
The SPHE class provides a space where 
students can become aware of and learn about 
themselves and their relationships with others.  
The pedagogies suggested in this toolkit will 
help create an engaging and dialogical learning 
environment where young people can discuss, 
debate, reflect and problem-solve on questions 
that really matter for their lives now and in the 
future.

While there is an important body of knowledge 
that students need to learn in SPHE, the 
development of skills and the exploration of values 
and attitudes are equally important. Participative 
and dialogical teaching methodologies are an 
integral part of effective teaching and learning 
in SPHE/RSE as these methodologies enable 
learners to engage with a range of viewpoints; 
discuss and reflect on their own values, attitudes 
and behaviours and those of others: make sense 
of their learning and its meaning for their lives and 
come to thoughtful decisions. 

In recommending methodologies, we are not 
suggesting that every class should be taught in 
a prescribed or uniform manner. Teachers will 
exercise professional judgement and flexibility in 
choosing the teaching and learning strategies best 
suited to supporting their students in achieving 
the learning outcomes, conscious of their students’ 
particular developmental stage, abilities, interests, 
needs and backgrounds.  

David Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle provides 
an important framework for planning learning in 
SPHE. Find out about it here before going any 
further. The methodologies below can be used 
when planning different stages in this cycle.

             Icebreakers and energisers                                                                                                            

These are quick activities that can be used to 
energise a group or to create a relaxed and 
collaborative atmosphere for working together. 
Some examples can be found here

Relaxation and focusing techniques

Practising relaxation regularly in SPHE can help 
create e a calm space for discussion and personal 
reflection.  It can be challenging in a class 
context so keep it basic. You might use this at the 
beginning or end of class –it could be a breathing 
exercise, a short mindful meditation, a piece of 
music, a poem, an inspirational quote, etc.
  
A podcast with relaxation techniques from the 
National Psychological Support Service (NEPS) can 
be found here  

Breathe – relaxation and self-regulation techniques for 
children, developed by PDST can be found here

             Use video clips, music and popular media 
 
There is no limit to the range of video clips, song 
lyrics, etc that could usefully be incorporated into 
SPHE/RSE lesson planning. Judicious selection is 
important and a clear sense of purpose about what 
learning you want to achieve.  For example, you 
might select a video clip because it provides an 
inspirational story, because it provides information 
or because it offers guidance on how to manage 
a specific situation. Clips of TV programmes, 
songs or advertisements that students are familiar 
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https://schools.au.reachout.com/wellbeing-5s
https://soundcloud.com/user-719669409/relaxation-techniques-30-03-2020
https://www.pdst.ie/primary/healthwellbeing/relaxationandself-regulationtools


with can provide a stimulus for opening up a 
discussion too. These can prompt discussion, for 
example, about depictions of relationships and 
what’s appropriate or not appropriate in healthy 
relationships. 

The Dove Self-Esteem project includes a number 
of short videos (and lesson plans) which could 
open up discussions about body image and self-
esteem. Belong2 have created a number of short 
videos to support learning about LBGTI+ matters 
in the SPHE classroom. Similarly, a number of 
short videos have been developed to explain the 
concept of sexual consent such as tea and consent 
which could be incorporated into planning a series 
of lessons on this topic. 

Use creative and arts based 
active learning methods

Art-based teaching methods can be very helpful in 
teaching SPHE - especially topics that may trigger 
an emotional as well as an intellectual response. 
Arts based methods can take us out of our heads 
and open up more imaginative responses. They 
also facilitate different learning styles.  By using 
creative learning-by-doing methods focused 
on non-verbal interactions rather than talking, 
reading or writing, you can enable enjoyment and 
participation of all learners and increase group 
cohesion.

Ideas for creating posters, mood boards, films, 
storyboards and flashcards as well as suggestions 
for using drama, movement, dance, poetry and 
visual art can be found in Agenda – A Young 
People’s Guide to Making Positive Relationships 
Matter (produced as part of Welsh government 
guidance on RSE).

 Share research to stimulate discussion or 
 as a means of challenging the ‘norm’ 

The internal desire (recognised or unrecognised) 
for peer acceptance or approval can often be more 
powerful for young people than external or overt 
peer pressure. Opportunities should therefore be 
planned to challenge any sense of ‘everyone of my 
age does this/thinks this’. Relevant research data 
can be shared and discussed in class (in accessible 
format) to inform, stimulate discussion and 
perhaps challenge perceptions about what’s ‘the 
norm’. One useful example is the Health Behaviour 
in School-aged Children (HBSC) report (2020) 
based on data collected from 10-17 year olds in 
Ireland. A corresponding international perspective 
on young people’s behaviour can be found here.  
The My World Survey (2019) is Ireland’s largest 
survey of youth mental health and wellbeing 
while ESRI research Talking about sex and sexual 
behaviour of young people in Ireland could be 
useful too. 

Teach the skills needed for 
dialogue and listening 

We cannot assume that students have the 
language or the skills needed for respectful 
dialogue. Frequently these skills need to be 
taught and this takes time. Begin by agreeing 
some helpful phrases that will support classroom 
dialogue such as the examples on the next page..
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‘What’s in a question, you ask? Everything. It is a 
way of evoking stimulating response or stultifying 
inquiry. It is, in essence, the very core of teaching.’                                                          
John Dewey

https://www.dove.com/uk/dove-self-esteem-project.html
https://www.belongto.org/professionals/standup/stand-up-videos/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pZwvrxVavnQ
https://agenda.wales/agenda_0319/agenda_english.pdf
https://agenda.wales/agenda_0319/agenda_english.pdf
https://agenda.wales/agenda_0319/agenda_english.pdf
https://www.pdst.ie/sites/default/files/HBSC Irish Health behaviour in school aged children 2018.pdf
https://www.pdst.ie/sites/default/files/HBSC Irish Health behaviour in school aged children 2018.pdf
http://www.hbsc.org/publications/factsheets/
http://myworldsurvey.ie/
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS112_1.pdf
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS112_1.pdf


     Other relevant topics

•  Teacher as facilitator

•  Reflection in SPHE

I think….  

I believe… 

I feel … 

I agree/disagree and this is why… 

That’s an interesting idea! 

I respect that others think this but I think differently 
because…

I know some people might say … although I see things a 
bit differently …

Do I understand you correctly, are you saying….?

I’m not sure what you mean.  Can you say a bit more 
about that?

Students can also be invited to come up with 
additional useful phrases to use when engaging in 
small group or classroom discussion.

Create a classroom that facilitates listening

Re-arrange the classroom, if necessary, to ensure 
that the students are not sitting in rows and always 
looking to you, the teacher as the ‘expert’. Instead 
arrange the desks so that students can easily move 
into group work and regularly engage in small 
discussion groups. Or better still, arrange the chairs 
so that the class can sit in a circle to talk and listen 
to each other. 

                      Other techniques that a teacher can 
                      use to promote listening include: 

Paraphrasing – This is an excellent way to 
promote listening is by asking students to re-
state the perspective of others. Invite students to 
paraphrase what they hear another student saying 
to build this skill.

Think, pair, share – Pose a question and then allow 
time for reflection and paired discussion before 
opening up class discussion.

Wait time – Make sure all students are given the 
chance to think before engaging in discussion or 
responding to a question or stimulus material. 

Effective use of questioning - A key methodology 
in the teaching of SPHE/RSE is the framing of 
good questions. Well thought-out questions can 
challenge assumptions, stimulate critical thinking 
and prompt reflection. Plan teaching and learning 
around a small number of thoughtful and open 
questions. Also elicit the students’ own questions 
and use these to help plan lessons.
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Further useful resources:

See Focus on Learning: Effective Questioning 
booklet for further ideas on effective questioning 

See Working with Others Key Skills toolkit for 
collaborative learning methodologies.

See further classroom strategies for active learning 
compiled by JCT

https://www.ncca.ie/media/1924/assessment-booklet-2_en.pdf
https://ncca.ie/media/1147/workingwithothers_april2015.pdf
https://jct.ie/wholeschool/classroom_strategies

