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ARTICLE

What if?: becoming response-able with the making and mattering 
of a new relationships and sexuality education curriculum
EJ Renold a, Max R Ashton a and Ester McGeeneyb

aCardiff University, Cardiff, UK; bIndependent Researcher

ABSTRACT
This paper maps the development of a response-able (Barad 2007), crea-
tive professional learning programme for in-service teachers of an unfold-
ing relationships and sexuality education (RSE) curriculum in Wales (UK) 
where the authors are uniquely and deeply entangled. We chart crucial 
aspects of the ethical, political and creative praxis informing this journey 
and explore how the post-qualitative concepts of darta and dartaphacts 
(Renold 2018), through creative audits facilitated by teachers that sur-
faced what students know and wonder about RSE, challenge assumptions 
about ‘what matters’ in RSE for children and young people. We diffrac-
tively analyse teachers’ experiences of conducting creative audits across 
three post-qualitative vignettes and a poem. These dartaphacts-in-the- 
making offer glimpses at the boundless potential of making student voice 
matter, which we argue can spark and sustain a co-produced curriculum 
that comes from and stays close to ‘what matters’.
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Introduction

The landscape in which children and young people are navigating the contracting and expanding 
world of gender, sexuality and relationships is rapidly evolving, often in ways that call relationships 
and sexuality education policy and practice to account (e.g. Allen and Rasmussen 2017, Mayo and 
Blackburn 2019, Jones et al. 2019). For some time, contemporary researchers have been encoura-
ging us to think again how sexuality and relationships are ‘taught, learned, witnessed, affectively 
charged, embodied, enacted, muted, and resisted by students and educators’ (McClelland and Fine 
2017, p. 212). Kathleen Quinlivan (2018, p. 145) has argued, for example, that we must cultivate new 
possibilities for policy and pedagogy that make `Relationship and Sexuality Education (RSE) more 
meaningful and relevant for young people, by ‘letting go what adults have already deemed young 
people need to know about sexuality and relationships’. Yet, with some exceptions (e.g. Lamb and 
Randazzo 2016, Ward 2017, Coll et al. 2019, Ringrose et al. 2019, Wolfe 2018, Ging and Neary 2019, 
Pihkala and Huuki 2019, Marston 2020), inventive praxes for doing school-based RSE otherwise are 
often disembodied and disembedded from the political ecology of their situated policy or practice 
context. In this paper, we respond to this challenge by exploring the ‘What if?’ of doing RSE 
otherwise in a context where EJ (Author 1) and Ester (Author 3) are uniquely and deeply entangled. 
In Wales, the site of our engagement, an overhaul of the curriculum has created a moment where 
the national RSE policy and practice landscape is open to experimentation with what might be 
possible.
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We begin by outlining the conducive context for our work and locate our journey within new 
materialist/posthuman and post-qualitative inquiry. We then introduce the concepts of ‘darta’ and 
‘dartaphact’ (Renold 2018) and their capacity to craft and communicate affects, feelings and 
experiences that matter to children and young people in the sensitive area of RSE. We then share 
the iterative making of a bespoke teacher professional learning programme in Wales where work-
shop ‘data1’ take on a performative and transformative role, in making a co-produced curriculum 
come to matter. We end with a speculative commentary regarding the challenges and affordances of 
becoming entangled in an emergent praxis that operates at both the micro and macro levels of 
policy and practice, and in ways that cannot easily be predicted.

A conducive context

Following recommendations which draw upon the design of the Scottish curriculum (Donaldson 
2015, p. 93), the Welsh Government recently overhauled its national curriculum and proposed 
significant reforms to Relationships and Sexuality Education. Following two reports from 
a purposefully established Sex and Relationships Expert Panel, chaired by EJ (Renold and 
McGeeney 2017a, 2017b), these recommendations unfolded into a proposal for mandatory RSE 
for all children in Wales aged 3–16. Key changes include the shift from ‘sex’ to the more expansive 
definition of ‘sexuality’ and the foregrounding of ‘developmentally appropriate’ (rather than ‘age 
appropriate’) learning around six thematic areas (‘Rights and equity, Relationships, Sex, gender and 
sexuality, Bodies and body image, Sexual health and well-being and Violence, safety and support’) 
and across the curriculum, from humanities and the expressive arts to science and technology. 
Crucially, ‘developmentally appropriate’ is defined in the most recent guidance, not in relation to 
age categories, as is more commonly observed in RSE curricula, but as practice that ‘will not assume, 
but attune to and build upon learners’ evolving knowledge and experience’ (Welsh Government 
2020a, p. 40). Further, it states that learning should be underpinned by a collective whole-school 
approach and eight embedding principles (Rights and gender-equity based, Empowering, Creative, 
Co-produced, Holistic, Inclusive, Protective, and Preventative).

These are changes within which EJ and Ester are deeply implicated. For over two decades, EJ has 
cultivated and sustained an embodied and embedded ethico-political engagement in the field of 
gender and sexuality education with schools, youth groups, third-sectors, civil servants, and policy-
makers. Over time, a conducive context has unfolded enabling EJ to forge micro and macro 
alliances with ‘processual reciprocity’ (Masumi 2015, p. 81). A pivotal moment in how EJ became 
entangled in the formation of a new RSE was in the creation of a Welsh Government sponsored 
youth-activist gender and sexuality toolkit, ‘AGENDA: Supporting children and young people to 
make positive relationships matter’ (www.agendaonline.co.uk). Originally co-produced with over 
50 young people and key third sector organisations, AGENDA has since evolved as an online 
resource and outreach programme that invites practitioners to support children and young people 
to notice, share and call out how human and more-than-human relations and relationships are 
regulated in the context of social justice, rights, equity and diversity (see Renold 2019). AGENDA 
carefully re-matters youth voice with an affirmative, transformative, and creative praxis that has 
risen from years of arts-based research, engagement, and activism with young people (e.g. Renold 
and Ivinson 2019, Renold and Ringrose 2019).

Ester is an experienced youth practitioner and sexuality researcher new to working in the Welsh 
context as co-author of the SRE panel reports that have informed the current changes. Based on this 
work with the expert panel, EJ’s evolving praxis with AGENDA, and EJ’s ongoing role as consultant 
and advisor to Welsh Government, EJ and Ester were invited by one of the regional education 
authorities in Wales to develop and facilitate Wales’ first RSE professional learning programme 
(PLP) for in-service teachers, which is now in its third year – a journey that Max (Author 2) has 
been mapping in his doctoral research. Below, we provide a brief account of the PLP. First, however, 
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we give space to the theoretical terrain that has informed our praxis and to the concepts of darta and 
dartaphacts that we are working with in the PLP and in this paper.

Concepts that move our methods: becoming response-able for doing RSE otherwise

In a hyper-rationalist ‘what works’, ‘post-truth’ world, it is an ongoing struggle to experiment with 
how educational research-engagement-activisms can be enlivened and made to matter. 
Accordingly, this paper departs from conventional approaches to research and instead offers 
a speculative creative praxis – an emergent, art-ful theory-doing we loosely describe as post- 
qualitative (St. Pierre 2011, Lather 2016). Post-qualitative research, which is informed by new- 
materialist, posthuman and indigenous approaches to research, scrambles presumed binaries of 
researcher and participant and the distance between them. Inquiry is recast as a sort of ‘posthuman 
co-production’ (see Renold and Ivinson, forthcoming) that comes from being-with others (e.g. 
people, place, objects, etc.), rather than researching ‘about’ or ‘on’ something. It moves research into 
direct engagement with the world. The explicit attention to the ethical, political, affective and 
entangled nature of ‘research’ means that research ‘data’ are simultaneously personal, performative 
and full of transformative potential. In feminist educational research, this praxis is in full swing (see 
Taylor and Ivinson 2013; Ringrose et al. 2018), with research that is taking ‘better account for the 
multiple, entangled, ever-shifting, difference-rich nature of processes of teaching, learning, school-
ing, and activism’ (Strom et al. 2019, p. 1) and drawing from and developing a vibrant legacy 
attentive to unequal power relations (e.g. Spivak 1978, Minh-ha 1989; Hooks 1994, Anzaldua, 1999).

In dialogue with much post-qualitative, posthuman, feminist new-materialist (Strom et al. 2019; 
Murris 2020) and indigenous relational scholarship (King et al. 2020), Karen Barad’s (2007) concept 
of ‘response-ability’ has become increasingly central to our inquiry. This concept entangles three 
main ideas. First, we do not stand outside or apart from what comes to matter. Ontology is 
epistemology. This means that, in response-able research, the researcher is always already part of 
the phenomena being investigated, and, therefore, how we come to know is inseparable from 
research events. Second, what ‘matters’ is an ongoing and dynamic process of differentiation in 
which agency is not just something possessed by humans. Mattering, then, refers to the process by 
which natural, social, cultural and technological phenomena intra-act1 to form life’s becomings (a 
kind of posthuman agency). In this posthumanising of agency, what happens or what comes to 
matter is not causal or sequential but involves response-able researchers making an ‘agential cut’ 
(Barad 2007) which has implications for what becomes visible or knowable as research ‘data’ 
(Coleman et al. 2019).

This leads to the third strand. Barad’s onto-epistemology, or how matter comes to attention 
through an ‘agential cut’, always involves ethical issues of in/justice and in/equity, where matters of 
concern and matters of care are marbled with power. Response-ability, Barad cautions, is ‘not about 
the right response, but rather a matter of inviting, welcoming, and enabling the response of the 
Other’ (Barad, in Kleinman 2012, p. 81) and paying attention to the ways in which phenomena are 
always becoming otherwise. Enabling and welcoming Other ways of being-knowing-responding in 
the field of relationships and sexuality education (RSE) has multiple implications for us. The 
response-ability of becoming otherwise in this context involves making space and time for con-
ducting research-engagement-activist projects designed to attune to children and young people’s 
experiences and creatively and safely communicate these experiences in ever-changing contexts – 
a process in which the site of engagement is central.

01Karen Barad replaces ‘interaction’ with the concept of ‘intra-action’ to radically rework the idea of causality. As EJ has 
summarised elsewhere, “Barad encourages us not to conceive of change as happening to or from something. Rather, she 
invites us instead to consider a ‘diffractive’ approach where meaning is always in process, always mattering and always 
unknown” (Renold 2018, p. 39). As Barad argues, ‘with each intra-action, the manifold of entangled relations is reconfigured . . . 
there are no singular causes. And there are no individual agents of change. Responsibility is not ours alone’ (Barad, 2007, p. 
394).
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Becoming response-able is always situated in ‘specific histories of particular practices of engage-
ment’ (Barad, in Kleinman 2012, p. 81). For us, the iterative unfolding of making a professional 
learning programme for a new RSE emerged in a specific and conducive socio-political context in 
Wales – or, following Deleuze and Guattari (1987), a non-linear and rhizomatic ‘RSE policy and 
practice assemblage’. The Deleuzo-Guattarian concept assemblage is a generative one for us because 
it allows for a relational and processual analysis of how multiple actants of different types, scales, 
and forces (people, objects, spaces, affects, discourses etc.) entangle under certain conditions to 
produce the kinds of posthuman agency we referred to above (Buchanan 2020). Unlike most ‘wild 
policy’ assemblages (see Lea 2020) that researchers map from a distance, we, the authors, are 
differentially entangled in both the ontological and discursive-material formations in this assem-
blage. As Isabelle Stengers (2019, p. 19) writes, this is not a process where ‘academics’ critique from 
a ‘safe distance’, this is ‘engagement all the way down’, and involves being there in the thick of 
things.

Indeed, the past and present practices of engagement that have created the formative conditions of 
this unfurling policy assemblage include historical legacies of revolution and devolution in Wales/ 
Cymru; a lively history of third sector feminist partnerships; a national Futures and Well-being Act 
(Welsh Government 2015); a national policy on gender-based and sexual violence (Welsh 
Government 2015); a progressive political legacy that legislates for children’s rights, equity and social 
justice, including a children’s rights-based approach to Sex and Relationships Education (Welsh 
Government 2010) and, crucially, a radical overhaul of a national curriculum which champions 
a grass-roots co-construction of ‘what matters2’ with teachers, pupils, stakeholders and academics 
(Donaldson 2015). While it is beyond the scope of this paper to detail these past, present and future 
political legacies and lines of flight, collectively and over time they form a dynamic RSE assemblage of 
possibility and have tilled the soil the professional learning programme (PLP) took root within as well 
as enabled an emerging creative praxis, which we introduce in the next section.

Informing RSE with a creative praxis: making darta and dartaphacts matter

The creative praxis that informs the development of the PLP (outlined in the next section) has been 
distilled in the AGENDA resource through its stARTer activities, which concern the making and 
mattering of darta and dartaphacts (Renold 2018). We theorise darta as the process of using 
creative methods to craft and communicate experience and dartaphacts as the art-ful objects that 
carry this experience into new places and spaces. Dartaphacts have the potential to generate 
a quality of ‘extra-beingness’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987), a multi-dividual, rather than individual, 
expression of what matters. As an example, one participating teacher conducted a ‘creative audit’ of 
RSE at her school by asking her 11–12 year old students to write their questions about relationships 
and sexuality on paper labels, which they then tied to a tree, to help the students share and grow 
their ideas (see Renold et al. 2020a, p. 51). Here, the question-labels are the darta – subsequently 
reused to help both teachers and schools to build their RSE curriculum – and the tree is the 
dartaphact, which has since journeyed to conferences, meetings and training events for teachers, 
researchers and young people to intra-act with (see Figure 1).

Through the process of experiencing darta and constructing dartaphacts, teachers are enabled to 
‘empirically attune’ (Stewart 2014) to children and young people’s experiences of RSE. As Kathleen 
Stewart (2014) writes, an ‘empirical attunement . . . . to a thing . . . produces an opening’ and it is 
through attuning (in this case to the questions, ideas and experiences of children and young people) 
that new ways of knowing and methods of doing relationships and sexuality education might flow. 
Mixing data with art to form the hybrid darta is also an explicit post-qualitative intervention to trouble 
what counts as measurable data or ‘evidence’ and to foreground the value of creative methodologies 
(Renold 2019). The ‘ph’ replaces ‘f’ in dartaphact, to register the posthuman forces of art-ful objects as 
proto-political enunciators. The ‘act’ in dartaphact also explicitly signals the ethico-political activist 
intentions in creating and make visible these multi-vidual expressions of what matters.
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In our work, making ‘voice’ matter in all its qualitative multiplicity (see also Mayes 2019) has 
been an integral element in a policy process where young voices are typically absent. In previous 
work with the Welsh government, for example, EJ and Ester drew on case studies from AGENDA in 
their evidence report for Welsh Government (Renold and McGeeney 2017b) to enliven and 
illustrate how a holistic ‘living curriculum’ might be enabled when it is informed by the principles 
of rights, equity, creativity, inclusivity, empowerment, protection and co-production. These are all 
concepts that started out in the AGENDA resource, and now underpin the statutory RSE frame-
work in Wales, and lie at the heart of our PLP creative praxis.

While many of the activities in the AGENDA resource and the PLP combine creative and arts-based 
methods (e.g. drama, drawing, dance, poetry), the art in our creative praxis resides in the way an 
experience, dartaphact or event unfolds (Springgay and Truman 2018, Renold and Ivinson 2019). It’s 
a praxis that encourages the co-creation of encounters that facilitate emergent, speculative modes of 
working where new things might be noticed, felt, made and enacted. We draw directly from Erin 
Manning’s (2016) medieval rejuvenation of art as process, or the way we engage and become response- 
able for what emerges. Over the years, dartaphacts co-created with young people in our outreach with 
schools and youth groups, across invited or created events, workshops, conferences, and social media 
landscapes have become generative ways of transporting ideas and experiences on sensitive and hidden 
issues for others to intra-act with (Renold et al. 2020b). As we explore below, they have been instru-
mental in informing the emerging Relationships and Sexuality Education curriculum in Wales.

Crafting a professional learning assemblage for re-mattering ‘what matters’ in RSE

The promised revisions to RSE have been slow to materialise, and the detail of ‘what matters’ in RSE 
is yet to materialise (with the Covid-19 pandemic further stalling an already stuttering process). The 
stops and starts of our engagement in the process have, however, provided us with opportunities to 
develop our own, and Wales’ first RSE professional learning programme from inside this live and 
still-unfurling RSE policy assemblage. Following Barad, we might conceptualise this as an ethico- 
political ‘agential cut’ in our praxis of becoming response-able.

The RSE PLP invites in-service teachers from primary, secondary, and special schools in Wales 
to participate in a range of creative activities that they can experiment with in an initial 2-day 

Figure 1. Darta and Dartaphact.
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workshop and build on when they return to their schools (Figure 2). The core praxis of the PLP is to 
find new ways to bring ‘what matters’ to life, by inviting teachers to attune to the complexity of 
young people’s experiences and to register and re-assemble the dissonance they may feel in doing 
so. The creative audit is central to this process.

At the end of the initial 2 days of professional learning, teachers plan and facilitate a creative 
audit in their schools. Informed by the AGENDA stARTer activities, the creative audit asks teachers 
to use creative activities as a way of listening to what matters to young people about relationships 
and sexualities. We have used the term ‘audit’ intentionally to simultaneously signal and subvert the 
neoliberal measuring practices of a school’s ‘audit culture’ via a return to its Latin roots. An audit 
can open up the ‘listening’ process (aural) to a process of perception (‘au’ – to perceive). In doing so, 
it subverts and scaffolds accountability on the journey of coming to know differently through 
creativity as a way (Manning 2016) to imagine otherwise.

Presently, the PLP has directly engaged with 37 teachers across 32 schools in Wales, each of 
whom has conducted a creative audit that has impacted over 550 teachers and over 1500 children 
and young people. While teachers are free to experiment with their creative audit, we provide them 
with a series of creative activities that they can use to explore the WHAT, HOW and WHAT IF of 
RSE with students, staff, governors, and parents. In the final two workshops, teachers share their 
darta and how they make ‘sense’ (Stengers 2019) of their darta with each other and with EJ and 
Ester. Here, teachers are encouraged to consider what is doable (pragmatic) and possible (spec-
ulative), with whom, and how they might share the findings of their creative audit. Collectively, we 

Figure 2. Professional learning programme summary. See Renold et al. 2020a, p.15.
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have seen teachers craft a lively whorl of jars, plates, hearts, trees, runways, wyred, bodies, tubs and 
more, and shared their findings and dartaphacts at governor meetings, regional conferences, and 
staff training events (Figure 3).

Working with the darta produced in the creative audit is ongoing. For this paper, we have intra- 
acted with the transcribed audio data, drawn from participating teachers’ presentations on their 
creative audits, and our own embodied memories of being there, via a diffractive analysis where our 
involvement in the co-production of matter and meaning is kept in flow. As Hillevi Lenz-Taguchi 
(2012, p. 265) notes, a diffractive analysis is ‘an embodied engagement with the materiality of 
research data: a becoming-with the data as researcher’. Here, the process of analysis is ensuring that 
what comes to matter, and the creative (making) and affective (sensory) quality of ‘making-sense’ 
and ‘sense-making’, stays lively and on the move. Diffractive analysis not only registers ‘new kinds 
of material-discursive realities’ but in ways ‘that can have transformative and political conse-
quences’ (Lenz-Taguchi 2012, p. 265). Our diffractive analysis process enabled us to create new 
dartaphacts, in this case three vignettes3 and a poem.4 It was a process that allowed us to glimpse at 
how our research with participating teachers is beginning to buzz with possibilities, creating 
moments where, together, we wondered: ‘what if’ RSE could become otherwise?

Jarring RSE: what else can a jar do?

Jars, as communicative vessels, have long played a central role, carrying and transporting difficult to 
control and contain substances and objects. Given that RSE deals with sensitive issues that can 
arouse feelings of anxiety, shame and vulnerability (Gilbert 2014, Robinson and Davies 2017), we 
adapted EJ’s AGENDA activity ‘What Jars you?’ in our PLP (Figure 4) to explicitly acknowledge and 
register those feelings with care (see Renold and Ringrose 2019 for further details of the Jar 
methodology).

At the beginning of the first workshop, each teacher writes what ‘jars’ them about RSE in their 
schools on pieces of paper and fills a jar with their (anonymous) fears and concerns about RSE. At 
the end of the day, and throughout the course, EJ and Ester respond to their individual and 
collective concerns (for those that share the contents of the jars). We then invite teachers to 
adapt the jar activity as they prepare and conduct a creative audit to listen to the views and 
experiences of other staff, students, governors and parents, and begin to co-produce their RSE 
provision. As we go on to explore, the jarring method offers teachers not only a creative method for 
surfacing their own difficult to articulate thoughts, views, and feelings on a range of RSE issues, but 
a way to attune to and share how RSE matters and jars in their own contexts.

In the post-qualitative vignettes that follow, we illustrate how the jar method was adapted by 
three of the teachers in their creative audits. Each vignette provides a glimpse into how the darta 
moved them: that is, how it sparked feelings or ideas that enabled them to re-imagine new ways of 
doing RSE. It is worth noting that none of the teachers participating in the PLP had ever conducted 
a creative audit with children and young people on RSE issues before. We have named each vignette 

Figure 3. Teachers intra-acting with their dartaphacts from the creative audit.
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becoming polytical, clutter, and time tubs – a naming process where we experimented with the 
etymological traces of particular words and objects that seemed to capture the discursive- 
materiality of the darta (e.g. ‘becoming polytical’ was used to signal the politics of how youth 
voice was resonating in multiple ways via the adaption of the original jar method using a poly- 
pocket). We intentionally share each vignette without introduction or immediate interpretation to 
invite readers to directly explore what else the jarring methodology can do within and across the 
three vignettes before we offer our own discursive-affective engagements (Dernikos et al. 2020). 
This post-representational analysis may jar some readers, but we hope the direct engagement might 
enable practitioners to re-purpose these dartaphacts for their own uses. As post-qualitative vign-
ettes, they have not only been crafted for this paper, but are also now informing our praxis with 
a new cohort of teachers, and as emergent ‘evidence’ for an unfolding curriculum.

Figure 4. What JARS you about RSE.

Becoming polytical 
Poly [Greek]:  
many/much/multi 
Pocket: a vessel, container or cavity to deposit and protect valued goods 
Poke: [16th Century Anglo-Norman French]: protrude, prod, make visible, sex, power  

“I was excited like everybody else, I think, to get on with things, so I started – I felt like a really great place and probably the best 
place to start was with the children . . . what I found difficult was conveying to them what I wanted from them. It’s kind of – 
I didn’t really know myself . . . I find the same with all these kinds of things, when you’re kind of – something’s plonked upon you, 
and you’re asked to kind of share it with the children, I often find they’ve kind of got better ideas than me (. . .) I told them that 
SRE (Sex and Relationships Education) was going to change to be relationships and sexuality, and what they thought that was. 
So it took us a while before we even got to the post-its-and the writing down, it took – there was just a lot of talking – and um . . . 
and then the kind of vocabulary started to come out, and then we started to get a better idea of what um, what RSE really is.
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Caryl (teacher) adapts the ‘What jars you about RSE?’ activity, which invites children to write messages responding to this 
prompt on post-its and insert them into a jar. With the class of Year 5, she swaps the jars for poly-pockets. Each pocket is filled 
(pele) with children’s sticky ideas, questions and experiences. ‘The children were really excited . . . they love anything sensory, 
they loved all the different colours . . . I got them to decorate their poly-pockets . . . they’re simple things but they loved it . . . and 
the things they came out with!’. Initial assumptions about ‘the kinds of questions’ anticipated are over-turned. ‘Sexual 
intercourse and things like that, just didn’t come up at all’. It was, ‘how do people turn you into a boy or a girl? and ‘I want to 
know what Brexit is . . . there was lots of stuff about racism too’.  

With Year 6, ‘we used polystyrene cups’. They were ‘so mature’. They ‘moved off into their little cwtches around the classroom’ 
and ‘I felt more than anything, they were speaking to each other . . . it was lovely to start a conversation with them . . . these are 
the ones (children) that are knocking on my door every lunchtime’. The variety of ‘what comes up’ continues. ‘Being elegant’, 
‘stripping’, ‘two boys can like each other and girls can do the same’, ‘adverts and (the film) Twilight’. One boy ‘was very open 
about the fact that he knew lots about periods because he has a dog who’s on heat and they put a nappy on her sometimes’.  

Feeling ‘more confident’ and becoming increasingly aware that the proliferation of what matters to children is all connected, 
and can ‘kind of . . . all come under the same umbrella’ of what counts as RSE, Caryl reflects: ‘Something that I’ve noticed . . . is 
that I’m seeing RSE everywhere! I’ve learnt that the kids are gonna love it, and it absolutely needs to happen, week in, week out, 
not just in a block pull down week. It needs to be in history, in needs to be in science, it needs to be in geography. It needs to be 
everywhere! and I think that is what I need to figure out . . . I took the creative audit findings to the staff and it was SO useful . . . . 
to convey to teachers, they don’t need to think of it as RSE, they need to think of it as everything else. And yeah they (teachers) 
are overwhelmed with changes and uncertainty, but I do think they’re open to a new way forward now. RSE is just around us all 
the time and it really needs to be . . . it needs to be . . . we need to be secure in that before we do anything else.’

Clutter 
Clutter (v.): 1500’s “to collect in heaps, crowd together, disorder, variant of ‘clotern’, to form clots, to heap on (1400); 1600s: 
‘to litter, to crowd (a place) by a disorderly mass of things’.  

‘I can’t afford jars, so I made a bothering box . . . c’mon let’s do this!’.  

Helen conducted her creative audit with children and young people diagnosed as having profound and additional multiple 
learning needs. ‘Excited’ about getting started, she carved a space and made time to make things happen. Transforming boxes 
previously used to carry printer paper, by covering them in purple paper, Helen introduced her ‘post-16 pupils’ to her ‘bothering 
box’. Helen talks about ‘acting as their advocate’ and ‘writes verbatim what they said’, scribing for those who struggle to write. 
The activity becomes both troublesome (English, ‘bother’) and connective (Welsh, ‘bother’). The students fill the boxes with their 
wants, needs and questions:  

‘Is Justin Bieber gay? What is fellatio? Why does mummy shout at me? What is rape? What is consent? If animals can be gay 
naturally why can’t humans? There are gay penguins on David Attenborough so why can’t I be? Is it all right to like girls if you 
want? Why do girls have different sized boobies? When I turn sixteen do I have to have sex? Do we need to go to the gym and lift 
weights to pick up girls? What is a sex offender?’  

Helen reflects, ‘The kids were great. They loved it. They thought that was the best thing in their life, and my kids take a long time 
to process things’. Sharing the bothering box with parents and governors was also ‘brilliant, really really good’. Helen was 
‘expecting massive resistance,’ but ‘they were really into it’.  

The ‘biggest challenge was the staff’. They were the ‘hardest group . . . really resistant’, with some saying ‘we shouldn’t be 
teaching sex to our children, it makes them too vulnerable . . . what if parents don’t agree . . . I felt like ramming my head 
through a brick window’. Feeling like she was ‘fighting a losing battle with staff’, Helen throws the bothering box in the bin. The 
contents become clutter: ‘I can’t cope with clutter in my classroom . . . get out . . . I don’t have anything left . . . It’s all gone. Sorry’.  

But Helen stays with the trouble. ‘It really hit home about how we teach our kids . . . the biggest take-away is that pupils have far 
more knowledge and a thirst for knowledge that we, as staff, give them credit for . . . I have to find a meaningful and appropriate 
way of teaching RSE’. She sets up ‘a working group in school to make sure everybody’s voice is heard’ and finds a way to respond 
to and meet the ‘bother’. She also ‘builds up a working relationship with similar colleagues in similar settings’. Starting in the 
‘middle of a rainbow’ with a new ‘whole school approach’ that re-matters ‘RESPECT’ in ways that attunes to the rights of young 
people and the diversity and spectrum of learning needs. ‘It’s an uphill battle . . . everything you find, you have to adapt’. ‘We 
have a saying in our school. When a flower doesn’t bloom you fix the environment in which it grows’. A nurturing environment 
for a bothering RSE curriculum is in the making.
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Paul Preciado (2019, p. 42), drawing on Édouard Glissant’s concept of the ‘trembling’ [un 
tremblement] argues, ‘we understand the world better, when we tremble with it, for the world 
trembles in every direction’. Each vignette we share here has been crafted in ways that might 
provide a glimpse into the affective effects of how youth ‘voice’, re-mattered as darta in the adapted 
jarring activities, trembles across a series of crossings in ways that open up RSE ‘in every direction’.

In the first vignette, becoming polytical, the jar method has been adapted as a poly-pocket 
activity and invites an abundance of all that might come to matter in a new holistic RSE that 
encompasses ‘history’, ‘geography’, and ‘science’. Polymorphous potentials entangle with the 
multiple derivatives of ‘pocket’, a cavity to deposit and hold valued, sticky expressions – the 
sleeve, acting as a protective shield to safely and anonymously store and make visible 
a multitude of messages that might ‘start conversations’ and begin to open up RSE to its 
‘everywhere’ (e.g. from two boys loving each other to racism and Brexit). In ‘clutter’, what 
trembles in the ‘bothering box’ becomes too much to bear. Early enthusiasm from young 
people, parents and school governors presents overwhelming challenges. Voice becomes litter, 
and ‘what matters’ creates unbearable relationalities. But Helen stays with the trouble and 
continues to bother. She starts in the middle of rainbows, drawing in the whole school to 
create environments that re-matter respect in ways that begin to structure the chaos so that 
voices and experiences in all their neuro and physical diversity might grow and bloom. In 
time tubs, salvaged containers enclose a nexus of potentials (cake? Chocolate? Change?) and 
manifest a powerful affective force as the time tub dartaphacts are reassembled and opened by 
hungry teachers in Manod’s classroom – a liminal space where food, socialising, ranting, and 
raving are all possibilities. Times (the 1980s, ‘now’, earlier, a possible future) ebb and flow 
throughout Manod’s journey, and percolate within makeshift vessels which keep shifting. 

Time Tubs 
Time (n.): [Old English] tīma, of Germanic origin; related to tide. 
Tub (n.): [Middle Low German, Middle Dutch or Middle Flemish, late 14th Century] open vessel made of wooden staves. Also 
17th Century slang for ‘pulpit;’ hence tub-thumper ‘speaker or preacher who thumps the pulpit for emphasis.’  

‘I didn’t particularly want to do creative stuff with them, because I just wanted the[ir] time.’ 
Manod conducts her first audit with the senior leadership team (SLT) at her secondary school. Initially sceptical of creative 
practices – ‘I thought if I’d said I was gonna do those, they might’ve gone “Well I’m not quite sure”’ – she prepares a presentation 
flowing from the 1980s AIDs crisis to former Wales rugby captain Gareth Thomas’s work ending the stigma of HIV: ‘I said we’ve 
gone from this [1980s] to this [the present], and we need to change with it’. Her call for change in RSE shifts something. A crack 
opens, and precious time leaks through: ‘they gave me thirty minutes – I was in there for an hour and a half.’ Newly capacious 
minutes beckon Manod to collect something. Improvising with red and green card, she asks the SLT to record their worries about 
RSE at the school, and their hopes for the future. She leaves the meeting enlivened, her audit approved of: ‘I . . . said, “can I do 
more?”, and they went “yes, carry on”’.  

Next, Manod meets with pupils from across the school. Improvising once again, she brings three empty chocolate tubs with her to 
collect any written responses within. Some confusion ensues: ‘I used tubs, and they . . . were really excited for this ‘cause they thought 
there was gonna be chocolate in them . . . what if – I said there’s none in there, so what are you gonna do?’ Adapting an activity from 
the professional learning sessions, she asks them to share their experiences of RSE content and pedagogy, and their desires for the 
future. The activity is successful: ‘They really enjoyed doing that, once they got over the initial rejection of the chocolate.’  

Finally, Manod sets out to audit her school’s teachers, but busy work schedules and a parent’s evening intervene. However, a chance 
encounter at her classroom thrusts tubs and teachers into confluence: ‘I’m kind of like a go-to on dinner time, all the other members of 
staff come to my room for food, have a bit of a social thing, people rant and rave, and I had this sugar paper all over the desk, and 
these chocolate [tubs] . . . it’s like “oh, is it somebody’s birthday, are we having cake?” It’s like, no! we never have cake, it’s just like, pieces 
of paper!’  

Transported somewhere new, the possibility of cake calls teachers to engage with the tubs and their surprising contents. They break 
open; voices are undammed, and new conversations well up: ‘A lot of them then – a couple of the humanities teachers did say then 
‘well, we can do sexuality, because we look at sexuality in different countries, and then the maths department were going “well, we 
can look at statistical evidence” . . . I’ve got to say, I’m really shocked.’ Creativity resurges through Manod’s readiness to improvise 
and salvage, as she contains, carries, and releases the voices of stakeholders between surprising vessels, times, and spaces.
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Darta is enunciated through tubs which start to ‘thump’ themselves, calling out for a more 
holistic and comprehensive RSE, than previously imagined.

Each vignette offers a series of eventful moments that chart three individual teacher’s intra- 
actions with their darta as they find creative ways of sharing newly crafted dartaphacts of experience 
across the school and the wider community, and to use what comes to matter as the starting point 
for developing a new, living RSE curriculum. It is a process that ‘becomes a responding, a recalling, 
a gathering together’ (Stewart 2014, p. 120), releasing affective forces that pull into motion the 
possibilities of how re-mattering youth voice is opening up the ‘What if?’ of an RSE yet to come. The 
articulation of these collective affective forces focuses the next section.

Beyond measure: what if RSE is everywhere?

In this final section, we share a poem, each line created from teachers’ own words as they reflect 
upon intra-acting with the darta generated in their creative audits with children and young people. 
They expressed how they felt about the process with us and the wider group at two key points 
during the PLP: first, after conducting their creative audit and second, after expanding their creative 
audit and/or experimenting with how the darta might or has changed their practice in some way. 
Each line distils a moment of the teachers’ learning journey in which together they were co-creating 
the very beginnings of an RSE-worlding in the making. Each stanza (WHAT, HOW, WHAT IF) 
aims to capture significant moments where darta becomes provocation and sets off a series of 
pedagogical unfoldings. Collectively, we hope the poem might sensitise readers to the ways in which 
this emerging RSE assemblage of intra-acting with darta is ‘composed and generative, pulling 
matter and mind into a making: a worlding’ (Stewart 2014, p. 119).

Beyond offering an alternative to more traditional approaches of ‘analysing’ and ‘representing’ 
research data, this poem presents another opportunity to create a dartaphact-in-the-making (see 
Figure 5). As the section’s title, ‘Beyond Measure’ gestures towards, our intention in sharing 

Figure 5. Making relationships and sexuality education matter: a photobook.
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teachers’ reflections in this way is to re-imagine accountability (with the creative ‘measurement’ of 
an audit as poem) within a response-able, post-qualitative praxis. We have called the poem ‘JELLY’ 
(figures 6, 7, and 8) not only to capture the wobbly and slippery affects and feelings that congeal 
over time as the teachers become entangled in a process that may be underpinned by a forthcoming 
statutory structure (i.e. a jelly mould) for a new vision of what RSE could be. It also gestures towards 
a praxis that remains infused with gnawing awareness that when things get too hot to handle (e.g. as 
RSE expands in ways that generate anxiety as teachers attune to and step into the unknown), like 
Jelly meeting hot water, all might rapidly dissolve.

Figure 6. JELLY ‘What’.
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Figure 7. JELLY ‘How’.
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CODA

This paper is the first of a series mapping an emerging post-qualitative praxis in our journey of 
becoming response-able for co-creating a new Relationships and Sexuality Education in Wales 
where each author has had the unique and rare privilege to inform and continue to make matter. 
Across each section, we have outlined the arc of a new professional learning programme with 
a creative approach engaging teachers in a speculative process of ‘What if?’ – that is, what if RSE 
could become otherwise? We shared these through post-qualitative vignettes and poems as darta-
phacts-in-the-making, because in post-qualitative inquiry, everything matters, and these darta-
phacts are already being re-mattered in multiple ways for a life beyond this journal article.

In Jarring RSE we explored some of the unanticipated twists and turns of how teachers adapted 
a jarring activity in ways that re-mattered teacher and ‘pupil voice’. These adaptations were practical 
(teachers talked about not having the money or time to go and buy or recycle jars and how they 
grabbed at the resources they had available), affective (inviting and affecting bother, excitement, 
frustration, concern, passion, connection and so much more) and transformative (shifting what 
teachers and students see as possible for RSE and setting off a desire to do more with what they are 
learning – ‘they keep knocking on my door at lunch time’).

In the poem, JELLY, each stanza has been crafted to capture teachers’ discursive reflections of an 
unfolding journey towards a new holistic, creative, co-produced and rights-based RSE in formation. 
The first stanza (WHAT, Figure 6) attunes to the struggles and anxieties to imagine how teachers’ 
creative audits might matter-realise into their practice (‘not quite sure’, ‘reluctance’, ‘resistance’, 
‘loads of ideas . . . but’); the second stanza (HOW,Figure 7) elucidates teachers’ ‘astonishment’, 
‘surprise’ and ‘amazement’, as the darta over-turns assumptions on what and how ‘matters’ come to 
matter to children and young people in ways that open up the transdisciplinary nature of RSE as 
‘everywhere’. The third stanza (WHAT IF?, Figure 8) gets to the heart of our paper and gestures 
towards how the process of making what matters with their students propels teachers forward 

Figure 8. JELLY ‘What if’.
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(‘want to carry on’), with a slow unfolding praxis not a resource (‘no quick fix’, ‘no toolkits’) and 
a ‘confidence’ to ‘build evidence’ with their darta that will help them ‘shape’ and ‘vision’ a new RSE.

These two sections are examples of how across our PLP we attempt to produce what Stengers 
(2019) calls, ‘sensible events’. A sensible event requires ‘allowing oneself to be touched and allowing 
what touches you the power to modify the way you relate’ (Stengers 2019, p. 16). We speculate that the 
creative praxis that informs our PLP has enabled an opening up of what RSE might be/come through 
teachers’ empirical attunement of ‘what matters’ to children and young people. And while we have 
focused this paper solely upon the very beginnings of this re-orientation in RSE, for us it is already 
a vital journey to share as Wales’ first in-service RSE professional learning programme. Crucially, here 
we have sought to remain response-able to ensuring that this academic paper is more than a reflection 
or theorisation of a process. Becoming response-able demands much more, so that what matters 
continues to matter. As St. Pierre (2018) suggests ‘the post qualitative inquirer, the inventor, the 
creator, assumes an affirmative attitude of trust in the world and experiments’ and our affirmative 
experiments have been both multiple and multi-directional with films (https://vimeo.com/416352195, 
Figure 9), blogs (Renold and McGeeney 2020) organic resources that capture our praxis (Renold et al. 
2020a), and creating and intra-acting with various pan-Wales RSE policy and practice assemblages, 
including giving written and oral evidence as the new mandatory RSE gains royal assent.5

Co-producing a Relationships and Sexuality Education has been and continues to be a bumpy ride. 
However, its protean status carries emergent cracks and crevices, that have enabled us to craft resources, 
experiential events, and creative audits, so that ‘what matters’ at a micro grass-roots level, might inform 
‘what matters’ at a macro-political level and vice versa. In a way, these are our ‘agential cuts’ within a post- 
qualitative praxis that will always ‘demand engagement, involving partners for whom such practices 
matter, not choosy, off-ground, theory-armed onlookers’ (Stengers 2019, p. 19). Crucially, as Barad has 
argued, it is a response-ability that not only involves an enabling of responsiveness but also an ‘iterative 
reworking of im/possibility’. Indeed, for those working in the risky field of sexuality education, entangling 
with what is possible and impossible is what becoming response-able with the ‘What if?’ of RSE often 
demands. It is a rhizomatic process that will always be on the make, and we look forward to how this 
assemblage continues to evolve in ways that vibrate, shake, uproot, re-route, over-turn, lift and platform 
‘what matters’. With darta and dartaphacts as vital collaborators and performative participants, we will 
continue to experiment with what comes to matter in other as-yet-unknown ways, and in ways that keep 
the ongoing differentials of ‘What if?’ at play and on the move.

Figure 9. Title screen of the film, ‘Making space: transforming relationships and sexuality education in Wales’.
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Notes

1. This paper draws upon Max Ashton’s ongoing doctoral research mapping teacher and pupil perspectives on 
Welsh curricular reforms to RSE. Max’s project is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council’s 
Wales Doctoral Training Partnership. The data that has been drawn upon to create the vignettes and poem in 
this paper has been generated with teachers participating in the PLP’s second cohort. They were predomi-
nantly white Welsh women, aged between twenty-five and sixty. They teach at a wide variety of local authority 
maintained primary (age 5–11), secondary (age 11–18), special schools (5–18), and through schools (3–18). 
They included large and culturally diverse city secondary schools to small rural Valleys primary schools, 
including Welsh-medium schools. No teachers from faith schools participated in this cohort, but the third 
cohort now includes faith schools, and a more gender, sexuality and ethnically diverse groups of teachers.

2. Wales’ forthcoming national curriculum comprises six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs), alongside 
five cross-cutting themes including RSE (See Welsh Government 2020b). Each AOLE is structured through 
a series of ‘what matters’ statements across non-linear principles of progression.

3. Each story has been returned to the teacher whose experiences they foreground, in an effort to scaffold 
iterative consenting appropriately oriented to the complex and yet-unfolding process of becoming-participant 
(Renold et al. 2008). This re-turning has subsequently sparked a new mode of fieldwork for Max, who has 
invited participating teachers to re-engage with a wider range of vignettes during online interviews – an 
unexpected development for a phase of ethnographic fieldwork stalled by COVID-19.

4. The poem now features in a short photobook created as a gift (during the COVID-19 lockdown months) for 
all the teacher participants from the second cohort. Each line is accompanied by images of the darta created 
and intra-acted (Barad 2007) with across the professional learning programme (see Figure 5).

5. To follow the developments of Wales’ new and mandatory Relationships and Sexuality Education curriculum 
as the draft Bill passes into law, including our own submission of written and oral evidence, go to https:// 
business.senedd.wales/mgIssueHistoryHome.aspx?IId=28836 (accessed 12/12/21).
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