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Survivors and advocates have worked to identify practices that have been proven to prevent gender
based violence. One of the most effective tools in preventing sexual harassment is the use of sexual health
education. The hypothesis contends that when students are made more vulnerable when they are not
given the vocabulary to handle situations involving consent. If students are not taught that they must ask
for consent before hugging a friend, and that they need consent every time, not just once, then they are at a
disadvantage to both understand the consequences of their actions and advocate for themselves.

This brief outlines the research connecting sexual health education and prevention of sexual harassment, in
both college and K-12 environments; in addition to the work of advocates on this issue. Largely, the
research concludes that pre-college instruction on consent does in fact decrease the likelihood that
a student will be harassed and be the harasser. Currently, less than 1 in 5 states mandates instruction
on consent.! This means that “young people across the country are not being equipped with the language or
necessary resources to negotiate sexual relationships.””

Research on Higher Education

In 2016, the Sexual Health Initiative to Foster Transformation at Columbia University surveyed the
undergraduate population on the campus sex culture. One study utilized this data to determine whether
students who received instruction on consent prior to college were at lower risk for sexual misconduct. In
2018, the study concluded that “pre-college comprehensive sexuality education, including
skills-based training in refusing unwanted sex, may be an effective strategy for preventing sexual
assault in college.”

Research on K-12 Education

In one study, based on surveys of over 3,000 young adults and high school students nationwide in addition
to formal interviews and informal conversations, a Harvard University research group, The Making Caring
Common Project, investigated the attitudes of young people toward their sex education, both in schools and
from their parents. Their research found that 65% of participants indicated that they wanted guidance on
some emotional aspect of romantic relationships in a health or sex education class at school.*

In 2008, a quantitative study with 30 public middle schools in New York City, specifically 117 6™ and 7™
grade classes (over 2,500 students) that were chosen to randomly receive sexual health education
interventions. After the “six-session curriculum that emphasized the consequences for perpetrators of
Dating violence and sexual harassment state laws and penalties for DV/H, the construction of gender roles,
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and healthy relationships,” students were less likely to be the victim and perpetrator in peer sexual
violence, to be the victim of sexual dating violence, and less likely to perpetrate sexual harassment.’

Model Policy: California Healthy Youth Act

Through the California Healthy Youth Act of 2015, California now aims to ensure that schools “provide
pupils with the knowledge and skills necessary to have healthy, positive, and safe relationships and
behaviors.”® Through a separate statute, Education Code § 51225.36, schools that require health education
to graduate must instruct on California’s affirmative consent standard.” The standard reads as follows:

‘Affirmative consent’ means affirmative, conscious, and voluntary agreement to engage in sexual activity. Itis the
responsibility of each person involved in the sexual activity to ensure that he or she has the affirmative consent of
the other or others to engage in the sexual activity. Lack of protest or resistance does not mean consent, nor does
silence mean consent. Affirmative consent must be ongoing throughout a sexual activity and can be revoked at
any time. The existence of a dating relationship between the persons involved, or the fact of past sexual relations
between them, should never by itself be assumed to be an indicator of consent.®

What Advocates Are Doing

Activists have long called for comprehensive sexual health education that discusses consent from early
ages to decrease the prevalence of school-based sexual harassment. In November of 2017, MeToo
movement founder, Tarana Burke, and the Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United
States (SIECUS) launched #TeachThem, a national campaign “highlight[ing] the lack of education
surrounding sexual assault, harassment, and consent in schools.” The campaign also provided “resources

for individuals to advocate for better sexuality education policies in their communities.”*

In addition to national campaigns, non profit organizations, like Day One, engage in community- and
school-based work to educate students about gender norms and consent. For example, a joint study done
by Day One and Brown University which surveyed nearly 8,000 students found that most students would
care if they observed girls at their school being verbally harassed but believed a minority of the student
body overall would care about such an event. When dialogue was opened in a workshop setting, students
were able to see their misperceptions and work toward reconstructing the social norms of their schools.™

In conclusion, research shows that schools are doing a disservice to students by not teaching about
consent in K-12 health education. New York should follow the lead of California and mandate that
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affirmative consent be instructed from young ages, We must use the opportunity to educate and mitigate
gender-based violence before it begins.
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