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talking to women about “risk management” (Carmody and
Carrington 2000) towards targeting and educating the per-
petrators or potential perpetrators of violence about what
constitutes offending behaviour. The Western Australian
Government’s Freedom from Fear campaign included a
media advertising campaign and a help-line aimed at men
who were violent within their relationships or were con-
cerned about their future violence. 

Coinciding with a shift towards naming the perpetrators of
violence as being responsible for the violence, has come
increased recognition that victims of violence are far more
likely to be offended against by people they know than by
strangers. In the International Violence Against Women
Survey, Mouzos and Makkai (2004) found that sexual
assault by a stranger was less likely to occur than assault
by a friend, acquaintance or colleague: 11 per cent of
women had experienced sexual violence (including touch-
ing) by a stranger over their lifetime, with 1 per cent
reporting forced sexual intercourse by a stranger during
their lifetime; whereas 18 per cent reported sexual assault
by a friend, acquaintance or colleague over their lifetime,
with 3 per cent reporting forced sexual intercourse. A
recognition of these facts has led to a number of recent
campaigns focused on violence perpetrated by acquain-
tances and friends (for example, the Centre Against Sexual
Assault’s Right to Party Safely project). 

More recently there has been acknowledgement within aca-
demic circles and the wider community that sexual violence
occurs even closer to home, by those in an intimate and/or
family relationship (see Heenan 2004 for a review 
of intimate-partner rape). Mouzos and Makkai (2004)
reported that 12 per cent of women are sexually abused
over their lifetime by a current or former intimate partner,
with the most common type of assault reported being forced
sexual intercourse (which contrasts with assault 
by a non-partner, wherein the most common form of assault
is unwanted touching). An additional 3 per cent of women
reported having been sexually abused by a relative (father,
brother, uncle, etc) during their lifetime. Hence, while “date
rape” is a real issue in need of attention, there is an obvious
need for prevention initiatives to target sexual assault per-
petrated by boyfriends and other intimate partners. 

Given these results, Carmody (2003) argues that the next
step within violence prevention is for the voices of those who

he last 30 years have seen tremendous changes in
the way sexual assault is understood and addressed
in society. However, despite the many advances
that have been made, the incidence of sexual
assault remains high. This is particularly so for

young women. According to police statistics, young women
and girls aged 10–19 years have the highest sexual assault 
victimisation rate of any group in Australia (ABS 2004). 

These figures suggest an urgent need for prevention strategies
to focus their efforts on adolescents. Schools are therefore
considered a key site for the prevention of sexual assault, not
only because students are within their formative years and
developing attitudes to sexual and human relationships (Urbis
Keys Young 2004) but also because many students become
sexually active during their secondary school years. 

The results of the Sex in Australia study (Rissel, Richters,
Grulich, de Visser and Smith 2003) indicate that for younger
male and female respondents aged between 16 and 19 years
the most common age at which they first had intercourse
was at age 16. For older respondents, aged between 50 and
59 years, the median age of women’s first experience of
intercourse was 19 years and the median age for men’s first
experience was 18 years. This represents a significant
decline in the age that young people are first experiencing
sexual intercourse. Further, around 40 per cent of males and
25 per cent of females born in 1986 had engaged in vaginal
intercourse before the age of 16 years. 

This article provides a brief reflection on past sexual
assault prevention initiatives with young women and men,
and considers what direction future initiatives might take,
including proposed policy changes. A review of what is
currently considered best-practice sexual assault preven-
tion in schools is provided, along with an outline of two
best-practice current programs running in South Australia
and Victoria.

Past and current notions of prevention
Community-based initiatives aimed at preventing sexual
assault have historically focused on the responsibility of
individual women and girls to “avoid rape” by adopting
“responsible dress codes” and not placing themselves in
risky situations. In recent years, approaches to prevention
have shifted away from attributing blame to victims or in

The high rates of sexual assault experienced by young
people suggest an urgent need for prevention initiatives
to be developed and focused on adolescents. Within this
paper, current best-practice approaches to prevention are
discussed with a focus on
schools-based programs.
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engage in positive and consensual relationships, whether
short-term or ongoing, to be heard within the violence pre-
vention discussions. This, she argues, will not preclude
discussion of assault, but allow young people the chance to
explore what they want within a relationship, rather than
just exploring how to avoid what they do not want. 

An understanding of how men and women negotiate ethical
sexual relations is useful in informing prevention policy and
programs. Carmody (2003: 199) argues that “all sexual
encounters, regardless of the gender of the people involved,
invite the possibility of ethical sexual behaviour”. Encourag-
ing the development of “ethical sexuality” may be the next
important step in effective prevention education, having the
potential not only to reduce violence, but also to provide
young people with relationship-enhancing skills.

Recent approaches to sexual violence prevention 
In light of the above discussion it is interesting to explore
contemporary approaches to sexual assault prevention and
to discuss what is currently considered “best practice”. An
important contribution to the field is the report by the con-
sulting group Urbis Keys Young (2004), which is the first
national attempt to develop a policy framework for national
sexual assault prevention. This report provides an overview
of what is known about sexual assault prevention, with
schools-based initiatives being situated as critical to the task. 

The framework developed by Urbis Keys Young draws on
what is currently known within violence prevention circles
about ways to work effectively with young people. It is
acknowledged that peers are highly influential at second-
ary school age and that positive programs are deemed to be
ones that are long-term, using single sex groups and
trained peers. 

The authors of the Urbis Keys Young report also note that
planning and delivery of programs is extremely resource
intensive and that current approaches nationwide are under-
taken on an ad-hoc basis, with most intervention occurring
as a one-off session. Further, they report that there is no sys-
tematic application of programs and no efficient method of
using the existing evidence regarding when to intervene, and
little evidence as to what constitutes effective program design
and delivery formats. The need for evaluations of the effect of
programs over time is thus called for. 

Finally, the authors suggest that a schools-based approach is
limited to young people attending school and excludes those
who have left school. This is particularly of concern for
Indigenous youth who not only experience high levels of
community and family violence but also have elevated school
withdrawal rates. Other groups that also need extra consid-
eration during the design of prevention programs are migrant
and refugee youth who bring both positive and negative expe-
riences related to violence and relationships, and who may
not have had any assault prevention in their previous coun-
try, and who may be older than the average student. 

Within the Urbis Keys Young report it is suggested that
schools-based programs should be made compulsory and
that national standards or guidelines be developed in asso-
ciation with individual states and territories. 

The proposed schools-based guidelines would include a
“whole of school” approach that recognised that sexual
assault education occurs within the context of sexual/human
relationship education, which begins in primary schools (this
is based on the knowledge that rape-supportive attitudes are
often held by young boys before high-school age). The

approach would recognise that discussion of sexual matters
is often taboo in many cultures, and that the limitation of het-
erosexual-focused education inhibits young people from
“coming out” and from talking about homophobic violence
and same-sex sexual assault. The education would be tailored
to correspond with the formative stages of young people’s
lives, recognising that sexual assault occurs as a possible end-
point on a continuum of unwanted power-based sexualised
behaviours. The approach would also see the introduction of
national performance indicators to allow evaluation of the
programs.

Mulroney (2003) has reviewed schools-based programs as
well as a range of community, web/resource and recre-
ation-based programs to promote positive relationships,
and provided a list of recommendations regarding the
development of prevention programs dealing with violence
and healthy relationships. Although not focused on sexual
assault, she notes that these recommendations could also
be applied to sexual assault programs, particularly as it is
recommended that sexual assault programs be incorpo-
rated into wider relationship programs. 

Mulroney’s (2003) recommendations centre on locating
the anti-violence message within a broader initiative
addressing violence and encouraging healthy relation-
ships. She suggests targeting young people aged 12-15
years and that initiatives should involve primary, second-
ary and tertiary prevention strategies (for a breakdown of
these see Urbis Keys Young 2004). Strategic and compre-
hensive planning needs to occur that takes into account
local needs and issues. Specific consideration must be
given to the population where the program will be imple-
mented, especially strategies to engage with Indigenous,
immigrant or refugee youth, and disadvantaged young peo-
ple who are at most risk. Further, Mulroney argues that
programs are more effective if specific risk factors are tar-
geted and appropriate methods are implemented to
address those risk factors operating at all levels, including
individual, family, peer, school, and community.

Mulroney suggests that parents need to be informed about
the prevention initiatives and should be included in the
process. For all those involved, a clear rationale should be
articulated about the educational principles and strategies
used to encourage change. Program content or curriculum
development needs to incorporate elements designed to
inform young people about violence and options available
to them, challenge attitudes about the use of violence and
gender construction, develop skills and provide opportuni-
ties to practise and implement skills. Furthermore, support
mechanisms need to be clearly articulated and schools
need to be informed about the existence of these.

In order to achieve long-lasting behavioural and attitudinal
change, follow-up sessions or a commitment to a prevention
program that occurs over a lengthy period of time is 
necessary. Finally, consideration must be given to evalua-
tion measures used to determine the effectiveness of
intervention methods and an evaluation strategy should be
integrated into the program from the beginning.

Schools as sites of prevention 
Schewe (2002), an academic prominent in the area of vio-
lence prevention who has written extensively on the design
of effective prevention programs, suggests that our knowl-
edge of how to prevent violence among adolescents and
young adults is in its infancy and, like Mulroney, encourages
the evaluation and continual refining of program initiatives. 
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media representations of violence, sex, sexuality and how
young people may apply what they see and hear into their
social and sexual relationships. CASA House’s program,
through its design, appears to offer students the opportu-
nity for candid discussion with an adult, which they may
not be afforded elsewhere.  

The schools-based program at CASA House involves advo-
cates from CASA House attending schools and conducting
workshops with students from Years 9, 10 and 11. CASA
House workers generally deliver between three and five
sessions that cover the following topics: introduction to
sexual assault and harmful behaviours; the meaning of
consent and social pressures that influence communica-
tion; the impact of sexual assault on male and female
victims; and social action strategies to prevent sexual
assault in society, including an activity where students
design campaign materials such as slogans and posters. 

Only in the final session are boys and girls present in the
same room and encouraged to debate their opinions with
each other. In the earlier sessions, the facilitators run sep-
arate sessions for the boys and for the girls. While the
content is identical for both boys and girls so that there is
no mystery about what the others are hearing, separating
them allows for the students to better communicate with
the facilitators and same-sex peers. Local police officers
are also now involved in the program as they bring a dif-
ferent perspective and knowledge to the sessions and are
able to reinforce the message that sexual assault is both
harmful and criminal.

Following is an outline of two schools-based programs – one in
Melbourne run by CASA House, and one in South Australia
run by SHine SA. Both programs reflect the knowledge that
best-practice programs involve ongoing and open discussion
with young people about healthy relationships and that they
focus on positive behaviour, rather than reprimand and blame
people for their actions. 

CASA House
The development of comprehensive schools-based pro-
grams specifically aimed at preventing sexual assault is, as
noted by Schewe (2002), relatively recent, although the
specialist sexual assault service CASA House (the Centre
Against Sexual Assault) has been working with secondary
schools in the north-western region of Melbourne for a
number of years, as have other sexual assault services. In
line with Carmody’s proposed changes to the way in which
sexual assault prevention is conceptualised, the program
run by CASA House locates anti-violence messages within
broader “human relations” units. 

A sexual relations curriculum is increasingly based around
the notion of respect, and explores what constitutes
healthy relationships or how ethical sexual relations
between individuals can be achieved. A benefit of “focus-
ing on positives” within relationships is that this type of
approach is more appropriate with primary school aged
children. The authors of the Sex in Australia study suggest
that, as the age of young Australians’ first experience of
sexual intercourse is decreasing, and that young people
often experiment with other forms of sexual activity

Another highlight of the CASA House program is that it not
only involves the students, but also includes a ninety-
minute session with staff prior to the sessions with the
students. This includes an introduction to sexual assault
and information on how to respond appropriately to dis-
closures. This teacher training was found to effect better
policy and procedures at the schools. CASA House workers
also found that many schools wanted to engage in this type
of process but did not know how to do it. A unique part of
the CASA House program is that the program is tailored to
each school that they work with, and, where possible, the
sexual assault education is incorporated into other pro-
grams such as human relations education. To date, more
than 700 students and 200 teaching professionals have
participated in the program.

SHine SA

Also welcomed by students is the share program, designed
and implemented by SHine South Australia (formerly
Family Planning South Australia) in collaboration with the
South Australian Department of Education, and funded by
the South Australian Department of Health.

Share stands for “sexual health and relationships education”
and is considered by many to be the benchmark for pro-
grams in Australia. It is a new project that aims to improve
the sexual health, wellbeing and safety of young people by
supporting school communities to deliver education in a

beforehand, there is a “need to urgently review the teach-
ing of sexuality education in primary school” (Smith et al.
2003: 4).

According to CASA House, one major difference between
its program and previous school-based sexual assault pro-
grams is that the emphasis of the discussion is on sex,
rather than rape or violence. In response to stories and
scenarios, students are encouraged to have open debate
about how to differentiate between sex and sexual assault,
with an emphasis on the importance of free agreement
from both partners and how to communicate openly about
it. Students report that this enables them to apply the pro-
gram’s messages in the context of their relationships and
sexual encounters, which makes the information more
practical and relevant to their lives. 

In a 2002 evaluation of their program, students indicated
to staff at CASA House that they were grateful for the
opportunity to discuss issues of sexual health, sexual coer-
cion and violence, as they had little opportunity to do so
elsewhere, or to engage in discussion with an adult. One of
the most notable findings from the project is that the stu-
dents said that they were very keen to talk directly about
sex, and did not want to talk around the issue. 

In an age where young people are frequently exposed to
media images of sexual violence (particularly on the inter-
net) there is a need for open discussion about the impact of

The focus of prevention initiatives is now increasingly centred around promoting healthy behaviours  
from a young age. It is encouraging to see the issue of sexual assault, which women fought 

for so long to bring into the public arena, is now part of young people’s education.
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safe, supportive environment. Rather than merely focusing
on the biology and physiology of sexual health and relations,
share aims to improve the knowledge, skills and confidence
of students in Years 8–10, so that they can make informed
decisions about their sexual health and the relationships
they will form throughout their lives. The program aims to
engage students in their own learning and encourages com-
munication and participation with parents or carers (SHine
SA 2005). SHine South Australia is currently working in 15
state schools involved in the project and is therefore offering
the most substantial and comprehensive prevention pro-
gram in Australia at this time. 

Various features of the share program are considered best-
practice. First, the project works on a whole of community
model and, as part of the project, the teachers undergo
extensive training. Second, share project workers provide
ongoing support to the school communities. Third, all
schools hold parent information evenings before imple-
menting the program. This provides an opportunity for the
materials to be perused, for parents to meet with teachers,
and for questions to be answered. Parents must provide
written consent before students can participate in the
share program (SHine SA 2005). 

Additionally, the curriculum includes a comprehensive
relationships and sexual health program. It is based on the
scope described in the Middle Years Band of the Health and
Physical Education learning area of the South Australian
Curriculum Standards and Accountability Framework
(SACSA). This curriculum was developed for the share
project, and describes 45 lessons to be taught, 15 per year
level, for Years 8–10. The curriculum is taught in share
schools by teachers who have participated in 15 hours pro-
fessional development. The curriculum focuses on a core
set of topics and builds in complexity from Year 8 onwards.
For example: within the theme of “relationships”, the Year
8 students explore what it means to be in a relationship,
what is a friend, what is a sexual relationship etc. Year 9
students go on to discuss their rights and responsibilities
within relationships; and in Year 10 there is discussion
about what is a healthy and unhealthy relationship, and
about relationship breakdown and relationship violence. 

The curriculum was originally written in 2002 by SHine
SA. It was used in 2003 by almost 200 teachers in the
share schools. Each teacher and many students provided
feedback. The 2004 curriculum has incorporated that
feedback. In 2004, 79 per cent of students rated the pro-
gram good or excellent and relevant to their lives.

A further feature of how the program has been conceptu-
alised is that research and evaluation are considered an
important part of the project. La Trobe University was con-
tracted to undertake a literature review of the critical
factors for success in conducting effective sexual health
education in schools. The draft review (Dyson, Mitchell
Dalton and Hillier 2003) has identified the following fac-
tors: be positive about sexuality; move beyond information
provision; address the social and cultural world in which
young people make decisions; address the issue of gender;
refrain from teaching abstinence alone; promote an under-
standing that sexuality and sexual behaviours are diverse;
address the issue of risk; focus on the development of par-
ticular skills; incorporate peer education and peer support;
create a supportive learning environment; and involve the
wider community, particularly parents. 

Researchers at La Trobe University are also undertaking
the impact evaluation of the project which will involve 

surveying a sample of students from the share schools over
the next three years and comparing them with students in
other schools to assess the development of their knowl-
edge, attitudes and behaviours around relationships and
sexual health. The literature review is available on SHine
SA’s website.

Conclusion
Sexual assault prevention initiatives have altered dramati-
cally over the last 30 years. Whereas once women and girls
were made responsible for their own safety, now, increas-
ingly, the shift has changed to focus on all parties in a
relationship being responsible for the health of the relation-
ship. The focus of prevention initiatives is now increasingly
centred around promoting healthy behaviours from a young
age. It is encouraging to see the issue of sexual assault, which
women fought for so long to bring into the public arena, is
now part of young people’s education. 

In this context, schools are recognised as prime sites of
prevention, with an increased emphasis on negotiating
ethical and consensual relationships. It is important that
this occurs at a time when young people are forming their
views on sex, sexuality and relationships, and beginning to
be sexually active. It is equally important that young peo-
ple are educated to behave in ways that are non-violent
and to have the opportunity to talk about and develop
respectful ways of conducting their relationships together.

References

ABS (2004), Recorded Crime – Victims, Australia 2003, Catalogue No.
4510.0, Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra.

Carmody, M. (2003), “Sexual ethics and violence prevention”, Social and
Legal Studies, vol. 12, no. 2, pp. 199-216. 

Carmody, M. & Carrington, K. (2000), “Preventing sexual violence?”,
Australian and New Zealand Journal of Criminology, vol. 33, no. 3,
pp. 341-361.

Dyson, S., Mitchell, A., Dalton, D,, & Hillier, L. (2003), Factors for success
in conducting effective sexual health and relationships education
with young people in schools: A literature review, Australian Research
Centre in Sex, Health and Society, La Trobe University, Melbourne.  

Heenan, M. (2004), ‘Just keeping the peace: A reluctance to respond to
male partner sexual violence’, ACSSA Issues No.1, Australian Centre
for the Study of Sexual Assault, Australian Institute of Family Studies,
Melbourne. Also available at www.aifs.gov.au/acssa.

Mouzos, J., & Makkai, T. (2004), Women’s experience of male violence:
Findings from the Australian component of the International Violence
Against Women Survey, Australian Institute of Criminology, Canberra.

Mulroney, J. (2003), “Prevention programs for young people that promote
healthy relationships”, Panel presented at the Practice and Prevention:
Contemporary Issues in Adult Sexual Assault in NSW conference, 12-
14 February, Available online at: http://www.lawlink.nsw.gov.au/cpd.nsf/
pages/mulroney (accessed 2 May 2005).

Rissel, C., Richters, J., Grulich, A., de Visser , R. & Smith, A. (2003), “Sex
in Australia: First experiences of vaginal intercourse and oral sex
among a representative sample of adults, Australian and New
Zealand Journal of Public Health, vol. 27, no. 2., pp. 131-137. 

Schewe, P. A. (2002), “Guidelines for developing rape prevention and risk
reduction”, in P. A. Schewe (ed.), Preventing violence in relationships:
Interventions across the life span, American Psychological
Association, Washington DC. 

SHine SA (2005), About Share, Available online at: http://www.shinesa.
org.au/index.cfm?objectid=A4762A43-E081-51EF-A75D71930520FF67
(accessed 2 May 2005).http://www.shinesa.org.au/go/special-
projects/share

Smith, A., Rissel, C., Richters, J., Grulich, R. & de Visser, R. (2003), Sex
in Australia: Summary findings of the Australian Study of Health and
Relationships, Available online at: http://www.latrobe.edu.au/ashr/
Sex%20In%20Australia%20Summary.pdf, accessed 2 May 2005.

Urbis Keys Young (2004), National framework for sexual assault pre-
vention, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra. 

Monique Keel is a Researcher with the Australian Centre for the
Study of Sexual Assault at the Australian Institute of Family Studies.
This article is an edited version of a paper that appeared in ACSSA
Aware Newsletter No. 8.


