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Safe uncertainty in Relationship & sex

education (RSE)
A guiding principle for responsive, values-led practice

Facilitating critical thinking about sex and relationships




Background:

During the summer of 2023 we delivered a pilot RSE programme designed to
address harmful sexual behaviours (HSB) and cultures among young people
and in schools. The programme was based on the notion of helping young
people develop critical thinking skills and providing the tools they need to
navigate peer intimacies ethically, whilst also being aware of their rights and
responsibilities. These skills are more commonly referred to as ‘sexual
citizenship'.

The evidence base for the effectiveness of this approach came from
extensive research and practice, including a rapid evidence review into
tackling HSB in school conducted on behalf of the Department for Education
(DfE) and an ESRC- funded project exploring the policing of harmful sexual
behaviours among young people in schools.

we recognise sex as a critical life skill that helps to
oster relationships, build intimacy, provides personal
connection and a sense of self - we need to ask ourselves,
what are we doing as the safe adults in our children’s
lives to help them prepare?

What is Safe Uncertainty:

Safe uncertainty is a framework adapted from systemic family therapy
(Mason, 1993), and often used in social work practice to help practitioners
conceptualise risk during reflective supervision.

As humans, it is only natural for us to seek a sense of certainty, especially
when it comes to protecting children. We naturally want to make childhood
as ‘risk free” as possible. However, risk is an unavoidable and necessary part
of childhood and growing up. It is our job as safe adults to prepare our young
people to move in the world, build relationships, leave home and take on new
challenges and responsibilities. Without risk there can be no growth. If we try
to remove all risk from young people’s lives, we are doing them a disservice,
leaving them paralysed by fear, and without the essential tools to navigate
the world or their relationships.

Safe uncertainty provides a framework that helps practitioners, educators
and other safe adults manage their perceptions of risk, whilst holding space
for complexity, ambiguity and most importantly, growth.



Safe uncertainty acknowledges:
o Not all uncertainty is dangerous, and not all certainty is helpful

o Meaningful, values-led work often requires staying with the discomfort of
complexity

o That ‘authoritative doubt’ (or curiosity with care) is central to relational and
reflective practice.

The four-quadrant model of safe uncertainty:
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Safe certainty: is a predictable, stable-state where individuals feel secure -
often through established or cultural norms. There is safety in familiarity.
Often in safeguarding practice, when things go wrong, we strive to remove
the risk, using school exclusions, isolations, or taking away access to devices
and mobile phones. Although this can only ever be a temporary solution; long
term safety requires growth, adaptation and the willingness to re-engage
with uncertainty.



Unsafe certainty: in an effort to provide safety people can resort to clear-cut,
dogmaittic positions , based on rigid beliefs or perspectives, which can end up
doing more harm than good. This state is marked by an inability to tolerate
ambiguity or accept alternative viewpoints, leading individuals to cling to
fixed position.

Unsafe uncertainty: is a state of instability where individuals feel
overwhelmed or experience a lack of control and security about the future.
This state is characterised by feelings of powerlessness, where it feels
impossible to meaningfully influence or understand events.

Safe uncertainty: is not fixed and is always in a state of flux and exploration.
For useful change to happen we sometimes need to become less certain of
our positions, allowing us to become receptive to other possibilities and
perspectives. This is a state characterised by creativity, open dialogue and
authoritative doubt.

What does this mean for RSE?
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We know the challenges of the current state of RSE - we are being asked to
solve broad, long-standing social issues, such as misogyny, online harms,
image based sexual abuse (IBSA), and the impact of pornography whilst also
navigating contested terrains around LGBTQ+ support and age-
inappropriate subject matter. This is all in the context of proper training,
resources or support. It can feel hopeless, and like fighting a losing battle. We
may even summaries this as a position of unsafe uncertainty.



The current landscape of RSE has become highly contested, with ongoing
debate around what should be taught, to whom, and when. Recent draft
guidance has reflected these tensions, taking a position of what could be
described as unsafe certainty, with the introduction of prescriptive age
categories and removing much of the inclusion of LGBTQ+ relationships,
framed under the banner of safeguarding. As with the introduction of Section
28, this is likely to do more harm than. While the final form of this guidance
remains to be seen, our work proposes a different approach.

In many settings, the teaching of RSE tends to emphasise binary, black-and-
white messages - framing issues in terms of right or wrong, legal or illegal,
especially around topics like consent. This often reflects a ‘banking model’ of
education, where the teacher is positioned as the authority who deposits
information into students, leaving little space for discussion or challenge. This
models does not fit for RSE. While it is, of course, important that young people
understand the legal framework around issues like the age of consent, legall
knowledge alone does not equip them to navigate the relational, emotional
and situational complexities they encounter in real life - this information will
have little impact on helping them know when they are ready for sex, or how
to navigate consent at a party when they are with someone they fancy... this
is where a position of safe uncertainty can help. This approach offers a
valuable alternative, helping both educators and students move beyond
factual delivery towards meaningful exploration, reflection and skills
development.

What does Safe uncertainty look like in RSE:

As educators we need to move from the position of certainty and admit
relationships are messy and people are complex. As safe adults there is real
power in admitting we do not have all the answers. Teaching should be pupil
led, exploratory, without agenda and instead creates room for reflection of
our own and each other’s values and where they come from.

In RSE safe uncertainty means:

O

Moving to a role of facilitator - a position of open dialogue and co-creation
o Stepping away from moral absolutes or black and white binaries

o Encouraging learners (and educators) to explore values, relationships,
boundaries and social norms with nuance and care

o Taking comfort in discomfort

o Exploring real world ethical dilemmas and behaviours with no right
answers.

o ldeally, young people leave with more questions, than answers - allowing
them to carry on their conversations outside of the classroom.



To find out more please visit:

www.re-imagining-rse.org
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