of symbolic violence through deprofessionalisation. Pippa emphasises 

this by giving pejorative superlatives directed at PSHE, “Oh, God, I’m teaching PSHE”. At the 

same time Pippa simultaneously places higher capital value on their more professional 

work as teacher, and devaluing the symbolic capital value of the training by stating that 
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they are “already incredibly busy”. Professional resistance is separate from personal 

resistance, because there is something other than a feeling of personal disconnect from 

the material. Pippa is not switching off because RSE is a personally discomforting subject, 

but because the symbolic capital value of the training is low, and they feel a need to 

prioritise their other, more symbolically valuable, work.  

 

Active teacher participation is an essential component for effective CPD, teachers need to 

be able to view and review their own classroom experiences and interactions (Davey & 

Egan 2021), not only within themselves as professionals through reflection-in-action 

(Schön 2013), but also with other colleagues reflecting-on-action (Schön 2013). This 

presents the problem of overcoming professional resistance through CPD, especially 

considering that the CPD would also need to increase the capital value of not just RSE CPD, 

but RSE in its entirety. 

 

Rupert and Pippa here are signalling a need to move away from CPD based in solely a 

pedagogy of exposure. Instead, for CPD to create an environment of collegial reflection and 

collaboration that is an active part of illusio. To do this teaches require the connection 

between theoretical perspectives and practical methodologies (Walker, Green & Tilford 

2003). This would require a framing of the CPD that clearly links the highly symbolically 

valuable academic theory, with the less valuable craft skills aspect of the teacher. In other 

words, CPD must augment the field in such a way as to channel mediated agency in the 

development and practise of both skills and conceptual thinking (Pei & Yang 2019). A 

response to this problem could be found in a culture of conversation. Such an approach 

would include critical reflections on practice through peer observation, re-design of 
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institutional policy, and peer coaching and mentoring. In addition to this it would help 

practitioners expose gaps in their own knowledge, and provide opportunities for colleagues 

to feel secure with the presence of these gaps.  

 

In line with Desimone’s (2009) duration element of effective CPD, RSE CPD requires quality 

time spent on singular activities, but also time for repetition and reflection (Mayer & 

Leonardi 2018) that extends beyond a particular lecture, seminar, or workshop, and indeed 

beyond the ITT programme throughout a teacher’s career. The C (continuous) in CPD 

therefore, becomes the central component of a quality professional development, with 

conversations or reflections, particularly those surrounding complex aspects of social 

justice issues requiring continuous engagement (Meyer & Leonardi 2018). Such 

conversations must extend beyond one-off conversations that occur during teacher 

training days, they must permeate into daily interactions, curriculum decisions, assessment 

methodologies, and the intentionality of action from individual teachers.  

 

Further to this, learning within CPD increases when the focus of the CPD is in line with the 

illusio and doxa of the field (Maughan 2021). Colleagues will buy into the CPD if it is felt 

that it is a part of the game worth playing, and if active engagement in the CPD is part of 

the unwritten rules of the institution. This is particularly pertinent as the doxa and illusio 

at LABS are not well aligned with the principles of the RSE reform . What is required from 

RSE CPD then, is the ability to realign the field structures of LABS with the needs of the 

reform and the needs of the student as expressed in chapter 4.  
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As opposed to a pedagogy of exposure , which shows the presence of the other to the 

Common Room, a shift towards a culture of conversation (Mayer & Leonardi 2018) assumes 

gender, sexual, and family diversity are always present in all aspects of the field, and 

therefore challenges the field to recognise, support, and ally, with diverse populations of 

students and families . By working towards culture of conversation LABS has an opportunity 

to weave in equality, diversity, relationships and even love and pleasure through every 

curriculum, as well as teaching and assessment methods, indeed into the very fabric of the 

school. This would most certainly require strategic planning across LABS with a view to 

auditing every aspect of the work of the school to ensure that where there are 

opportunities to weave RSE into the work of LABS that opportunity is taken, and there is at 

least a time frame for this work to be competed. There is even an opportunity to do this 

review outside of the curriculum, for example reviewing the Human Resources aspect of 

the college to consider equality inclusion and diversity statements as part of the 

recruitment process, are there aspects of the built environment and the LABS estate that 

present inclusion and diversity barriers and so on.  By doing this, LABS reduces the need to 

employ a pedagogy of exposure, where members of the community expose themselves 

(for example ‘coming out’), because they are already seen as an integral part of the field 

rather than as other (Meyer & Leonardi 2018). Developing a culture of conversation creates 

the possibility of augmenting field structure so that the illusio and doxa of the field promote 

being open and inclusive to all students, irrespective of the presence or absence of a 

particular group within the school (Meyer & Leonardi 2018). It also creates an opportunity 

to augment or at least challenge the doxa of LABS which tends to naturalise the holding 

and passing of knowledge within the realm of the professional, helping to generate 
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acceptance of the position of the ‘ignorant school master’ (Ranciere 2010), which will 

increase comfort in not knowing, and in not being the person in the room who is expert. 

 

Within a culture of conversation, the diversity of gender or sexuality or familial structure 

are not singled out and focused on within school environments. Instead, all elements of 

LGBTQIA+ and other forms of diversity should be included within all curricula, and across 

all aspects of the school. This presence of diversity in every aspect of the field can act to 

disrupt the dominant heteronormative paradigm, and allow for conversations to emerge 

that promote questioning and challenging of personal positionings. A culture of 

conversation can, therefore, feel discomforting, because it allows for capital values to be 

reassessed amongst peers, through mutual re/negotiation of the nature of the doxa and 

illusio, and as a result it challenges the nature of the habitus of teachers. This in itself is an 

act of symbolic violence, as the capital values are shifted across the field, and can at any 

point be at odds with the values built into the habitus of teachers.  

Meyer & Leonardi (2018) recognised the discomfort that teachers feel when they have 

difficult conversations. Particularly when such difficult conversations challenged the 

heteronormative or ran in opposition to the established doxa of the field, or the habitus of 

the individual. However, they also recognised that such discomfort can also ignite ongoing 

learning and self-reflection amongst colleagues by providing opportunities for colleagues 

to discuss their discomfort - and understand it, not just as part of an ongoing CPD 

programme, but also as part of the RSE curriculum itself. By doing so, a culture of 

conversation embeds practise through CPD and the co-learning in RSE lessons by coupling 

coaching and mentoring, with individual and group reflection.  
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Pippa provided an example of how this could be constructed in practice when she told 

the FG: 

 “but I can imagine like running through [the CPD session], like literally going through 

slides and talking through and almost doing, like this is how you deliver it, like, treating 

the group as the students, you can definitely do it, and exploring what might be difficult 

questions like say, what might you know, if you were 13 what might you say to that kind 

of thing happen, what’s a good answer for that, I think in a way you know, we talk about 

in training, we talk about hooks into lessons and that kind of stuff, if you are able to say to 

teachers you know, if you asked a really- a question that makes you feel uncomfortable 

you know, here are five or six things that you can have as like a stock response to say you 

know, that is a really good questions, we’re going to look at it another time you know, 

what do you think, to turn it on its head” 

 

Pippa here is suggesting several CPD strategies. By turning the CPD “on its head” Pippa 

suggests moving away from a traditional InSeT session, that is constructed from a deficit 

model, and top-down delivery, towards CPD based in discussion and problem solving. This 

suggestion is developed by Pippa asking colleagues “what do you think”, here Pippa not 

only highlights the needs for problem solving within CPD but also recognises that the 

teachers in the room will have skills and knowledge that they can share with one another. 

To achieve this, Pippa also suggests that the RSE lessons themselves are delivered to LABS 

colleagues, and that this is used as a thought experiment, identifying sites of discomfort, 

and considering teacher responses to that discomfort. Such practice would help develop a 

culture of conversation, by providing an insight into what pupils are likely to feel during the 

lesson, especially during potentially uncomfortable activities, thus providing teachers 
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opportunities to develop pedagogical practice, reduce discomfort, and increase confidence 

(Wight & Buston 2003). This is consistent with the work of Walker, Green & Tilford (2003) 

who suggested that quality RSE CPD not only develops competency in the delivery of RSE, 

but also develops the teacher's repertoire of teaching and learning methods, and increases 

teachers’ willingness to experiment with delivery strategies. Moreover, using the RSE 

lessons as thought experiments is congruent with Desimone (2009) who suggests that to 

catalyse such a CPD process colleagues should have exposure to authentic artefacts from 

practice. Within Pippa’s suggestion this could include exposure to modelled articles of 

students work, or exemplars of marking and assessment, teaching materials. The challenge, 

however, would be to provide an exposure to authentic artefacts which do not construct, 

or move towards, a pedagogy of exposure.  

 

Pippa also suggests, by stating “we’re going to look at it another time”, that the CPD will be 

continuous, and will over time provide colleagues with opportunities to reflect on, and in, 

practice (Schön 2013). Pippa also told the FG following on from her above suggestion that 

CPD must: 

 

“be continuing in some ways throughout the year” 

 

By recognising that quality CPD is dynamic, ongoing, and continuous, Pippa’s move towards 

a culture of conversation capitalises on the fact that CPD is already embedded in the daily 

lives of practitioners (Desimone 2009) as discussed in section 2.12.  
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Moreover, throughout Pippa’s suggestion she used the collective “we”/ “we’re”. This 

emphasises another aspect of a culture of conversation - collegiality. This is an essential 

aspect of RSE CPD linked to confidence and motivation to deliver the programme well, but 

it also has the additional benefit of strengthening relationships between colleagues (Wight 

& Buston 2003). Such collegiality is an essential aspect of the field strength at LABS, 

colleagues have an alignment of habitus, they all understand the unwritten rules of the 

field, and they all believe that the game they are engaged in is worth playing. However, 

care must be taken to establish a conversation that allow for the challenging of bias and 

inequality, rather than providing a space of catharsis where teachers are able to share 

ownership of their privilege (Meyer & Leonardi 2018). Creating such a cathartic space may 

have the consequence of enabling microaggressions towards minoritised participants 

(Meyer & Leonardi 2018), and even the potential for producing (Bourdieu & Passeron 2000) 

new elements of heteronormativity within the field. This would have the potential effect 

of emphasising, or constructing new sites of both personal and professional resistance 

(Watson 2014). 

 

RSE CPD at LABS needs to consider the doxa and illusio of the field as well as the habitus of 

the actors. It must allow for the dominant heteronormative narrative (which does not 

naturally challenge aspects of the hidden curriculum such as sexism, misogyny, and other 

elements of doxa/ illusio based in discrimination on the grounds of gender, sexuality or 

familial structure) that runs through the field to be challenged, without adverse mediated 

agency from the teachers as actors through either personal or professional resistance. To 

this end RSE CPD not only needs to be shown as relevant, and of high symbolic capital value, 

but it also needs to acknowledge the existing skills and knowledge of the teachers in LABS. 
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Further to this RSE CPD must provide long term opportunities for colleagues to reflect on 

their work as practitioners but also as members of the field, to provide opportunities for 

the Common Room to re/negotiate the very nature of the doxa and illusio of LABS as a 

field. To this end the establishment of a culture of conversation could be of benefit. The 

following subsection considers whether RSE CPD alone could be used as a mechanism to 

achieve a culture of conversation, and if CPD is not a panacea, then what more must be 

done at LABS to develop a culture of conversation regarding RSE. 

 

6.4 RSE CPD as a panacea. 
 

“I think that’s the thing, that aspect of willingness and confidence” 

 

Clementine here is telling the FG that RSE CPD may not be enough, as teachers at LABS 

must have wellness and confidence to develop practice that includes challenges to the 

hidden curriculum and the dominant heteronormative paradigm. Here “confidence” and 

“willingness” become key terms as Clementine continues by saying: 

 

“I don’t want to say kind of making elective of teachers but you kind of do need to take 

into account whether it’s something that they feel like they are ever going to be able to 

do, like you could give me numerous lessons, but I still would not be able to coach football, 

you know, I could give it a good go but it’s not something that I would ever be able to do” 

 

Clementine tells he FG that, even with a continuous programme of development, she 

would not be able to develop her practice into a space that is far removed from her initial 
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specialism (in this case from English to Sport). As such from Clementine’s perspective RSE 

CPD becomes an elective process - even though Clementine does “not want” it to be 

elective. Clementine of cause does not know that she will never be good at football if she 

were to undergo quality and long-term training, it is more that she does not really see 

herself as a footballer, there is a disconnect between a practice that is not her specialism, 

a willingness to engage in the non-specialist subject, and the willingness to become an 

expert non-specialist. She shows that if a colleague does not feel that their habitus is 

aligned with RSE, or rather the disconnect between the habitus and RSE is so vast that RSE 

CPD asks colleagues to do “something that [they think they] would never be able to do”, 

there should be a recognition of this. 

  
This was developed by Rupert:  
 

“I think you can train people to do any job, but you know, you can train me to be a history 

teacher however a history teacher is going to do it better than I am, so there is a role for 

making it more a specialist position rather than a generalist thing that’s dumped on 

whoever…” 

 

Rupert, however, recognises that he could become something he is currently not (History 

teacher), but believes that he could never be as good as someone who has trained as a 

specialist. This is a return to the pejorative term “dumped on whoever” signalling the low 

symbolic capital value that RSE CPD has. The feeling of burden emphasised in this comment 

is an expression of the effect of the symbolic violence experienced by colleagues. If we 

contrast this with the additional more academic subjects taken on by Archibald and Pippa 
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80we can see that training outside of your initial specialism is not the real issue here. The 

issue is training for a specialism that the individual ascribes less symbolic capital compared 

to their existing specialism.  

 

In both examples Rupert and Clementine consider how it would feel to retrain as a 

specialist in another subject, but neither of them reconciles this with the fact that like all 

teachers they started without a specialism, or that as teachers their work is only marginally 

linked with their undergraduate learning. Moreover, neither example acknowledges the 

fact that while undergoing their ITT neither of them were teaching specialists in their 

chosen field, and that the symbolic capital value they ascribe to their specialism was 

constructed by ITT and consecrated within the field (Bourdieu 1996).  This suggests that 

when the skills and knowledge required within a curriculum space (RSE) are other or 

detached from the established repertoire, experience, or knowledge base, of teachers 

(read habitus) discomfort is felt. This discomfort generates a resistance to developing their 

practises (Wight & Buston 2003). Therefore, even if quality RSE CPD improves motivation 

(Cohen, Byers & Sears 2012), decreases discomfort (Wight & Buston 2003) and increases 

confidence (Walker, Green & Tilford 2003) in the delivery of RSE, it is less likely to be the 

case when there is a disconnect between the habitus of the teachers, the symbolic capital 

value of the training, and the doxa of the field.  

 

This was exemplified by Pippa: 
 

                                                           
80 See section 5.1. 
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“it’s that body in the room and elsewhere you know, you can’t force that engagement and 

there will be people who just like, “What does this mean?”  

 

Although Pippa’s lack of engagement here refers directly to colleagues either engaging in 

personal of resistance 81 or professional resistance 82to mediate their agency in relation to 

RSE CPD, this is not just is not just an issue with CPD. It is engagement with RSE as a whole, 

suggesting that CPD is not a universal remedy to the discomfort that colleagues feel. 

 

CPD is a crucial element in shaping the nature of the field. It empowers colleagues to be 

continuous in their critical self-reflection, and supports the development of a culture of 

conversation. CPD helps teachers as actors move beyond the individual other as a problem 

to be overcome, and towards a supportive and transforming environment which accepts 

and celebrates diversity of all kinds. However, to be truly effective LABS, as field, needs to 

consider employing CPD as part of a wider strategy in generating organisational change 

(Kotter 2012). CPD then becomes a foundational tool in the construction of a culture of 

professional learning for RSE. This culture of professional learning being both the process 

of active individual construction of professional and academic knowledge, as well as a 

process of inculcation (Bourdieu & Passeron 1990) into the new reality of the reform 

(Desimone 2009). This culture shift cannot be enacted through CPD alone, but must be 

coupled with a wider communication and leadership strategy (Kotter 2012: Schein 2004), 

which would include investment of economical as well as symbolic capital by LABS. 

 

                                                           
81 See sanction 6.3.2. 
82 See section 6.3.3. 
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6.5 Conclusion of Chapter 6 

In England CPD is often regarded as the main way in which teachers continue to develop 

practise (Wight & Buston 2003), and over the last 20 years CPD has been a high priority for 

schools (Wight & Buston 2003, Ostinelli & Crescentini 2021). However, certainly in relation 

to RSE CPD, this priority from the state has not translated into additional funding, valued 

training opportunities, or to employ the services of external specialist facilitators to 

schools. This has led to the need to continue to use existing staff within LABS to deliver RSE 

as part of the PSHE programme. 

 

Over the last 20 years the focus on RSE within schools has shifted from high importance to 

low importance, and currently (following on from the Everyone’s Invited scandal of 2021 

and the content of the 2021 RSE reform) it has shifted again to high importance. Although 

the DfE (or DfES as was) did make some progress in constructing an industry wide and 

valued CPD programme to equip teachers to deliver RSE, this was discontinued due to the 

emphasis on knowledge-rich curricula during the first and second Cameron ministry, under 

the direction of Michael Gove. There has never been an ITT pathway that has provided 

NQT/ECT with the skills or knowledge to deliver either 2000 or the 2020 RSE reforms in 

secondary schools.  

 

In addition to this wider national absence of RSE CPD, there is a need to move away from 

conventional InSeT modes of delivery in regard to RSE CPD. InSeT sessions are often stand 

and deliver, and top down CPD models, epitomised by handouts, PowerPoints, and data 

driven accounts of the deficits that the Common Room have in their knowledge and 

practice. Simply put CPD programmes built in a deficit model highlight the inadequacy of 
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practise or professional knowledge rather than identifying and developing existing 

strengths (Wight & Buston 2003), are ineffective (Ostinelli & Crescentini 2021). 

 

Furthermore, teachers at LABS find RSE CPD dissonant because of either professional 

resistance (where the habitus of the teacher-as-person is at odds with the capital value of 

the training in relation to the capital value of the other aspects of their post) or personal 

resistance (where the habitus of the person-as-teacher is at odds with the content of the 

RSE CPD). Both forms of resistance exist in a space of symbolic violence, where the doxa 

and illusio of the field place low symbolic capital value on RSE and RSE CPD. To account for 

this, and current InSeT practices, the introduction of RSE CPD must be seen as part of a 

wider change management (Kotter 2012) strategy. To this end the FG have suggested a 

move away from pedagogies of exposure towards cultures of conversation to create 

reflective and self-critical learning spaces. Such an approach to CPD could improve overall 

teaching strategies and methodologies, encouraging colleagues to experiment with their 

pedagogy (Warwick, Aggleton & Rivers 2005) and providing them with specific 

opportunities for reflective practice (Wight & Buston 2003) regarding their teaching, and 

students learning. 

 

Such a change management strategy towards a culture of conversation, must also include 

financial capital investment. Such economic resources are a crucial aspect to the success 

implementation of any CPD programme to provide for supply teacher cover written 

materials and travel to and attendance at events (Warwick, Aggleton & Rivers 2005). 

Economic investment in RSE CPD will also signal the symbolic capital LABS as field places 

on RSE and this will encourage staff involvement.  
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Having considered the needs of the student body in regard to RSE, the discomfort of staff 

in delivering RSE, and in this chapter the use of CPD to reduce discomfort and improve 

student outcomes in regards to RSE, the final chapter in this thesis draws together the 

conclusions, resolves the research questions, and makes recommendations for future 

research. It goes further to make recommendations regarding future practice and 

implementation within this particular case study (LABS), as well as recommendations 

regarding the preparedness of secondary schools as a whole across England for the 

delivery of comprehensive and inclusive RSE under the 2020 reform 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

7.1 Introduction 

The overall aim of this study has been to investigate and indeed interrogate the 

implementation of the Department for Educations Relationships and Sex Education reform, 

from the perspective of a KS4 (Academic year 10 and 11, or chronologically 14-16 years old) 

student and the non-specialist teacher in an independent boarding faith school in England. 

This has been done using the theoretical frameworks of Bourdieu (field, habitus, doxa and 

illusio) and Glasersfeld (radical constructivism), to consider the importance of the social 

fabrics of an individual school when implementing radical cultural change through a state 

policy initiative. Moreover, the research has considered how the intersections between 

risk, regulation, and discomfort can be navigated through in school training – as well as 

identifying an absence of industry standard training for current and early career teachers.   

Following on from Mulholland et al (2021) this thesis has attempted to consider these 

issues while moving away from specific classifications of peoples such as race, class, gender, 

or specific faith, but rather to provide enough context to allow a consideration of the 

intersectionality of the different members of the LABS community, while focusing on the 

discomfort of teachers and the use of CPD to mitigate that discomfort. 

As discussed in the literature review there are gaps in research concerning sex and 

relationships education (RSE) in England. The literature surrounding the 2020 reform of RSE 

in England suggests that the form, function or implementation strategies of the RSE 

framework within English independent Boarding Schools (particularly those boarding 

schools with a faith element) at KS4 is lacking. Additionally, the gaps in the literature 
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regarding research into the lived reality of RSE in this kind of school 83 from the perspective 

of either teachers, or KS4 students is also limited. The literature review also identified an 

absence of research into the use of Continuous Professional Development (CPD) to prepare 

secondary school teachers to deliver RSE in English independent boarding schools in line 

with the 2020 government reforms of RSE. This absence also includes how any such training 

could be designed to not only prepare colleagues for their involvement in RSE delivery to 

students in KS4, but also designed to reduce the discomfort teachers feel in RSE delivery, 

based on institutional change rather than individual teacher change.   

 

This thesis sits within a wider corpus of knowledge that considers the heteronormative and 

patriarchal structures that are produced and reproduced within elite secondary sexuality 

education, while responding to identified absences through a case study approach (Yin 

2014), which considers the construction and delivery of an RSE programme in an elite 

school based in the 2020 DfE Relationships and sex education framework, and then the 

subsequent needs in staff training and development in an independent boarding faith 

school in England. The research considers the lived experiences of colleagues and students 

in the formation of such an RSE programme based within the latest governmental reform, 

and has suggested how CPD could be more effectively used to meet the social and 

pedagogical needs of colleagues and the institution, who are expected to deliver such an 

ideologically loaded subject. This thesis builds on the work of authors such as Alldred & 

David (2007) who have, for over a decade, been calling for RSE in secondary schools to be 

taken more seriously by the leadership of individual institutions, as well as through wider 

                                                           
83 Independent boarding faith school in England 
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government and policy reform.  My research suggests that the CPD constructed to support 

colleagues in the effective delivery of inclusive RSE, should move away from pedagogies of 

exposure, top down, InSeT based in deficit modelling. Instead RSE CPD should be founded 

in the principles of a ‘culture of conversation’ which considers the doxa and illusio of the 

field, while adding to the habitus of the actors. This research also suggests that a 

development of ITT programmes be implemented to encamps RSE being included as a core 

competency within Teacher standard 3.  

 

7.2 Summary of findings 

7.2.1 Research Question 1: Child Centred RSE 

What are LABS KS4 children’s views over the structure and delivery of RSE? How do they 

envisage an ideal RSE delivery? 

 

To answer the first research question, chapter 4 considered the students needs within RSE 

at Lady Agatha’s Boarding School (LABS). The chapter showed that students want and need 

space to discuss and reflect on the ethics, biological realities of sex and contraception, 

development and maintenance of relationships, and media influence over sex, gender, and 

sexuality. Students at LABS wanted the delivery of RSE to consider both safety and sex 

positivity (Wood et al 2019; Carmody 2005; Bullough 1976). This includes the legal 

frameworks, ethical questions and social impacts of all forms of contraception available to 

them, including the morning after pill, how abortion fits into family planning, and women’s 

rights over their own bodies. Students also want to explore the personal and societal 

effects of access to pornography and sexually explicit material, as well as the impacts on 
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self-esteem and body-image that new and old media has on the development of the 

adolescent.   

 

Students want their RSE curriculum to reflect the diversity of faith and culture found at 

LABS. Students also respect the need to be aware of, and sensitive to, all of the protected 

characteristics as defined by the 2010 Equality Act, including faith, gender and sexuality. 

There is a recognition that these characteristics need to be interwoven through the 

curriculum, not just in its structure but also in any resources (such as prompts or case 

studies) that are used to deliver the individual sessions. Further to this, the FG data showed 

that the RSE curriculum must provide a space to allow for the exploration of entrenched 

normativity; not just hetero-sex, but related patriarchal structures such as misogyny, and 

women as the holders of sexual virtue and morality. Students expressed through the FG 

discussions that such structures exist as part of the doxa of LABS as field, and that students 

are also exposed to, and inculcated in, such societal structures outside of the field of LABS 

through their exposure to social media, pornography, and family structures and 

positionings. 

 

Students requested that RSE at LABS is based within a spiral curriculum so that concepts 

are developed at an ‘age appropriate level’. Moreover, they asked for the sessions to be 

interactive, discussion based, and have limited paper-based resources. Although there is a 

recognition that the sessions will require subject knowledge delivery, students crave a 

space to consider, discuss, reflect and debate, as opposed to the traditional and current 

teacher lead student follow approach. Students are asking for the freedom to develop 
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understanding of the issues they face within their own relationships and personal contexts. 

Finally, regarding delivery, students want RSE to be facilitated by a teacher who has an easy 

and approachable demeanour. From the student perspective the RSE teacher must have a 

secure subject knowledge to allow for questions to be answered with confidence and 

accuracy. This is in addition to the facilitator being an experienced or skilled classroom 

practitioner; able to manage behaviour, focus debates, and spark the imagination, while 

being aware of the sites of conflict between the protected characteristics of faith, gender, 

sexuality, and any other intersections that cross the meta-conversation that RSE demands.  

 

7.2.2 Research Question 2: Staff discomfort in RSE 

Do teachers at LABS feel discomfort in delivering RSE? Where is this discomfort located, 

and how is it related to their mediated agency? 

 

 The discomfort of teachers can be found in almost every level of the construction and 

delivery of an RSE curriculum. Indeed, the very presence of RSE on a colleague’s timetable 

can construct feelings of discomfort emanating from symbolic violence centred within 

deprofessionalisation. This discomfort is then extended by placing teachers in the 

uncomfortable position of being middlemen. Colleagues feel discomfort because they are 

under pressure from the needs of the students at LABS to be able to explore and 

understand their emerging sexuality and gender identity as they transition into adulthood; 

government policies and legislative frameworks based in what the state considers a 

legitimate form of relationship and legitimate forms of sexuality; and families’ preferences, 

as well as the parent imagined. These pressures also intersect with specific 
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cultural/religious norms of the teacher, the student and the parents, making the 

interactions even more challenging, and the intersections both varied and profuse. 

 

In addition to this, delivering RSE as per the DfE guidance places colleagues in a space 

where the doxa (and indeed illusio) of the field are in flux. This flux (which generates 

feelings of discomfort) can be found not just in the shifts in state policy and legislation, but 

also by the changing position of actors (such as parents as new actors) within the field. This 

is exemplified in the changing interplay between teacher-as-actor and child-as-actor, while 

discussing pornography with students , where teachers feel that they at greater risk of 

corrupting the innocent child, constructing the knowing adult, and in a space where the 

student knows more than the teacher.  

 

Moreover, teachers feel discomfort because of the risks to their professional and personal 

reputation in attempting to deliver RSE in the genuine and authentic manner the students 

are asking for while operating within a culture of surveillance. This risk emerges, through 

the spectral presence of child abuse, embedded within the very different relationships 

formed (if not demanded) as a result of the topics discussed (Preston 2019) within RSE. 

Such need for different forms of relationship between student and staff requires a shift in 

doxa, while still being in a game worth playing (illusio). This shift feels discomforting and is 

often associated with acts of symbolic violence. This discomfort through symbolic violence 

is most fiercely felt when considering complex topics such as pornography or inter-weaving 

LGBTQIA+ through the curriculum.   

 



239 

 

Further to this, I have argued that LABS operates in a space of self-imposed sexual 

regulation (Ringrose & Renold 2012) by producing/ reproducing (Bourdieu & Passeron 

1977/2000) overt and covert signalling (Abbott et al 2015) that only certain kinds of teacher 

84 are willing to openly engage in RSE. This has constructed a doxa where an absence of 

sexuality, pleasure, or sexual exploration amongst children are part of the taken for granted 

‘truths’ (for adults) of being a student at LABS. As a result, doxa has become a manifest 

version of heteronormative sexual virtue (Chambers, van Loon & Tincknell, 2004), where 

age-appropriate sexual behaviour is scrutinised through a lens of morality and imagined 

dangers (Egan & Hawkes 2010), as well as through the very real risks associated with 

safeguarding and child protection legislation. This has the effect of desexualisation of 

children (Epstein, O’Flynn & Telford 2003; Allen 2004) from the perspective of staff, or 

sexual repression  from the perspective of the student.  

 

Because of this discomfort through exposure to symbolic violence at every level of RSE, 

colleagues at LABS employ mediated agency to change the way they deliver RSE, or engage 

in RSE discussion with students. They can avoid or subvert discussions, and as a result 

develop a hidden curriculum. Teachers can be seen to actively reduce spaces for students 

to explore their own sexual and gendered identity, leading to the inculcation of students 

into the dominant and established heteronormative paradigm. Thus, the habitus of 

teachers-as-actors, weights the value of symbolic capital ascribed by the Common Room, 

and the assumed risks of symbolic violence. LABS, therefore, continues the cyclical 

                                                           
84 Ones who are not as professional 
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production and reproduction (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977/2000) of the sociohistorical norm 

within LABS. 

 

7.2.3 Research Question 3: Continuous Professional Development 

How could a CPD programme for inclusive RSE be constructed within LABS with a view 

to reducing teacher discomfort, while remaining child-centred? 

 

Chapter 6 identified a dissonance between the RSE CPD offered to colleagues and any 

change in practice. Such dissonance exists because of two factors which I label as 

professional resistance and personal resistance. Professional resistance refers to the 

habitus of the person-as-teacher being at odds with the capital value of the training in 

relation to the capital value of the other aspects of their post. Whereas Personal resistance 

is where the habitus of the teacher-as-person is at odds with the content of the RSE CPD. 

Both forms of resistance exist in a space of symbolic violence, where the doxa and illusio 

of the field allow for the reproduction low symbolic capital value of RSE and RSE CPD.  

 

Therefore, if RSE CPD is to be effective in LABS it must be seen as part of a wider change 

management (Kotter 2012) strategy. To achieve this (based on my analysis of the FG data) 

LABS must transition away from pedagogies of exposure towards cultures of conversation, 

in a bid to create reflective and self-critical learning spaces. Such an approach to CPD could 

improve overall teaching strategies and methodologies, encourage colleagues to 

experiment with their pedagogy (Warwick, Aggleton & Rivers 2005) and provide colleagues 

with specific opportunities for reflective practice (Wight & Buston 2003) regarding their 
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teaching, and students learning. Such a change management strategy towards a culture of 

conversation, must also include financial capital investment. Such economic resources are 

a crucial aspect to the success implementation of any CPD programme to provide for supply 

teacher cover, written materials, and travel to and attendance at events (Warwick, 

Aggleton & Rivers 2005). Economic investment in RSE CPD will also signal to the Common 

Room the symbolic capital value that LABS as field ascribes to RSE has increased, and thus 

help build the value of the symbolic capital RSE has within the Common Room. 

 

Through an overt economic investment in RSE, as well as a strategic plan to develop 

cultures of conversation within the CPD programme at LABS, it would be possible to reduce 

the discomfort felt by colleagues delivering RSE. Such a programme would allow colleagues 

to confront and interrogate their discomfort felt from RSE content and the parent 

imagined, and provide them with confidence in recognising that they don’t have all of the 

answers. The CPD programme could allow colleagues to explore their position in relation 

to the innocent child, and reflect on the consequences of getting RSE wrong through 

avoidance and the construction of the hidden curriculum.  

 

This is not a short-term fix, and most certainly will not be a panacea in dissolving the already 

entrenched hidden curriculum constricted through the productive and reproductive nature 

of LABS as field. Moreover, it will never remove entirely the discomfort of personal 

resistance felt through any intersection of habitus and RSE such as strongly held 

conservative faith However, having a culture of conversation will allow LABS to accept sex 

positivity, inclusivity of gender and sexuality, by allowing colleagues to consider their 
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positioning within RSE as a curriculum space, and the impact they, and the field, are having 

on the students at LABS. Over time this will change the illusio and indeed doxa of the field, 

so that when asked about sex, sexuality, or relationships, it starts a conversation rather 

than presents an exposure.  

 

7.3 Implications for practice at LABS  

7.3.1 The Student Experience  

My analysis of the student FG data has shown that the student experience of RSE at LABS 

is disjointed and inconsistent. The lessons that students have are described as didactic, 

uninspiring, resource heavy and discussion light, or as Alexander in Year 11 said: 

“All they do is teach us, read something out, and that’s kind of it.  And it’s killing it.” 

And Bertie asking for: “Less slides and stuff and videos and more like actual talking, being 

real and discussing it with us”. 

The current student experience also reflects a disparity in the way colleagues deliver RSE. 

Students have discussed in the FG how teachers show an inconsistent ability across the 

Common Room to deliver RSE effectively. Students recognise when colleagues feel 

discomfort because of the natural tendency for colleagues to fall back on didactic teaching 

methods. Nell put this succinctly stating: 

 

 “I think back to where you were about being interactive, I think the reason why I think 

they’re not doing it is because it depends what type of students you get, and the teacher”, 
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The students of LABS have also shown that they have a need to explore topics and issues 

that are relevant to them, and that reflect the world that they inhabit, rather than being 

issued with information, and a version of truth as dictated by the teacher.   As such students 

desire the space to discuss and reflect the ethics and biological realities of relationships, 

sex and sexuality, and the legal frameworks, ethics and social impacts of all forms of Sex 

and relationships. As Mabel said they want to “talk about things that aren’t necessarily sex, 

like the things around it”. Moreover, RSE at LABS does not currently reflect the diversity of 

faith and culture that is represented within the school, or indeed wider society, and have 

asked for this to be considered as a fundamental building block of the curriculum.  

 

To this end, RSE at LABS should be plotted out as if it were a GCSE or A level subject, with 

learning objectives and milestones plotted to form a syllabus founded in the DfE reform 

and reflective of the student needs. Additionally, RSE at LABS must be reconstructed within 

a spiral curriculum, with the themes considered each academic year but the content 

expanded and developed to reflect the changing needs of each year group. LABS should 

therefore, decide what topics as broad themes need to be covered, and consider how much 

content should be covered each year. while considering the content of other curricula (such 

as the literature covered in English, reproductive systems in biology and so on), so that a 

joined-up approach across the school can help all colleagues discuss consider and explore 

the issues raised through RSE. This will not only help build in the culture of conversation, 

but it will also help promote the value and position of RSE across LABS. Such a cross 

curricular approach will increase the symbolic capital of RSE, because LABS (as arbiter of 

the field) is insisting that other curricula are considered of equal importance, and draws 

parity between the content of RSE and the ‘more academic’ subjects.  
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Once a very clear spiral and cross curricula syllabus has been constructed each lesson 

should be considered in turn, to develop a range of learning activities that are interactive, 

discussion based, and resource light. Didactic learning methods should be avoided at all 

costs, and there should most certainly be an insistence that diversity is woven through the 

fabric each of the sessions.  

 

7.3.2 Staff Discomfort 

If RSE is to be truly inclusive and child centred LABS must recognise that the discomfort 

colleagues feel in the delivery of the programme, is central to the successful delivery of it. 

If teachers are not comfortable, if there is a disconnect between habitus and RSE, doxa and 

RSE, or Illusio and RSE, then those colleagues delivering RSE are placed in a space where 

symbolic violence will be felt. As a result, there is a real chance that colleagues could 

mediate their agency to avoid, subvert, or contradict planned learning, leading to the 

production/reproduction of a hidden curriculum which could reduce student outcomes.   

Chapter 5 explored the discomfort teachers feel in the delivery of RSE, where I identified 

three main sites of discomfort.  

 

Firstly, the imposition of PSHE/ RSE on teachers’ timetable, as well as the action of 

delivering RSE as a form of symbolic violence through de-professionalisation. This was 

expressed particularly clearly by Clementine when she told the staff FG “what a pain in the 

ass I’ve got PSHE on my timetable, that is annoying, I’m not a PSHE teacher, that’s not my 

job to deliver”.  Moreover, delivering RSE as per the DfE guidance (DfE 2019a) places 

colleagues in a space where the doxa (and indeed illusio) of the field (at the macro – 
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national, and meso – LABS level) are in flux. This flux can be found not just in the shifts in 

state policy and legislation, but also by the inclusion of parents as new actors within the 

field. To counteract this taken for granted assumption that RSE is less professional, LABS 

must work to increase the value of the symbolic capital of RSE. This will be a challenge and 

will emanate from a long-term investment. The Common Room needs to see RSE as a 

subject that requires the same rigour as Mathematics and Geography. To this end LABS will 

need to ensure that there is the same symbolic capital investment in RSE as there are for 

other compulsory (or core) subjects by creating sites of symbolic consecration (Bourdieu 

1989/1996) as possessed by other subjects. In other words, RSE should needs to be given 

by LABS the academic-ness of the other subjects. To this end LABS should consider RSE to 

be included in reports to parents, homework should be issued, assessments undertaken, 

and prizes awarded at the annual speech night 85 just as in Science, Art, and History (Alldred 

et al 2003). Although the research surrounding the impact on student attainment and 

progress with regard to homework, reporting, and assessments is a questionable space, 

bringing RSE in line with other curriculum subjects will show the Common Room that LABS 

believes that RSE is worthy of reporting on, assessing, and content rich enough to require 

students to undertake additional private study. In other words, RSE possesses the symbolic 

capital and academic credentials that other subjects do. This of cause, is not without 

complications. Additional reporting, additional marking, and therefore, additional work will 

not be welcomed by the Common Room and such changes will need to be impended with 

sensitivity, such concerns were highlighted by Gwen who told the FG: 

                                                           
85 Speech night is (in Bourdieusian terms) a site of consecration, where the field (LABS) sanctifies the 
worthiness of students and subjects by offering symbolic rewards (such as trophies and accolades) while 
the common room is enshrined in the symbols of power such as academic dress.   
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“We’re adding more tasks to someone who is teaching PSHE as a, you know, an additional 

thing on a timetable, who was already potentially a little bit stretched.” 

 

Secondly, teachers feel discomfort because of the risks they feel exist in relation to their 

professional reputation in attempting to deliver RSE in the “genuine” and “friendly” manner 

the students are asking for. The imagined professional and personal risk felt by colleagues 

emerges, through the spectral presence of child abuse , in the different relationships 

formed as a result of the very nature of RSE (Preston 2019). This need for a different form 

of relationship between student and staff requires a shift in the unwritten rules of being a 

teacher at LABS (doxa), while still maintaining a value in playing the game of being a teacher 

at LABS (illusio). Such shifts are most fiercely felt in LABS when considering complex topics 

such as pornography or LGBTQIA+ issues, where colleagues feel that they are more 

exposed to the climate of surveillance, and at greater risk of corrupting the innocent child 

(Kehily 2002), like when Archibald told the FG “[if] we talked to them about porn at school, 

are we not encouraging them to go and watch it?”. Addressing these sites of discomfort 

presents the challenge to LABS to assure and reassure colleagues, almost beyond the point 

of doubt, that their reputation as professionals will not be brought into question as a result 

of delivering quality and inclusive RSE. This can be done in part through developing cultures 

of conversation, by allowing colleagues to reflect on content and delivery within the legal 

frameworks that regulate the work of teachers.  This assurance can also be framed through 

the realities of RSE delivery and the involvement of public bodies (such as the Teacher 

Regulation Agency) in an attempt to recognise that imagined fears in regard to reputation 

are born and borne through the cultural shifts, we as an industry have experienced since 
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the start of the millennium, which have destabilised doxa and illusio nationally as well as 

at LABS.    

 

The third main site of discomfort identified in Chapter 5, places LABS in a space of self-

imposed sexual regulation (Ringrose & Renold 2012) by producing/ reproducing (Bourdieu 

& Passeron 1977/2000) overt and covert86 signalling (Abbott et al 2015) that only certain 

kinds of teacher are willing to openly engage in RSE. This space has constructed a doxa 

where an absence of sexuality, pleasure, or sexual exploration amongst children are part 

of the taken for granted ‘truths’ (for adults) of being a student at LABS. As a result, the doxa 

in LABS has become a manifest version of heteronormative sexual virtue (Chambers, van 

Loon & Tincknell 2004), where age-appropriate sexual behaviour is scrutinised through a 

lens of morality and imagined dangers (Egan & Hawkes 2010; Alldred & David 2007), as well 

as through the very real risks associated with safeguarding and child protection legislation. 

This has the effect of desexualisation of children (Epstein, O’Flynn & Telford 2003; Allen 

2004) from the perspective of staff, which feeds into the paradigm of the innocent child 

(Kehily 2002). Staff, therefore, mediate their agency to actively reduce spaces for students 

to explore their own sexual and gendered identity, leading to the inculcation of students 

into the dominant and established heteronormative paradigm (Bourdieu & Passeron 

1977/2000). In the development of the RSE curriculum, LABS can address this issue by 

constructing LABS as a space of sex positivity, by providing spaces where colleagues can 

identify and interrogate instances of imposed sexual regulation and heteronormative 

dominance. Such a space can be achieved through a long-term approach to CPD and the 

                                                           
86 Through the hidden curriculum. 
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development of a culture of conversation, but also through holistic reviews of the whole 

LABS curriculum to identify spaces where LGBTQIA+ history, family diversity, sexual 

pleasure, or the societal construction of gender stereotypes are present. Once identified 

these spaces should be interrogated and everyone involved in the delivery should be given 

opportunities to discuss debate and reconstruct those aspects of the curriculum to make it 

open, inclusive, and sex positive.  

 

7.3.3 CPD  

I have identified that a culture of conversation is needed at LABS, and that CPD at LABS 

should transition away from traditional InSeT sessions which are often stand and deliver, 

and top down CPD models founded within the deficits that the Common Room have in their 

knowledge and practice. This is because, CPD programmes built in a deficit model are 

ineffective (Wight & Buston 2003; Ostinelli & Crescentini 2021), and as such are 

demotivating rather than empowering practices. Such practices, as Pippa told the FG, lead 

to “teachers are [feeling] like, “Oh, god I’m teaching PSHE.” but like, “Oh, and now I have 

to go to training as well” 

 

Quality CPD and quality teaching should not be dissimilar. CPD programmes should be 

planned with the same care and thought as the academic curricular we design for our 

students. Thought should be given to the end goal (culture of conversation), and a 

curriculum of CPD be developed backwards, as it is from the A level or GCSE specification. 

A similar approach should be taken in terms of the sessions. Assessment for Learning 

principles can be applied to teachers as well as they can to students, seeking an 
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understanding of what knowledge and expertise exists within the Common Room. Sessions 

across the programme require regular reflective spaces so that colleagues can be 

encouraged to discuss difficult concepts such as the impact of heteronormativity, and the 

subtle inclusion of misogyny, homo/bi/transphobia, or in the construction of the hidden 

curriculum. Colleagues would need to be asked to examine their teaching curriculums and 

practices to identify elements that continue to reproduce the heteronormative paradigm 

as the only form of truth, and reflect together on how this can be altered. This should then 

be developed to allow colleagues to think, discuss, challenge, reflect, and then implement 

across a cycle that is continuous. Thus RSE CPD, and the culture of conversation, becomes 

part of the taken for granted or common place (doxa), everyday practice which is part of 

the ethos of LABS, , because as Archibald told the FG: 

 

 “as human beings we all have learned mannerisms and behaviourisms and things that we 

have been doing for so long now that just breaking it like that isn’t that simple, and one 

morning session… isn’t going to change that” 

 

This would require the symbolic capital ascribed to the culture of conversation regarding 

RSE to be high enough for colleagues to want to be part of it. The only place that symbolic 

capital value can be ascribed or changed is within the Common Room. Although the 

Headmistress at LABS is the keeper of the rules of play in the field, the Headmistress is not 

able to ascribe the capital values that certain aspects of the field have. That lies within the 

market forces of the Common Room. To alter these values requires the Doxa and illusio to 

be altered. The taken for granted assumptions and beliefs of the field need to be recognised 

and challenged. But this challenge must recognise that the actors need to see value in the 
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game that we are collectively agreeing to play.  Therefore, RSE/PSHE need to have the value 

of its symbolic capital raised to the status of English, Maths, Latin, and History; the inclusion 

of RSE discussions in lessons (that are not part of the intended learning) need to have the 

same value as literacy or numeracy; RSE can no longer be “a pain in the ass” to deliver. This 

can only be achieved with the economic investment from LABS and the symbolic capital 

investment from the Head and senior Leadership Team which would drive the change in 

symbolic capital values in the Common Room.  

 

7.4 Implications for practice across England 

Over the last 20 years the focus on RSE within schools has shifted from high importance to 

low importance, and currently (following on from the 2020 RSE reform) it has shifted again 

to high importance. Yet there has never been a national ITT pathway that has provided new 

and early career teachers with the skills or knowledge to deliver either 2000 or the 2020 

RSE reforms in secondary schools. Consideration should therefore be given to the role of 

Initial Teacher Training (ITT). There are currently a number of pathways into secondary 

teaching, the HEI pathway such as the Bachelor of Education or the Postgraduate 

Certificate, or through ‘on the job’ routes. It is even possible to teach at secondary level as 

an unqualified teacher. Across these pathways there is a need for clear and consistent 

messaging regarding the importance of PSHE and in particular RSE. Although it would be 

possible to construct a qualification that allowed future colleagues to train as PSHE 

specialists, indeed Pippa suggested that doing so “shows to students that the school cares, 

they rate it as important”, the FG data suggested that this may not be an effective solution 

to the issue.  While such specialist colleagues would reduce the amount of RSE that non-
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specialist colleagues currently teach, it would (in itself) not alter the taken for granted 

assumptions about the status or the symbolic capital values attached to RSE i.e., the doxa 

across the wider field of secondary education, and particularly so in schools such as LABS. 

This can only be achieved by working towards cultures of conversation within ITT. To this 

end it is my recommendation that all ITT programmes (irrespective of how or where they 

are delivered) assume the importance of RSE as a core competency of the teacher (Smith 

& Payne 2016) in line with the importance of literacy and numeracy.  

 

A mechanism already exists for this within the Teacher Standards . Teacher Standard Three, 

places a responsibility of all teachers across England and Wales to be teachers of numeracy 

and literacy. This responsibility does not make all teachers Mathematics or English 

Language teachers. Teachers are already expected to promote the highest posable 

standards of literacy irrespective of subject specialism, and I argue that a similar case can 

be made for the incorporation of RSE into the Teacher Standards. As such it would be 

incumbent on all teachers irrespective of their subject specialism to take responsibility for 

and promote the highest standards in relationships literacy, fostering in every lesson an 

appreciation for the diverse nature of human existence. This can take the form of ensuring 

(as discussed previously) that materials that are prepared for lessons not only have the 

correct use of standard English, but also have a diverse representation of peoples, genders 

and familial structures (Smith & Payne 2016; Surtees 2008). This could go further and 

include RSE within Standard Seven, Eight, and Part Two, to ensure that aspects of RSE such 

as homophobia, biphobia, transphobia, misogyny, and misandry, are all rejected by the 

individual teacher.  



252 

 

 

This would require space across ITT programmes to allow teaching candidates to 

interrogate content and practices of their chosen subject which may have a link to or across 

RSE (e.g., the inclusion or exclusion of LGBTQIA+ figures, family diversity, presence or 

absence of imagery, gender assumptions and stereotyping, sex positivity.), in the same way 

teachers are encouraged to seek opportunities to develop literacy and numeracy skills in 

their chosen subject. As such all qualified teachers can truly be considered teachers of 

Literacy, Numeracy, and RSE.  

 

However, there are a large number of practicing colleagues who are unequipped to deliver 

RSE now. There are colleagues that are discomforted by delivering RSE, and there are some 

colleagues now who have both personal and professional resistance to engage with the 

RSE framework. Although the DfE did make some progress in constructing an industry wide 

and valued CPD programme to equip in service teachers to deliver RSE, this was 

discontinued due to the emphasis on knowledge-rich curricula during the first and second 

Cameron ministry. There is most certainly a need for such training to help colleagues, not 

just at LABS but across England, to fill knowledge and skill gaps, as well as help in post non-

specialist teachers overcome personal and professional resistance to the new reality of RSE 

in 2020 and beyond. As such It is my recommendation that the DfE give serious 

consideration to reinstating the 2005 training programme for current practitioners, 

updated in line with the new framework. This training could be used by lead practitioners 

who, having a detailed knowledge of the context of their institution, would be ideally 

placed to design a long term CPD programme as described above. This again would have a 
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need for capital funding from the state to create, run, and facilitate (including accounting 

for teacher cover costs and the cost of the implementation of the CPD at each institution) 

the course. The course should be linked to a HEI to ensure that it has a professional status, 

academic status, and therefore high symbolic capital value.  

 

7.5 Considerations for further enquiry 

This thesis considers LABS as a singular field, further research could consider the 

connecting fields outside of LABS, such as considering how ITT is constructed to provide 

RSE and PSHE with a similar status as literacy and numeracy, and what could be done to 

ensure that there is a consistency of provision for all teachers entering the profession. 

Future investigations could also be conducted in similar schools, so that data can be 

compared and contrasted across England, to see if there are any similarities and 

differences. Such research would enable a wider understanding of the subtleties of doxa, 

illusio, as well as the position of symbolic capital and the enactment of symbolic violence 

in secondary boarding schools in England. This would allow the field under study to be 

extended beyond the confines of this singular case at LABS.  This would also present an 

opportunity to further interrogate the importance and implications of social class in the 

dynamics of the FG.  

 

Within LABS two main avenues of further research present themselves. Firstly, this enquiry 

has focused specifically on the upper secondary age student (KS4). It could be expanded 

further to see the impacts and implications for RSE in regard to students in the early 
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secondary (KS3), and primary (KS2 87& 1) phases. This would allow LABS (and me) to have 

the most complete picture possible regarding student and staff experience in regard to RSE, 

and so help to develop a programme of RSE and RSE CPD across the school. Such research 

could also be used to consider the linguistic appropriateness of the word normalised in 

everyday use in schools.  

 

Further to this the role of parents imagined, and parents real could be considered in 

terms of their positioning as actors within LABS as field. This avenue of research could be 

particularly powerful in regard to the imagined dangers to the professional and personal 

reputation of teachers delivering RSE at LABS. It could also provide a deeper and more 

rich understanding of the effects to the field of power when additional actors are 

introduced.    

                                                           
87 As with KS4 it is standard professional practice to refer to Key Sage one and two by the numeric designation, 
to ensure a consistency with this professional language I have continued to convention here with primary Key 
Stages. 
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Appendix  

Appendix 1: Methods and Methodologies 

Appendix 1.2 FG Protocol (including prompts) 

 

Staff FG Protocol  

1. Welcome to space and make comfortable 

2. Read introductory statement 

3. If groups final consent given then start recording 

4. Code of conduct/ rules activity – including confidentiality agreement 

5. Ask Colleagues if they have read the new DfE guidance – ask if they haven’t why they 

haven’t 

6. Play the vignette to the group 

7. Ask the group what they thought of the practice on display and if it related or resonated 

at all with RSE practice they have seen/ been part of 

8. Develop conversation – if needed in regard to presentation and discomfort of RSE 

facilitator in vignette 

9. If conversations slows play the clip again and ask colleagues to comment on any practice 

they would consider unacceptable under the new guidance 

10. If discomfort is notable within the FG ask the FG “I am getting the impression that this 

topic makes you uncomfortable, why do you think that is?” 

11. If conversation slows ask colleagues what they think students perceptions of their 

practice is, and prompt towards know disparity. 

12. END of SESSION: thank colleagues for their participation. Remind them that they can seek 

support from councillor as needed, and that they can with draw consent until analysis of 

data starts.  

13. Thank colleagues again. 
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Student FG Protocol 

1. Welcome students to the space and make them feel comfortable. 

2. Read introductory statement to students and when all agree to participate start 

recording. 

3. Ask student what they think should be in their RSE programme – get them to add to post 

it notes 

4. Ask students to place post it notes on time line to order when topics can/should be 

covered 

5. Ask the group what they have added and why – seek clarification for any subculture/ 

unfamiliar terms.  

6. Ask students what kind of teacher makes a good RSE teacher (use the term Sex Ed rather 

than RSE) 

7. Ask students if they ever look for RSE(sex Ed) outside of school 

8. If conversation slows ask students to discuss their experiences so far in regards to RSE at 

this school 

 

Appendix 1.2 FG introductory statements 

Staff Introductory Statement 

• Thank you Colleagues for agreeing to participate in this focus group.  

• Just to remind you of the purpose of this study is to consider the delivery of quality 

inclusive relationships and sex education KSin KS4.  

• This focus group is one part the data collection phase for my thesis as part of my Doctor 

of Education programme at the university of Portsmouth. 

• In this Focus Group we will be discussing a number of potentially sensitive subjects. As 

such it is important to clarify a few ethical steps that must be taken.  

• Firstly, if at any point you wish to complain about my conduct, or the quality of the data 

collection, I have supplied you all with a copy of my contact details and the contact details 

of my supervisor at the university of Portsmouth.  

• It is my intention to digitally voice record this focus group. The digital recording will be 

stored on a secure drive at the university of Portsmouth. This data storage facility is fully 

compliant with the General Data Protection Regulation – GDPR.  
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• The recordings will be transcribed, and these transcripts will be kept in both electronic 

and hard copy format.  

• The electronic transcript will be stored in the same secure drive at the university of 

Portsmouth. Hard copy transcripts, when not being analysed, will be stored within a 

locked role within a locked office.  

• If you wish to withdraw consent for me to use your data, please email me directly on the 

contact details provided. If One member of the group withdraws consent, the recording 

of the session will be destroyed and will not be used within the data analysis. At this point 

if any transcriptions have been made they will also be destroyed. 

• The right to withdraw consent is time limited, you will not be able to withdraw consent 

once the analysis of the data had started, the date set for this is the end of December 

2019. You will all be assigned pseudonyms at the start of the analysis phase and will not 

be identifiable within the thesis for any subsequent publication.  

• Additionally if you wish to leave this focus group session at any point you may do so.  

• It is important to remind colleagues that if at any point during the course of this focus 

group session, a safeguarding disclosure is made, I am legally and ethically bound to 

report his concern to the local multi agency safeguarding hub – MASH -  or equivalent. 

• If any colleagues are negatively affected by any of the content of this focus group there 

are support agencies I can signpost you too so please do ask.  

• Finally, having listened to this statement does anyone have any objections to participating 

in this session? 

  

Student Introductory Statement 

• Thank you for agreeing to participate in this focus group.  

• Just to remind you of the purpose of this study is to consider the delivery of quality 

inclusive relationships and sex education – sex ed  at KS four, Years 10 & 11.  

• This focus group is one part the data collection phase for Mr Rounds research as part of 

his Doctor of Education programme at the university of Portsmouth. 

• In this Focus Group we will be discussing a number of potentially sensitive subjects. As 

such it is important to clarify a few ethical steps that must be taken.  

• Firstly, if at any point you wish to complain about my conduct, or the quality of the data 

collection, I have supplied you all with a copy of Mr Round’s contact details and the 

contact details of Mr Rounds supervisor at the university of Portsmouth.  
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• It is my intention to digitally voice record this focus group. The digital recording will be 

given to Mr Round who will store it on a secure drive at the university of Portsmouth. This 

data storage facility is fully compliant with the General Data Protection Regulation – 

GDPR.  

• The recordings will be transcribed, and these transcripts will be kept in both electronic 

and hard copy format.  

• The electronic transcript will be stored in the same secure drive at the university of 

Portsmouth. Hard copy transcripts, when not being analysed, will be stored within a 

locked role within a locked office.  

• If you wish to withdraw consent for Mr Round to use your data, please email him directly 

on the contact details provided. If one member of the group withdraws consent, the 

recording of the session will be destroyed and will not be used within the data analysis. At 

this point if any transcriptions have been made they will also be destroyed. 

• The right to withdraw consent is time limited, you will not be able to withdraw consent 

once the analysis of the data had started, the date set for this is the end of December 

2019.  

• You will all be assigned pseudonyms at the start of the analysis phase and will not be 

identifiable within the thesis or any subsequent publication.  

• Additionally if you wish to leave this focus group session at any point you may do so.  

• It is important to remind you that if at any point during the course of this focus group 

session, a safeguarding disclosure is made, I am legally and ethically bound to report his 

concern to Mr Round as the DSL. 

• If any of you are negatively affected by any of the content of this focus group there are 

support agencies I can signpost you too so please do ask, Mr Round has also said that we 

can use Ruth if we need to.  

• Finally, having listened to this statement does anyone have any objections to participating 

in this session? 
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Appendix 1.3 Consent materials 

Student participant assent form: 
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Student Participant Consent Form: 
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 Staff Consent form: 
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Participant information sheet 
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Appendix 1.4 Form UPR16 
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Appendix 1.5 Letter of Favourable Ethical Opinion 
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Appendix 2 Time line activity 

Topics sorting - which subjects would you like to know when? Topics below curated by all year 
groups - groups asked to check how other years have organised the curriculum and add to it 
accordingly. 

 

Year 6: 

● Growth 
● How to talk to someone online 
● Reproduction/babies 
● Periods 
● Relationship work 
● How puberty works 

 

Year 7  

● The difference between lesbian, gay, etc. 
● What is harassment 
● What is masturbating? 
● How to use a condom 
● What are sex toys and why do people use them 
● Puberty, who we are, coming out, what not to do. 
● How to do sex 
● What it feels like 
● Sexuality, coming out, hygiene, standing up for yourself 
● Different gender 
● What is a lesbian? 
● Identity/gender 
● LGBTQIA+ 
● What’s a child predator? 

 

Year 8: 

● Puberty (hormones etc.) 
● Disabilities 
● Hygiene 
● The law and rights 
● LGBTQIA+ 
● Body image 
● Consent 
● Nudes/sexting 
● Sex 

 

Year 9: 
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● Body image 
● Friendships 
● Hygiene 
● LGBT 
● Porn? 
● Pregnancy 
● STDs 
● Sexting/nudes  
● Contraception 
● Health choices 

 

Year 10: 

● Contraception 
● STDs 
● Consent 
● Nudes 
● Porn 
● Body image/body confidence 
● Pregnancy 
● Relationships 
● Pressure 
● Porn vs reality 

 

Year 11: 

● Relationships 
● Consent 
● Nudes 
● Body image 
● Pregnancy 
● Sexting 
● Contraception 
● Peer pressure 
● Abuse  
● Rape 

 

Sixth form: 

● Consent is still a big thing 
● As well as contraception 
● Probably more focus on relationships rather than biology. 

 

 

 


