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1.1 RATIONALE 
The general aim of education is to contribute

towards the development of all aspects of the

individual. The lifelong journey of education is

concerned with the development of each student in

ways which acknowledge the complexity of their

potential as human beings. Education of the ‘whole

person’ includes opportunities for students to

develop their aesthetic, creative, cultural, emotional,

moral, physical, intellectual, political, religious,

social and spiritual dimensions.

In senior cycle, students are poised at the interface

between the close of formal compulsory schooling

and the world of work, further education and

independent living. Senior cycle education aims to

prepare students for the requirements of further

education or training, for employment and for their

role as participative, enterprising citizens. An equally

important aim is the preparation of students for

personal and family life, for living in the community

and for leisure. The whole-school community and

each subject area can address these challenges by

developing supportive policies and adopting

teaching and learning approaches which support

lifelong learning. However, the inclusion of SPHE

in the senior cycle curriculum provides dedicated

space and time for students to further develop

knowledge and understanding, values and attitudes

and the life skills they need to live healthy lives and

to contribute positively to the health and wellbeing

of other people and their communities.

Students’ health and education are inextricably

linked. Health is important in its own right and for

what it enables us to do and achieve. In SPHE,

health is understood as a multi-dimensional

concept. Health includes not only our physical

wellbeing but also our mental, emotional, social and

spiritual wellbeing. Being healthy is fundamental to

our positive experience of and participation in

everyday life and education. One’s health depends

on physical resources, personal capacities and a

social support network. Building on SPHE in the

Primary School Curriculum and the junior cycle

curriculum, SPHE in senior cycle provides

opportunities through which students can examine

these factors, understand their importance for their

personal and communal health and wellbeing,

critically examine their current lifestyle choices and

plan to be proactive in support of health and

wellbeing.

The practice of health promotion addresses the

health of individuals and communities in a number

of ways in an effort to make the healthier choice the

easy choice. The individual is not solely responsible

for his/her personal and social health and wellbeing

and neither can an individual expect communities

and legislators to take sole responsibility for the

health and wellbeing of individuals. Instead, health

promotion aims to improve the individual’s personal

capacity to be healthy and also, to support these

efforts by providing supportive community

structures, health promoting policies and legislation.

The National Health Promotion Strategy 2000–20051

identifies young people as one of the populations,

and schools as one of the settings, targeted for

particular attention in health promotion. The

strategic aim outlined for schools is the

implementation of SPHE and the development of a

health-promoting school environment. 

Adolescence is both a period of opportunity and a

time of vulnerability and risk. It is a time when new

options and ideas are explored. Many lifestyle

behaviours are established at this time, often lasting

a lifetime. These lifestyle behaviours not only affect

students themselves but ultimately the health of

their communities and society. SPHE in senior cycle
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2.1 STRUCTURE OF THE CURRICULUM
FRAMEWORK

Aims

The single overarching aim, ‘making choices for

health and wellbeing,’ provides a manageable focus

for what students should know and be able to do as

a result of their learning in SPHE in senior cycle.

All teaching and learning in SPHE ought to further

progress this overarching aim.

Senior cycle SPHE aims to

• develop self-awareness through opportunities to

reflect on thoughts, values, attitudes and feelings

• develop students’ self-efficacy; the confidence to

act appropriately, especially in the face of social

pressure to behave differently 

• strengthen students’ capacity to empathise with

another person’s situation, feelings and motives

in order to enhance relationships with other

people

• develop coping strategies for adolescence and

adult life in support of greater resilience 

• develop students’ health literacy skills, including

the ability to obtain and act on health

information in support of health and wellbeing

and to develop a willingness to participate in the

creation and maintenance of healthy

communities and environments

• promote students’ understanding of how they

learn in support of lifelong learning.

Five areas of learning

SPHE in senior cycle is built around five areas of

learning. These areas of learning focus on what is

important for students in senior cycle to know,

understand and be able to do in order to make and

maintain healthy lifestyle decisions. The five areas of

learning are:

• Mental health

• Gender studies

• Substance use

• Relationships and sexuality education

• Physical activity and nutrition.

Each area of learning identifies learning outcomes

drawn from three strands, which emphasise the

multi-dimensional nature of health and wellbeing:

• Emotional and social health and wellbeing

• Physical health and wellbeing

• Personal and group health and wellbeing.
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Emotional and social health and

wellbeing

This strand focuses on what

students need to know and

understand, be able to do and

have considered in relation to

emotional and social health and

wellbeing.

For example:

• What affects my sense of

health and wellbeing, either

positively or negatively?

• How do I relate to others?  

• How would I like to be able

to relate to others?

• How can I express myself

appropriately in different

relationships or in different

contexts?

Physical health and wellbeing 

This strand focuses on what

students need to know and

understand, be able to do and

have considered in relation to

physical health and wellbeing.

For example:

• How does this lifestyle choice

impact on my physical health

and wellbeing?

• What do I need to do to

support my physical health in

this context?

• How important is my

physical health in the lifestyle

choices that I make?

Personal and group health and

wellbeing

This strand focuses on the

interdependence between

individuals, the school, the

community and the environment

in the context of health and

wellbeing. Students can be

encouraged to use these insights

to advocate on behalf of their

own health and wellbeing and

that of others.

For example: 

• What happens in my

community/my school that

supports my health and

wellbeing and that of others?

• What changes are needed?

• What could I/we do to

promote and support these

changes?

• Who else needs to be involved

and why?

Planning in SPHE

In the interests of breadth and balance, planning for teaching and learning in SPHE focuses on the three

strands of social, personal and health education.  Selected learning outcomes should include opportunities for

learning in relation to emotional and social health and wellbeing, physical health and wellbeing and personal

and group health and wellbeing.

Planning for teaching and learning in SPHE requires that each area of learning, mental health, gender studies,

substance use, relationships and sexuality education and physical activity and nutrition, be addressed.  Teachers

and students select from the range of learning outcomes identified in each area of learning.  This selection

should include teaching and learning experiences related to emotional and social health and wellbeing, physical

health and wellbeing and personal and group health and wellbeing. Further areas of learning identified by the

school should also reflect a similar balanced approach to planning for teaching and learning (pp. 31-33,

Planning for a school-selected area of learning). 
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The aims of this area of learning are: 

1. To develop students’ self-awareness about

the attitudes, values and beliefs that

underpin personal lifestyle behaviours and

choices 

2. To develop students’ confidence to act in

support of mental health and wellbeing

3. To develop students’ capacity to empathise

through a greater understanding of others,

their life experiences, motives and feelings

4. To examine the factors which impact on

mental health and wellbeing and develop

young people’s ability to act on behalf of

personal and group health and wellbeing

5. To develop an awareness of personal learning

styles.

MENTAL HEALTH

AIMS

Mental health is integral to our daily lives. It is

central to our ability to live full and satisfying lives

and to be able to take advantage of the

opportunities that come our way. Having a positive,

proactive approach to mental health can support our

capacity to initiate, develop and maintain mutually

satisfying relationships.  It can support us in our

efforts to deal with life’s ups and downs and cope

with change. Mentally healthy individuals develop

emotionally, creatively, intellectually and spiritually

and are best placed to enjoy life and have fun.

Today, change is part of all of our lives. Young

people are experiencing increased demands and

challenges due to the accelerated pace of personal,

social and cultural change. At another level, a

significant minority of people will experience mental

ill-health at some stage in their lives, to the extent

that they will require professional support. Also,

young people and their families are all too often

faced with the tragedy of young people engaging in

self-harm behaviours and/or completing suicide.

Mental health education provides a dedicated space

for students to examine the personal, social, cultural,

economic and environmental factors that influence

their mental health. Students can explore ways in

which they can be proactive in support of mental

health, including an awareness of relevant support

agencies. It emphasises people’s capacity to engage

with these services positively when the need arises

and to look forward to recovery with optimism.

There is a strong international evidence base

demonstrating that curriculum-based programmes

which enable students to develop a foundation in

life skills can both prevent and reduce mental health

difficulties when used in a whole-school context.

2.2 AREAS OF LEARNING IN SPHE; RATIONALE AND LEARNING OUTCOMES 
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MENTAL HEALTH 

Content

Mental health

Self-awareness and

personal skills

Emotional health

Relationship skills 

Learning outcomes

Students will:

• understand what mental health is, including consideration of the physical,

emotional and social aspects of mental health 

• consider personal attitudes and values and how they impact on health and

wellbeing

• explore the life experiences which enhance or damage self-esteem and

consider how best to deal with the different demands of these situations

• critically examine personal lifestyle choices in the context of mental health

and wellbeing, considering the short and long term consequences of such

decisions

• understand the importance of work, rest and leisure, including physical

activity, for health and wellbeing

• recognise and manage negative and positive feedback constructively

• use constructive self-talk in demanding situations

• identify personal coping skills and plan to develop additional coping skills

• understand the importance of seeking help in times of difficulty or when

feeling hopeless and consider how this might be done in their own lives

• consider personal lifestyle choices in relation to substance use and, in

particular, their impact on mental health and wellbeing

• develop an awareness of different learning opportunities which help them to

feel confident about themselves and in their relationships with others

• identify and name a variety of feelings 

• develop the ability to express feelings in an appropriate way

• identify and develop anger management skills

• use communication skills including skills of negotiation and assertiveness in a

variety of contexts, for example, home, school, work place or social settings

• develop conflict management skills 
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Content

Relationship skills 
(Continued)

Stress management 

Mental illness

Building health literacy

Gender, culture or the
media

Dealing with abusive
behaviour

Learning outcomes

Students will:

• examine how they can give and receive support in a variety of ways, for
example, listening, including and consulting others and by being open to
the opinions and suggestions of others

• recognise the signs and symptoms of stress and develop strategies for
managing stress in a healthy way

• examine personal understanding of and attitudes to mental illness 

• understand the continuum of mental health and wellbeing, ranging from
mental health to mental ill-health to mental illness

• know and understand the signs, the possible causes, the effects on health
and wellbeing and the treatment of the more common mental illnesses,
including when and where to get help

• know and understand the signs, the possible causes, the effects on health
and wellbeing and the treatment of depression, including when and where
to get help

• identify and critically consider relevant health and safety regulations and part-
time employment legislation and their importance for the health and
wellbeing of young people, for example, minimum wage, after hours work etc. 

• examine the code of behaviour in relation to bullying in school and/or in
the work place from a student or an employee perspective in order to
understand the rights and responsibilities of each person and how the code
of conduct supports mental health and wellbeing

• identify professional and voluntary agencies that support mental health and
wellbeing

• examine the mental health concerns of young people and plan to advocate
in relation to one such issue, for example, stress management at exam time
or information on adolescent health services

• examine the different influences on mental health and wellbeing, for
example, gender or culture and the media 

• understand the different types of abusive/bullying behaviour and the impact
of such behaviour 

• develop skills to support self or others, including the ability to recognise and
deal with emotions appropriately and to communicate assertively. 

The importance of the whole-school environment in the promotion of mental health is emphasised. School

policies and practices that promote fairness, equality, respect and inclusion will support students’ positive

experience of school and, in turn, promote positive personal identity and self-esteem.



Gender studies aims to develop students’

understanding of how a person’s gender impacts on

their physical, emotional and social health. Gender

refers to the social differences as opposed to the

biological ones, between males and females. These

differences are changeable over time and have wide

variations both within and between cultures. The

characteristics and roles ascribed to males and

females in a given society affect the behaviour,

experiences, expectations and opportunities of both

male and female individuals. Until recently, the

study of gender issues has been primarily focused on

improving the status of women and girls. However,

in SPHE, gender studies will examine the

significance of gender for both sexes in relation to

their health and wellbeing.

Boys and girls have different educational and health

behaviour profiles. Because of their socialisation,

their experiences of similar situations are different.

Within both groups, there are also significant

differences in how individual boys and individual

girls approach and experience life events. Their

values, attitudes and beliefs about themselves and

others, determined by cultural influences including

social class, ethnicity, religion and gender, contribute

to these differences. SPHE in senior cycle examines

the particular influence of gender.

Greater awareness of gender issues, at a personal and

social level, enables both male and female students

to appreciate the impact that sex-role stereotyping

has on the lives of both males and females. This, in

turn, can begin a journey of empathy and

understanding in relation to other groups in society

who may have compromised social, personal and

health experiences because of, for example, age,

refugee or immigrant status, sexual orientation and

learning disabilities.
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The aims of this area of learning are:

1. To explore personal experience of gender

and gender stereotyping and the impact of

these experiences on their lives

2. To explore the differences and similarities

between both genders in their approach to

health and wellbeing

3. To promote personal and social skills which

support the development of respectful,

dynamic relationships for both sexes

4. To critically examine social influences on

sex-role stereotyping, including

consideration of their impact on health and

wellbeing 

5. To examine how different males and

different females support or hinder their

own and others’ effective participation in

education.

AIMS

GENDER STUDIES
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GENDER STUDIES 

Content

Understanding gender

Gender and cultural

influences 

Self-awareness and

personal skills

Building health literacy 

Male and female

experiences of health

and wellbeing

Learning outcomes

Students will:

• understand the difference between sex and gender

• examine the influence of gender stereotyping on socialisation and, in turn,

on lifestyle choices which may impact on health and wellbeing

• examine gender and socialisation in different  cultural settings, particularly

in relation to their impact on health and wellbeing, for example, different

roles ascribed to males and females and the implications for educational

attainment, social and family life

• review personal experiences of gender and socialisation 

• critically examine personal attitudes and values about gender and reflect on

how these might impact on lifestyle choices 

• review and discuss the similarities and differences about the ways in which

individual men and individual women view health and wellbeing 

• compare and contrast opportunities and supports for male and female

health and wellbeing  in the community and the different ways in which

males and females access the services

• review and discuss the role of the media in gender stereotyping and consider

the possible impact on health and wellbeing 

• identify similarities and differences in the health and wellbeing profiles of

males and females, consider the reasons for them and identify supportive

changes that might be put in place

• identify similarities and differences between what males and females value in

relationships and how they generally deal with problems that may arise.



Decision making in relation to the harmful and

healthy use of various substances is part of our

everyday lives. One of the challenges of adolescence

is learning to cope with the pressures presented by

the availability of mood-altering substances,

including alcohol and drugs. Young people are

making these choices in a world of conflicting and

ambiguous messages. Media and marketing pressures

are compounded by the example set by significant

adults and their attitude towards substance use.

The harmful use of substances presents many

problems for society. It affects not only those who

use substances harmfully but also those with whom

they have relationships. It can limit a person’s

capacity to develop and take up life’s opportunities

and is a significant factor in mental and physical

illness.

The dedicated SPHE class presents students with

opportunities to examine their personal attitudes

and values in relation to substance use generally and,

specifically, in relation to alcohol. Students build on

their understanding from junior cycle, continuing to

examine the consequences and dangers associated

with the harmful use of alcohol and other

substances. Students can consider the choices they

are making and the consequences of these choices.

Developing life skills, which support healthy

choices, is central to substance-use education.

The community and culture in which students live

significantly influence lifestyle choices in relation to

substance use. Young people need alternatives to

alcohol, drug and tobacco use. The creation of

supportive environments where young people are

provided with other options is recognised as the way

forward. SPHE has an important contribution to

make to raising awareness and encouraging students

to be proactive in relation to healthy attitudes to

substance use. Students ought to consider if their

local communities provide young people with

alternatives for leisure time and how they themselves

might organise or support these alternative activities.

Students can evaluate the kind of role models that

they themselves are for younger people and identify

other positive role models in relation to substance

use.
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The aims of this area of learning are:

1. To develop awareness of personal

experiences, values, attitudes and feelings

which influence lifestyle choices about

substance use

2. To develop students’ personal and social

skills so that they might have the confidence

to act appropriately in the face of social

pressures to behave differently 

3. To examine some of the life stories

associated with the harmful use of

substances in order to promote empathy

with those involved

4. To develop a critical awareness of the social

and environmental factors which impact on

lifestyle choices about substance use 

5. To promote an awareness of a preferred style

of learning in personal, social and health

education.

AIMS

SUBSTANCE USE
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SUBSTANCE USE 

Content

Substance use 

Self-awareness and

personal skills

Relationship skills 

Building health literacy

Learning outcomes

Students will:

• understand the responsible use of legal substances and what constitutes the

harmful use of substances  

• know and understand the facts about the use of  drugs, including alcohol,

tobacco, ecstasy, cannabis, cocaine and heroine 

• examine risk-taking behaviours in substance use from a personal, social and

health perspective

• critically consider their own values and attitudes in relation to substance use

• examine the harmful use of substances in relation to personal relationships,

sexual health and pregnancy 

• examine the various influences that impact on personal lifestyle choices

about substance use, for example, family, friends, gender and  community 

• critically examine personal lifestyle choices in relation to substance use  

• develop personal skills to build confidence and self-esteem, including the

skills of goal-setting, decision making and constructive self-talk

• examine the influence of peer pressure on lifestyle choices about substance

use

• develop assertiveness skills in support of lifestyle choices about substance use

• critically examine how lifestyle choices about substance use can impact on

others 

• understand how to respond in an emergency situation caused by harmful

substance use, for example, who to call, what to do and what not to do

• investigate their own community in terms of the support it gives or could

give to young people to encourage healthy and fun  alternatives to harmful

substance use

• access and critically examine literature and information about substance use

from a young person’s perspective

• identify professional and voluntary agencies in the community who are

involved with substance-use related issues
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The National Drugs Strategy 2001–2008 2 sets out a detailed programme of action to be implemented by

Government Departments and Agencies to combat the very serious problem of drug misuse in our society.

The strategy highlights the important role that schools can play in addressing the harmful use of drugs in

our society.

Action 43 of the National Drugs Strategy requires schools to engage actively in developing substance use

policies. At the centre of schools’ substance use policies are the welfare, care and protection of every young

person. In policy formulation, schools consider both education concerning alcohol, tobacco and other

drugs, and the procedures for managing incidents relating to these substances.

Content

Building health literacy

(Continued)

Stress management 

Learning outcomes

Students will:

• consider when it would be appropriate, desirable and/or necessary to make

contact with such agencies

• identify and discuss legislation in relation to substance use which aims to

prevent or reduce the harm done by alcohol or other substances 

• identify and discuss the tools used in the marketing of alcohol and other

substances as they relate to young people

• recognise the signs and symptoms of stress and develop strategies for

managing stress in a healthy way, as opposed to a reliance on the harmful

use of substances.

2 National Drugs Strategy 2001 – 2008 Department of Health and Children
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The aims of this area of learning are:

1. To explore personal thoughts, values and

attitudes and how they influence

relationships

2. To develop an understanding of what is

important in relationships and how one can

act in support of different relationships

3. To promote an understanding of the facts

and considerations in relation to sexual

reproduction, sexuality and sexual

orientation

4. To encourage the development of personal

and social skills which support beginning,

maintaining and ending relationships

5. To support students’ active involvement in

their own learning.

AIMS

RELATIONSHIPS AND SEXUALITY EDUCATION (RSE)
The three themes of RSE at post-primary level are:

• Human relationships

• Human growth and development

• Human sexuality.

Young people in senior cycle are involved in many

different relationships with family, friends and

others. Everyday, students are forming, developing

and ending relationships. There can be a dramatic

change in the level of intimacy experienced and the

quality of relationships. Students’ ability to interact

effectively depends on a personal sense of self-worth

and having the life skills to negotiate their way

respectfully through the cycle of various

relationships. Parallel to this, young people are

maturing sexually and are growing in awareness of

their sexuality.

RSE emphasises the importance of self-awareness

and self-esteem in understanding these changes. It

emphasises the development of one’s ability to

interact respectfully with others. It provides students

with an opportunity to understand different types of

relationships and the attitudes, values and life skills

that support the healthy development of these

relationships.

Students can continue to develop a positive and

respectful attitude to their own and others’ sexuality

and sexual health. They can make informed choices

about themselves as sexual beings, which respect

both the needs and rights of themselves and others.

Students can develop an understanding of familial,

cultural and religious values and consider how these

values support healthy informed choices in relation

to relationships, sexuality and sexual health.
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RELATIONSHIPS AND SEXUALITY EDUCATION

Content

Self-awareness and

personal skills

Relationship skills

Sexual and

reproductive health

Learning outcomes 

These learning outcomes have been informed by the RSE interim curriculum

and guidelines for post-primary schools (NCCA, 1996).

Students will:

• develop awareness of the personal strengths that they bring to relationships 

• critically examine what they value in relationships, including their

relationships with their parents

• compare and contrast what they value in relationships with the values  and

attitudes displayed in different  relationships portrayed in the media

• consider the impact of supportive parent/child relationships on the

development of self-esteem and independence

• draw up a personal life plan including consideration of their personal, social

and vocational goals and the place of parenthood in this plan

• consider the importance of positive body image and self-image in the

context of relationships 

• explore the concepts of love and being in love and the importance of love in

its various aspects, including closeness, intimacy, distance, pleasure and

commitment 

• consider the importance of genuineness, empathy and respect in all types of

relationships 

• develop assertiveness skills in support of positive, healthy relationships

• identify and apply relationship skills which support the setting up,

maintenance and ending of relationships

• identify and develop the skills to negotiate sexual relationships in order to

avoid unwanted or unprotected sexual intercourse

• understand the different stages of sexual development, including the

physical and emotional changes that take place in puberty

• understand the reproductive process including fertility from both male and

female perspectives
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Content

Sexual and

reproductive health

(Continued)

Sexual identity 

Parenting

Sexual harassment

Learning outcomes

Students will:

• understand different methods of contraception and discuss contraception in

relation to physical health including sexually transmitted infections (STIs)

and pregnancy 

• know and understand about Human Immuno-deficiency Virus (HIV) and

STIs, the importance of early medical intervention and where  this support

is available 

• critically examine different lifestyle choices about sexual activity, the

arguments for delaying sexual activity and the consequences of being

sexually active for themselves and their personal relationships 

• recognise and discuss the emotional, social and sexual  pressures experienced

by young people in personal relationships in relation to sexual behaviour

decisions 

• differentiate between sexual activity, sexuality and sexual orientation 

• develop awareness of and comfort with personal sexual orientation

• respect others of a different sexual orientation 

• understand the effects of homophobic bullying 

• consider the role of commitment and relationship skills in marriage and

other committed relationships that help to support lasting relationships and

family life

• know and understand the responsibilities and consequences of close

relationships, including being a parent

• outline and discuss the consequences of unwanted pregnancy, teenage

pregnancy and/or parenthood for males and females 

• reflect on their right to personal safety, privacy and their own space, and the

consequences for them when these are not respected

• know and understand what sexual harassment is, including issues of power

and control 

• consider personal and social skills for dealing with such an  experience,

including where to access help and support

• develop personal and social skills to assess risks, to be assertive and to

manage conflict situations appropriately
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The Department of Education and Science interim curriculum and guidelines for Relationships and

Sexuality Education in post-primary schools requires that schools include RSE in the curriculum. Five to

six timetabled periods in the year should be assigned to RSE out of the SPHE programme in operation in

schools. In the new curriculum for SPHE in senior cycle, it is envisaged that schools will allocate a greater

amount of time to this area of learning than is currently required. 

The school policy on RSE is drawn up in consultation with teachers, students, parents and school

management. Schools’ RSE policies are informed by the Department of Education and Science guidelines

for RSE. The policy provides clarity and consensus on how RSE will be taught in the individual school.

Content

Building health literacy 

Learning outcomes

Students will:

• know and understand the law as it relates to sexual activity, for example, the

legal age for consensual sex or how to seek independent medical advice

• examine the complexity of moral, social and cultural issues that impact on

sexual behaviour and  relationships

• identify and discuss the services offered by statutory and voluntary

organisations in the community to promote sexual health and wellbeing,

especially of young adults

• identify the statutory and voluntary agencies which offer support to those

experiencing  relationship difficulties

• critique different media sources in relation to the messages about sexual

activity, sexuality and sexual orientation. 



•    Social, Personal and Health Education    •

24

The aims of this area of learning are:

1. To provide opportunities for students to

reflect on personal attitudes and values

about the importance of nutrition and

physical activity in their lives

2. To develop the confidence to make and

maintain healthy lifestyle choices about

appropriate physical activity and nutrition

3. To examine the concept of body image,

including an understanding of how students

can promote a positive body image in

themselves and in others

4. To explore the social and environmental

factors which enhance or hinder the

adoption and maintenance of healthy

lifestyle choices about physical activity and

nutrition

5. To promote active involvement in the

learning process.

AIMS

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AND NUTRITION
Regular involvement in physical activity has

multiple benefits for young people. As well as the

physical benefits, it can enhance feelings of

psychological wellbeing and self-esteem. It can help

reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety and

provide opportunities for social and moral

development.

Learning to balance the daily intake of food with

physical activity levels is at the heart of maintaining

a healthy body weight and a physically fit body.

Making informed choices about what and how

much is healthy to eat is difficult when we live in a

world of conflicting and competing messages about

food.

In senior-cycle SPHE, students have an opportunity

to examine the importance of physical activity and

nutrition in their lives. They can explore how and

why they might choose to increase or maintain their

current activity patterns. Students can also be

encouraged to examine the supports and/or barriers

that exist in relation to their participation in

physical activity. Goal-setting in relation to the

recommendations for physical activity in

adolescence can be facilitated in SPHE and students

can be encouraged to select realistic goals.

Students can learn to critically evaluate the plethora

of messages about nutrition and diet that they are

targeted with every day. Many students in senior

cycle have increasing responsibility for their diet and

nutrition. It is important that opportunities to

reflect and plan for healthy nutritional choices are

provided. The influence of different factors

including gender and culture on body image can be

examined and the implications for diet and

participation in physical activity considered.
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PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AND NUTRITION 

Content

Physical activity and

nutrition 

Self-awareness and

personal skills

Relationship skills

Building health literacy

Learning outcomes,

Students will:

• know and understand the recommendations for physical activity at different

life stages

• understand what it means to be fit in different contexts and the relationship

between fitness and health 

• know and understand the recommendations for diet and nutrition for each

sex at different life stages 

• critically examine the factors which influence physical activity participation

and nutritional choices, including friends, family, community, media and

environment

• critically examine personal values and attitudes to physical activity

participation and nutritional choices

• critically evaluate their own personal lifestyle choices about physical activity

participation and diet 

• apply skills of decision making, planning and reflection to lifestyle choices

about physical activity participation and nutrition

• know and understand the relationship between body image and self-image

• be aware of their own body image and consider the role of physical  activity

and nutrition in developing and supporting positive body image 

• consider how their  relationships with others can support or hinder healthy

lifestyle choices and behaviours in relation to  physical activity and nutrition

• critically evaluate the extent to which the physical environment supports

physical activity participation

• research and plan to use community facilities for physical activity

participation, for example, parks, leisure facilities and school or community

clubs

• examine the practice of food labelling and how it can support informed

nutritional decisions 
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In 2000, the World Health Organisation highlighted the problem of increasing rates of obesity. It is

important, therefore, that the environment in which students live should make healthier diets and lifestyles

the easier choices. However, it is recognised that from childhood onwards individuals are exposed to a range

of influences that can increase their risks of becoming overweight and obese. It is important that young

people have the information and the skills to make healthy food choices and understand safe weight

management strategies. These should be combined with lifestyle choices that promote regular physical

activity and a reduction in sedentary leisure habits.

(The Take Part Study—Physical Activity research for Teenagers: A Report for the East Coast Area Health Board

by Centre for Sports Science and Health at Dublin City University, 2004.)

Content

Gender and physical

activity and nutrition 

Stress management 

Learning outcomes

Students will:

• examine the differences and similarities between males and females in

physical activity participation

• identify barriers and supports to physical activity  participation for both

males and females 

• examine the differences and similarities between males and females and their

attitudes and behaviours in relation to diet and nutrition

• identify the different pressures exerted on males and females in relation to

diet, physical activity and physical appearance

• consider the role of physical activity, relaxation and informed nutritional

choices in stress management.



3.1 ASSESSMENT IN SPHE IN SENIOR
CYCLE

As part of the school curriculum, with stated aims

and learning outcomes, it is important that SPHE

includes assessment as a core planning

consideration. This ensures that

• students can take more responsibility for their

learning in SPHE

• teachers and students can plan for teaching and

learning in SPHE, informed by the outcomes of

ongoing assessment

• students’ learning in SPHE can be formally

recognised

• there is a framework for reporting to interested

parties, including parents.

Assessment in SPHE is concerned with both

ongoing assessment for learning and assessment of

learning, which takes place at the completion of an

area of learning and/or at the completion of the

course. 

3.2 ASSESSMENT FOR LEARNING (AfL)
Assessment for Learning is about using assessment

in the classroom as a tool to improve students’

learning, and is characterised by

• sharing the learning intention with the students

• sharing the success criteria with the students

• involving the students in assessing their own

learning

• providing feedback which helps students

recognise what they must do to close any gaps in

their knowledge or understanding

• communicating confidence that every student

can improve

• adjusting teaching to take account of the results

of the assessment.

Characteristics of Assessment for Learning in

SPHE

• AfL takes place at the site of learning; the

methodologies used in SPHE lend themselves

readily to the possibility of assessing students’

understanding at the time of learning. Students

are interacting with each other and the teacher in

SPHE. This communication process can be used

to inform themselves, each other and the teacher

about what is being learned.

• In AfL, the learning goals are shared; from the

outset, teachers and students are clear about the

purpose of the learning in the selected area of

learning. 

• In AfL, the feedback received from the

assessment activity supports learning; when

students participate in activities that demonstrate

their understanding, the teacher and the student

can use this information to plan future learning.

• AfL fosters self-assessment and independence;

when the students demonstrate their

understanding, through self and peer reflection,

they are encouraged to take responsibility for

their own learning. It is not only the teacher who

appraises the work. It is also the student. For

example, what have I learned in this session?

What am I going to do as a result of this new

understanding?

• AfL requires students to engage in ongoing

reflection about what is being learned and how it

is being learned. Students’ active involvement in

the learning process results in a deeper

commitment to the learning process and can

improve learning as a result.
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Ongoing engagement in Assessment for Learning

can develop students’ capacity to make sense of what

they are learning and reflect on its impact on their

lives in this and other contexts. Systematic recording

of these reflective exercises will enrich their efforts in

assessment of learning tasks. 

3.3 ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING
Assessment of learning in SPHE requires the

students to present selected reflections about the

journey they have taken in the context of one area

of learning. The aims of the area of learning provide

a context for the students’ reflections and these aims

will have been shared with the students as part of

ongoing assessment for learning practices. Students

will be required to reflect on their learning

experiences from a personal, social and/or health

perspective. Students’ reflections will be presented in

an SPHE Personal Reflection Task Report.

The SPHE Personal Reflection Task Report will start

with an overview of the students’ starting point in

the area of learning, including comments on what

they already know, what questions they may have

and what their attitudes and feelings are about this

area of learning. Students will then choose a

selection of significant personal learning experiences

and outline the reasons for their selection. Finally,

the report will include some insights about where

students believe they are now in relation to the aims

of the area of learning. Students are invited to

comment on how their learning might influence

their lives now and/or in the future. Students may

also identify questions that they still have in this

area of learning or make suggestions about how the

learning experiences in this area of learning might be

enhanced. The incorporation of the SPHE Personal

Reflection Task Report in a meaningful way will

depend on the engagement of students in ongoing

reflective practice in SPHE.

Assessment of learning in SPHE is not without its

challenges. Firstly, students’ learning in SPHE may

not become apparent to themselves or others until

sometime in the future. Secondly, the privacy of

students’ reflections in SPHE must be respected if

they are to be encouraged to be honest and

forthcoming. It will, therefore, remain up to the

students themselves to select what they wish to

include in their SPHE Personal Reflection Task

Report. Assessment of learning in SPHE aims to

identify the extent to which students can reflect on

their learning in a systematic way.  

The extent to which the assessment of SPHE will

engage with the formal examination process has yet

to be decided. In the interests of accommodating

different learning styles, alternative ways of

presenting the SPHE Personal Reflection Task Report,

including verbal reporting and/or a visual

representation, will be further examined. 

Assessment of learning takes place at the end of

years one and two. 

In year one, students are required to

• review and reflect on their learning in the

context of the aims for one area of learning, i.e.

mental health, gender studies, substance use or

relationships and sexuality education.

In year two, students are required to

• review and reflect on (i) a personal action plan

they have undertaken or (ii) a rich task they have

completed as an individual or as part of a group

in relation to an area of learning. 

(i) The personal action plan
In relation to one of the five areas of learning, the

student will prepare a personal action plan based on

an aspect they choose to address, for example:

• Information I want to get

• Something I want to understand better

• A change I want to make in my lifestyle
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• A decision I need to make

• A life skill I want to develop.

The student will follow a process that 

1. sets out a clear outline of what he or she wants to

do and why

2. outlines the steps that he/she needs to take to

make this happen

3. identifies support that he or she can call on

4. records progress in a journal 

5. allows her/him to reflect on what has been

learned from the experience

6. identifies how one might develop this process in

the future.

(ii) The rich task
In SPHE, the rich task is an action which the

students carry out, either individually, in pairs or in

groups. Completion of the rich task requires the

students’ understanding of a number of the learning

outcomes included in the particular area of learning.

It involves acquiring, applying and evaluating

knowledge and understanding. Students and

teachers may select from examples of rich tasks

provided or teachers and students may design their

own rich tasks.

The rich task is designed to encourage students to

consider an area of learning in an integrated way,

considering a number of aspects together to form a

more realistic understanding of the issues involved.

It requires active participation and students can

decide on different ways of completing the rich task.

It is important that the task is presented in a

manner that makes it something that the students

will want to do and which they will see as being

relevant and worthwhile.

Sequence of planning a rich task

• The teacher and students identify the area of

learning.

• The teacher, in collaboration with the students,

selects a rich task from the examples provided.

or

• The teacher and students identify the learning

outcomes that are of particular interest to them

and design a rich task based on these learning

outcomes, incorporating elements of knowledge,

values and attitudes and life skills.

• Students are clear about what is required of them

in the SPHE Personal Reflection Task Report,

which will be compiled in relation to their

experience of the management and completion

of the rich task.

• Teaching and learning over a number of classes is

planned in a sequence which can best support

the completion of the rich task.

• On completion of the rich task, the student

completes the SPHE Personal Reflection Task

Report.

The SPHE Personal Reflection Task Report will

include:

• A title

• The aims of the area of learning, including

comment on those which are the particular focus

of this report

• A record of students’ knowledge, questions,

attitudes, feelings and/or expectations as they

began this area of learning or before they

engaged in activities, including a personal action

plan or a group or individual rich task 

• A clear description of what was covered in the

area of learning, using details of a selection of
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learning experiences to illustrate what were

meaningful learning opportunities for the

student

• A description of the student’s reaction to a

selection of the experiences:

- I enjoyed… 

- I changed my mind about…

- I have greater understanding of …

- I found that… 

- It was interesting when… 

- It was helpful when…because… 

- I do…differently because… 

- I am now more aware of… 

- I would no longer… 

- I will continue to…

- A question I still have is…

- I had no interest in…

- I was disappointed because…

- I would do…differently

• A description of how their new awareness and/or

understanding might be useful now and in the

future and in what contexts

• Comment on whether the student would

recommend this area of learning to a friend,

including reasons why they would or would not 

• Comment on what the student would change

about the learning experiences to make them

more enjoyable and interesting, including

comment on particular learning experiences they

did or did not like. 
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4.1 APPROACHES TO TEACHING AND
LEARNING: CONSIDERATIONS FOR
TIMETABLING AND CLASS
ORGANISATION

Planning for teaching and learning in SPHE is

designed to promote greater student involvement in

deciding what is included in SPHE and students are

encouraged to be actively involved in the learning

environment. However, many of the areas of

learning addressed in SPHE in senior cycle require

sensitive handling by teachers and students since

they relate to students’ personal beliefs, attitudes and

customs. These can vary widely among individuals

and cultures. Students’ capacity to be fully involved

in the SPHE class is significantly reduced if they

experience embarrassment, humiliation, exclusion,

alienation or discrimination. The successful SPHE

learning experience depends significantly on a

positive and supportive learning environment. In a

supportive classroom, students can acknowledge

diverse points of view and show concern for one

another. Teachers can use a range of methodologies

to encourage all students to participate fully in the

programme.

While there is a place for whole-class teaching and

the considered use of multi-media, it is important

that the methodologies chosen motivate students to

personally engage in their learning. As in all

subjects, students are more likely to be committed

to SPHE when they are involved in the planning

and are clear about the purpose of the learning.

Negotiating and sharing the learning outcomes at

the outset of each area of learning can support

clarity of intention and increase motivation.

Planning should include assessment opportunities

related to the learning outcomes. This will enable

teachers and students to identify what is being

learned and how best to approach future learning.

These approaches aim to promote self-esteem and

self-confidence and encourage students to take

responsibility for their own learning. At all times,

the emphasis ought to be on the student taking

appropriate responsibility for their own health and

wellbeing and that of others.

In order to cater for these considerations, it is

important that schools offer SPHE as a double

period to smaller groups of students in a physical

environment conducive to the use of active

methodologies and the experiential learning cycle.

Such arrangements can help ensure that students

and teachers have a learning environment that

encourages students’ active participation and

supports teachers in their efforts to make SPHE

relevant and worthwhile.

4.2 AN ENABLING CURRICULUM
The provision of a curriculum and teacher

guidelines for SPHE in senior cycle does not prevent

teachers and students from identifying areas of

learning that are of particular importance in their

individual school setting.  The curriculum focuses

on five specific areas of learning: mental health,

gender matters, substance use, relationships and

sexuality education, physical activity and nutrition.

These areas of learning focus on the recurring

concerns of young people, their teachers, families

and researchers. However, other areas of learning can

be incorporated into SPHE, to offer students the

opportunity to look at areas of particular interest to

themselves, their school and/or their community.

Planning for school-selected areas of learning

Planning for teaching and learning in school-

selected areas of learning is informed by the learning

outcomes selected from each of the three

interconnected strands:
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• Emotional and social health and wellbeing

• Physical health and wellbeing

• Personal and group health and wellbeing.

Working together, teachers and students identify the

learning outcomes that are of most interest and

relevance to them from the table below. It is

important that learning outcomes from each of the

three strands are represented in the selection and

that they include opportunities for students to

expand their knowledge and information, to

examine their values, attitudes and beliefs and to

develop personal and social skills in the context of

the selected area of learning. 

Selecting learning outcomes for school-selected
areas of learning (see table opposite) 

Teachers and students can select learning outcomes

from each of the three strands outlined in the table

opposite. 

In addition to the selection of learning outcomes

from the table it is useful to examine

• the influence of gender and sex-role stereotyping

in the context of this area of learning.

• the influence of one’s cultural background on

health and wellbeing in the context of this area

of learning.

4.3 PROGRAMME EVALUATION
It is important that schools engage in ongoing

evaluation of the SPHE programme in senior cycle.

Such an evaluation can happen at a number of

different levels. Students can be given opportunities

to comment on their experience of the SPHE

programme and/or on particular areas of learning.

Their comments and recommendations can be used

to inform future developments in the school’s SPHE

programme.

SPHE teachers’ reflections on their personal and

professional experiences of teaching the subject can

be used to identify and prioritise their needs in

relation to the ongoing developments of the subject

in the school. 

Parents are a significant voice in the evaluation of

SPHE in senior cycle. It is important that parents

are made aware about what is being addressed in

SPHE in senior cycle, to facilitate their informed

involvement in the evaluation of the programme.

One of the three strands in SPHE in senior cycle,

personal/group health and wellbeing, focuses on the

wider influences on health and wellbeing. Schools

are encouraged to make links with voluntary and

statutory agencies in the community that also have

responsibility for aspects of health and wellbeing. It

is important that schools review these links and

continue to plan for their effective development.

Also, in the context of this strand, school policies

which directly impact on SPHE, for example,

relationships and sexuality education policy and

substance use policy, ought to be reviewed regularly

by representatives of the whole-school community:

parents, students, teachers and school management.

It is important that these policies reflect and support

the values inherent in the school’s SPHE

programme. 

Finally, it is recommended that school management

is involved in the ongoing evaluation of the SPHE

programme in order that they can fully support the

recommendations for the ongoing development of

the SPHE programme in the school.
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Emotional and social health and

wellbeing

In this context students will

• further develop self-awareness

of personal values, attitudes

and beliefs and those of others

• identify strategies for building

personal self-esteem and that

of others

• identify and expand existing

coping strategies

• understand the importance of

emotional expression and

develop appropriate ways of

expressing feelings in different

contexts

• critically examine the

importance of

communication skills and aim

to further develop them

• understand the importance of

positive thinking and self-talk

and develop the ability to use

this life skill effectively

• understand the impact of

stress on emotional and social

health and develop personal

skills for managing stress.

Physical health and wellbeing

In this context students will

• understand the factors that

impact on physical health

• critically evaluate the impact

of different lifestyle choices

on physical health

• differentiate between the

health factors which can

(lifestyle) and cannot

(heredity) be controlled

• identify physical health

enhancing activities for

various age groups

• explore links between

physical, social and emotional

health and wellbeing

• develop life skills in support

of physical health

• understand the relationship

between stress management

and physical health and

critically evaluate physical

activity options for managing

stress.

Personal and group health and

wellbeing

In this context students will

• identify young peoples’ social,

personal and health concerns 

• generate a personal and group

definition of health

• generate a personal and group

definition of this area of

learning

• discuss the concept of health

promotion, including the

determinants of health 

• examine personal safety

strategies and identify

particular relevant strategies

• discuss the impact of personal

lifestyle choices on the health

and wellbeing of others

• consider the role of parenting 

• identify and discuss

community structures/

supports for young peoples’

health and wellbeing

• consider the importance of

taking responsibility and

advocacy, selecting one issue

on which to act

• identify and discuss relevant

legislation and policy which

impacts directly or indirectly

on health and wellbeing

• review and discuss the

influence of the media.

SELECTING LEARNING OUTCOMES FOR

SCHOOL-SELECTED AREAS OF LEARNING 


