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Briefing paper on Catholic bishops’ support for compulsory Relationships Education and 
Relationships and Sex Education in England 

 
June 2020 

 
The government legislation – the Children and Social Work Act (2017) – has made Relationships 
Education compulsory in primary schools in England and Relationships and Sex Education 
compulsory in secondary schools in England, including compulsory LGBT Relationships at 
secondary level. Schools are being encouraged to introduce these subjects in September 2020. 
However, due to the extensive disruption caused by COVID-19, schools have permission to delay 
its full implementation until the summer term 2021.  
  
This temporary reprieve could be used by Catholic bishops of England and Wales to revoke their 
current support for this legislation and to redirect the public debate on this matter by leading the 
faithful in resistance to the harmful government legislation designed to corrupt our children and to 
undermine the rights of parents as primary educators.  
 
The Bishops of England and Wales, through its Catholic Education Service (CES), have, 
tragically, advanced the government’s comprehensive Relationships and Sex Education agenda 
for some time. During the chairmanship of Archbishop Nichols (1999-2008), the CES: 

• developed a policy of partnership with a state-run confidential advice agency, called 
“Connexions”, allowing them to provide children in Catholic schools, including adolescents 
under the legal age of consent, access to abortion and contraception services without 
parental knowledge or consent.  

• became a member of the Sex Education Forum, which promotes positions contrary to the 
Catholic faith, particularly with regard to the LGBT issues, contraception and abortion.  

 
 
Children and Social Work Act (2017) 
In March 2017, the UK Parliament passed the Government’s Children and Social Work Act 
(2017), which made the new subjects of Relationships Education compulsory in all primary 
schools in England, and Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) compulsory in all secondary 
schools in England, including faith and independent schools. From the outset Government 
spokespersons, including PM Teresa May, stated that RelEd would be “LGBT inclusive”.1 The 
Guidance and Regulations of the new legislation, passed by Parliament by a huge majority in 

 
1 For instance, schools minister, Nick Gibb MP, stated in response to a Parliamentary question (3 July 2017) that 
“we expect schools to ensure that all pupils, whatever their developing sexuality or gender identity, feel that 
relationships and sex education is relevant to them and sensitive to their needs. As part of our engagement 
programme, we will consider ways to ensure that our guidance and regulations are inclusive of LGBT issues. We 
plan to work closely with organisations such as Stonewall and the Terrence Higgins Trust, amongst others.”  
Prime Minister Teresa May affirmed her support for “LGBT inclusive” RSE in English schools in her speech at the 
Pink News LGBT Awards 2017; https://www.pinknews.co.uk/2017/10/18/prime-minister-theresa-may-addresses-
pinknews-awards/ 
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March 2019, present a completely deconstructive secular liberal view of human sexuality – 
almost entirely divorced from Scriptural truth and authentic Catholic teaching:2 
 
• The programme is expected to be “LGBT inclusive” throughout and present homosexual 

relationships and family structures in a positive manner, including at primary school. 
Teenagers are encouraged to “explore” their developing “sexual orientation” and “gender 
identity”.  

• Marriage is redefined to include same-sex “marriage”; marriage is simply presented as one 
possible relationship option among the diversity of “healthy” relationships and family 
structures. 

• Secondary school children are to be provided with comprehensive “non-judgemental” 
information on contraception and abortion. They will be signposted as to where and how 
to obtain abortion and contraception services without parental knowledge or consent. 
Carrying an unborn child to term is presented simply as one of the possible options when 
pregnant. 

• The role of the school and the state has been greatly expanded into areas of the rightful and 
natural territory of parental responsibility. The new compulsory subjects attempt to cover 
virtually every aspect of the child’s moral formation, health and well-being.  

• Parents now have no legal right to withdraw their children, even from “sex education” 
made compulsory at secondary school. The parental right of withdrawal has been replaced 
by a “right to request withdrawal”. The decision over whether a child can be withdrawn has 
been given to the head teacher.  

 
 
The response of the Catholic bishops of England and Wales 
Archbishop Malcolm McMahon, chair of CES (2008-2019), on behalf of CES, issued a series of 
statements from the outset welcoming the Government’s “commitment to improving 
Relationships and Sex Education in all schools”, and boasting how our Catholic schools already 
deliver high quality “age appropriate” RSE “from nursery all the way through to sixth form”. He 
notes that “it is essential that parents fully support the school’s approach to these sensitive 
matters”.3 
 
The CES has: 
 
• welcomed LGBT-inclusive Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) in schools in England; 
• wrongly stated that the Children and Social Work Act (2017) maintains the parents’ right to 

withdraw their children from Sex Education parts of RSE; 

 
2 Department for Education, Relationships Education, Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) and Health Education 
Statutory guidance for governing bodies, proprietors, head teachers, principals, senior leadership teams, teachers 
(June 2019): https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-
rse-and-health-education 
3 CES Press Release 1st March 2017; http://catholiceducation.org.uk/component/k2/item/1003621-catholic-
education-service-welcomes-government-announcement-on-rse  
CES Press Release 19th July 2018; http://www.catholiceducation.org.uk/component/k2/item/1003657-catholic-
church-welcomes-move-to-improve-relationship-and-sex-education-in-all-schools 
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• wrongly stated that religious schools will be able to teach RSE in accordance with their 
faith.4 

Leaving aside the disregard for the temporal and spiritual welfare of the vast majority of children 
not who do not attend a Catholic school, the “high quality” and “age appropriate” RSE that the 
CES if offering to its schools, include:5 
 
• at Key Stage 1 (ages 5 -7) children are to be taught to “identify and correctly name their 

‘private parts’”; 
• at Key Stage 2 (ages 7-11) they are taught “that similarities and differences between people 

arise from several different factors”, such as “sexual orientation” and “gender reassignment” 
(“protected characteristics” of the Equality Act 2010); 

• numerous other ambiguities of elements of the policy. E.g. teaching children about 
“recognising and valuing their own sexual identity and that of others” at secondary level. 
 

CES has published at least two documents promoting the idea of moral acceptability of 
homosexual relations: 
 
1) Learning to Love (2017)6 – a RSE guide for Catholic educators. On the subject of 

homosexuality, Learning to Love claims to offer its own “fresh description” of the Church’s 
teaching, which: 
 
• refers to same sex relationships as being able to constitute a “powerful” and “an exalted 

form of love”, equal to that of man and woman. (p.17) 
• commends the progress that has been made in “countering all forms of discrimination 

against homosexuality” in recent times, and the wish to “collaborate with efforts to make 
such discrimination obsolete”. (p.17) (“Discrimination against homosexuality” as opposed 
to “unjust discrimination” against homosexual persons as the Catechism states (2358) 
suggests that discrimination against homosexual behaviour must be countered.) 

2) Made in God’s Image: Challenging homophobic and biphobic bullying in Catholic schools 
(2017; 2nd edition 2018)7 – a joint publication with St. Mary’s University, Twickenham, which: 
 
• is designed to intimidate Catholic schools into introducing a concerted LGBT 

indoctrination programme for secondary school children; 
• gives children the message that being “lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender” is part of their 

God-given purpose and identity, an integral part of being made in God’s image, something 
that must be celebrated; a Catholic should act to report and help robustly stamp out any 
sign or attitudes of disapproval; 

 
4 Ibid. As well as in the above press releases the director of the CES, Paul Barber, also made this false claim in a 
letter to a concerned parent dated 8th August 2019.  
5 See CES Model RSE policies and documents, including A model Catholic Primary RSE curriculum, Revised 
Autumn 2019; https://www.catholiceducation.org.uk/schools/relationship-sex-education 
6 Available at: https://www.catholiceducation.org.uk/images/Learning2love.pdf.pdf 
7 Available at: https://www.catholiceducation.org.uk/images/CES-Project_Homophobic-Bullying-
Booklet_JUN18_PROOF-9.pdf 
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• appears, as it has been widely pointed out, to be mainly copied from the materials of 
Stonewall, the militant LGBT advocacy group and LGBT Youth Scotland, with items of 
misleading selective quotations from Catholic teaching and even Scripture. An example 
from the introduction of Made in God’s Image illustrates the strategy being taken:  

 
“The Church teaches that homosexual persons ‘must be accepted with respect, 
compassion and sensitivity’ (Catechism of the Catholic Church 2358). The School 
should be mindful that the Church teaches that homosexual inclinations are not sinful. 
For older pupils who may publicly identify themselves as such, Church schools should 
be havens of respect and custodians of the true dignity of each human being. They 
should be as attentive to the possibility of homosexual pupils being marginalized and 
bullied as they are to discrimination based on religion, gender, race or disability.” 

Nothing is provided to qualify these statements, such as pointing out that the Catechism also 
adds that the inclination itself is “objectively disordered” (2358), and that “homosexual acts 
are intrinsically disordered”, “basing itself on Sacred Scripture, which presents homosexual 
acts as acts of grave depravity” (2357); 

• gives no mention whatsoever of Catholic doctrine on marriage, nor is there any attempt 
to present the true meaning and purpose of human sexuality between man and woman; 

• presents “homophobia” as sinful, which “should have no place among Catholics. Catholic 
teaching on homosexuality is not founded on, and can never be used to justify homophobic 
attitudes”. In one of the word games children are encouraged to play, “homophobia” is 
defined as: “A range of negative attitudes and feelings toward homosexuality or people who 
are identified or perceived as being lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT). It can be 
expressed as antipathy, contempt, prejudice, aversion, or hatred, may be based on irrational 
fear, and is sometimes related to religious beliefs.” (p.16) 

Children are effectively being instructed by the CES that if they experience negative emotions 
about homosexuality, then there is something wrong with them – they have an irrational fear, 
which is even sinful. 

It also encourages children to judge and challenge their own parents’ and families’ attitudes, based 
on provided examples of expressions of “homophobia” and clearly labels such attitudes as 
“bigots”. 

However, Bishop Patrick McKinney (Nottingham), one of English Bishops who celebrates 
“LGBT Masses” in his diocese, stated in a letter (9 April 2019) to one of SPUC’s supporters: 

“The second edition [of Made in God’s Image] has been approved [by the Bishops of 
England and Wales] as a document produced by the Catholic Education Service. It is 
intended to offer pastoral support of children in our Catholic schools who may be 
experiencing bullying of this kind. Such bullying, or bullying of any kind, cannot be 
tolerated in our schools. This document does not promote homosexuality.” 
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The tragic fact is that as appalling as these, and the programmes recommended by the government 
are, their approach to the LGBT issues is rather aligned with what certain of our Bishops purport 
to be Catholic teaching on these issues.  

A recent report on LifeSiteNews by Paul Smeaton showed how the LGBT agenda is spreading 
through Catholic dioceses in England, with six bishops now celebrating or endorsing “LGBT 
Pride” Masses in their dioceses – mostly with the active collaboration with Quest, an LGBT group 
who’s stated aim is to effect change in Catholic teaching on gender and sexuality.8  

The bishops in question are: 

• Vincent Cardinal Nichols (Westminster) has celebrated “Pride Masses” as well as 
supported the group LGBT Catholics Westminster participating in Pride March.  

• Bishop Patrick McKinney (Nottingham) has celebrated and endorses regular “LGBT 
Masses”; also endorses Made in God’s Image. 

• Bishop Terence Drainey (Middlesborough) has hosted a monthly “LGBT Mass” since 
2017 and allows LGBTQ+ ministry actively be promoted on diocesan website. He is on 
the management committee of the CES.  

• Bishop Peter Doyle (Northampton) attended a Quest conference last year and has 
publicly suggested (in Vatican Radio) that, via synods, Catholic teaching will eventually 
change to accept homosexual relationships. He is also the chair of Bishops’ Committee for 
Marriage and Family Life and a member of the Department of Education and Formation. 

• Bishop Declan Lang (Clifton) has met with Quest and requested whole series of LGBT+ 
Masses organised by them, actively promoted on the diocesan website. 

• Bishop John Arnold (Salford) has recently celebrated his diocese’s first “LGBT Pride 
Mass” organised in conjunction with Quest. He went on to Radio 4’s Sunday morning 
programme to publicise the Mass, and publicly belittled and dismissed the small number 
of faithful Catholics who had complained to him about it.  

This sad record shows how the LGBT agenda is insidiously working its way through the Church 
in England, often in subtle but devastating ways.  

The Scottish Bishops have gone furthest so far and “welcomed” an LGBTQ+ inclusive 
curriculum in all subjects at all Scottish schools, including their Catholic schools.9  

The Welsh Government recently announced that it was introducing compulsory LGBTQ+ 
inclusive Relationships and Sexuality Education in all Welsh schools in 2022 – and also 
recently announced its intention to remove parents’ right of withdrawal.10 

 
8 Paul Smeaton, LGBT ‘Pride’ Masses taking over multiple Catholic dioceses in England, 4th Nov 2019; 
https://www.lifesitenews.com/news/lgbt-pride-masses-taking-over-multiple-catholic-dioceses-in-england 
9 Dorothy Cummings McLean, Scotland pushes LGBT agenda into Catholic schools. Bishops hope ‘impact…will be 
positive for all’, 14th Nov 2018; https://www.lifesitenews.com/news/scotland-pushes-lgbt-agenda-into-catholic-
schools.-bishops-hope-impact...wi  
10 Welsh Government Press Release, “Children in Wales will have universal access to the full curriculum”, 21st Jan 
2020; https://media.service.gov.wales/news/children-in-wales-will-have-universal-access-to-the-full-curriculum;  
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Quite out of character, the CES has published a small protest to these moves by the Welsh 
Government, encouraging Catholics to write to register their disapproval with their Assembly 
member and “to help stop the Welsh Government from removing the rights of parents as the first 
educators of their children”. 

The new Chair of CES, Rt. Rev. Marcus Stock, issued a statement for the 2019 General Election 
in urging Catholics to challenge their election candidates on a range of issues relating to Catholics 
schools, including RSE: 

“Relationships and Sex Education Catholic education is based on the formation of the 
whole child. Well-taught and age-appropriate Relationship and Sex Education (RSE) is an 
important part of this. However, even more important is the right of parents, as the primary 
educators of their children, to be fully consulted and to maintain their ability to withdraw 
their children from these lessons. While we are confident that the model curriculum in 
Catholic schools delivers RSE in accordance with the teachings of the Church and the 
wishes of parents, the same cannot be said for other schools. Hence for Catholic parents 
who do not have the option to send their child to a Catholic school, it is vital that this 
parental right remains in place”.11 

Although this statement is far from being perfect, it is in marked contrast to the approach of the 
CES under previous chairmanships and represents signs of a possible change of direction which 
would be welcome. Immense damage, however, has already been done to parental rights and the 
moral formation of the children of our nation — whether or not they are Catholic, and whether or 
not they attend a Catholic school. Problematic current publications from the CES relating to RSE 
and “homophobic bullying”, as well as the episcopal promotion of the LGBT agenda in at least 
half a dozen English dioceses, means that Church leaders are failing to provide the clear moral 
support for parents, and protection for children, required at this very dangerous period of our 
cultural history.  

The corruption of our children is arguably the worst weapon used by those promoting the culture 
of death. As Our Saviour taught us: “And fear ye not them that kill the body, and are not able to 
kill the soul: but rather fear him that can destroy both soul and body in hell.” Through Our Lady’s 
intercession, and with the prayers of the Apostles and all the saints in glory, the Coalition formed 
in Defence of Primary Educators is asking God to transform our bishops, so that they lead the 
faithful in opposing compulsory educational programmes designed to corrupt our children.  
 
 
The briefing has been prepared on behalf of Coalition in Defence of Primary Educators 
 
 

 
Welsh government, “Kirsty Williams announces focus on healthy relationships in major reforms to ‘Relationships 
and Sexuality’ education”, Press release, 22 May 2018; https://gov.wales/newsroom/educationandskills/2018/ kirsty-
williams-announces-focus-on-healthy-relation- ships-in-major-reforms-to-relationships-and-sexuali- ty-
education/?lang=en  
11 Catholic Education Service, “Why Catholic Schools matter at this General Election”, 25 Nov 2019; 
https://www.cesew.org.uk/component/k2/item/1003678-why-catholic-schools-matter-at-this-general-election 


