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Moira Carmody and Karen Willis have released a report on the first stage of a three-year project that
explores sexual assault prevention education for young people. Here, ACSSA provides a review of this
report.

Sex education for young people and their experiences of sex can generate anxiety and concern. In their
report, Carmody and Willis comment that ‘the preparation for adult sexuality by formal sex education
is a highly contested area’ (2006, p. 28). There are social mores against the expression of sexuality of
young people, as Powell (2006) noted in the last edition of ACSSA Aware (Aware 14). Schools often
debate how sex education should fit into the school curriculum, while others, including some parents,
feel that sex education destroys children’s innocence (Carmody & Willis, 2006, p. 29). Yet at the
same time, people between the ages of 16 and 25 experience higher levels of interpersonal violence,
including sexual assault (ABS, 20006).

Background

Developing ethical sexual lives reports on the first stage of a three-year Australian Research Council
Linkage Grant, funding a partnership between the University of Western Sydney and the NSW Rape
Crisis Centre. Both authors share a concern about sexual assault prevention education and how
this is implemented in schools. Of great importance to this project is the role of and expertise that
young people bring in articulating their experiences of sex and sexual violence, so that sexual assault
prevention education more adequately addresses their needs. Interviews with 56 young people between
the ages of 16 and 25 across New South Wales were carried out. In light of what young people have
said about these issues, the project will develop, assess and evaluate an educational training program
to promote ethical non-violent relationships between young women and men.

In addition to the centrality of young people’s experiences, a second strength of the report is the
diversity of young people represented. The majority of participants (62.5%) were from rural/regional
areas, compared to 37.5% from metropolitan areas. Indigenous
young people were also well represented, with 12% of the sample
being from an Australian and Torres Strait Islander background.
A fifth of the sample indicated a cultural background other than
Anglo-Australian. Almost three quarters were female (71%). Most
were in some form of education and identified as heterosexual.
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education in these experiences, and their experiences/thoughts around sexual assault prevention
education. Here we summarise the key findings.

The mismatch between experience and education

What emerges clearly is a mismatch between the education that young people are provided with by
schools and, in many cases, by their parents, and the kinds of experiences they are having in their
own relationships. Sexual activity occurs at an earlier age than it has in the past. Developing ethical
sexual lives found that 90% of young women and men were sexually active by the age of 18 (Carmody
& Willis, 2006, p. 41). Of the participants in this study, 32% of the women reported experiences of
sexual assault.

Experiences of first-time sex were characterised by feelings of disappointment, regret, necessity and
positivity. Casual sex, or ‘hooking up’, was common among the participants (64%). In such encounters,
Carmody and Willis (2006) found that:

= alcohol consumption was a key factor;

»  minimal discussion occurred between the parties about what was happening (p. 53);
= going home with the person implied consent;

= sex was assumed to be intercourse; and

m  establishing boundaries rarely involved explicitly saying ‘no’.

For participants, casual sex was mostly about the sexual act rather than the person. This meant
different things for young men and young women. For young men, ‘going wild" and self-gratification
were key. For young women, there was a sense in which not knowing the person inhibited their ability
to express how they felt about what was happening: ‘in a casual one you're more likely to let it go on’
(participant, p. 55). For both men and women, negotiation of what was okay and not okay, and what
kind of sexual activity was going to take place, was not part of the equation. Such discussions were
reserved for ongoing relationships.

Formal and informal sex education

A primary purpose in asking young people about sex education was
to explore how they ‘viewed the education they had received if any,
and how well they thought it prepared them for the complexity of
sexual relationships’ (Carmody & Willis, 2006, p. 30). New South
Wales has a well-planned and integrated curriculum for students
between Years 7 and 10. Yet few participants recalled anything
about sex education at school that (a) went beyond the biological
aspects of sex, or (b) that dealt with violence in relationships. Sex
education was limited to: reproduction, biology, and a basic harm-
minimisation approach to safe-sex education. Sex education in
mixed gender groups was found to make it difficult to discuss
issues around sexual intimacy. The authors point out that given that a third of the women and half of
the men are engaging in some form of sexual activity before the age of 16, many are ill-equipped to
deal with sexual relationships by this education.

A primary purpose in asking young
people about sex education was
to explore how they ‘viewed the

education they had received if
any, and how well they thought it
prepared them for the complexity
of sexual relationships’.

The overall impression given by the sex education they received was that sex was dangerous, either
due to unwanted pregnancy or disease. The majority of participants had very little memory of input
that addressed relationships, how to negotiate them or how to make decisions about whether to have
sex or not, and what things to take into account when making these decisions (Carmody & Willis,
2006, p. 30).

Parents’ involvement in sex education varied according to how open parents were with their children
about sexuality, and to the kinds of values parents wished to impart. Accordingly, Carmody and Willis’
participants variously reflected on the ways their parents emphasised abstinence and heterosexual
relationships or, conversely, sexual exploration and sexual autonomy. In addition, it was frequently
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mothers who talked to both their sons and daughters about sex
education, while fathers and sons rarely engaged in discussions
about sexuality. The authors conclude that parents’ influence in
educating their children about sex, sexuality and sexual intimacy
was erratic. ‘Many parents felt incapable or unwilling to take on
the task [of sex education] or they felt the matter was being dealt
with by schools’ (Carmody & Willis, 2006, p. 33).

The report indicates that friends fill
the gap left by formal sex education
and parents’ involvement.

Friendship  groups  become
sources of factual information,
The report indicates that friends fill the gap left by formal sex advice and guidelines about what
education and parents’ involvement. Friendship groups become is acceptable sexual behaviour.
sources of factual information, advice and guidelines about what
is acceptable sexual behaviour. Such groups, the authors contend,
have the ability to reinforce or challenge gender expectations about sexual relationships. They are
disappointed to find that ‘after 30 years of feminist campaigning ... young men and women continue
to report that gender equality was absent in relation to sexual activity of young men and women’
(p- 35). The double standard of identifying women as ‘sluts’ or ‘slags’ for engaging in casual sex or
knowing too much, and men as ‘studs’ for the same behaviour endures. While young women are
judged and policed for their sexual behaviour, Carmody and Willis reflect that ‘missing from the
narratives is any sense of young women'’s own sexual desire and pleasure as part of their decision to
have sex with someone’ (p. 36).

Ideas about violence and sexuality education

Amid the contradictory experiences of sexual encounters, sex education at school and what their
family and friends had to say about sex and sexual intimacy, young people had a number of things
to say about what they would like to see included in sex education and sexual assault prevention
education. Issues identified by the researchers were:

»  Communication. Participants wanted to learn more effective ways to talk with partners and
potential partners.

m  Consent. ‘No means no’ was seen as inadequate for addressing the complexity of consent.
Participants stated that while sexual assault prevention education was great information, it didn’t
provide for ‘that really grey complicated stuff that happens in between’ (p. 64) the two absolutes
of ‘yes’ or ‘no’.

m  Gender and relationships. The issue of gender and how this impacts on sexual intimacy needs to be
addressed, including issues around violence against women.

m  Ethical intimacy. Participants spoke of developing respect for themselves and for others in sexual
relationships. Ideas raised here included: reflecting on your expectations of sexual intimacy
before situations arise, enhancing awareness about making choices and the values informing
those choices, boundary setting where alcohol is involved, resisting pressure to have sex and
challenging particular forms of masculinity.

m  Challenging violence and supporting victims. Addressing sexual assault at high school in informative,
accurate ways was seen as crucial. Supporting victim/survivors was also emphasised.

m  Delivery of education. Beginning education about sex, sexual intimacy and sexual violence early
(Year 7), the use of real-life situations in education settings (for example, individuals who could
come to the school and talk about the impact of violence on their lives), opportunities for separate
education for young men and women, and attention to language used to talk about sex and
sexual assault were seen as essential to making sex education more relevant to the experiences of
young people.

Conclusion

In light of their discussions with young people, the authors make the following conclusions about
promoting ethical sexual relationships and preventing sexual assault:
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»  Gender continues to be a major influence on how both young men and women think about and
experience sexual intimacy. Double standards and expectations about male sexual entitlement
and feminine acquiescence impact on the ability to negotiate sexual encounters.

= Consent, gender and communication overlap. The authors suggest that the process of consent—a
‘highly gendered dance rather than a process of mutual exploration’ (p. 80)—points to the need
to have alternative approaches to negotiating sexual intimacy to inform sexual assault prevention
education.

= Awareness about sexual assault, especially in rural communities, and information about support
services for victim/survivors needs to be increased. This needs to be done alongside more general
awareness of other forms of violence.

= More needs to be done to address the diversity and complexity of relationships within school
curricula and to support suitably qualified educators in implementing the curriculum.

This report on the first stage of the research offers incredibly
T~ important insights about young people’s experiences of sexual
intimacy and what they need from schools and their families to
help them negotiate these encounters in ways that are ethical.
As the participants made clear, what a sexual ethic means
for them is the incorporation of personal awareness, respect
for one another, and awareness of and resistance to gender
expectations when learning about and making decisions
about sexual intimacy. The point being made in this report is
that for effective sexual assault prevention education to take
place, more is needed than avoidance and risk management
tactics. What is required is to give young people the tools to negotiate—to create—ethical, mutually
respectful sexual encounters, both in casual and ongoing relationships.

This report on the first stage of the
research offers incredibly important
insights about young people’s

experiences of sexual intimacy and
what they need from schools and their
families to help them negotiate these
encounters in ways that are ethical.
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Publish in ACSSA Aware

As there are so few forums in which those working in the sexual assault field
can share information with one another, we are keen to publish articles in this
newsletter written by you on the topic of sexual assault. The items would be of
particular interest to those working in the sector, and to all those interested in
preventing sexual assault. We accept article contributions of up to 5,000 words, and
shorter items, such as book and film reviews, news of conferences, and training and
research projects, of up to 1,500 words. If you would like to contribute an article
or review to ACSSA Aware, details of how to do so are on page 39 of this newsletter.
You can also access our “contributor’s guidelines” from the website (www.aifs.gov.
. au/acssa/pubs/pubsmenu.html) or contact ACSSA directly.
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