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2 Vanita Sundaram and Helen Sauntson

Sex and relationships education (SRE) curricula and provision are
being discussed, debated and problematised with an increasing sense
of urgency in many countries around the world. Existing research has
investigated ongoing areas of consideration, including youth perspectives
on SRE, the organisation and delivery of SRE and the shifting emphasis
from sexual health to sexual rights within SRE curricula. These are valu-
able and important advances which have contributed to a discursive shift
away from understanding SRE or comprehensive sexuality education
(CSE) solely as a public health issue. Increasingly, there are calls to focus
more explicitly on gender, sexuality, plurality and power within SRE. A
number of sociocultural, political and legal shifts have taken place in a
range of contexts which have, arguably, created a conducive environment
for discussing issues of gender and sexual equality and plurality within
education. Specifically, these include:

» an increased political recognition of gender and sexual violence
among teenagers, encompassing debates about understandings of
consent (Coy et al., 2010; Beckett et al., 2013; Sundaram, 2014);

» expanded knowledge about homophobia in schools juxtaposed
with the recent legal shifts, such as the sanctioning of same-sex
marriage in a number of countries (Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli,
2005; Rasmussen, 2006; Guasp, 2012; Marriage (Same Sex-Couples)
Act, 2013);

» arenewed debate about ‘plurality’ in SRE in the context of
increasingly multicultural communities (Tasker, 2004; Todd, 2011;
Allen et al., 2014);

» political and social concerns about children and young people’s
access to pornography and sexualised imagery (Papadopoulos,
2010; Brook, 2013; Ollis, Harrison and Maharaj, 2013);

» public and political concerns about the sexualisation of young girls
and women in a range of print and online media (Rush and La
Nauze, 2006; Bailey, 2011; Renold and Ringrose, 2011);

» proposed changes to the professional remit of teachers in relation
to child protection and safeguarding (Department for Education
(South Africa), 2002; Department for Education (UK), 2014).

At the time of writing, these are some of the key issues that have been
raised as serious concerns within schools and in society more broadly.
Each of the chapters in the book takes up one of these debates about
the place and content of gender, sexuality, and relationships education in

DOL: 10.1057/9781137500229.0005



Introduction 3

schools, taking root in current theoretical and empirical research in the
field. The book therefore acts as a research-informed response to, and
as an evidence base with which to inform ongoing political, educational
and social debates about SRE. Thus, it is hoped that it makes an active
contribution to the enduring international conversation about young
people, schools and SRE. Unlike other work which focuses mainly on
national contexts in relative isolation, this book offers a global perspec-
tive which will illuminate commonalities and contrasts in priorities,
tensions and challenges for SRE in Anglophone countries in the global
North and South (UK, New Zealand, Australia and South Africa).
Thomas and Aggleton’s chapter provides an overview of research into the
content and delivery of sexual health programmes across countries and
contexts. Through this critical review, the authors are able to identify the
key characteristics of effective SRE and therefore what may be the most
productive steps forward in continuing to develop SRE both in the UK
and globally. In each of the subsequent chapters, the authors ask critical
questions about the content and delivery of SRE with reference to the key
themes outlined above. In the remainder of this introductory chapter, we
briefly outline previous research in each of the thematic areas covered
and provide a summary of how each chapter contributes to key issues,
debates and challenges within the respective areas.

It should be noted that individual authors may refer to ‘sex and rela-
tionships education, ‘sexuality and relationships education’ or ‘sexuality
education’ depending on their geographical (and theoretical) location.
All terms are taken to refer to teaching about sex, sexuality, sexual health
and respectful or healthy relationships in schools.

Sexualisation

One international (although Eurocentric) crisis that has risen in recent
years in relation to girlhood has scrutinised girls’ ‘sexuality’ vis-a-vis the
discursive framing of premature and thus age-inappropriate ‘sexualisa-
tion” of girls (Renold and Ringrose, 2011). Reports on the ‘adultification
of children’ have been commissioned in Australia (Rush and La Nauze,
2006), the USA (APA, 2007) and the UK (Papadopoulos, 2010; Bailey,
2011; Buckingham, 2011).

Ringrose’s chapter explores the sexualisation debates as a ‘postfeminist
panic’ over girls’ and young women’s sexuality, focusing on England as
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4 Vanita Sundaram and Helen Sauntson

a case study. The chapter maps how the British print news media deploy
repeated gender patterns in their reporting, mobilising anxiety around
girlhood sexuality and femininity. Ringrose shows how this media report-
ing resonates with SRE policy, guidance and curriculum in the UK, which
is organised around sexual risk and danger in highly gendered and sexist
ways. The chapter considers how these gender anxieties are also domin-
ant in UK reports and policy guidance around ‘sexualisation’ and girls.
Ringrose shows how repeated gender stories come to construct domin-
ant discourses about (female) sexuality, femininity and risk, providing
a robust framework from which to critically respond to sociopolitical
anxieties about the sexualisation of girls and young girls’ sexuality and to
reconsider the treatment of female sexuality within SRE.

Pornography

A growing body of international research tells us that pornography can
impact negatively on young people’s attitudes toward and expectations
of sex and relationships (Buckingham and Bragg, 2004; Flood, 2009;
Ollis, Harrison and Maharaj, 2013). In the UK, sex education charities
and governmental organisations have highlighted the prominence
of pornography as a source of knowledge about sex and relationships
for young people (Brook, 2013; Office of the Children’s Commissioner,
2013). Debates have circulated about whether to limit children and
young people’s access to pornography and whether primary prevention
initiatives might be effective in reducing engagement with pornography
and related, negative behaviours (Papadopoulos, 2010; Bailey, 2011).
There have been calls for schools to be a key site for challenging the use
of pornography among young men in particular (e.g. Limmer, 2009; Sex
Education Forum, 2013). However, resistance from religious organisa-
tions, parent and other pressure groups continues due to fears about
exposing young children to sexualised imagery and the ‘promotion’ of
pornography in classrooms.

Ollis’ chapter draws on recently completed research in Australian
schools to explore innovative models for teaching about pornography.
Ollis argues that it is necessary to critically reflect on the appropriateness
of the content of sex and relationships education at different stages of
schooling while considering the need to address current concerns such
as pornography and violence. Ollis critically examines these debates,
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Introduction 5

paying particular attention to the challenges of taking a ‘strength-based’
approach to SRE while addressing the negative impacts of pornography
and sexualised imagery.

Gender violence in teenage relationships

A growing body of evidence suggests that partner violence among teen-
agers is relatively widespread (Burton et al., 1998; Barter et al., 2009) and
that young people express high levels of tolerance of violence, providing
justifications for a range of forms of violence between men and women
(Barter et al., 2009; McCarry, 2010; Sundaram, 2013, 2014; Maxwell,
2014). Schools have been identified as potentially powerful agents of
social change in regard to violence prevention work (Maxwell et al., 2010;
Dustin, 2013). These debates have focused on the possibilities of SRE as a
curricular space in which issues of gender, power and violence might be
addressed (Brook, 2013; EVAWC, 2013; Sex Education Forum, 2013).

In their chapter, Sundaram, Maxwell and Ollis use recent research
from four projects to argue that gender is central to young people’s
understandings of intimate relationships and their acceptance of violence
within relationships and that gender should therefore be centrally placed
in violence prevention work. They argue that introducing gender and
sexual subjectivity as central concepts in violence prevention work and
within SRE can expand the predominant focus on health and risk-mini-
misation to one about equality, rights and agency for young people. The
authors offer a conceptual framework and some emerging models for
taking forward gender equality and violence prevention in a strength-
based framework for teaching about sex and relationships.

Consent

How sexual consent should be discussed with young people is the
subject of current policy debates and contestations in the UK and else-
where. While the current UK government VAWG strategy recognises
the importance of addressing consent, with no statutory relationships
and sex education there are few contexts in which these conversations
with young people routinely take place. Organisations that work with
young people as victims/survivors of violence and in school-based
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6 Vanita Sundaram and Helen Sauntson

primary prevention programmes have long identified sexual consent as
an issue which requires specialist attention and intervention (Coy et al.,
2010; EVAWC, 2010). Ongoing debates about the place of consent in SRE
curricula might not take into account the significant consequences of
failing to address these issues with young people.

In their chapter, Coy and Kelly draw on recent research in the UK
to argue that teaching about sexual consent within the context of
SRE is crucial to challenging a spectrum of problematic behaviours,
from misinformation about consensual relationships to contexts that
are conducive to sexualised violence. The chapter highlights the way
in which young people’s notions of gender mediate understandings
of consent, rape and victimisation. Coy and Kelly’s work shows how
limited understandings of consent can contribute to attitudes, behav-
iour and cultures which are supportive of gender-based violence and
rape.

Homophobia and sexual diversity

Research with young people suggests that homophobia in schools
remains high in the US and the UK (Guasp, 2012; GLSEN, 2013).
Homophobic bullying has also been found to be prevalent in other
countries, such as Australia (Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli, 200s5;
Rasmussen, 2006), Brazil (Moita Lopes, 2006) and South Africa (Francis
and Msibi, 2011; Msibi, 2012). A number of organisations have pointed
out that same-sex relationships and diverse sexual and gender identities
are not currently addressed in primary or secondary schools (OfSted,
2013). Further, in the UK, a number of recent legal shifts have sought to
formally reject discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation/identity
(Equality Act 2010, the repeal of section 28 in 2003 and the legalisation
of same-sex marriage in 2014). However, there is no consensus as to the
role of schools in this regard.

Sauntson and Sundaram’s chapter draws on an analysis of the most
recently published sex and relationships education curriculum guid-
ance for England (2014) to argue that despite social and legal advances,
very little provision is made to address sexual diversity and to challenge
homophobia in schools. The chapter employs an innovative analytical
technique to show that LGBT-identifying young people continue to
be marginalised within official school discourse and curricula. This
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Introduction 7

has clear implications for policy and practice for tackling homophobia
within schools.

Religious and cultural plurality

Recent research suggests that sex education centres on normative
subjects, treating categories of difference, including religious or cultural
diversity as ‘added on’ and deviant from the unchallenged norm (Haggis
and Mulholland, 2014). In contexts characterised by frequent migration
flows and increasingly multicultural communities, such as the UK,
European countries and Australasia, it is imperative that we begin to
question the hegemonic norm and interrogate the positioning of young
people who are culturally, ethnically and religiously diverse. Allen et al.
(2014, p. 394) have noted that the priorities and concerns of religious,
cultural and ethnic minority youth are not reflected within SRE across
a range of contexts. Further, faith-based schools are free to exempt their
pupils from SRE. Current provision therefore privileges white/Western
norms and expectations around sex, sexuality and relationships.

Quinlivan and Allen’s chapter uses recent theoretical and philosophi-
cal ideas to explore ways in which sexuality education might be radi-
cally reimagined to include religious and cultural plurality. The authors
propose a new form of pedagogical ethics which disrupts notions of
religious and cultural diversity as difficult within sexuality education and
instead focuses on the ‘uniqueness’ of individuals as they come together
in different spaces. Drawing on the philosophical work of Todd (2011)
and Barad (2007), the authors propose we think differently about the
concept of ‘diversity’ and how it may be reimagined for SRE.

Teacher training

An established body of work exists about challenges schools face in
the organisation and delivery of SRE. Youth perspectives have been
sought regarding preferred content of SRE and sources of information.
However, less work has been conducted to explore the perspectives of
teachers tasked with delivering this content within SRE and the potential
barriers they experience. There is an increased focus on the expanding
remit of teachers to protect children from sexual (and other forms of)
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8 Vanita Sundaram and Helen Sauntson

exploitation and the UK government has recently released safeguarding
guidance for teachers (Home Office, 2014). While imparting knowledge
about respectful, consensual and healthy relationships might be consid-
ered to be part of a safeguarding role, teacher training programmes do
not currently include dedicated preparation for sex education. Existing
research suggests that teachers lack confidence to teach about these
issues, and the lack of time given to SRE within school timetables and
confusion about what should be taught about further compounds this.
Our knowledge about the affective aspects of teaching SRE remains
limited.

In response to this knowledge gap and to recent debates about the
role of teachers in safeguarding children in the UK and elsewhere
(Department for Education (South Africa), 2002), Francis’ chapter
draws on research with teachers of sexuality education in South Africa
to explore how they manage discomfort and challenges in teaching
about a range of topics. The chapter reveals that teachers create ‘comfort
zones around topics that feel familiar, such as sexual risk, and may
avoid creating opportunities for new perspectives to be learned. Francis
suggests that teacher training must include recognition of the emotional
work and challenges involved in teaching about sexuality and relation-
ships, including teachers’ own understandings of themselves as sexual
beings. This is a radical proposition in relation to a subject characterised
by a formalised and distanced focus on health, risk and safety and an
avoidance of personalised and non-normative perspectives on the part
of pupils and teachers.

The role of sex and relationships education in addressing the social,
political and legal concerns outlined above has been varyingly exalted
and rejected. Objections to involving schools in work to educate young
people about gender-based violence, homosexuality, pornography and
sexual consent have been voiced by a range of groups, including parents,
political groups, religious communities and teachers. The issues outlined
above are common to the debates about SRE taking place in many coun-
tries. If SRE is to make a difference, its development and implementation
needs to be considered in relation to the sociocultural context. This is
a key argument which is developed and illustrated with reference to a
range of international contexts throughout this book. This collection
collates world-class research in order to respond to the concerns being
voiced by educators, social commentators and politicians, as well as to
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Introduction 9

offer an evidence base from which future directions in the debate around
sex and relationships education can be identified and informed.
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Introduction

It is widely accepted that children and young people have the right to
education for sexual health, with these rights being enshrined in the
UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)." According to
WHO (2010), knowledge and information provided through sexual
health education is essential if people are to access their sexual rights
and be sexually healthy. Education for sexual health - called variously
sex education, sexuality education or sex and relationships education
(hereafter, SRE) — involves the acquisition of information and the oppor-
tunity for young people to explore and develop their attitudes, beliefs
and values as they relate to gender and sexuality, sexual and gender
identity, relationships and intimacy. Sexual health education also aims to
develop young people’s knowledge and skills to make informed choices
regarding their behaviour, and in so doing, limit their risk and vulner-
ability to sexual ill-health through factors such as unwanted pregnancy,
unwanted, abusive and exploitative sexual activity, unsafe abortion and
STIs, including HIV.

Sexual health programmes can be delivered in a range of contexts
including schools or workplaces or in the community. This chapter
examines what is known globally about effective approaches to SRE in
schools. After assessing current understandings of effective styles of
work, we discuss where the gaps lie in existing knowledge and point to
areas where empirical data relating to gender, sexuality, plurality and
power discussed elsewhere in this book can usefully inform understand-
ing and ongoing debate.

The school’s role in sex and relationships education

Schools offer a particularly important and influential context within
which to provide young people with education to promote sexual health.
As well as offering a reasonably safe environment, teachers can help
normalise and legitimate understandings of, and concern for sexual-
ity, both among young people and in the wider community (Ingham
and Hirst, 2010). Schools are also important in enabling educational
programmes to reach large numbers of young people from diverse
backgrounds before they become sexually active, offering opportunities
to encourage young people to delay the onset of sexual activity and

DOLI: 10.1057/9781137500229.0006



School-Based Sex and Relationships Education 15

providing ongoing and supportive education as they begin to engage in
sexual activity (Kirby et al., 2006a).

Kirby et al. (2006a) identify a number of advantages regarding the use
of sexual health curriculum-based programmes in schools. First, these
tend to be more intensive and consistently structured than those offered
outside of the school syllabus. Second, it is also more likely that they
will be based on research and prior programme evaluation and that they
will have been pilot-tested and endorsed by the appropriate authorities.
This can help ensure that teachers and other educators contributing to
them are guided and well informed, and it may also help to alleviate or
overcome any personal prejudices or limitations in teachers’ skills.

Non-curriculum-based programmes have, however, also been used
in education for sexual health and include activities sometimes used
in curriculum-based approaches, such as drama, quizzes and posters,
as well as activities such as health fairs and one-to-one counselling. In
some cases, peer-education programmes have been widely advocated as
alternatives to, or alongside, teacher or other adult-led education. These
types of intervention have been praised for their ability to relate to young
people and to motivate them to participate (WHO, 2010). However,
reviews have raised concerns about the knowledge levels of peer educa-
tors and the costs of training as new cohorts of trainers are required on a
regular basis (Kirby et al., 2006a).

There exists continuing debate about whether SRE should be taught as
a stand-alone subject, integrated within an existing mainstream subject
such as health or biology, delivered across several other subjects (e.g.
citizenship (or civic) education, biology and health) or included as part
of more general student guidance and counselling. In countries such as
Australia and the UK, actions to promote sexual health in schools have
been linked to broader attempts to develop a more health promoting
and supportive school environment. Under the labour administration
of Tony Blair in the UK, the Every Child Matters agenda was launched
in 2003 and involved raising the profile of schools in relation to health-
related outcomes. It was accompanied by initiatives such as the National
Healthy Schools Programme in England that sought to use schools as a
means of promoting individual and community health. As Aggleton et al.
(2010) explain, recent years have seen a shift in the focus of such health
interventions, at least rhetorically, toward a more holistic ‘whole school’
approach, which recognises that health promotion requires engagement
with both the formal and less formal aspects of the curriculum, works
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within the broader context of young people’s lives and requires the
involvement and commitment of a wide range of staff beyond just those
specialising or trained in personal development and health promotion.
Importantly, whole school approaches to SRE recognise the need for
a supportive institutional policy framework within which the school
operates. This encompasses factors such as school policies and rules,
approaches to bullying (particularly on the grounds of gender and
sexuality), the resources and learning materials that are made available
and the prevailing discourses of sexuality inherent within the institution
(Ingham and Hirst, 2010). Research has consistently found that strong
leadership and support by head teachers, school governors and parents
is crucial for the successful integration of sexual health into educational
settings (UNESCO, 2009a). At the same time, demonstrating that the
provision of high quality SRE is a matter of institutional policy rather
than the personal choice of individuals can help to alleviate tensions that
may exist over the implementation of such programmes within schools.

Effects of sexual health education in schools

Most experts believe that children and young people want and need
education for sexual health as early and comprehensively as possible
(UNESCO, 2009a). However, in many countries throughout the world,
it remains unavailable. Even in countries where SRE exists, programme
delivery is often reported to come too late for many young people
(WHO, 2010). Teaching is also reported to be patchy and inconsist-
ent and to place too much emphasis on biological issues, often at the
expense of social and emotional concerns such as feelings and rela-
tionships (Ingham and Hirst, 2010). While this may be due, at least in
part, to a lack of resources, it is often also attributed to the perceived or
anticipated resistance that results from misunderstandings regarding the
nature, purpose and effects of sex education (UNESCO, 2009a). Integral
to this is a belief that such initiatives will generate promiscuity among
young people (Grunseit et al., 1997; Stone and Ingham, 2006).

The sensitive and at times controversial nature of sex education has
meant that, in some countries (most notably in parts of the USA),
programmes have been limited to a focus on abstinence-only approaches.
Such programmes teach and encourage young people to remain abstin-
ent from sexual activity until after marriage as the only method to reduce
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their risks of STTIs, HIV and unintended pregnancy, and they provide
little or no information about contraception or safer sex practices.

In recent years, a significant amount of research has taken place,
particularly within the USA, to establish the effectiveness of abstinence-
only programmes in comparison to more comprehensive programmes
(sometimes called ‘abstinence-plus’ programmes), which educate young
people about a wider range of safe sex practices. One particularly rigor-
ous evaluation of four US federally funded abstinence-only programmes
found that young people in the abstinence-only programme group were
no more likely after 4-6 years to have abstained from sex than those
enrolled in the control group. Among those reporting having had sexual
intercourse, the young people receiving abstinence-only education
reported similar numbers of sexual partners and similar timing of sexual
debut to those in the control group (Trenholm et al., 2007).

Such findings align with those from other studies which conclude that
the majority of abstinence-only programmes do not reduce the risk of
HIV (as measured by self-reported outcomes), do not delay initiation
of sexual activity, do not reduce frequency of unprotected vaginal sex,
do not reduce the number of sexual partners, do not increase the return
to sexual abstinence among sexually active young people and do not
impact on condom use (Underhill et al., 2007a; Institute of Medicine,
2008; Kirby, 2008; UNESCO, 2009a). Some research even suggests that
abstinence-only programmes increase the risk for STIs and pregnancy,
since young people engage in sexual relations with little knowledge of
how to protect themselves (Briickner and Bearman, 2005). Moreover,
such programmes undermine the fundamental human rights of young
people to health, information and life (Society for Adolescent Medicine,
2006). At the same time, a number of surveys (primarily in the USA) have
found that the majority of parents do actually approve of sex education
in schools (Kirby, 2006) and, indeed, are often opposed to abstinence-
only programmes (Bleakley et al., 2006). Despite continued debate over
their use, it is now generally accepted that sufficient evidence does not
exist to justify the dissemination of abstinence-only programmes (Silva,
2002; Kirby, 2006, 2007, 2008).

More positive outcomes have been reported from comprehensive SRE
programmes, with evaluation reviews finding that a number of such
initiatives reduce the self-reported incidence and frequency of unpro-
tected sex and the number of sex partners, increase reported condom
use and delay the initiation of sexual activity among young people
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(Grunseit et al., 1997; Kirby, 2007, 2008; Underhill et al., 2007b; Institute
of Medicine, 2008; UNESCO, 2009a). Evidence from the USA suggests
that good quality comprehensive programmes work for both boys and
girls, for all major ethnic groups, and for sexually inexperienced and
experienced young people from a wide range of different backgrounds
(Kirby, 2007). There is no reliable evidence to demonstrate that compre-
hensive education for sexual health leads to earlier or riskier sexual activ-
ity, and therefore, no evidence that the implementation of sexual health
programmes in schools increases promiscuity among young people.

Characteristics of effective sex education

Much of the evidence regarding the effectiveness of SRE programmes
paints a fairly positive picture. However, it is important to recognise
that many programmes designed to reduce risky sexual behaviour are
very modest in scale and, in themselves, do not offer a stand-alone solu-
tion to eliminating sexual risk taking (Ibid.). Agreement on how best
to deliver SRE (as an isolated subject or integrated with other subjects)
also remains open to debate. According to Ingham and Hirst (2010), the
multifaceted nature of sexual behaviour means that it is unlikely that one
intervention alone will have a clearly measurable impact. It is also vital
to recognise that much of what is currently known about effective sex
education is fairly limited in scope, with the majority of studies focusing
primarily, and often solely, on heteronormative (and frequently repro-
ductive) behaviours and identities. This is seriously unfortunate given
the diversity of identities, practices and positionalities that characterise
human sexuality and the importance of promoting the full inclusion of
gender and sexual minorities in SRE.

Although recognition of such caveats is of vital importance, studies
and reviews of SRE programmes globally have identified a number of
characteristics found to be effective in terms of increasing knowledge,
expounding positive values and attitudes, developing skills and impact-
ing positively upon the sexual behaviour of young people. In particular,
a number of characteristics relating to curriculum development, curric-
ulum design and good practice in schools can be identified from recent
reviews of these studies. Here, we will focus on findings from some of
the most widely regarded authoritative reviews including the work of the
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late Douglas Kirby (Kirby et al., 2006b, 2006¢, 2007; Kirby, 2007) and
UNESCO (2009a, 2009b).?

Curriculum development

Experts in research on human sexuality, behaviour change and related
pedagogical theory should be involved in the development and adap-
tation of curricula and make use of social learning theories as the
foundation of programme development. Curriculum developers should
understand the kinds of behaviours that young people actually engage
in at different ages, the environmental and cognitive factors that affect
these behaviours and the best ways of addressing these factors within the
local context.

While there is commonality among young people in terms of their
needs regarding sexuality (UNESCO, 2009a), there are also differences
across and within communities, contexts and age groups in terms of
young people’s knowledge, beliefs, attitudes and skills as they relate to
sexual behaviour and risk taking. Understanding why young people act
in certain ways is important for the development of effective education
programmes for sexual health, as is the development of gender and
sexuality sensitive programmes that are intended for both boys and girls
and targeting students at different stages of development with relevant
messages and appropriate goals.

Involving young people in the development of curricula also increases
the effectiveness of sexuality education programmes. In the UK, for
example, the involvement of the UK Youth Parliament in the process of
reviewing sex and relationships education helped reveal major gaps in
provision and influenced the decision of the government at the time to
introduce compulsory SRE in 2008 (UNESCO, 2009a). More recently,
acknowledgement that young people have played little part in defining
their sex education needs to date has led to the University of South
Australia and SHine SA? launching a major research project to involve
young people in designing and updating the educational resources
used in South Australian schools (University of South Australia, 2014).
Such initiatives are useful, not only in defining the needs and concerns
of young people, but also in identifying their assets and providing an
important base on which to build upon their existing knowledge and
skills.
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Effective SRE programmes in schools are often underpinned by a ‘logic
model approach’ that specifies their health goals, the types of behaviours
affecting those goals, the risk and protective factors affecting those behav-
iours and the activities needed to change those factors. UNESCO (2009a)
reports that effective programmes for changing behaviour, particularly
those that reduce pregnancy or STI rates, use a clear, four-step process for
creating the curriculum. This involves identifying: (1) clear health goals
e.g. reducing unintended pregnancy or HIV and other STTs; (2) specific
behaviours that affect pregnancy and HIV/STI rates and behaviours that
can be changed; (3) the cognitive or psychosocial factors that affect those
behaviours (e.g. knowledge, attitudes, norms, skills); and (4) multiple
activities to modify each of these factors.

A key factor underpinning successful sexual health programmes in
schools has been the implementation of initiatives that are sensitive to
community values and consistent with available resources such as staft
time and skills, space and materials. Seeking the cooperation and support
of parents, families and other key community members from the outset
and regularly reinforcing this during implementation has also been
found to be effective. Research evidence suggests that parental concern
can be allayed via the provision of parallel programmes orienting them
to the content of their children’s learning and equipping them with skills
to communicate more openly about sexuality with their children.

Curriculum content

With respect to the design of the curriculum, research findings point
to the importance of health goals that are clear and focused and which
emphasise values that strengthen individual principles and group
norms against unprotected sex.* Information also needs to be evidence-
informed, scientifically accurate and balanced and conveyed in ways that
are easily understandable, unambiguous, culturally relevant, gender-
sensitive and age-appropriate.

Often, effective school programmes have established close links
with local sexual and reproductive health services to facilitate the use
of contraception and STI testing. In some cases, service providers
have established a regular base within the school setting, which not
only ensures easy access to their services but also helps normalise the
concept of sexual health. Some programmes have drawn upon educators
and speakers from outside the school itself (e.g. health providers and
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religious or community leaders) to provide useful additional insight and
understanding for young people. However, effective programmes require
such speakers to follow school guidelines and present objective and
evidence-informed material rather than ideological or moral viewpoints.
Importantly, organisations involved in sex education initiatives need to
work together to provide a culture that supports choice, respect and
responsibility and reinforces a coherent and consistent set of messages,
since conflicting messages have been found to undermine the success of
such programmes.

Effective programming also requires that contexts and situations that
may lead to unsafe sexual practice are addressed, with clear guidance
on how to avoid such circumstances and how to get out of them. In
communities where drug or alcohol use is associated with unprotected
intercourse for example, it is vital to address the influence of drugs and
alcohol on sexual behaviour. Where programmes draw upon important
community values such as self-respect, research recommends the need
to make clear the specific sexual and protective behaviours that are
consistent with these values.

A focus on specific risk and protective factors that affect particular
sexual behaviours is also important, with emphasis placed on factors that
are amenable to change via the SRE programme (e.g. knowledge, values,
social norms, attitudes and skills). Gender inequalities and norms, for
example, often affect a persons experiences of sexuality, their sexual
behaviour and their sexual and reproductive health. To effectively reduce
sexual risk behaviour, therefore, programmes need to critically examine
and address these inequalities and stereotypes and provide skills and
methods of avoiding unwanted or unprotected sexual activity. At the
same time, curricula should proactively seek to address gender inequal-
ity and challenge negative social norms and stereotypes, especially those
relating to gender and sexual differences.

Research has also shown that the effectiveness of school-based sex
education programmes may be enhanced by the use of participatory
teaching methods such as games, role-playing and group discussions
to help young people personalise and integrate information, explore
individual and peer group norms and values and to practice skills in,
for example, refusing unwanted or unprotected sex, resisting peer or
social pressures and insisting upon the use of appropriate contraception.
Multiple activities are recommended in order to address each risk and
protective factor, with successful programmes lasting for at least 12—20
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sessions. Programme reviews recommend that topics are covered in a
logical sequence, generally focusing first on strengthening motivation to
avoid STIs and pregnancy (i.e. focusing on susceptibility and severity)
before moving on to address the specific knowledge, attitudes and skills
required to avoid them.

Good practice in schools

As well as covering multiple topics over a number of sessions, reviews
of effective approaches to SRE have found that educational materials
need to be covered in an age-appropriate manner® and that messages
need to be reinforced over the course of several years. In some cases,
successful programmes have been reinforced via school or community-
wide components subsequently. Ideally, programmes should also have
an in-built element of flexibility to facilitate variations in the pace of
delivery if particular subjects stimulate a lot of discussion. Programmes
that include a combination of whole and small group work, mixed and
single gender work and opportunities for one-to-one sessions (if deemed
necessary and desirable by students and teachers) are also reported to be
successful.

Importantly, effective SRE requires participating students to feel
comfortable and safe. The creation of a protective and enabling environ-
ment within the school setting is therefore vital. This usually involves
the establishment of ground rules to be followed during teaching
and learning of SRE. Such rules include the avoidance of ridicule and
humiliating comments, avoiding personal questions, recognising the
legitimacy of all queries, respecting the opinions of others and maintain-
ing confidentiality.

Reviews have consistently emphasised the importance of skilled and
motivated educators in the delivery of SRE programmes. Relevant and
desirable characteristics include an interest in teaching the curriculum,
personal comfort in discussing sexuality, an ability to communicate
with young people and skills to utilise participatory teaching and learn-
ing methodologies. Where those implementing the programme lack
knowledge of the subject, appropriate training should be offered by
experienced and knowledgeable trainers, with clear goals and objectives
based on the curriculum that is to be implemented and opportunities to
rehearse key lessons in life skills training. Such training should enable
programme implementers to distinguish between their personal values
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and the needs of learners and stress the importance of delivering the
curriculum in full, rather than selectively.

Appropriate monitoring, supervision and support have also been
found to be necessary for teachers delivering SRE in schools. Because
SRE is not well established in many schools and is often considered
controversial, principals, head teachers and managers need to provide
encouragement, guidance and backing to those involved in programme
delivery. This includes ensuring that all aspects of the curriculum are
delivered as planned, that teachers have access to support when respond-
ing to new and challenging situations and that assistance is provided
to both update educators on key developments in the field of sexuality
education and to adapt the school’s programme as necessary.

Effective programmes often use regular classroom teachers, some
of whom may be trained in health or life skills education. As part of
the established school structure, such teachers will be known by both
students and the wider community and are well positioned to be able
to integrate sexuality education into a range of different subjects.
Alternatively, programmes may use specially trained teachers who
circulate between classes and grades and focus specifically on sexuality
education to deliver the curriculum. Advantages of this latter approach
include the ability of specialist teachers to cover sensitive topics and
implement participatory activities and to act as a key source of informa-
tion and a link to community-based services. Studies reveal that both
types of educators are able to deliver programmes effectively. To date,
a general focus on adult-led programmes has meant that debates over
the relative effectiveness of adult-led versus peer-led sex education
programmes remain inconclusive.

Expanding current debates and knowledge on
effective SRE

Research has shown that, in order to be effective, SRE needs to be
comprehensive, clear and focused, up-to-date, inclusive, developmen-
tally appropriate, sensitive to community values and designed to engage
with the behaviours and needs of a diverse range of young people. To
adequately prepare teachers for this kind of work, various kinds of input
and support are needed. These include good quality initial and in-service
teacher education to encourage teachers to address sexual health as part
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of an integrated, whole school approach and recognition of the fact that
promoting sexual health in schools requires attention to both the formal
and the informal curriculum. The overall ethos of the school, a school’s
code of discipline, its prevailing standards of behaviour, the attitudes of
staff toward pupils and the values underpinning these are fundamental
in providing an atmosphere conducive to the promotion of sexual health
and well-being and the development of pupil self-esteem.

Although these findings demonstrate that school-based SRE can
be effective, it is important to reiterate that existing programmes and
initiatives tend to be limited in scale, and they in themselves, do not
eliminate sexual risk. At the same time, it is important to recognise that
while systematic reviews and programme evaluations have undoubtedly
enabled a better understanding of many of the factors that help support
effective SRE, by their very nature, such studies tend to focus on what
works within existing practice and far less on what is missing or could
be improved in the provision of sex and relationships education. As the
chapters in this book make clear, there is considerable scope for a more
detailed analysis of a range of issues relating to gender, plurality and
power and for a more nuanced discussion on sexuality than has been the
case in most reviews and syntheses of SRE to date. For example, while
issues relating to violence, pornography and sexual diversity are often
talked about within the context of SRE, there has been no detailed review
that systematically examines what is and is not effective in the teaching
and learning of such topics.

Additionally, the time-lag that exists between the initiation of inter-
ventions and their review for effectiveness means that we are unable here
to provide in-depth analysis of successful practice relating to more recent
developments, for example technology and social media, that are widely
thought to affect sex and relationships among young people. However,
important empirical work on such issues is now emerging from which
lessons can be learned. The recently published Secondary Students and
Sexual Health survey in Australia (2014), for example, found that nearly
one third of sexually active students had used social media for sexual
reasons, sending naked or semi-naked pictures to others in the form of
‘sexting. While the potential for harm is clearly apparent, particularly
when the sending of images is non-consensual, recent research suggests
that caution is needed before assuming that sexting is inevitably a
detrimental practice (Albury et al., 2013). At the same time, however,
Ringrose et al. (2012) point out that engaging in forms of sexting places
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considerable pressure on young people to fit a certain image and open
themselves up to being judged by others. Indeed, according to this
report, the majority of the technology-related threats come not from
‘stranger danger’ but from technology-mediated sexual pressure from
peers, pointing to a key area where, as the chapter in this volume by Ollis
explains, more detailed discussion relating to issues concerning gender
and power could be developed.

Similarly, chapters by Sundaram, Maxwell and Ollis, and by Coy et
al. (also in this volume) offer important insights into the ways in which
gender mediates young people’s attitudes in relationships and, more
specifically, toward gendered and sexualised violence against women
and girls. Issues around the potential for addressing violence prevention
within school contexts are explored, including the challenges for devel-
oping a less risk-focused curriculum for sexuality education.

While schools are key environments in which to provide information
about sex and relationships to young people, the delivery of good quality,
SRE within schools remains sporadic (Mitchell et al., 2014). Although
this may be in part due to teachers’ and principals’ own attitudes and
beliefs relating to young people’s sexual activity (see, for example, Iyer
and Aggleton, 2013), research findings internationally suggest that many
teachers still do not have adequate resources, training or backing to
provide students with the breadth of information they need (Strasburger
and Brown, 2014). As the chapter in this volume by Francis reiterates,
good quality teacher training in SRE remains vital, as are more detailed
understandings of the impact of teacher attitudes and effect on the deliv-
ery of sex and relationships education.

Linked to this is the tendency for strongly normative sexual practices
to be reinforced through sex and relationships education.® Under these
circumstances, it is perhaps not surprising that a recent survey found that
44% of same sex attracted or gender questioning young women found
their school sex education to be of little relevance, nor that relatively high
levels of teenage pregnancy and STTs were reported within this group. As
the chapter in this volume by Sauntson and Sundaram emphasises, there
is a need for more inclusive approaches to SRE to address the needs of
gender and sexual minority young people. The chapter by Quinlivan and
Allen also explores issues of inclusivity in SRE in terms of addressing
religious and cultural plurality.

Finally, lack of adequate training, support and resources continues to
restrict what teachers feel able and comfortable to teach, as exemplified
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in Francis’ chapter in this volume. While factual and scientific topics
such as STTs, safe sex practices and contraception, as well as information
about social and personal relationships (e.g. managing peer influence,
feelings and intimate relationships) have been found to be taught fairly
consistently, in too many schools SRE remains focused on the negative
(e.g. the avoidance of ST1Is, pregnancy, and sexual relations) rather than
on more positive forms of health and well-being. Finding ways of talk-
ing about feelings, desire and respect in ways that are meaningful and
relevant to young people — and recognising that these are themselves
complex and contested concepts (see Allen et al., 2014) — remains an
important step in the development of future forms of SRE. It is our hope
that this volume and others like it make a significant contribution to
achieving such a goal.

Notes

1 The term ‘child’ in this convention applies to those aged up to 18 years.

2 Kirby et al. (2006b) is informed by a review of 22 sex education programmes
implemented in developing countries, Kirby et al. (2006¢) by a review of 83
studies worldwide and Kirby (2007) by 115 studies from the USA. UNESCO’s
(20094, 2009b) International Technical Guidance on Sexuality Education is
informed by a review of the literature on 87 studies from around the world,
29 from developing countries, 47 from the USA and 11 from other developed
countries.

3 SHine SA is a sexual health agency in South Australia that works in
partnership with government, health, education and community agencies
and communities to improve the sexual health and well-being of South
Australians.

4 ‘Unprotected sex’ is now recognised as being a contested term (see, for
example, HIV Prevention Justice Alliance, 2014). However, the term has
commonly been used to refer to sex without a condom, and this is the
context within which it is largely used within the literature reviewed in this
chapter.

5 See UNESCO (2009b) for recommendations on appropriate age-based
educational content and learning objectives.

6 With few exceptions (e.g. Schaafsma et al., 2014) normative practice also
tends to be reinforced through reviews and evaluations on school-based SRE.
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Introduction

In their book Young Femininity: Girlhood Power and Social Change, Aapola,
Harris and Gonick (2005) argue that Anglophone girlhood is continu-
ally represented in Western media through oppositional discourses of
celebration vs. crisis (girls ‘in crisis’ and ‘creating crisis’) amidst media
and pedagogical tropes of girls empowerment. One international
(although Eurocentric) crisis that has risen in recent years in relation
to girlhood has scrutinised girls’ ‘sexuality’ vis-a-vis the discursive
framing of premature and thus age-inappropriate ‘sexualisation’ of
girls (Renold and Ringrose, 2011). There have been high profile policy
reports across Anglophone countries. In Australia, a widely cited report
on ‘corporate paedophilia’ looked at the ‘adultification of children’ and
‘direct sexualisation’ of girls (Rush and La Nauze, 2006). In the USA,
the American Psychological Association commissioned a report on
the ‘sexualisation of girls’ (APA, 2007). Starting in 2009, in the UK,
the Scottish Government commissioned a report on sexualised goods
aimed at children (Buckingham, 2010) and the Home Office conducted
a Review on the Sexualisation of Young People (Papadopoulos, 2010).
These were followed up by a review of the reviews by the neo-liberal UK
Coalition Government entitled Letting children be children (2011). Official
government concern over child sexualisation has fed into, or followed
on from, a veritable flood of popular books, television documentaries,
news programmes and popular films on child sexualisation.!

In this chapter, I explore the sexualisation debates as a ‘postfeminist
panic’ over girls’ and young feminine sexuality, focusing on England as
a case study. I map how the British print news media deploy repeated
discursive gender patterns in their reporting, mobilising anxiety around
girlhood sexuality and femininity. These sexualisation media panics are
theorised as postfeminist (McRobbie, 2008) because they often position
girls’ sexualisation as a moral problem resulting from too much and too
early sexual liberation for girls, blaming feminism, poor mothering and
particular girls for the demise of respectable femininity. Indeed, I illus-
trate how these media stories enliven moralising, class-based discourses
around age-appropriate sexuality for girls (Egan, 2013). Next, I show how
the media reporting discursively and affectively resonates with UK sex
and relationship (SRE) policy, guidance and curriculum in the UK, which
is organised around sexual risk and danger in highly gendered and sexist
ways. Finally, the chapter considers how these gender anxieties are also
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dominant in UK reports and policy guidance around ‘sexualisation” and
girls. I argue that taken together the mutually reinforcing risk discourses
in the media, curriculum and policy arenas represent a postfeminist
panic that works to eschew attention to the most basic of girls’ (and all
young people’s) rights — the right to mandatory, useful contemporary
education about sexuality and relationships (Robinson, 2008).

Postfeminist panics: affect and gender
anxieties over sexuality

Postfeminism has been theorised as a set of discourses and political
practices grounded in assumptions that gender equity has now been
achieved for girls and women in education, the workplace and the home
(McRobbie, 2008; Gill and Scharft, 2011). Angela McRobbie (2008, p. 4),
a key figure in theorising postfeminism, suggests it is characterised by a
set of discourses that ‘actively draw on and invoke feminism ... in order
to suggest that equality is achieved, [and] in order to install a whole
repertoire of meanings which emphasise that it is no longer needed, a
spent force’ Postfeminist discourse also promotes the idea that women
have now won total equality or even surpassed boys/men, so that femin-
ism is attributed with having ‘gone too far’ and unleashed girls’/women’s
competitive and aggressive qualities and (girl)power, particularly their
new-found sexual freedom and expression, which defies traditional
norms of feminine embodiment, display and behaviour (Taft, 2004).
Moreover, girls’/women’s over-success is positioned as having been won
at the expense of men/boys (Martino et al., 2009). Postfeminism as a
concept describes, then, both the cultural diffusion of feminism into the
public domain and a backlash against feminism, due to fears and anxie-
ties over the shifting gender ‘order’ (Connell, 1987).

Blackman and Walkerdine (2001), drawing on Cohen, define ‘moral
panics’ as public anxieties that particular forms of behaviour are ‘deviant’
and pose a menace to the social order. Lynne Segal (1999) talks about
gender and sexual ‘anxieties’ over shifting and destabilising feminine and
masculine ‘roles’ and subject positions as these relate to transformations
in contemporary late modern cultures characterised by de-industriali-
sation and the breakdown of conventional ‘sexual contracts’ and gender
roles in the private and public spheres (see also Walkerdine et al., 2001).
Moral panics and shared group anxieties are a useful framework for
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thinking about the affective dimensions and dynamics of how public
discourses circulate and emote and how this may shape something like
state policies around health or education (Buckingham, 2011). Moral
panic is an idea that helps us to understand the power of some educa-
tional discourses to grip the public imagination and individual psyches
and enliven controversy and fear over the state of gender and sexuality.
This is not to say that a panic does not hold elements of ‘fact’ or ‘truth;,
but these tend to be overshadowed by a sense of urgency and crisis that
may belie the degree of the problem being represented.

Postfeminist panic is a concept that can help us to consider the affec-
tive tenor of public debate through the repetition of patterns, repeated
gender stories that come to construct dominant discourses or ways of
framing and imagining phenomenon like gender, femininity and sexual-
ity (Gill, 2007). Affectivity is a way of thinking about ‘what sticks or what
sustains or preserves the connection between ideas, values and objects’
and also how emotions and ideas travel and sustain energy and force
(Ahmed, 2010, p. 30). In particular, it can help us map out how certain
issues around shifting gender ‘roles’ and sexual behaviour become sites
of heightened concern, as points of anxiety or fear (Segal, 1999).

One of the primary sites where gender anxieties around girls’ and
women’s appropriate place and behaviour in society circulate and take
force is through the contemporary media. Public opinion, includ-
ing policy is increasingly ‘mediatised’ or shaped and informed by the
media (Fairclough, 2000). Educational policies are ‘spun’ and formu-
lated through media coverage around political issues in complex ways
(Gerwitz et al., 2004). As Rawolle (2010, p. 22) suggests, research on the
mediatisation of educational policy issues ‘offers a way to view interac-
tions between the media and education policy as an ongoing process
of change, rather than as a series of relatively disconnected episodes or
media-events.

My affective reading of mediatisation does not make causal arguments
about policy formations and ‘media effects’ as some type of hypodermic
needle injected into policy making bodies (Egan and Hawkes, 2010). It
is not possible to claim that media debates directly determine particular
policy decisions or educational guidance or even practices or cite caus-
ation between postfeminist panics and educational policies. Rather, I
explore how dominant discourses are repeated within the popular press,
academic research and policy in ways that are mutually constitutive
(Ball, 2008). I try to make a more nuanced relational mapping that places
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official government concern over child sexualisation, within a context
of widespread moral panic in the news media on this topic mapping
discursive repetition (Gill, 2007) and affective tenor (fear, anxiety, panic)
(Ahmed, 2010) in the news media on girls’ sexuality as at risk and in
danger. I also show how the panic over girls’ sexuality that takes shape
in the media debates on girls’ sexualisation resonates strongly with the
moral conservatisms in sex education guidance for the UK. Repressive
fears around the appropriate sexual roles, activities and behaviours for
girls flows through these multiple sites reaffirming particular discursive
tropes and nostalgic ideas about gender and sexuality as logical, truthful
and common sense (Hall, 1997), calling upon readers to identify with
some representations of girlhood and reject others (Driscoll, 2002).

Sexualisation of girls and the popular press

A consistent stream of UK news headlines for nearly 10 years has fed
the postfeminist panic over the sexualisation of girls. The article “The
truth about tweens’ (Independent, 2006) reports on ‘shocking evidence
of premature sexualisation of girls’ using internet chatrooms. This article
suggests that parents are unaware of sexual chatting and that the girls
involved are ‘at risk for pregnancy and for sexually transmitted diseases,
despite the researchers not knowing if the girls were actually engaging
in sex or merely ‘talking sex’ online. The focus of the article is exposing
‘sexually precocious behaviour in young girls.

In 2007, similar concerns revolved around the release of the American
Psychological Association’s report on sexualisation of girls, which
argued that sexualisation can lead to ‘lack of confidence, depression,
eating disorders and a negative effect on healthy sexual development’
While the article offers an analysis of sexual objectification of girls, its
understanding of the problem as having specific psychological, cognitive
and health effects for all girls reduces the problem to an issue of inherent
risks of sexuality facing girls, neglecting the complex classed and raced
construction of girls’ sexuality and the complexity of issues different girls
might be facing.

In 2008, The Times article Tm single, 'm sexy and I'm only 13" again
proclaimed sexualisation was taking a toll on girls ‘mental health’
suggesting that ‘teenage girls are being swept up by reality TV style
tits-out culture, becoming more willing than ever before to bare all’ The
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article drew on a poll of UK teenagers by ‘Lab TV website’ which found
that UK ‘glamour model’ Jordan was top of the list of good role models,
with 63% saying that lap dancing would be a good profession.

It would appear that the extension of sex work as an economic possibil-
ity for middle class girls (63% considering lap dancing) is what underpins
a great deal of the moral outrage here, rather than a feminist concern to
address the political economy of sex work, prostitution and pornography
with transparent fair labour conditions, for instance (Dines, 2009). Egan
and Hawkes (2008a) have suggested the sexualisation discourses position
girls’ sexuality as both risky and at risk, mobilising widespread fear,
anxiety and moralism. They suggest that the lack of understanding about
what the generalised notion of ‘sexualisation’ actually ‘moves feminist
thinking away from a deconstruction of dominant patriarchal culture’
because it vilifies girls’ sexuality as opposed to sexism (Ibid., p. 319).
Rather than critically engaging with the dynamics of sexual objectifi-
cation and exploitation that organise the sex industry, for instance, the
sexualisation discourse is drawn around class-based moralising lines and
tends to invoke fears over contaminating forms of sexuality infringing
upon constructions of appropriate girlhood sexual innocence and purity
(Duschinsky, 2012). Media discourses seem primarily concerned about
the ‘premature’ and ‘age-inappropriate’ sexualisation of girls and fuelled
by a desire to return to a mythical time/space of sexual innocence for
some (middle class) children (Egan, 2013).

The construction of innocent and safe childhood has long been
critiqued as a middle class construction (Cook, 2005), but it is critical
that we gender the ‘sexualisation’ debate and expose the powerful discur-
sive threads that point to how it is particular girls’ bodies that are under
an increasingly microscopic gaze. Some girls’ bodies are defined as being
more ‘at risk’ and are surveyed more closely. Egan and Hawkes (2008Db,
p- 294) suggest the sexualisation debate ‘reproduces ... patriarchal and
moralising beliefs about the ... pathological nature of female sexuality —
particularly the sexuality of poor and working class women. Historically
dangerous, licentious sexuality has been constructed as the purview of
working class women (Ringrose and Walkerdine, 2008) that may poten-
tially contaminate an idealised, sexually innocent, or at least ‘coy’, purer
guise of, middle class feminine sexual subjectivity. Unpacking the media
discourse of premature sexualisation, it seems that the projected focus
of anxiety surrounds the letting loose of an unbridled, classed female
sexuality that is dirty and degenerate.

DOL: 10.1057/9781137500229.0007



36 Jessica Ringrose

More recent media reporting on ‘sexualisation’ in the UK continues
to represent girls’ sexuality as in crisis/creating crisis through these class
based concerns. Two major UK teacher conferences in April 2013, the
ATL and NUT, reported on the dangers of sexualisation for girls vis-a-
vis school.> One argued ‘school children are becoming so corrupted by
pornography that girls aspire to look like porn stars’ and another warned
parents about the dangers of lap and pole dancing, featuring an image of
young women in a pole dancing class as a dangerous pedagogical object.

Teachers warned that pole dancing clubs and beauty pageants are turning back
the clock on decades of campaigning for sexual equality. There are concerns
that pupils are growing up in a culture where pornographic images are widely
available, cosmetic surgery is advertised, and there is a ‘fixation’ with stay-
ing slim. Teachers fear this can undermine young women’s self-confidence
and contribute to problems such as eating disorders and anxiety about their
appearance. This can disrupt both girls’ school work and their social life, say
teachers ... Delegates called for recognition of the negative impact of sexism
and the need to protect equal rights for women ... NUT general secretary
Christine Blower said, ‘It is important for all children and young people to
learn, in an age-appropriate manner, about respect for their own and other
people’s bodies and emotions. (Telegraph, 2013)

In the news story above, we see contradictory calls — feminist discourses
of sexism and sexual equality are intermeshed with neo-liberal post-
feminist discourses of girls (under) achievement and misguided aspira-
tions — body image, anorexia, hypersexualisation and self-esteem are
confusingly mangled together. An overriding problem signified in the
stories and the image accompanying the text (of a pole dancing class)
is that girls’ energy may be channelled in the ‘wrong’ direction (an
affective future concern about outcomes and trajectories), toward the
pole (making money with their sexual bodies) instead of flowing into
the rational productive academic channels (making money with their
brains). On the one hand, this can again be analysed as a classed concern
over erotic capital (Egan, 2013) and the wrong (read middle class) girls
slipping into economic practices of selling sex; on the other, it expresses
feminist concerns over the commodification of the young female body.
Sites external to the school (pole dancing clubs, beauty pageants, porno-
graphic culture) are constructed deterministically as a scapegoat for
sexism against girls, rather than suggesting that the very practices of
SRE operating within schools may be not only lacking in information
but actually constructing female sexuality in equally problematic sexist
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ways. Such news reports are affectively overladen with adult projections
of fear and anxiety onto girls, who are in many senses robbed of any
potential ‘agency’ in the imagined space of a scary futurology dominated
by ‘sexualisation’ and ‘pornification’ (Smith, 2010).

In desiring to return girls to a mythical state of sexual innocence and
purity, the sexualisation discourse denies spaces for expression of sexu-
ality from girls, reading every expression of sexual identity or practice
from girls in deterministic and reductive terms as evidence of victims
of sexualisation (see also Lerum and Dworkin, 2009). This relates in
important ways to dominant trends in sex and relationship education in
schools. In the next section of this chapter, I explore resonances between
the recent moral panic on sexualisation and older discourses of risks of
inappropriate youthful sexuality activity that have long informed sex
education. My aim is to show how the public sexualisation debates are in
many cases simply reinforcing older discourses of sexual risks for young
people and girls in particular.

Girls, risk, protection and sexuality in sex and
relationship guidance

Historically, sexuality has been a tricky educational issue with schools
having to mediate between the specific cultural backgrounds, influences
and norms of local parent cultures and nationally mandated curricula
on sex education. Traditionally, sexuality was bracketed off as a discrete
topic in secondary education as a health discourse dealing with repro-
ductive functions. Sex education was modified to sex and relationship
education (SRE) in 2006 in an attempt to address issues of sexual
relationships. The Labour Government attempted to change policies to
address aspects of sexuality in primary schooling in the UK, perhaps in
response to the developing discourses over premature sexualisation and
pressures for schools to address these trends. But a move to make SRE
mandatory was overturned by the Conservative Government in 2012,
leaving SRE in an anomalous position in the UK. On the one hand, it is
compulsory for ‘maintained’ schools (i.e. not free schools or academies)?
to offer it, at least to a minimal level (and many schools have only six
hours a year devoted to it) within the science curriculum. It is also the
only area of the curriculum which schools are obliged to consult parents
about before delivering it. In fact, many schools hold special meetings
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for parents to view the materials to be used in lessons, and some parents
can opt out of sex education due to cultural and religious preferences. At
present:

the law requires that primary schools must decide whether sex and relation-
ship education (SRE) should be included in their school’s curriculum and,
if so, what the educational provision should consist of and how it should
be organised. Secondary schools, meanwhile, must provide SRE (including
education about HIV and AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases)
and must teach human growth and reproduction as set out in the national
curriculum (‘Sex and Relationship Education: Views from teachers, parents
and governors, 2010)

To date, then, SRE is not compulsory in UK primary schools, and
secondary schools have only certain areas targeted as mandatory. The
related personal, social and health education (PSHE) curriculum is not
mandatory and is currently undergoing yet another ‘review’ leaving its
status uncertain (Telegraph, 2014). Thus, SRE inhabits a perpetually shaky
space in the formal school curriculum, and increasingly it is the indi-
vidual school’s responsibility to manage the curriculum and pedagogy,
making its delivery ad hoc, and its status devalued (Alldred and David,
2007). The 2010 Sex and Relationship Education Report also suggests:

Current SRE provision in the UK lags behind that of many developed coun-
tries and a 2007 survey by the UK Youth Parliament of over 20,000 young
people found that shockingly 61 per cent of boys and 70 per cent of girls
aged over 17 reported not receiving any information at school about personal
relationships.*

Moreover, it found:

90% of parents and 93% of Governors thought schools should be involved in
providing SRE, but that 80% of teachers do not feel sufficiently well trained
and confident to talk about SRE. Only 9% of school leaders rated the teach-
ing materials available to them as ‘very useful. More than one in four school
leaders and a fifth of governors believe that current SRE in schools is failing
children by preparing them for the future ‘not well’ or ‘not at all well’ (Ibid.)

Part of the problem has been the bracketing off of sexuality as a ‘special’
area that is removed in policy and curricula from other gender concerns
(such as the gender agenda). As Stevi Jackson famously suggested in
1982, sex education is like a ‘remedial programme made necessary by
society’s attitude to children as a special category of people and sexuality
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as a special area of life. Also significant is how gender equality issues
get separated off from sexuality in sex education provision in the formal
curriculum of schooling (Epstein and Johnson, 1998). As gender and
education scholars have suggested, gender is constructed in dominant
educational discourses and policies (for example, the UK Labour Party’s
‘Gender Agenda’) as the crude bodily distinction between numbers of
girls and boys in school and gender is compared by performative success
by gender in test scores (Skelton and Francis, 2008). In this way, gender
issues can be constructed as an equality box (performance by test scores
due to some girls’ high performance on exams) that has been ticked (as
with other affirmative action discourse that takes equal female represen-
tation to have eliminated sexism (Ringrose, 2012)). This works to eclipse
ongoing issues of gendered and sexualised power relations in schools, for
instance, gendered dynamics of instruction, sexism, sexual harassment
and violence and other issues of girls’ well-being in school (Ibid.).
Researchers in the UK and internationally have criticised sex education
programmes as refusing to engage with the ‘realities’ of sexual relation-
ships and gendered power dynamics among young people (Kehily, 2002;
Allen, 2004; Robinson, 2008) and consistently reducing sexuality to an
issue of ‘plumbing’ and disease which is influenced by a ‘protectionist’
discourse: that adults have the responsibility to protect children from the
risks of sexuality (Alldred and David, 2007). The most recent DfE guid-
ance released on 14 January 2014 largely repeats the previous guidance
(DfES, 2000) that SRE is primarily about avoiding pregnancy and disease
reduction with the core message of ‘delaying sexual activity’ repeated no
less than three times in the first five pages of the report in statements like:

Secondary pupils should learn to understand human sexuality, learn the
reasons for delaying sexual activity and the benefits to be gained from such
delay, and learn about obtaining appropriate advice on sexual health.
Effective sex and relationship education does not encourage early sexual
experimentation ... It enables young people to mature, to build up their
confidence and self-esteem and understand the reasons for delaying sexual
activity.

To take a specific example of regional SRE guidance for Year 9 in
London,’ five of the six lessons focus on risk and three on contraceptive
methods. Lesson two, ‘recognising and managing risk’ will teach young
people to ‘assess and manage the element of risk in personal choices
and situations, suggesting a discussion focus on sexual activity, human
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reproduction, contraception and pregnancy, and sexually transmitted
infection and HIV. Lesson three, ‘Reasons to have sex or delay; is also
organised around risk in ‘decision making, encouraging discussion of
‘informed choices, and personal, social and moral dilemmas and choices’
Lessons four, five and six focus on ‘contraceptive methods, condoms and
STIs respectively, foregrounding the primary focus on preventing preg-
nancy and disease, although condoms are the only contraceptive focused
on in explicit detail in the guidance.

To summarise, the SRE guidance centres on risks of diseases, teenage
pregnancy and safeguarding against poor personal sexual ‘choices. The
body is fragmented into discrete ‘risky parts’ to be managed. Epstein
and Johnson (1998) have found this focus on protection and risk makes
discussion of desire and pleasure difficult in the sanitised space of
schooling. Epstein critiques the nature of the relationships promoted in
SRE where heteronormative relationships organised around heterosexual
penetrative sex are privileged and normative, yet risky and appropriately
delayed. Thus, she and others have suggested that SRE advocates an
a-sexual or non-sexual, heterosexual relationship in the singular.

This has particular implications for girls. Michelle Fine (1998; Fine
and McClelland, 2006) has suggested that there is a ‘missing discourse’
of female desire writ large in sex education, organised around health
and reproductive danger. In the USA context, this risk has typically been
contained through abstinence education, going much further than other
developing countries in advocating the delay of sexual intercourse till
marriage and positioning women as moral regulators of sexuality by
positioning their bodies as risky sexual objects to protect from predatory
male sexuality (Aapola et al., 2005). Allen, writing in the New Zealand
context (2004, p. 183), suggests that there is a total absence of a viable
discourse of ‘erotics’ in sex education, indicating that young women are
particularly disadvantaged since they are ‘already socially constituted
as possessing lower levels of sexual desire and being able to experience
sexual pleasure less easily than young men’

In the UK context, discussions of male sexuality in the SRE guidance
contain overt reference to male arousal — erections and condoms — and
the curriculum also contains references to ‘wet dreams” which position
the sex drive as higher and more out of control for males than girls and
position girls as at risk or/and moral regulators of such predatory and
drive-based sexuality (Allen, 2004). However, while the mechanics of
female reproduction (menstrual cycle) are present, the mechanics of
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female arousal are often not (Reiss, 1998). This is a crucial distinction
since reference to male orgasm is present in the SRE curriculum, but
reference to female orgasm is typically not: this remains a taboo site.
Male arousal and sexual pleasure is therefore a discursive ‘condition of
possibility’ (Foucault, 1982) in the SRE curriculum, which foregrounds
the phallus-condom-vagina assemblage of parts (Renold and Ringrose,
2011), while female sexual pleasure is mystified and repressed. Female
sexuality is reproduced as a passive hole to receive the penis. We can see
immediate resonances between SRE and the current panic on premature
child sexualisation. Both discourses are organised around notions of
sexual risk and age-appropriate sexual experiences and construct norma-
tive accounts of ‘healthy sexuality’ focused on delaying sexual practice
and self-sexualisation (from girls particularly), constituting those who
do not manage a healthy sexual self as deviant. The resulting educa-
tional problem is that SRE continues to offer little guidance addressing
gendered and sexualised relationships within the context of the ‘sexual-
isation’ fears reinforced in the media reporting explored above.

Implications of the sexualisation reports for education

Returning to the official government discourses of sexualisation I raised
in the introduction to this chapter, the UK reports on sexualisation have
had different aims and have had different things to say about education.
The Scottish Parliament report has been lauded for undertaking rigorous
research and offering a ‘thorough review of literature}” but focused on
exploring parents’ and children’s views on sexualised goods and did not
explicitly aim at interventions of strategies for education. Nonetheless,
the role of the school did come up as a key concern for parents:

Parents felt they needed some support in their efforts to deal with this issue.
Some expressed a wish for schools to address the issue of sexualisation with
young people — partly because they recognised that doing so themselves
could be ineffective, or easily dismissed by their children ... However, parents
felt that they often did not have a voice in schools, including on issues such
as holding proms or policies on uniform, make-up and so on that had direct
and significant consequences in this area (Buckingham et al., 2009).?

A crucially important aspect of this report is its recommendation for
further research and exploration of educational resources to address this
issue.
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The Sexualisation of Young People report (Papadopoulos, 2010) has
been widely critiqued by academics (see Atwood and Smith, 2011) for
bias and using ‘cherry picked’ data and failure to distinguish academic
research from PR campaigns.® It has also been criticised for reducing the
issues around sexualisation to an age-appropriate dialogue of sexually
regulating girls, who were constructed as victims in relation to preda-
tory males (Renold and Ringrose, 2011; Duschinsky, 2012). Despite these
weaknesses, the Home Office had worked with women’s organisations
and feminist groups to outline some of the core issues of sexism under-
pinning corporate ‘sexualisation’ It also had important recommendations
surrounding the need for raising awareness around issues of sexualisa-
tion in education including: introducing ‘gender equality’ training and
modules into Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) educa-
tion; developing a ‘whole school approach to tackling gender inequality,
sexual and sexist bullying and violence against women and girls, devel-
oping lessons on ‘sexualisation’; and advocating that gender stereotypes
and pornography be included in DCSF’s revised Sex and Relationships
Education (SRE) guidance for schools (Papadopoulos, 2010, pp. 14-15).
This represented a significant set of recommendations which would have
opened space for analysis of gender stereotypes and sexism within the
spaces of schooling.

However, any feminist voices articulated in the Sexualisation of Young
People review were largely undercut by the Bailey Review, which focused
its concerns again on issues of parenting, family values and responsible
marketing. The emphasis has returned from analysis of gender and
sexism to age-appropriate rules around sexual activity and delaying
entry into what is assumed to be inevitable sexualised adult culture (Coy
and Garner, forthcoming). There are references to the need for media
literacy in the Bailey Review but no joined-up analysis of how we might
work on issues of sexualisation across PSHE and SRE in particular.

Conclusion

At the time of writing, and after the prolonged postfeminist panic over
girls, political refusals to revise the existing sex education curriculum to
address issues of ‘sexualisation’ and digital technology persist (Telegraph,
2014). Even more difficult for campaigners, activists and academics
concerned with young people’s sexual rights is the failure of the most
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recent vote in the House of Lords in January 2014 to make sex education
mandatory in the UK, which redraws the boundaries around sexuality
education as a private, culturally bound set of issues (Telegraph, 2014).
Mary Jane Kehily (2002, p. 71) has suggested that there is a perennial
problem of gaps between official sex education and the * “lived” experi-
ence of sexuality among pupils. At present, this gap seems particularly
problematic and wide, given the intensifying moral panic on sexualisa-
tion evident in the UK media and beyond, the inadequate and limited
SRE provision and the refusal to make SRE mandatory in schools.

In this chapter, I have outlined the sexualisation panic discourses as
resolutely postfeminist (Gill, 2011). News media accounts continually
bring up fears over girls as at risk and in crisis in what ostensibly appears
to be a concern for girls’ well-being. Yet the concern is repeatedly affec-
tively oriented toward pushing girls back into a (adult, middle class,
racialised) fantasy space of sexual innocence to ‘protect’ girls (Egan,
2013). I have outlined how the media sexualisation panic resonates with
the focus on sexual risk in SRE guidance in UK schools, which continue
to be organised around parts and plumbing, disease and delaying sexual
activity via managing the phallus in ways that totally neglect girls’
desires and sexual rights to knowledge about their bodies (Robinson,
2008; Lerum and Dworkin, 2009). Taken together, then, the post-
feminist panics over girls’ sexualisation evident in media, government
reports work alongside the repressive tendencies in the SRE guidance in
a mutually constitutive fashion, with deeply sexist effects that neglect the
gendered power dynamics of sexuality both within educational contexts
and beyond.

Notes

1 For a comprehensive review and critique of popular books and films on girls
and ‘sexualisation; see Egan, 2013.

2 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/educationnews/9936103/Schoolgirls-
want-porn-star-looks-teachers-told.html; http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
education-21990043

3 A useful description of the difference in requirements for maintained schools
and academies in England can be found at: at http://www.ncb.org.uk/
media/385195/current_status_of_sre.pdf

4 http://accordcoalition.org.uk/2011/07/14/peers-debate-the-importance-of-
statutory-pshe-in-lords-debate/
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5 'This is taken from SRE core curriculum for London a set of schemes of work with
detailed lesson plans and suggested resources for the foundation stage, primary and
secondary curriculum. It has been put together by Young London Matters, an
initiative sponsored by the Government Office for London in response to the
new statutory curriculum for PSHE (Young London Matters, 2009).

6 There is also the heteronormative assumption that girls will be heterosexual,
there is little consideration of sex with other women or of anyone stepping
outside the sex they were assigned at birth (e.g. trans-identities) (DePalma
and Atkinson, 2008).

7 http://www.drpetra.co.uk/blog/unpacking-the-bailey-review-on-
commercialisation-and-sexualisation-of-childhood/

8 http://archive.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/equal/reports-10/
eor10-o2.htm#2

9 http://www.drpetra.co.uk/blog/unpacking-the-bailey-review-on-
commercialisation-and-sexualisation-of-childhood/
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Introduction

Pornography is an intensely personal, private and political issue: one
capable of dividing sex and relationships educators. Over the past 20 years
in Australia, there has been enormous progress in inclusive practices,
acknowledgement of sexual activity and improvement in the provision
of resources to support sex and relationships education (SRE) in schools.
These positive changes have happened alongside an increasing concern
about the high levels of violence against women (VAW). Increasingly,
authors are pointing to the broader structural aspects of gender relations
and inequality as implicated in the cause and the solution. Gender-based
entitlements, power, objectification and status are now recognised as
playing an instrumental role in the dynamics of VAW (Russo and Pirlott,
2006; Victorian Health Promotion Foundation (VicHealth), 2014).

A recent UK report on young people and VAW has identified the role
of the media, sexualisation and access to pornography in a range of sex
and relationships issues (Horvath et al., 2013). Reporting on the inquiry,
the authors point to the pervasive role of pornography in children’s and
young people’s lives. The inquiry found, ‘Frequent accounts of both girls’
and boys’ expectations of sex being drawn from pornography they had
seen; and professionals told us troubling stories of the extent to which
teenagers and younger children routinely access pornography, including
extreme and violent images’ (Horvath et al., p. 4).

Similar exposure to pornography can be found in Australia. In one
study of 13-16 year olds, 61% of girls and 92% of boys had been exposed
to pornography online (Fleming et al., 2006). Many young people are
learning what sex looks like from what they — or their partner or peers —
observe in pornography (Héggstrom-Nordin, Hanson and Tyden, 2005;
Flood, 2009).

These concerns have been the impetus for an increasing focus on
pornography and its links to VAW in SRE in Australia. Pornography,
material designed to arouse (Crabbe, 2014), is not in itself problematic;
in fact, for some young people pornography can provide an important
source of information where little else exists. However, researchers argue
that mainstream pornography has become extremely violent (Malamuth,
Addison and Koss, 2000). It depicts women enjoying violent sexual
behaviours, provides unrealistic images of women and men’s bodies and
shows sexually unsafe behaviours such as intercourse without condoms
or oral sex and then anal sex without a condom (Dean, 2007). One key
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concern is the proliferation of easily accessed pornography and its use by
young people as a tool for learning about sex and relationships in place
of SRE in schools (Flood, 2009; Crabbe, 2014).

Australia is in the process of implementing a national curriculum that
endorses SRE to students in primary and secondary schools (ACARA,
2013a). However, this remains a contested process and implementation
by no means guaranteed. Responsibility for implementation resides with
state and territory governments whose nuanced political agendas will
determine the extent and nature of SRE in schools.

The final document reflects the nature of current debates and future
directions in SRE in Australia, which in broad terms mirror those
occurring internationally. When should SRE begin? What is appropriate
content at particular grade levels? How explicit are we in our approach?
Who should be teaching SRE? What sexualities are privileged in the
current approach? How do we move from a sex-negative approach to a
sex-positive approach? What messages are we giving students about sex
and relationships? Should we be teaching about violence against women
in SRE? Should an examination of explicit sexual imagery and pornog-
raphy be part of SRE? These questions go to the heart of SRE in Australia
and form the subject matter of this chapter.

In particular, the emphasis is on the challenges, contradictions and
possibilities of teaching about pornography education in SRE. This new
curriculum proposes a strengths-based approach in which students are
encouraged to be healthy citizens rather than present sexuality issues as
a problem of risk, harm and negativity. It assumes that students come to
class with strengths and knowledge that can be built upon. Yet pornog-
raphy that depicts gender inequality and VAW is a negative reality and
an issue young people want and need to explore in SRE in schools (Allen,
2006; Mitchell et al., 2013; Harrison, Ollis and Johnson, 2014; Hirst, 2014).
Drawing on data collected from qualitative research with teachers and
students involved in a Respectful Relationships Education (RRE) pilot in
three secondary schools in Victoria, Australia, this chapter examines the
challenges and possibilities of teaching about pornography in SRE.

Why teach about pornography in SRE?

The shifting landscape of technology

The use of mobile phones, laptop computers, social media sites such
as personal blogs (Facebook) and photo and video posting websites
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(YouTube and Instagram), accessed at schools or involving school
students, has meant that schools have been required to deal increasingly
with incidents relating to explicit sexual imagery and pornography. The
latest Australian research with students in Grades 10-12 (16-18 year olds)
shows that 43% had sent a sexually explicit written text message and 52%
had received them; 26% had sent a sexually explicit nude or nearly nude
photo or video of themselves; 9% had sent one to someone else and 42%
had received one of someone else. When the data is compared on the
basis of sexual activity, sexually active students have much higher rates
of exposure. For example, 72% had sent a sexually explicit written text
message, 84% had received one, 50% had sent a sexually explicit nude or
nearly nude photo of themselves and 17% sent one of someone else. Over
70% had received one of someone else (Mitchell et al., 2013).

Although policy frameworks exist in Australia to deal with school-
based incidents (DEECD, Building Respectful and Safe Schools, 2010),
such procedural documents do little to help young people make sense
of, and navigate their way through and around, what can be problematic
exposure and imagery, nor assist them to explore issues of desire and
pleasure. Young people have easy access to what can be sexist, violent,
homophobic, disrespectful, sexualised and sexually explicit images that
often present unrealistic expectations and portrayals of gender, power,
intimacy, desire and sexual consent in sexual relationships (Flood and
Fergus, 2008; Brook et al., 2009; Powell, 2010).

Never before has there been a more immediate need to equip young
people with the skills, knowledge and understanding to deconstruct and
reconstruct these representations in line with the reality of gender, sex,
power, sexuality and respectful relationships. A recent study of students’
experience of SRE in Australia (Johnson, Harrison and Ollis, 2014)
shows that students want to learn about sexualisation, pornography
and sexual consent as well as respectful relationships, love, sexual desire
and pleasure in SRE. Violence in relationships, staying safe online and
pornography were amongst the ten issues students in Grades 8-10 (13-16
year olds) wanted more depth on (Johnson et al.,, 2014). Other studies
have shown a clear mismatch between what students want to know and
what teachers are prepared to cover in SRE (Allen, 2005; Johnson, 2012).

The elephant in the room

There is growing consensus of the need to address pornography in
SRE (Allen, 2006; Crabbe and Corlett, 2010; Haste, 2013; Crabbe, 2014;
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Harrison and Ollis, 2015). The problem is ‘exactly how porn should be
addressed in the classroom’ (Haste, 2013, p. 520). Haste argues that one
of the key challenges facing SRE is how to deal with male pupils’ use
of and reference to pornography (Ibid.). Others go so far as to argue
that boys’ disruptive behaviour in SRE can partially be explained by not
critiquing and engaging with the power of the pornographic discourse
(Allen, 2006). Allen (2006) contends ‘from this perspective, pornogra-
phy provides the ‘script’ through which many young men are inducted
into the conventions of sexual behaviour’ (p. 521).

Pornography’s capacity as a poor sexuality educator and poor infor-
mation source has been highlighted by a number of authors (Fergus and
Heenan, 2009; Crabbe and Corlett, 2010; Dines, 2010; Flood, Haste 2013),
including young people themselves (Mitchell et al., 2013). However,
current SRE in Australia rarely includes explicit coverage of sexual
behaviours, such as masturbation, intercourse, anal and oral sex, except
in programmes that focus on intellectual disabilities (Family Planning
NSW, 2002). In other words, young people do not get to see what sex
looks like in practice. This is a tension that goes to the core of the debate
about pornography use by young people. If SRE is not going to provide
accurate information that enables young people to see and explore what
equitable, inclusive, consensual, pleasurable sex looks like then where do
they get it?

Respectful relationships: a curriculum context for
pornography education

In Australia, respectful relationships education (RRE) is the educa-
tional context for teaching about VAW and, therefore, pornography
(Flood et al., 2009). In 2009, the Victorian Department of Education
and Early Childhood Development (DEECD) commissioned a report
(Flood et. al., 2009) to explore evidence and develop best practice in
VAW prevention education. This report has been instrumental in the
development of school-based interventions that aim to prevent VAW
in Australia and that enable a focus on pornography (CASA House,
2008; Crabbe, 2014; DEECD, 2014).

Unlike other SRE issues, RRE is clear and identifiable throughout the
Health and Physical Education (HPE) component of the new Australian
Curriculum (AC), to be implemented in Australian schools in 2017. This
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provides enormous potential to engage in education about pornography
in SRE, if schools and teachers are supported with teaching resources
and professional learning (Ollis, 2014).

The inclusion of critical inquiry in the HPE curriculum as a key peda-
gogy holds perhaps the most potential to develop students’ awareness and
understanding of pornography’s role in perpetuating gender inequality
and VAW in SRE. For example, there is an expectation that students will,
‘critically analyse and critically evaluate contextual factors that influence
decision-making, behaviours and actions, and explore inclusiveness,
power inequities, taken for granted assumptions, diversity and social
justice’ (ACARA, p. 4). An explicit focus on power has been shown to
assist students to make the connection to VAW (Sundaram, 2013; Ollis,
2014) and is considered a key aspect of best practice in VAW prevention
education and pornography education (Ollis and Tomaszewski, 1993;
Carmody, 2009; Flood et al., 2009; Crabbe, 2014; DEECD, 2014,)

In addition, the HPE curriculum includes a set of ‘General capabili-
ties’ students should develop as part of their experience of the curricu-
lum (ACARALG, p. 2). The capabilities of ‘critical and creative thinking),
‘personal and social capability’ and ‘ethical understanding’ (pp. 2-8)
are also instrumental in a best practice approach (Flood et al., 2009).
Moria Carmody’s (2009) programme ‘Sex and Ethics’ is an example of
this framework in action. Consistent with others in the field (Sundaram,
2013), Carmody’s intervention is based on listening to the voices of young
people and their lived experience of gender and violence. Theoretically,
her work draws on feminist post-structuralist ideas utilising Foucault’s
ideas on power and sexual ethics (p. 9). For Carmody, the challenge is
‘how to support young people in their use of power to shape their sexual
lives and ethical sexual subject’ (p. 9).

An example of teaching about pornography through SRE

A recent case can be found in the practice of a small group of feminist
teachers, whose practice I researched as part of a curriculum pilot
called Building Respectful Relationships: Stepping Out Against Gender Based
Violence (BBR), released in 2014 (DEECD). The teachers contacted me in
2012 after reading about the BBR resources with the hope of assistance.
They were interested in using the draft BBR to develop a programme for
students that focused on the objectification of women, pornography and
respectful relationships.
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The subsequent programme they developed included a strong focus
on pornography. The teachers selected suitable activities from the draft
BBR to complement others they had previously used in SRE and focused
the entire programme around the viewing of DreamWorks 3: Desire, Sex
and Power in Music Videos (Sut Jhally, 1997). The activities were piloted
in February/March 2013 in two mainstream co-educational secondary
colleges (40 students) and their own alternative setting (10 students).’
The teachers advertised the programme to local secondary schools, and
three responded. After initial discussion of the programme aims and
content with the interested schools, plus the viewing of DreamWorks 3:
Desire, Sex and Power in Music Videos (Sut Jhally, 1997), two of the three
schools elected to undertake the programme over a four-day intensive
period with one co-educational Grade 9 class in each school. The third
school felt the video was inappropriate for the students in Grade 9.
According to one of the teachers, the school leadership felt that it would
be ‘traumatising’ for their students.

Following ethics approval from the education authority and the
university, qualitative data was collected from students using a post-
programme survey; content analysis of students’ activity reflections,
and creative writing tasks (20 girls and 20 boys in the two mainstream
schools) and one focus group interview (10 students in the alternative
programme - three girls and seven boys) about their experience of the
programme activities and how they understood the issues of sexualisa-
tion, gender, power and relationships.

Individual interviews were conducted with four teachers (three
female and one male) who had developed and/or taught the programme
to explore their experience of planning, developing and teaching the
programme. Interviews were recorded and transcribed.

Pornography emerged as a key issue of teacher concern and student
interest. Consistent with other researchers in SRE (Allen, 2006; Haste,
2013), the teachers in this study took the view that pornography could
not be ignored because it was a constant backdrop to their students’
understanding of sex and sexuality, particularly the boys.

I guess it all started when we had students presenting with a lot of issues
surrounding pornography use and being hyper-sexualised. So we had the
whole range of kids that were viewing pornography, and quite openly talked
about it and when we did the pornography brainstorm, all the websites came
out, all the stuff came out ... even the ones at (the mainstream school) that we
didn’t think had probably been exposed to porn, all knew about Anime porn,
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all knew about cartoon porn. So, that was easy then, because you could talk a
bit more about it, because you knew that they all had at some stage — because
you can't just go ‘oh, who watches pornography?’ (Claire, Female Teacher)

The teachers had been working with students in a non-mainstream
context that afforded them great freedom in what they covered. Claire
acknowledges the sensitivity that surrounds including an issue such as
pornography in SRE in mainstream schools and the importance and
sense of legitimation that the reality check with young people can bring.

As part of the pilot, students also undertook content and textual
analysis of media and music videos. Using Gail Dines’ (2010) notion of
‘porn world; students participated in an activity developed for the pilot
by Crabbe and Corlett that compared the messages in ‘porn world” with
what happens in the ‘real world’ The students then explored the notion
of respect and a respectful sexual relationship, comparing their ideas of
respect with the way that sex, sexuality and gender are represented in the
media, music videos and pornography.

The following excerpt illustrates the impact of the activities according
to one of the teachers:

to the conclusion that if T am someone that’s going to watch pornography, 'm
not going to have a good relationship with another person ... Lots of our kids
in the programme said I'm not watching pornography anymore, because I'm
never going to have a girlfriend if I watch pornography ... Yeah, and one of
the boys at [the mainstream school], at the end of it said ... you know the best
thing I've learned in this whole time? He goes, I didn’t realise girls don’t like
anal sex. Thanks for teaching me that. (Pam, Female Teacher)

These comments reinforce young people’s, particularly boys, use of
pornography as an important source of information about sex and the
importance of SRE as a reality check against which they can explore
what they see and understand from pornography.

Consistent with other research (Feltey, Ainslie and Geib, 1991), the
students’ response to critical media analysis was a strong emotional
one in which they described what they saw as ‘disgusting, ‘confront-
ing, ‘uncomfortable; ‘confused;, ‘not normal, and they voiced the need
for behavioural change and cultural practices that normalised violence
against women.

‘Violence against women, not okay... ‘Everything about nothing is about
sex’; ‘Media over does things, changes everything’.. ‘Most things are sexual
like how red lipstick originated’. ‘Porn we learn about it in society, like music
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videos and magazines, and it’s not really how it should be as Taylor said, it just
gives you — no matter how young you are, you have to be sexy to everyone or
youre nothing’ (Student responses, Grade 9 mainstream schools)

Many of the students described the programme as ‘life changing’
with the majority of them saying their parents would benefit from the
programme. Perhaps students being provided with SRE that is relevant
can help explain this. Allen (2005) maintains that SRE needs to be
embodied, realistic and practical for students. The students in this study
found the approach to pornography education helped them to make
connections to themselves, the real world and gender inequality that was
practical for their lived experiences as sexual subjects.

The teachers in the pilot drew heavily on gender equity and human
rights discourses. Much of the programme was designed to raise
awareness of the extent of VAW that occurs through ‘objectification’
and ‘dehumanisation’ of women in pornography and popular and
mainstream media. These terms used by the teachers in the activities did
raise awareness of power and gender inequality. Nevertheless, the use of
shame, shock and disgust, verbalised by the students, is a far cry from
a sex-positive and the strengths-based approach advocated by the new
Australian Curriculum.

This approach to examining pornography in SRE is not without criti-
cism. A key problem identified by feminist scholars is the essentialist
ideas conveyed about men and women. Men are ‘naturally’ aggressive
predators, and therefore, women naturally submissive victims (Connell,
2009; Haste, 2013). In many ways, the activities reinforce hegemonic
masculinity and remove agency from women. Jones (2011) argues that
these sexual binaries also mean that this is exclusionary to transgendered
people and adds another layer to sexual determinism criticised by authors
such as Connell (2009). Tong (1989) points out that this holds no hope
for egalitarian relationships between men and women until women’s
sexuality is not defined in relation to men. For Connell (1987), writers
who adopt frameworks that maintain that men are considered the natural
enemy of women mean that ‘pornography is regarded as an expression of
violence in male sexuality and a means of domination over women, rape
as an act of patriarchal violence rather than sexual desire’ (p. 55).

Yet these teachers, unlike most, are willing to do this difficult work and
tackle issues that Robinson and Jones-Diaz (2005) argue are ‘personally
confronting, uncomfortable, or even somewhat risky’ (p. 25). How can
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this important work be carried out with young people in schools without
reverting to static gendered binaries and some innate understanding of
men and women?

The challenges and contradictions

A strengths-based and sex-positive approach

The previous example points to the difficulty of positioning violent and
sexist pornography in a strengths-based model advocated by the new
Australia Curriculum. It has been argued for nearly two decades that there
is a need to move away from a focus on deficit, disease, harm and preven-
tion in SRE to one that celebrates sexuality and works to build a positive
sense of self (Health Canada, 1994 and 2003; Hillier, 2001; Allen, 200s5;
Weinfferink et. al., 2005; Ollis, 2013; ACARA, 2014). With the exception
of Western European countries such as Holland, Germany and France,
(Weinfferink et al., 2005; Ferguson et. al., 2008), SRE is overwhelmingly
positioned in negative discourses of disease and risk (Jones, 2011).

The new Australian Curriculum explicitly states its intention is to
move away from a focus on health risks, instead adopting a strengths-
based approach concerned with starting from what is positive about
health and health behaviours. This approach builds on the idea that most
young people consider themselves healthy and that they bring with them
particular strengths and ‘developing positive attitudes and a repertoire
of knowledge, understanding and skills can improve their health and
wellbeing’ (ACARA, p. 4).

A sex-positive approach? requires an even greater shift in thinking
about sex, sexuality and young people, one according to Windsor and
Burgess (2014) ‘that recognises that sex can be enriching’ rather than
dangerous and one ‘that asserts, at its core, that people benefit from
holding positive attitudes about sexuality’ (p. 694).

Although Australian research (Mitchell et al., 2013; Johnson, Harrison
and Ollis, 2014) demonstrates that young people want the inclusion of
pleasure and pornography in SRE, the age-old challenge of translating
policy and research into practice in schools remains. Without profes-
sional learning, adequate teaching resources and some supported risk
taking, teachers are reluctant to cover areas of SRE that might problem-
atise gender normative behaviours and understandings, such as gender,
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pornography, pleasure and sexual desire (Leahy, Horne and Harrison,
2004; Ollis, 2010, 2013).

Celebrating sexuality in a sex-positive and strengths-based frame-
work is about assisting teachers to explore the implications of negative
discourses that currently plague SRE resources and programmes and
develop inclusive practices. However, taking a ‘strengths-based’ and ‘sex-
positive’ approach to issues such as VAW and pornography that depict
violence against women presents a number of challenges. In terms of
‘strengths; this is likely to translate into programmes and teaching activi-
ties that include a focus on help seeking behaviours. Leahy et al. (2013)
are critical of the approach arguing that a ‘strengths-based curriculum
places considerable emphasis on the individual (the student) to use their
capacities to change themselves and others’ (p. 178). Drawing on the neo-
liberal focus on individual responsibility, there is a risk that strategies do
not recognise gender inequality and power differences or the need for
structural change that prevents the normalisation of pornography and
mainstream images depicting violent and sexist images of women.

VAW, including violent and sexist pornography are negative aspects
of SRE and sit in stark contrast to a sex-positive and strength-based
framework. Yet, Fine and McClelland (2006) argue that SRE needs to
‘place sexual activity ... within a larger context of social and interper-
sonal structures that enable persons to engage in the political act of
wanting’ (p. 11). They describe this as occurring ‘inside a stew of desires
of opportunity, community, pleasure and protection from coercion
and danger’ (p. 11). For Fine and McClelland, the key is helping ‘young
women and men navigate across the dialectics of danger and pleasure’
(p- 12). Translated into practice, sex-positive SRE would involve ‘crit-
ical analysis, ‘trusting conversations, ‘conversations about sexuality,
power and justice, ‘help seeking’ and ‘negotiating risk and pursuing
pleasure’ (p. 12); they would include a discussion of the power of the
pornographic discourse. Other researchers argue that it would also
acknowledge ‘pleasure, danger and ambivalence as well as giving space
to the naming and discussion of the innumerable possible emotions,
sensations, fantasies and evocations that flow from sexually aroused
bodies’ (Cameron-Lewis and Allen, 2013, p. 128).

This framework would enable pornography, alongside pleasure,
arousal and intimacy to be discussed, presenting a more realistic view
of the complexity of ‘multiple expressions and dimensions of sexual
intimacy’ (Cameron-Lewis and Allen, 2013, p. 12). In turn, young people
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need to be provided with the tools to negotiate what they do and do not
want in sexual relationships; enabling conversations around agency and
respectful relationships that can assist young people in developing more
positive self-images (Ingham, 2005; Oliver et al., 2013). Cameron-Lewis
and Allen (2013, p. 128) argue that such an approach will also enable
‘alternative ways of enacting masculinities and femininities’

Making gender explicit

The other challenge is making gender explicit. The previous discussion
indicates the potential to provide education about pornography within
a VAW framework as part of the new Australian Curriculum in HPE.
However, conspicuous by its absence in the curriculum is clear, identifi-
able learning statements that refer to the impact of gender relations.

Curriculum developers have recently used the Australian Curriculum
in HPE to guide resources that include pornography (Ollis, Harrison and
Maharaj, 2013; Crabbe 2014; DEECD 2014). Using very generic statements
such as ‘build and manage respectful relationships, ‘enable students to
access, evaluate and synthesis information to take positive action to
protect, enhance and advocate, experienced curriculum developers have
linked to gender, VAW and pornography (DEECD, 2014). However, the
inexperienced or the teacher in a school using the HPE curriculum as
a guide to programme development in SRE could be forgiven if their
approach to RRE excluded gender, VAW and pornography.

Over the past 20 years, the one key component of an effective educa-
tional strategy, agreed upon by researchers, policy and programme
developers to address VAW has and remains an explicit gender analysis
that explores constructions of masculinities and femininities and the
connection to issues of gender justice, gender equality and power (Ollis
and Tomaszewski, 1993; Mac an Ghaill, 1996; Kenway and FitzClarence,
1997; Carmody, 2009; Dyson, 2009; Flood et al., 2009; Allen 2011;
Sandaram, 2013; Maxwell and Aggleton, 2014).

A number of studies show that without explicit reference to gender,
gender-based violence and/or VAW, the curriculum will become
gender neutral and the need for this to be made explicit to students lost
(Sundaram, 2013; Ollis, 2014). When teachers lack the awareness, confi-
dence, understanding and skill to teach about these issues, they are not
covered (Whittaker et al., 2006; Ollis, 2009, 2013). There is no mention
of pornography or explicit sexual imagery in the HPE - AC as a source
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of sexuality and relationships information for young people. Nor is there
any reference to pornography’s potential connection to gender inequal-
ity and VAW.

Conclusion

Pornography can no longer be ignored in SRE: nor can the need for
young people to be provided with resources that enable them to see
and explore what gender inclusive, pleasurable and consensual sex is.
The task, as others point out (Allen, 2006; Haste, 2013), is finding the
most effective approach. Some promising work has begun in Victoria,
Australia, as part of a whole school approach to explicit sexual imagery
(Crabbe, 2014). Nevertheless, many challenges remain.

The Australian experience points to SRE’s potential, if policy, profes-
sional learning and resources explicitly refer to pornography and have
embedded in them a feminist framework that positions VAW education
in the context of gender and power and the contradictions and complex-
ity of the realities of young people’s lives. Such a framework needs to
provide the opportunity for young people to critically examine gender
relations and provide young people with the tools to reconstruct mean-
ings of gender outside normative notions and discourses that enable
them to act in sexually ethical ways. It should enable young people to
explore both the positive and negative aspects of sexuality alongside
each other.

Pornography has the capacity to divide and create moral panic. The
intensely personal nature of sexual stimulation and arousal is confront-
ing for even the most experienced SRE teacher. Yet as educators, we have
a responsibility to educate in this personal area that has an increasing
public place in young people’s everyday lives and use of technology. If we
include information for young people that is inclusive of all sexualities,
is explicit, shows sexual pleasure and consent, some young people may
not feel the need to use pornography to get information.

Embracing respectful relationships as a framework without losing an
explicit focus on VAW will require vigilance by policy and programme
developers as they write curriculum and support material for teachers
to ensure that VAW remains a key focus and includes an examination of
pornography in its maintenance and perpetuation.

DOI: 10.1057/9781137500229.0008



The Challenges, Contradictions and Possibilities 61

Changing the focus of SRE to include sex-positive and strengths-based
approaches will remain a challenge because of the reality of violent and
sexist pornography on gender relations. It will require shifting the
negative discourses embedded in current practice to one that starts
from acknowledging that students” current sexual knowing is a strength
to be utilised. It will require building the skills young people need to
navigate their social and sexual worlds in which they seek out or come
across pornography. It will require ongoing professional development
and debate on the purpose and needs of SRE as widespread Internet use
changes access to information and knowledge.

The real challenge, according to Haberland (2013) and the way to
bring about a fundamental shift in how and what we teach in SRE, is to
enable young people to ‘connect knowledge about their bodies with their
lived experiences and the world around them’ Access to and use of porn-
ography is a reality of many young people’s sexual worlds. To do this
effectively, Haberland maintains we need to teach them to ‘reflect about
emotions (including desire, anxieties and fears). It means helping them
analyse the power imbalances that so fundamentally shape intimate rela-
tionships and sexual risk and develop competence to deal with them in
positive and transformative ways. In other words, take a strength-based
approach, acknowledging their sexual practices and knowing. Perhaps
then young people can develop the ‘analytic and critical thinking skills,
and fostering egalitarian and respectful norms’ as part of open and rele-
vant SRE that will allow them examine the impact of the pornographic
discourse without fear, shame and blame.

Summary

This chapter examines the challenges, contradictions and possibilities of
including a focus on pornography in SRE. Under the backdrop of a new
Australian Curriculum that endorses SRE in schools, takes a strength-
based approach and has a clear focus on respectful relationships, the
chapter argues that under the right conditions, SRE can provide the
context to explore the role of pornography with young people. In reality,
a number of tensions exist that present an ongoing challenge for relevant
SRE. Drawing on research with young people, the chapter argues the
need for more explicit reference to gender, sexuality and VAW in curric-
ulum policy. Moreover, it argues that SRE needs to provide young people
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with resources that include a focus on what sex is. If pornography is a
poor sexuality educator, then SRE must include accurate education that
enables young people to see and reflect on what age appropriate sexual
practices that are inclusive, respectful, consensual and pleasurable look
like. Then perhaps there will be less reliance on pornography.

Notes

1 The three feminist teachers teach in a specialised teaching unit designed
to work with a small group of approximately 10 students who have social,
emotional and behavioral issues. The program is designed to reintegrate the
students back into their schools after a six-month education program.

2 The use of the term sex-positive has a contested history. It is not the
intention to include a discussion of this debate but rather use Windsor
and Burgess’ definition. This means one that views young people as sexual
subjects capable of making informed decisions about their sexual well-being.
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Introduction

A growing body of research has highlighted that violence against
young women and girls is a widespread problem (Burton et al., 1998;
Barter et al., 2009; Maxwell and Aggleton, 2014a). Part of the reason
it is so endemic and difficult to challenge is that violence in relation-
ships is often normalised and justified by both young men and women
(McCarry, 2010; Sundaram, 2013; Barter et al., 2015). Although issues of
violence against women and girls have long been recognised and a wide
range of intervention programmes funded globally (see Parkes, 2015, for
instance), commitment to such work with young people has been inter-
mittent and poorly funded in England (Maxwell, 2014b). In this chapter,
we therefore wish to critically reflect on debates surrounding the role of
violence against women and girls (VAWG) prevention work in schools
and, more specifically, examine how best to integrate it into the sex and
relationships education curriculum (SRE). We focus on England and
Australia here as this is where our recent work has been. In Australia,
there have been ongoing efforts to integrate violence prevention work
into school curricula at a state- and national-level, and we will draw on
some examples to illustrate ways forward for VAWG prevention work in
schools more broadly.

In England and Australia, there has been some targeted government
action to tackle VAWG, which has included action plans encompass-
ing front-line service providers such as schools, the police and online
campaigns aimed at young people (thisisabuse.direct.gov.uk; ourwatch.
com.au). The role of schools in relation to protecting young people from
violence has been highlighted in the recent policy paper on Safeguarding
children and young people (Home Office, 2014), but ‘child abuse’ is
discussed in general and non-gendered terms, and no mention of VAWG
is specifically made. Increasingly, there have been calls for VAWG in
particular (different from the more gender-neutral concepts of ‘bullying’
or ‘youth violence’) to be addressed by schools (Home Office, 2010).
One of the fundamental challenges, in England, many policymakers
and practitioners would argue, is that the provision of comprehensive
sex and relationships education (SRE) is not a statutory component of
the curriculum, which means schools are free to develop and deliver this
provision in any way they see as appropriate. Research indicates that such
work struggles to secure the necessary space in the timetable to be done
comprehensively (or even at all), is often taught by external agencies or
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facilitated by members of the school teaching team who do not have
enough confidence and training, and that the focus of such work is on
positioning sex, intimate relationships and sexuality as something that is
risky and not appropriate for most young people to engage with (Meyer
and Stein, 2001; Buston et al., 2002; Maxwell et al., 2010). In Australia,
respectful relationships education (RRE) has replaced education that
more explicitly uses the term VAWG (Flood et al.,, 2009). Just as in
England, such a reframing of violence against women and girls preven-
tion work as being concerned with promoting respectful relationships
can be seen as facilitating greater openness toward developing initiatives
within schools (Ollis, 2014). However, we argue that caution is needed
and that policymakers and practitioners should be wary of such a move
marginalising a continuing and necessary focus on VAWG.

In this chapter, we have drawn on data from four research projects
(Preventing Violence, Promoting Equality 2009—2010 (UK), Young People and
Violence 2010-2011 (UK), Violence Prevention in Schools 2011—2013 (UK),
and Violence Against Women in Respectful Relationships Education, ongoing
(Australia)) to help us think further about how young people’s perspec-
tives on violence should help us to identify key factors that VAWG
prevention work in schools should seek to address. Our experiences of
being involved in these programmes also stimulated further reflection
on where in the curriculum such work might best occur and how within
SRE effective VAWG prevention work might take place. We will argue,
as have many others, that young people’s views on intimate relation-
ships and violence are strongly mediated by their own understandings
of ‘normal” and appropriate gender behaviour. VAWG prevention work
should therefore aim, in the first instance, to raise awareness and open
up possibilities for thinking about gender differently if we hope to
successfully challenge discourses that have the effect of justifying and
therefore reproducing norms and behaviours that result in violence
toward girls and women (Keddie, 2010; Ellis, 2014; Maxwell, 2014; Tutty,
2014; Maxwell and Aggleton, 2014a; Sundaram, 2014a; 2014b). Second,
we wish to explore ways in which relationship violence can be product-
ively integrated within the SRE curriculum without reinforcing the sex-
negative approach to teaching about sex and relationships that focuses
on risks (explored by Ringrose earlier in this collection). Our chapter
calls for a focus in SRE to prioritise engaging young people in discus-
sions on sexual subjectivities, thereby allowing them to take up a more
agentic approach to sex and relationships.
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The critical link between gender and violence -
focusing on the former in prevention work

The Young People and Violence project was a regional study, conducted in
late 2010 and early 2011, in the north-east of England. The study involved
focus group discussions with over 7o young people, aged 14-15 years,
from schools across the region. The aim of the project was to explore how
young people conceptualise violence, with a particular focus on whether
different forms of violence are understood in similar or contrasting ways
and, if so, what the factors underlying these differential understandings
might be (Sundaram, 2013, 2014a, 2014b). The project used a range of
qualitative methods, employing a phenomenological approach which
sought to understand how young people see, and make sense of, violence.
Vignettes, photographs and statements which were based, in large part,
on findings from previous studies were used to prompt discussions with
young people about their understandings, views and experiences of
violence.

The group discussions generated insights, not only into young people’s
understandings of violence, but their views on intimate relationships,
gender roles and perceptions of natural ‘male’ and ‘female’ behaviours.
Young people across the schools in the region had very clear understand-
ings of what constituted violent behaviour. Their conceptualisations
encompassed a full range of behaviours and practices, from jealousy and
name-calling to physical and sexualised violence. The data suggested that
young people were able to articulate what violence ‘is’ and that there was
consensus about which behaviours could be counted as violent. Nuances
in their conceptualisations emerged when they discussed whether or not
different forms of violence might be seen as acceptable or not. Behaviours
that were unanimously agreed on as being violent were not always viewed
as problematic by the participants. Their understandings of violence as
problematic or not were heavily influenced by their discourses around
expected and appropriate behaviours and roles for men and women, in
and outside intimate relationships. As examples, pushing or slapping were
both conceptualised as violent behaviours yet when discussed within the
context of an intimate relationship where expected gender roles were being
transgressed, they became justified in some narratives. These behaviours
were similarly justified with reference to perceived innate characteristics,
such as testosterone, ‘male’ genes and protectiveness if they were enacted
by men toward other men in a ‘public’ context.
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Young people’s understandings of gender were relational, drawing on
a binary, appeared fairly strongly entrenched and homogenous. Violence
was not, on the other hand, understood in binary, ‘right and ‘wrong’
terms, but was conceptualised on a continuum along which different
positions were adopted depending on the perceived justification for
violence. In turn, justifications were, in large part, mediated by young
people’s views on gender. The findings from the Young People and Violence
study confirm already well-established links between gender and violence
(Burton et al., 1998; Prospero, 2006; Barter et al., 2009; McCarry, 2010),
but they go further by exploring the complex ways in which young
people’s views on violence vary according to context, as well as being
fundamentally shaped by their own expectations of gender.

The data from this study suggests that violence prevention work
with young people should acknowledge and work up from their under-
standings and expectations around gender as a starting point (further
emphasising the argument about the importance of contextualisation
in such work) (Allen, 2005; Maxwell, 2006). However, currently, in
English schools there is no clearly dedicated curricular space in which
to discuss gender or gender equality. While most schools view SRE
as the most obvious place in which to integrate discussions of VAWG
(Maxwell et al., 2010). Given its focus on sexuality and intimate rela-
tionships, we have previously argued that since gender inequality (and
gender itself) pervades all aspects of schooling, a focus on VAWG
should perhaps be linked to other forms of equalities work occurring
in the curriculum and through extra-curricular initiatives (Maxwell,
2014; Maxwell and Aggleton, 2014a; Sundaram, 2014b).

Where in the curriculum does such work best fit?

Two innovative programmes of work were funded sequentially in
England and Wales between 2009 and 2013, by a national charitable
donor. The first programme (Preventing Violence, Promoting Equality)
recruited five schools that were asked to develop a series of interven-
tions aimed at challenging violence against women and girls through a
specific focus on the promotion of gender equality. Each institution took
a slightly different approach, influenced by their own analysis of what
the issues relating to VAWG and gender equality were, who within the
school took responsibility for developing this work, and other priorities
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the schools were currently grappling with. Alongside the work of the
schools, a research team gathered data on the ‘issues’ as perceived by staft
and students and followed the development of the programmes across
the sample. A range of loosely connected pieces of work were developed
in each school - including peer education or mentoring programmes
across each site; in one school a group for young women considered
to be at risk of disengagement from education and from experiencing
violence was established, while in another school a group for young men
who had been involved in a sexual violence incident took part in a series
of workshops; a range of awareness-raising to more in-depth training for
staff was provided; and specific focus on VAWG was integrated into SRE
sessions and whole-school assemblies.

In part, because the above project had relied on schools themselves
developing a range of initiatives, which more or less engaged with a focus
on VAWG, the subsequent programme, funded by the same donor, sought
to recruit external agencies specialising in VAWG prevention work, but
all with a different area of specialism. The Violence Prevention in Schools
project was comprised of organisations specialising in drama-based
interventions, working with young people with severe learning difficul-
ties who had experienced sexual abuse. Its main aim was to promote
young people’s participation and worked with black and minority ethnic
communities or organisations who provided a range of domestic violence
services. These organisations were tasked with engaging schools in their
local areas in the development of a ‘whole-school approach’ to challen-
ging violence against women and girls. Informed by the previous study,
these programmes sought to review and re-develop relevant policies,
provide training for staff, augment the resources and approaches staft
could use when delivering such work and develop peer education initia-
tives. Particularly prominent during this phase of the work, across several
of the organisations, was the promotion of ‘respectful’ and ‘healthy’
relationships between young men and women through group work in
SRE lessons aimed at identifying what such terms might mean and role-
playing strategies for handling various situations where violence was a
possibility. In a number of schools, VAWG prevention work ad