
Relationship advice to replace religious instruction

Religious instruction will be replaced with “respectful relationships’’ lessons in Victorian
schools next year as part of a national effort to short-circuit family violence.

Victorian Education Minister James Merlino will announce today that relationship lessons will be
included in the curriculum as part of the physical education program from Prep to Year 10.
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Religious instruction would have to be taken in students’ free time during lunch breaks, or before
and after school.

Mr Merlino said this would free up 30 minutes of “valuable class time’’ every week for hundreds of
schools and thousands of students.

“Every second of class time counts,’’ Mr Merlino said in a statement with the Minister for the
Prevention of Family Violence, Fiona Richardson.

“Extra-curricular programs should not interfere with class time, when teachers and students should
be focused on the core curriculum.

“Currently, while up to 20 per cent of primary school students participate in (religious instruction),
other students are missing out on essential teaching and learning time.’’

Mr Merlino said religious instruction remained an “important and popular extra-curricular
program’’ that schools could continue to offer outside class time.

Instead, qualified teachers would instruct students in a new “respectful relationships’’ program.

Students would learn how to build healthy relationships, prevent family violence and understand
global cultures, ethics, traditions and faiths.

Mr Merlino said that in a multicultural, multi-faith society, acting with tolerance and respect was an
“essential skill’’.

“This new content helps all school students, regardless of their background or faith, to understand
the world around them and the ideas and values that shape that world,’’ he said.

Ms Richardson said it was important to teach students about “equality and respect’’ to prevent
family violence.

White Ribbon spokeswoman Jennifer Mullen said one in four Australian children would witness
domestic violence against a mother or stepmother. “It’s important that boys learn how to be
respectful and for girls to expect respect,’’ she said yesterday.

“It’s critical we educate young people in their formative years before their attitudes and behaviour
with respect to violence are set in stone.

“Exposure to domestic violence is considered a form of child abuse and results in an increased risk
of mental health, behavioural and learning difficulties.’’

National Council of Churches general secretary Sister Elizabeth Delaney said the removal of -
religious instruction from class time would be a “real loss’’ for children.

“Respect for people is at the heart of the Christian message and is also in the Koran,’’ she said
yesterday. “Religious education complements what families provide for their children and is
particularly important for children who don’t have that from church or their families.’’

In May, National Children’s Commissioner Megan Mitchell called on schools to teach children
about healthy relationships.



NSW announced last month that it would tackle domestic violence in lessons next year.

Queensland is also planning lessons on avoiding abusive relationships, following recommendations
by former governor-general Quentin Bryce.

Tasmania has also said it will introduce “respectful relationship” lessons in schools.


