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Abstract 

 Sexual violence is a prevalent and harmful issue facing youth in schools.  The victims of 

sexual violence are predominantly female and often adolescents, who suffer a myriad of 

physical, social, mental, and academic consequences as a result.   School counsellors play a role 

in working to prevent sexual violence to protect the mental health and equal access to education 

of the students they serve.  This capstone seeks to explore how to prevent sexual violence 

between adolescents from a feminist perspective through reviewing literature on risk and 

protective factors that lead to male adolescent sexual violence perpetration.  Using the 

information from the literature review, a curriculum is designed that can be delivered in a school 

setting to decrease risk factors and increase protective factors and therefore prevent sexual 

violence perpetration between adolescents. 

Keywords: adolescent sexual violence perpetration, risk factors, protective factors, 

socioemotional learning curriculum 
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Best practices for preventing sexual violence between adolescents in high 

schools: An ecological approach. 

Chapter 1: Introduction  

Sexual violence against female adolescents at the hands of their peers is a serious, 

pervasive problem within schools that can have long lasting and severe impacts on the lives and 

mental health of the victims/survivors (Basile & Smith, 2011; Haskell & Randall, 2019; Young 

et al., 2009).  School counsellors are often the first to know of incidents of sexual violence that 

occur between peers and adolescents trust that school personnel have the power, awareness, and 

responsibility to intervene (Waterman et al., 2022). This paper seeks to address the issue of 

sexual violence from a feminist, ecological perspective by exploring the risk and protective 

factors that might contribute to male adolescents’ perpetration of sexual violence against female 

peers to inform how school counsellors can influence individual, relational, and community 

factors within the school that lead to less sexual violence perpetration. 

The first chapter includes an exploration of the prevalence and impacts of sexual violence 

to illustrate the extent of the problem and explains the use of a feminist, ecological theoretical 

framework in impacting the likelihood of sexual violence perpetration.  The second chapter 

reviews literature on risk and protective factors at the individual, relational, and community level 

to understand factors that contribute to the perpetration of sexual violence.  The third chapter 

includes a curriculum that counsellors can deliver in a classroom setting to decrease risk factors 

and increase protective factors within the school to decrease the likelihood of sexual violence 

perpetration.   
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Background of the Problem 

Prevalence of Sexual Violence in Schools 

Sexual violence between peers is a prevalent issue facing female adolescents. One study 

on adolescent acquaintance sexual violence surveyed 1,086 students from grade 7-12 and 

reported that 51% of all females reported experiencing some form of sexual violence at the hands 

of peers (Young et al., 2009).  Of these girls, 25% had less invasive experience such as forced 

kissing or being fondled, while another 25% had experienced rape or attempted rape (Young et 

al., 2009).  Only 25% of adolescent boys had experienced sexual violence, with almost all the 

reported cases being considered less invasive (Young et al., 2009).  53% of the male students in 

this study who experienced sexual violence reported not being bothered at all by their 

experiences, whereas 48% of the girls who experienced sexual violence reported being very 

upset by the incidents (Young et al., 2009). These statistics suggest that it is both more common 

for female adolescents to experience sexual violence than males and that incidents of sexual 

violence against them have a significant impact on their mental health.  

Sexual violence is a problem that schools must address, not only because adolescents are 

at higher risk for sexual violence than any other age group, but also because sexual violence 

often occurs at school (Maxwell et al., 2003; Young et al., 2009).  Up to 39% of sexual assaults, 

ranging in severity from unwanted kissing and hugging to completed or attempted rape, and 72% 

of sexual harassment incidents between adolescents occurred at school (Young et al., 2009). A 

CBC survey found 15% of secondary school aged girls across Canada reported having been 

sexually assaulted by another student, with 25% having been inappropriately touched while at 

school (Taylor et al., 2016).  While sexual violence is often thought of as occurring outside of 
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school, this is not always true and is important to address to make schools a safe environment for 

female adolescents to attend. 

The number of incidents of sexual violence between adolescents also appears to be 

growing, as sexual assault is the only violent crime in Canada where rates are rising instead of 

declining (Perreault, 2012).  This is in part due to an increase in the number of incidents that are 

reported, due to a shift in societal attitudes because of the “Me Too” movement.  In 2017, the 

#MeToo hashtag gave women a platform to share their experiences of sexual violence in a global 

setting, drawing awareness to the prevalence of the problem and affirming for survivors that they 

are not alone (Dastagir, 2019).  The increased awareness and decreased stigma around sexual 

violence have led to a dramatic increase in police reporting of sexual assaults that will likely be 

mirrored in reporting of assaults to workplaces and other institutions, with the hopes of holding 

perpetrators accountable (Dastagir, 2019).  As a result of increased reporting and awareness 

around sexual violence, counsellors will likely be asked to play an important role in addressing 

its occurrence within school settings. 

As the number of sexual violence incidents reported to schools continues to increase, 

schools will face an increased pressure to show that they are responding and creating and 

equitable and safe environment for all students.  School counsellors play a role in identifying 

areas of inequality amongst students and advocating for actions that can help minimize barriers 

to education.  Although education gaps created by gender have decreased over time, sexual 

violence between peers is still a barrier that greatly impacts female adolescents and must be 

addressed to allow for equal access to mental wellness and education.  
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Impact on Schools 

 All victims of sexual violence, ranging from sexual assault to sexual harassment, are 

victims of a traumatic experience (Haskell & Randall, 2019; Gruber & Fineran, 2007).  The 

impacts of a traumatic event, such as sexual violence, can include short term and long term 

physiological and emotional impacts including shock, anger, fear, anxiety, hypervigilance, 

irritability, anger, sleep disruptions, rumination, increased need for control, denial, isolation, 

detachment, and feeling of betrayal or shame (Boyd, 2011).  The severity of the impact of 

traumatic events can be a result of several factors including the nature of the assault, its length, 

the extent of physical harm, and the relationship between the victim and the perpetrator (Haskell 

& Randall, 2019).  When the victim knows the perpetrator and believes the person should be 

trustworthy, the sense of betrayal and shame increases, leading to a more severe impact (Haskell 

& Randall, 2019).  In a school where the perpetrator of a sexual assault is a peer, whom the 

victim must encounter and potentially interact with regularly, the likelihood of experiencing 

more severe impacts increases.  

 The type of sexual violence experience can impact the mental health consequences 

experienced as a result (Haskell & Randall, 2019).  Sexual harassment towards female 

adolescents, which is more common amongst adolescents than more severe forms of sexual 

violence like rape, is correlated with a higher Y-PSC-35 self-reporting score, suggesting the need 

for these individuals to contact a mental health provider for further evaluation (Eom et al., 2015).  

Specifically, adolescent females who experience sexual harassment suffered from lower self-

esteem, less satisfaction with their life and well-being, and more symptoms of depression and 

anxiety compared to their non harassed peers (Bendixen et al., 2017).   



5 

 

Survivors of sexual abuse that did involve sexual contact experience an even higher risk 

for mental and physical health concerns.  Sexually abused adolescents experience a high degree 

of bodily shame which is reflected in a higher likelihood in engaging in bodily harm including 

self-mutilation, eating disorders, suicidal gestures, and suicide attempts (Bagley, 1991).  Female 

adolescents who reported being sexually abused were at a higher risk of somatization, emotional 

disorders, conduct disorders, and suicidal behaviors, with the likelihood of these behaviors 

increasing the more often they had experienced sexual assault (Bagley et al., 1995).  Females 

who had reported experiencing sexual assault frequently throughout their adolescence were ten 

times more likely to have attempted suicide than those who had not experience sexual assault 

(Bagley et al., 1995).   

Survivors of sexual abuse categorized as rape experienced the most severe psychological 

impacts.  Rape is often correlated with a confirmed psychiatric diagnosis which could include 

anxiety, eating disorders, sleep disorders, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder (Basile 

& Smith, 2011).  Symptoms of these disorders may persist for weeks or even years after the 

sexual assault occurs (Basile & Smith, 2011). Rape survivors are also likely to develop sexual 

problems such as avoidance of sex, fear of sex, and less frequent enjoyment of sex, which could 

be compounded during adolescence when female students may face pressure and judgement 

from peers and intimate partners to engage in sexual activities (Basile & Smith, 2011). 

 As well as being at a higher risk for physical and mental health complications, students 

who have been sexually abused by a peer may experience negative educational impacts.  

Students who have been sexually harassed by their peers tend to experience negative 

psychological functioning and reported feeling self-conscious, embarrassed, afraid, less 
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confident, confused about who they are, and unpopular while at school (Duffy et al., 2004).  As a 

result of these feelings, they talked less in class, obtained lower grades on assessments then they 

expected, and engaged in a variety of behaviors to avoid interacting with students who had 

harassed them (Duffy et al., 2004). 

 Counsellors working to support adolescents who have experienced sexual abuse at the 

hands of a peer are also likely to be negatively impacted by their work.  Counsellors supporting 

victims of sexual violence were more likely to experience trauma symptoms, a decreased 

perception of safety and loss of trust, and emotional and psychological distress (Crivatu et al., 

2021). The likelihood of experiencing these negative impacts was again mitigated by the 

counsellor’s working environment and if they perceived their actions to be supported by the 

school (Crivatu et al., 2021).   

 Sexual violence within schools has a significant impact on the mental health of female 

adolescents within the school system.  A school counsellors’ main role is to help students 

improve their mental health and it is important that they take action to prevent traumatic 

incidents that could have detrimental effects on the school community’s mental health and 

wellness.   Preventing sexual violence can help improve the mental health of female adolescents 

and decrease the likelihood of severe mental health concerns throughout their life. 

Role of Schools 

The universal declaration of human rights, mirrored by the Canadian charter of rights and 

freedoms, states that everyone has the right to education and the right to freedom from 

discrimination based on gender (United Nations, 1948).  Sexual violence is rooted in gender 

inequality and perpetrators perceptions that the person they are victimizing is inequal and subject 
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to their feelings, wants, needs, and control (Haskell & Randall, 2019).  Sexual violence also 

disproportionally effects women, who are 5 times more likely to be a victim/survivor of sexual 

assault than men, and more likely to change routines and behaviors or face negative emotional 

consequences (Howard, 2022).  As a result, sexual violence is considered a form of 

discrimination and schools therefore have an ethical and legal obligation to ensure that female 

students can attend school in an environment free from sexual violence.  Counsellors play a role 

in advocating for equality within the school that they work and therefore should take action to 

prevent the perpetration of sexual violence by adolescent males.   

Schools are also educational settings where students learn skills to help them become 

contributing members of society.  Psychoeducational lessons to help students grow as individuals 

and help create a resilient school community are often a part of the school curriculum.  The goal 

of this paper is to determine factors that would be included in a school curriculum that could help 

prevent sexual violence perpetration between student within the school, as well as after they 

leave school and become members of society.   

Purpose of the Paper 

Sexual violence towards adolescents in high school is a frequent and impactful problem 

that schools must seek to prevent to allow women to have equal access to education.  This paper 

will explore risk factors that contribute to an increased likelihood of sexual violence perpetration 

by adolescent males and protective factors that can decrease this likelihood at the individual, 

relational, and community level within schools.    In the final chapter a curriculum will be 

developed to address the factors determined in chapter 2 to prevent adolescent sexual violence 

perpetration. 
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The audience for this paper is school counsellors, who are often the first line of contact 

for adolescents who may have experienced sexual violence.  One of the roles of a school 

counselor is to advocate for their students and promote systemic change to make schools a safer 

more supportive place. They also are responsible for helping students to improve their mental 

health and therefore should seek to decrease factors that could lead to negative mental health 

impacts such as sexual violence.  Educating counsellors on what factors contribute to the 

perpetration of sexual violence and providing a curriculum to help prevent sexual violence 

perpetration can help counsellor perform their roles more effectively.    

Theoretical Framework  

Adolescent Developmental Theory 

 Adolescence is a transitional phase in human development where many key changes take 

place.  Biological factors contribute to adolescent sexual development during this phase in the 

form of puberty which results in physical changes to adolescent bodies and the increase in 

hormones that lead to adolescent interest in sexual relationships (Kar et al., 2015).  Psychological 

changes can play a role in developing adolescent identity including their attitude towards 

sexuality.    Finally, social influences, including the attitude of both their parents and their peers, 

contribute to attitudes towards sex and sexual learning (Kar et al., 2015).   

 Developing romantic relationships is a key part of adolescent development and has a 

strong influence on psychosocial adjustment.  An adolescent’s romantic self-concept is related to 

whether one has a romantic relationship and to the quality of that relationship (Harter, 1988). 

Adolescents who have positive romantic experiences will likely begin to think of themselves as 

good romantic partners, whereas those who have had negative romantic experiences will have 
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less confidence in their ability to have successful romantic relationships in the future (Florsheim, 

2003).  

 Adolescence is a key time in the development of human sexuality and identity as a 

romantic partner.  Educating youth about engaging in healthy sexual practices to prevent 

negative experience should therefore be a key focus of this age.  Education should start before 

adolescence, at the beginning of middle school, to prepared students for these experiences and 

continue, through middle school and into high school, as dating experiences become more 

common and engaging in sexual behaviors is a priority (Gruber & Fineran, 2007). 

Ecological Theory 

 Ecological theory is based on the idea that behavior has multiple levels of influence, 

including personal, relational, and community or societal (Bronfenbrenner, 1981).  Childhood 

and adolescent sexual development and behaviors occur within an ecological context and can 

therefore be influenced by addressing factors within the individual or within the environment 

that cause those behaviors to develop (Hess et al., 2011). Prevention efforts seeking to target 

unhealthy sexual behaviors or promote healthy ones, therefore require an understanding of how 

ecological factors influence the occurrence of sexual violence.  It is necessary to implement 

interventions at each of the ecological levels to see an impact on the resulting behavior (Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.). Prevention programs that only target a single factor 

leave in place other pressures that lead to the development of sexual violence which could allow 

these behaviors to continue. 

 

Feminist Perspective 
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 This paper will explore sexual violence prevention through a feminist lens.  Feminist 

theory lies in the fact that both men and women should have equal right and bringing to light 

inequalities in the way societal gender roles contribute to expectations surrounding the behavior 

of women and men (Corey et al., 2016).  Sexual violence results in gender inequality as women 

are significantly more often the victim of violence than men, but also because they are often 

expected to carry the burden of preventing this violence from occurring against them 

(Cherniawsky & Morrison, 2022).  This paper will attempt to address this inequality by focusing 

on prevention methods that target men as perpetrators of sexual violence as opposed to women. 

  The rationale for this approach is partially for efficiency, as the most common 

perpetrators of sexual violence are heterosexual men, towards both women and sometimes other 

men (Young et al., 2009; Perreault, 2012; Cherniawsky & Morrison, 2022). The rate of 

offending of male perpetrators is even higher for sexual violence than it is for physical violence, 

with the percentage of sexual assaults in Canada committed by male perpetrators being 94% and 

physical assaults 82% (Perreault, 2012).  In a study on acquaintance rape, 24% of men admitted 

that they had been sexually aggressive towards a woman since the age of 14, with 8% admitting 

towards behaviors that would legally constitute rape and 16% admitting towards sexually 

coercive behaviors (White & Smith, 2004).  Disturbingly, 35% of male undergraduate college 

students admitted that they would commit rape if they were sure they would not get caught 

(White & Smith, 2004). The frequency of male perpetration in sexual violence makes male 

adolescents an effective target for prevention programs.  Preventions methods that focus on 

targeting women as potential victims/survivors have also been shown to be ineffective, 

especially in addressing acquaintance sexual violence where the perpetrator is known to the 



11 

 

victim/survivor (Barone et al., 2007; Cherniawsky & Morrison, 2022). This could be because 

targeting women to prevent sexual violence doesn’t address the root cause of the issue, men’s 

choice to perpetrate sexual violence (Cherniawsky & Morrison, 2022) 

Targeting women with prevention efforts for sexual violence may also facilitate rape 

myths and sexists’ beliefs that contribute to an individual’s likelihood of perpetrating sexual 

violence.  When prevention strategies focus only on women, it sends the message that women 

are responsible for preventing sexual violence and that some men will unavoidably end of 

committing sexual assault because of the choices that women make (Cherniawsky & Morrison, 

2022).  For example, advocating for women to avoid wearing certain types of clothing or not 

consume alcohol suggests that these actions are the cause of experiencing sexual violence or 

even that a woman who makes these choices might deserve to experience sexual violence.  

Myths surrounding the root cause of sexual violence are associated with a higher likelihood of 

committing sexual violence in men (Cherniawsky & Morrison, 2022).  Offering a feminist 

centered, ecologically modelled prevention program that targets the multiple roots for sexual 

violence in perpetrators shifts the blame from the actions of the victim to the actions of the 

perpetrator. 

Definition of Terms 

• Sexual violence - a sexual act committed against someone without that person’s freely 

given consent—including completed forced penetration (rape), attempted forced 

penetration, coerced penetration, unwanted sexual contact, and noncontact sexual 

experiences such as harassment (Basile & Smith, 2011). 
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• Sexual assault - any unwanted physical contact that is sexual in nature, such as kissing, 

fondling, oral–genital contact, vaginal penetration, or anal penetration (Criminal Code, 

1985) 

• Sexual harassment - unwelcome conduct of a sexual nature which can include 

unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, or other verbal, nonverbal, or 

physical conduct of a sexual nature (Eom et al., 2015). 

Statement of Positionality  

 In my career as both as a teacher and a counsellor, I have often worked with adolescents 

coping with the impact of sexual violence at the hands of peers.  I interact with students every 

day who feel anxious, afraid, and angry about going to class and being asked to work with, or 

alongside, peers who have perpetrated sexual violence against them.  I have spoken with female 

students who have told me that they “no longer trust men”, as men cannot be expected to control 

themselves or behave in a way that allows women to feel safe in their presence.  Others talk 

about the “guilt they carry every day for not reporting violent behaviors and the fear and 

responsibility they feel that the perpetrator might do it again.”   This paper stems from my 

experiences working with the pain and burden that those female adolescents carry of having to 

deal with the impact of sexual violence against them.   

 Having experiences with sexual violence both personally and professionally gives me a 

unique insight into the experience of sexual violence victims.  However, I also want to 

acknowledge the privilege I experience as a white passing, middle class, female who has likely 

experienced only a fraction of the violence that the average minority female may experience and 

has had easy access to counselling services that supported my journey to overcome the traumatic 
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impact of these experiences.  While I aim to complete my research in an impartial manner, I 

acknowledge that my privilege and experiences may lead to bias which could impact how I 

select and interpret the findings included in this paper. 

Outline of the Remainder of the Paper  

This paper will seek to explore the ecological levels which contribute to the occurrence of 

sexual perpetration by adolescent males, including individual, relational, and community factors.  

Risk factors and protective will be identified at each level and theories as to how these factors 

influence sexual violence perpetration explained.  In chapter 3, the knowledge from the literature 

will be used to design a curriculum to decrease risk and improve protective factors and prevent 

sexual violence perpetration. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

Introduction  

 As a result of the prevalence and impact of sexual violence, a significant amount of 

research seeks to identify the common characteristics of male perpetrators of sexual violence 

against women.  Risk factors that increase the likelihood of perpetration include individual 

characteristics of the perpetrator’s behaviors and thought patterns, characteristics of their 

relationships with others, including their family and peers, and elements of the community 

perpetrators exist in, such as the school climate and activities, that might enable their behaviors.  

There are also a wide variety of protective factors that correlate with a decreased likelihood of 

sexual violence perpetration including individual factors, like knowledge of consent, increased 

empathy, and development of polystrengths, relational factors, like social support, parental 

involvement, and connection with adults, and community factors, like a sense of belonging to the 

school community.  This research is necessary as sexual violence often occurs before adulthood 

and so programs to prevent sexual violence must target youth earlier to truly be effective 

(Maxwell et al., 2003).  In a school setting, where sexual violence is prevalent, but resources are 

limited, identifying how resources can be allocated to have the largest impact is an important 

task. 

Risk Factors for Perpetration 

 A significant body of research has been conducted to determine risk factors the correlate 

with an increase likelihood of sexual violence.  While much of this research focuses on adult 

males, there has also been an increase in studies seeking to explore if the same factors are present 

in adolescent sexual violence perpetrators (Fernández-Fuertes et al., 2020).  Determining the 
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factors associated with sexual assault perpetration is necessary for developing an explanation for 

why sexual violence occurs and informing methods of prevention and intervention that seek to 

address sexual violence (Greathouse et al., 2015).  While initial studies focused on singular 

characteristics, there is also a large body of evidence that suggests that risk factors do not exist in 

isolation and that sexual violence likely results from the complex interplay between risk factors 

at the individual, relational, and community level (Stahly, 2011).  The first part of this chapter 

seeks to explore risk factors at each of these levels that have been associated with adolescent 

sexual violence perpetration. 

Individual Risk Factors 

 Individual risk factors for sexual violence perpetration can be divided into cognitions, 

affective patterns, and behaviors.  Cognitions describe the way in which adolescent perpetrators 

think about women and sexual violence.  Affective patterns include the feelings that may be 

common in perpetrators, including heightened aggression.  Behaviors include common activities 

that correlate with sexual violence perpetration, including interest in pornography and 

consumption of alcohol.  These factors individually can be used to predict the likelihood of 

sexual violence in an individual and tend to have a multiplying effect where multiple risk factors 

can lead to a significantly higher likelihood of perpetration (Malamuth et al., 2021).   

 Certain cognitive beliefs have been shown to have a correlation with an increased 

likelihood of sexual violence perpetration.  These cognitions combine to form a series of beliefs 

and attitudes known as hostile masculinity, which includes acceptance of hostility towards 

women, acceptance of interpersonal violence in relationships, and acceptance of rape myths and 

rape supportive attitudes (Ray & Parkhill, 2021). Hostile masculinity is measured by the 
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acceptance of statements that represent these beliefs, for example that women flirt with men just 

to hurt them, that women are to blame if they are sexually assaulted, that women who wear 

certain clothes, drink often, or are out late at night deserve to be sexually assaulted, and the 

violence in relationships is normal and common (Yapp & Quayle, 2018).   These beliefs are not 

based on evidence and there are many studies that have established significant associations 

between their acceptance and the execution of sexual violence against women (Fernández-

Fuertes et al., 2020; Ray & Parkhill, 2021; Yapp & Quayle, 2018; Hudson-Flege et al., 2018; 

Thompson et al., 2013).  The cognitive distortions correlated with hostile masculinity are 

problematic, as men who believe that it is normal for men to be dominant in relationships, that 

women are sexual objects, and that they may deserve sexual violence enacted against them are 

likely to view sexual violence as permissible and even inevitable (Cherniawsky & Morrison, 

2020).  The association between hostile masculinity and sexual violence has been studied most 

often in adult men, but some studies have established similar patterns in adolescents (Fernández-

Fuertes et al., 2020).   

Affective characteristics such as high levels of aggression may also correlate with a 

higher likelihood of sexual violence.  One study of youth between the ages of 10-15 measured 

the correlation of several variables with the perpetration of a variety of types of sexual violence 

including harassment, sexual assault, sexual coercion, attempted rape, and rape (Ybarra & 

Thompson, 2017). This study found that high levels of aggression, as indicated by aggressive 

behaviors, resulted in a twofold likelihood of perpetrating all types of sexual violence, excluding 

rape (Ybarra & Thompson, 2017).  Higher levels of aggression are likely to result in an increase 
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in sexually aggressive activities and the incorporation of the use of force in sexual activities 

which could result in sexual violence (Ybarra & Thompson, 2017). 

Behaviors that correlate with sexual violence include exposure to pornography, especially 

violent pornography. A study of adolescent pornography and sexual abuse found a significant, 

positive correlation between the two variables.  Adolescent males who used pornography were 

more likely to have sent sexual images, hold negative gender attitudes, engage in sexual 

coercion, and perpetrate sexual abuse than adolescents who had not (Stanley et al., 2016).  

Specifically, violent pornographic usage was correlated with a sixfold increase in the likelihood 

of exhibiting sexual aggression compared with adolescents who viewed similar amounts of 

nonviolent pornographic materials (Ybarra et al., 2010).  It has been hypothesized that increased 

viewing of violent pornographic materials could lead to an increase in acceptance of sexually 

abusive attitudes and tolerance towards unwanted sexual behaviors (Stanley et al., 2016).   

The correlation between alcohol consumption and sexual violence amongst college 

students has been well documented, with many perpetrators and victims of sexual violence 

reporting that assaults happened while under the influence of alcohol (Koss, 2018).  While 

purchasing alcohol is illegal in Canada for youth under 18, a similar relationship has been 

documented for adolescents.  Adolescence is an age where teenagers seek to establish their 

identity which may involve experimenting with risk taking activities like drinking.  The average 

age of first alcohol consumption in Canada is 13 years old, with 80% of adolescents having 

reported trying alcohol within the past year (Alcohol – Drug Free Kids Canada, n.d.).  

Adolescents report drinking for a variety of reasons including curiosity, trying to fit in with 

peers, and coping with stress (Department of Health & Human Services, n.d.).  Even though 
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alcohol consumption is illegal, many adolescents partake in some level of consumption 

throughout high school and therefore its role in the perpetration of sexual violence has been 

studied. 

A longitudinal study on how adolescent alcohol consumption effected their likelihood of 

perpetrating sexual violence indicated that adolescents who had engaged in binge drinking in the 

past month were more likely than their peers to perpetrate sexual harassment and stalking 

(Waterman et al., 2019).  This same study also found that adolescents more likely to perpetrate 

dating violence during periods of the study when they had not engaged in binge drinking 

compared with periods when those same adolescents were not engaging in the consumption of 

alcohol (Waterman et al., 2019).  Explanations for this correlation have included suggestions that 

alcohol consumption may lead to disinhibition and an increased likelihood of misinterpreting 

social cues regarding a desire to be intimate (Looman et al., 2004).  Other models hypothesize 

that this correlation exists because sexual offenders may use both sex an alcohol has a coping 

mechanism for dealing with loneliness and other negative emotions (Abracen et al., 2000). 

Relational Risk Factors 

 Patterns in how adolescents relate to others may also predict how likely they are to 

perpetrate sexual violence.  Family history of violence and sexual abuse, aggressive peer group 

qualities, and a detached style of intimate partner relationships all act as risk factors of sexual 

violence.  It is unclear as to whether these factors are causal or correlational within adolescents 

and there are multiple explanations for why they are associated with an increased risk of 

adolescent sexual violence perpetration. 
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 Childhood sexual abuse is one of the most studied risk factors of sexual offending.  

Studies have found that children who experience sexual abuse are 4-5 times as likely to 

perpetrate sexual violence as an adolescence, even when controlling for other confounding 

variables including family risk factors or behavioral risk factors (DeLisi et al., 2017; Aebi et al., 

2015).  This sexual abuse could include contact abuse such as sexual assault or rape but can also 

include noncontact abuse involving messages on the internet or text messaging (Aebi et al., 

2015). The likelihood of a victim becoming an abuser increased if the victim had a closer 

relationship to the perpetrator, was victimized by both male and female perpetrators, experienced 

a longer period of victimization, or more violent penetration during victimization (Burton et al., 

2002).   

While many studies have investigated the correlation between childhood sexual abuse 

and later perpetration, evidence also suggests that any abusive experiences increase the 

likelihood of criminal behavior later.  Children who experience abuse and neglect, in general 

were more likely to be arrested as adults, especially for sex crimes (McGrath et al., 2011).  

Children who had experienced sexual abuse were 5 times more likely than non-abused youth to 

be arrested for a sex crime, children who had experiences physical abuse were 4.1 times as 

likely, and children who had experience neglect were 2.2 times as likely (McGrath et al., 2011). 

This cycle of violence suggests that children may learn criminal attitudes and behaviors during 

their youth and reproduce these experiences as an adult (McGrath et al., 2011). 

Childhood experience of abuse are often considered as adverse childhood experience 

(ACEs) because of their traumatic impacts later in life.  A review of multiple studies 

investigating the impact of ACEs found a significant correlation between abusive experiences 
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endured by the perpetrators but also those experienced by family members of the perpetrators, 

such as domestic violence, with perpetrating sexual violence in adolescence (Seto & Lalumière, 

2010).  One study found that exposure to domestic violence between parents resulted in a sixfold 

increase in every type of sexual violence, from harassment to rape (Ybarra & Thompson, 2017).  

These studies suggest that any trauma or ACEs in early childhood could be linked to later sexual 

violence, not just experiences that involve the offender themselves. 

 Despite the multitude of studies evidencing a correlation between childhood sexual abuse 

and sexual violence perpetration, it is still unclear why this correlation occurs and whether this 

relationship is causal.  Some studies hypothesize a social learning connection and suggest that 

youth who are sexually abused learn that sexual abuse is normal in relationships and as a result 

reproduce this type of behavior in their own relationships in adolescence (Seto & Lalumière, 

2010).  Others suggest that youths who differ in sexual development are more vulnerable to 

sexual abuse and more likely to commit sexual violence because of these differences and that the 

two experience are correlational and caused by other factors (Seto & Lalumière, 2010).  

Childhood abuse could also cause or correlate with an unhealthy attachment style which could 

then result in a detached, impersonal style of connecting with romantic partners, or even peers, 

which could enable or normalize forced or coerced sexual interactions (Smallbone & Dadds, 

2000).  Trauma informed research suggested that childhood trauma could cause an increased 

need for coping strategies and a decreased ability to cope in healthy ways, which could lead 

adolescents to look to cope through inappropriate sexual interactions (Cortoni & Marshall, 

2001).  While the relationship between these variables has been well documented, confirming 

why these relationships exist is still an area of investigation. 
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 As children grow their relationships develop to include friends as well as family, and 

these friendships can also impact whether they perpetrate sexual violence. Adolescents spend a 

large amount of their time in school and therefore their peers become an important context in 

shaping their behavior.  For many adolescents, this age is the first time where they begin 

romantic relationships with their peers and they learn about how to interact romantically with 

others and what is acceptable within those relationships from their peers (Ellis et al., 2012). 

Therefore, the number and characteristics of peer group relationships can have an impact on the 

risk of a youth perpetrating sexual violence. 

 Social isolation is a risk factors in terms of peer relationships, especially for forms of 

sexual violence that involve contact perpetration.  Perpetrators of sexual violence in schools tend 

to have fewer friendships in terms of both quantity and quality (Espelage et al., 2021). These 

findings suggest that perpetrators of sexual violence pay a social cost in terms of the quantity and 

quality of friendships they have.  This correlation could function in either direction, reflecting 

that youths who perpetrate sexual violence become social outcasts because of their actions or that 

their isolation causes maladaptive social development which puts them at risk of perpetrating 

sexual violence (Espelage et al., 2021). This trend was not true for students who perpetrate 

sexual harassment, who had more integrated friendships groups and held greater positions of 

influence within those friendship groups, reflecting that harassment is still considered acceptable 

in school environments (Espelage et al., 2021). 

  Certain maladaptive attitudes and behaviors tend to characterize the peer groups of 

sexual violence perpetrators as opposed to non-perpetrators.  Perpetrators tend to be friends with 

other perpetrators, have friends that engaged in bullying, engage in homophobic name calling, 
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and have higher intentions of using drugs than non-perpetrators (Espelage et al., 2021). There are 

two possible causes for this correlation, first that students tend to for peer groups with others that 

are like them and so perpetrators may congregate and stick together forming peer groups 

(Espelage et al., 2021). The other possibility is that peers tend to learn from each other as role 

models in high schools, and so having a perpetrator in a peer group might normalize aggressive 

dating behaviors causing their peers to engage in similar behaviors with reduced social 

consequences (Espelage et al., 2021). 

Community Risk Factors  

 The school climate and community can also present risk factors for students perpetrating 

sexual violence.  While students may self-select peers that are like them, in school they are also 

grouped with peers in classes and activity involvement which also exposes them to behaviors 

which become internalized as normal.  Classroom environments provide a learning environment 

for students to determine what behaviors are acceptable in society and class views of dating 

violence as normal can increase the likelihood of an individual in that class perpetrating 

violence.  Groups which promote hypermasculinity and normalize aggression, such as contact 

sports teams, may also be correlated with an increased likelihood of perpetrating sexual violence. 

School communities that don’t discuss sexual violence and discuss appropriate behaviors in 

dating are therefore at risk of student picking up inappropriate behaviors in these scenarios. 

 In schools, students are often placed in classrooms where they are asked to interact with 

students outside of their normal friend groups.  While students may select friends that share 

similar views and behaviors, in classes they may be exposed to students who have different 

views than their own.  A study exploring how classroom climate and perpetration of dating 
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violence correlated with individual dating violence found that individuals were more likely to 

participate in dating violence when in a classroom with a high average of dating violence 

perpetration (Beckmann et al., 2019).  This trend was often specific to the area of violence, 

meaning if there was a higher classroom perpetration of sexual violence then levels of individual 

sexual violence rose, and was found to produce a stronger correlation for sexual violence in boys 

(Beckmann et al., 2019).  Beckmann et al. (2019) hypothesized that individuals observe and 

learn from classroom social norms which normalize violence in a relationship and learn to 

behave that way in their own relationships.  

 Another study explored how interactions between teachers, administrators, and students 

impacted the frequency of student reports of sexual violence within the school.  Rinehart and 

Espelage (2016) found that schools where teachers perceived they had less administrator support 

for preventing and reacting to student reports of sexual violence, and where the school had a 

climate of tolerance towards gender inequality, experienced more student reports of perpetrating 

sexual violence.  These studies suggest that all members of the school, teachers, staff, 

administrators, and students, can influence school climate towards gender inequality and sexual 

violence which can impact the likelihood of student perpetration. 

 An area where schools may need to pay close attention to attitudes around sexual 

violence is in gendered participation in team sports. Studies have found that participation in team 

sports, especially team sports involving contact, results in an increase in the likelihood of 

coercing a partner or being involved in sexual violence (Cheever & Eisenberg, 2020).  This 

could be the result of sports correlating with other risk factors for sexual violence, including high 

levels of aggression and attitudes around male domination which contribute to hostile 
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masculinity.  It is also possibly the result of social learning from male role models, as coaches of 

male sports teams may hold attitudes that endorse rape myths and male aggression which may 

transfer to athletes who look up to them (Lyndon et al, 2011). 

Protective Factors against Perpetration 

Current research aimed at determining factors that influence the likelihood of adolescent 

sexual violence largely address risk factors that correlate with an increased likelihood of 

perpetration (Banyard et al., 2020).  The implications of many of these research papers then 

discuss how school programs can seek to decrease the presence of these risk factors in 

individuals or the school community.  However, there is also an increased number of studies that 

seek to explore the role of protective factors in adolescent sexual violence perpetration.  These 

papers suggest that protective factors are necessary to explain the variation in sexual violence 

behavior that cannot solely be explained by variance in risk factors (Banyard et al., 2020).  

Exploring protective factors also makes sense from the perspective of a school counsellor, as 

focusing on developing weaknesses has been less effective to motivate change than working on 

fortifying areas that are areas of strengths and that adolescents will be more motivated to engage 

in (Boyatzis et al., 2019). 

Individual Protective Factors 

Just as individual characteristics and attitudes can be risk factors for adolescent sexual 

violence perpetration, they can also be protective factors.  Cognitive factors such as high specific 

knowledge of sex wellness and general academic achievement, affective traits such as increased 

empathy, and a combination of factors known as polystrengths can give adolescents a decreased 

likelihood of perpetrating sexual violence.  The role of protective factors is important to fully 
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understand variance in the likelihood of sexual violence perpetration and for informing 

counsellors as to strengths they can build to decrease an individual’s likelihood of perpetration.   

One study on the impact of cognitive factors on sexual violence perpetration explored 

how individual GPA’s and sexual knowledge level impacted the development of hostile 

masculinity in adolescents. The study found that having higher general academic achievement, as 

measured by student GPA, and greater specific knowledge around sexual topics such as puberty, 

reproduction, sexual health and contraception, and consent and legal responsibilities, as 

measured by results on a knowledge questionnaire, correlated with greater ability to reject rape 

supportive attitudes and therefore a decreased likely to perpetrate sexual violence (Mallet & 

Herbé, 2011).  The authors suggest that many adolescents often get their sexual knowledge from 

inaccurate and biased sources like television, magazines, and the internet leading to the 

development of gender stereotypes, such as men being unable to control their sexual urges and 

using force to attain them, that correlate with rape supportive attitudes and hostile masculinity 

(Mallet & Herbé, 2011).  Students with more accurate sexual knowledge about the biological, 

behavioral, and legal dimensions of sexuality would be less likely to have these bias perspectives 

and therefore would be protected against the development of rape supportive attitudes (Mallet & 

Herbé, 2011).   The authors suggest that these findings support the presence of sexual education 

programs in schools as an effective method of prevention against sexual violence perpetrations 

and the concepts measured on the questionnaire can guide topics to be covered in sex education 

classes (Mallet & Herbé, 2011).   

The study on the impact of knowledge on sexual violence perpetration found that while 

sex specific knowledge did have a protective impact on the development of rape supportive 
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believes, general academic knowledge also had a protective impact and better accounted for 

individual differences (Mallet & Herbé, 2011).    This could be a correlation as risk factors that 

increase their likelihood of perpetrating social violence may also correlate with low school 

attainment and motivation in students resulting in a lower GPA and increased likelihood of 

perpetrating sexual violence (Lynam, Moffitt & Stothamer-Loeber, 1993).  However, it also 

could be causal with general cognitive schools and school motivation leading to the development 

of a cognitive framework that leads to the questioning of gender stereotypes and protects against 

the development of rape supportive attitudes (Mallet & Herbé, 2011).     

Although specific empathic deficits are generally thought of us a risk factors for violence 

perpetration, there is also value in considering empathy as a protective factor using a resiliency 

framework (Basile et al., 2018).  A resilience framework views empathy as necessary for 

overcoming adversity and protective against the influence of negative risk factors but also 

necessary for healthy development even in the absence of risk factors (Basile et al., 2018).  One 

study on protective factors found that empathy was higher in non-perpetrators both at the 

beginning and end of middle school as well as showing more significant increases overtime, 

while perpetrators showed significantly less empathy initially and consistently low levels of 

empathy development over the course of middle and high school (Basile et al., 2018).  Empathy 

is often considered to be a moderating factor as it exerts control more significantly when 

decision making is compromised by other risk factors such as alcohol, anger, or anxiety (Tharp 

et al., 2012).  Preventions efforts aiming to increase empathy are important to include in early 

intervention efforts and should include social-emotional learning components which can help to 

develop empathy and protect students from violence. 
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While these individual characteristics can act as protective factors on their own, having a 

variety of these characteristics has a multiplying effect on preventing sexual violence 

perpetration.  Having a combination of specific intrapersonal characteristics, including healthy 

coping strategies, future orientation, acceptance of diversity, and feelings of belonging, hope, 

and influence in the community, that act as protective factors is known as a polystrength profile 

(Banyard et al., 2020).  Studies have found that a poly strengths profile is correlated with a 

decreased likelihood of perpetration, and that any combination of these strengths can act as a 

protective factor (Banyard et al., 2020).  This supports current research which suggests that 

sexual violence is best understood through an ecological model, with individual, relational, and 

societal factors all contributing to an explanation of why adolescents perpetrate sexual violence 

(Banyard et al., 2020).    If multiple factors can explain why sexual violence perpetration occurs, 

then prevention effort can target multiple factors to make it less likely.   

Relational Protective Factors 

 Relationships quality can also act as protective factors against perpetrating sexual 

violence.  These relationships factors include the involvement of parents in the life of an 

adolescent and the positive support they receive from peer groups.  Many of the protective 

factors act as mediating characteristics that can prevent risk factors from impacting adolescent 

development (Robertson et al., 2008).  

 The transition to adolescence is often characterized by an increase in independence and 

autonomy from parental involvement as well a greater importance placed on peer relationships. 

The amount of parental involvement and monitoring of adolescent decisions tends to decrease as 

adolescents transition through middle school and high school (Basile et al., 2018).  However, for 
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adolescent sexual violence perpetrators the amount of parental monitoring was lower than non-

perpetrating adolescents at the beginning of middle school and decreased more drastically as 

they transitioned into high school compared with non-perpetrating adolescents (Basile et al., 

2018).  This suggests that a sustained level of parental monitoring throughout high school acts as 

a protective factor against sexual violence perpetration.  A lack of parental monitoring could be 

the result of disruptions in family life such as unemployment, illness, relationship conflict, or 

divorce and that these disruptions could be considered adverse childhood events which increase 

the likelihood of adolescent sexual violence perpetration (Robertson et al., 2008).  A lack of 

parental monitoring also increases the likelihood of adolescents engaging with peer groups with 

negative social norms and aggression which are also risk factors for sexual violence perpetration 

(Robertson et al., 2008). 

 Parent and peer relationships also act as a protective factor by providing adolescents with 

social support.  Social support is the degree to which an adolescent feels that the people they 

have relationships with care for, respect, and are involved with their lives (Basile et al., 2018).  

Social support can be provided by peers, family, or even other caring adults in an adolescent’s 

life.  Studies have found that an increase in social support can lead to a decrease in the likelihood 

of perpetrating sexual violence, especially having social support at the beginning of middle 

school (Basile et al., 2018).  This effect was especially significant for adolescents with exposure 

to risk factors for sexual violence, such as childhood exposure to family or community violence 

(Davis et al., 2019).  This support can come from peers, but studies have also found that having 

connections to an important adult also acts as a protective factor for adolescents (Mauer et al., 

2021).  Social support is key to sustaining mental wellbeing and enables people to cope with the 
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impact of traumatic events or experiences (Machisa et al., 2018).  Having high levels of social 

support from peers, parents, and adults helps mitigate the impact of risk factors that could lead to 

sexual violence perpetration.   

 Research also suggest that the certain characteristics of peer networks are associated with 

a decreased risk of sexual violence perpetration.    Particularly if peer groups have positive 

attitudes regarding the importance of talking about and working on preventing sexual violence, 

known as positive social norms, it leads to a decreased likelihood of perpetrating sexual violence 

(Machisa et al., 2018).  Again, this effect was also true for adolescents with risk factors 

increasing their likelihood of perpetration including high levels of alcohol consumption or a 

history of childhood abuse (Machisa et al., 2018).  Adolescents value and respect their peers’ 

opinions, therefore positive social norms around relationships help adolescents learn to treat 

sexual partners with respect and decrease their likelihood of perpetrating sexual violence 

(Kaczkowski et al., 2017).   

Community Protective Factors 

A general feeling of attachment to the school and feelings of belonging within the school 

community can also act as a protective factor against sexual violence perpetration.  Studies have 

found that for male adolescents, an increase in school belonging is significantly correlated with a 

decrease in sexual violence perpetration (Espelage et al., 2019).  School belonging was 

associated with having supportive relationships with both peers and adults within the school 

community.  Studies have shown that being able to talk with teachers about adverse experiences 

or feeling like they have a teacher that cares for them decreased the likelihood of an adolescent 

perpetrating sexual harassment which is considered a step on the pathway towards perpetrating 
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sexual violence (Doty et al., 2017).  Efforts to prevent sexual violence can focus on building a 

sense of trust between youth and staff leading to a stronger sense of school belonging (Espelage 

et al., 2019).   

Chapter Summary 

 There are several risk factors that can make an adolescent more likely to perpetrate sexual 

violence at the individual, relational, and community level.  Factors that increase the likelihood 

of adolescent sexual violence perpetration include individual factors such as hostile masculinity 

beliefs, aggression, pornography use, and alcohol consumption.   Relational factors, 

characteristics of an adolescent’s interactions with others, include a history adverse childhood 

experience, exposure to abuse, social isolation from peers, and peer groups with negative social 

norms.  Community factors or experiences within the school can also act as risk factors including 

school personnel, such as teacher, coaches, and administration, that appear to tolerant or 

accepting of negative beliefs regarding gender roles and acceptance of violence in relationships.  

 While there are many factors that can increase an adolescent’s likelihood of perpetration, 

there are also many factors that can decrease the likelihood.  Protective factors at the individual 

level include having general and sex specific knowledge, having increase empathy, and building 

on multiple areas of strength to promote wholistic adolescent development.  Characteristics of 

relationships with parents and peers can also act as protective factors including parental or adult 

involvement in an adolescent’s life, peer social support, and peer groups with positive social 

norms.  Community factors that allow adolescents to feel like they belong within the school 

community can also act as a protective factor decreasing their likelihood of perpetration.    
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Chapter 3: Summary, Recommendations and Conclusions  

Summary 

 Sexual violence perpetration is a prevalent and harmful issue impacting adolescents.  The 

perpetrators of sexual violence are most commonly male, and studies suggest that perpetration 

behaviors often begin during adolescence making it a critical time for prevention efforts to occur 

(Maxwell et al., 2003).  Schools have a role in developing prevention efforts against sexual 

violence, as sexual violence acts as a barrier preventing females for achieving equal access to 

education, severely impacts the mental health of female victims, and often happens within the 

school environment or between peers that attend the same school (Young et al., 2009). 

Prevention efforts can seek to either decrease risk factors or increase protective factors to 

prevent perpetration.  Risk factors that increase the likelihood of sexual violence perpetration 

include hostile masculinity beliefs, high levels of aggression, pornography exposure, alcohol 

consumption, a history of childhood abuse or trauma, social isolation, peer groups with negative 

social norms, impersonal sexual relationships, and exposure to role models or community 

environments that tolerate gender inequality or violence within relationships.   Protective factors 

that decrease the likelihood of violence perpetration include higher academic achievement, sex 

specific knowledge, empathy, polystrengths, positive parental and peer relationships, positive 

social norms within peer groups and school environments, and a feeling of belonging and 

connection to the school community.  Research on what causes male adolescents to perpetrate 

sexual violence shows the pathway towards perpetration is varied and emerges from the 

confluence of individual, relational, and community factors (Tharp et al., 2012).  Prevention 

efforts focused on addressing only one factor are therefore found to be less effective than efforts 
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that address multiple factors simultaneously.  An ecological approach that targets both risk and 

protective factors at multiple levels will increase the likelihood of successfully impacting 

perpetration behaviors (Tharp et al., 2012).   

 The idea of tackling multiple risk and protective factors can seem overwhelming for 

school-based counsellors who are often tasked with supporting large caseloads of students.  

However, many of the research on factors associated with sexual violence perpetration implies 

that psychoeducation programs that minimize or help adolescents to cope with these factors 

could be effective techniques for preventing sexual violence perpetration.  Research suggest that 

an effective psychoeducation program should include information and practices around hostile 

masculinity myths, decreasing aggression in relationships, substance abuse, increasing empathy, 

developing healthy coping strategies for trauma, maintaining healthy relationships with peers and 

partners, and developing a polystrengths identity (Fernández-Fuertes et al., 2020; Ybarra et al., 

2010; O’Connor et al., 2023). This paper seeks to explore how counsellors can prevent sexual 

violence through a psychoeducational curriculum that addresses multiple risk and protective 

factors the lead to preventing adolescent sexual violence perpetration.   

Recommendations   

Rationale  

The sexual violence curriculum developed in this paper serves as a Tier I prevention 

program for high school adolescents.  It was developed as a Tier 1 intervention to allow 

counsellors to reach the largest number of adolescents in a given time.  A tier 1 prevention 

program allows counsellors to reach students that are at high risk for perpetrating sexual violence 

without having to screen and single out potential perpetrators that could then feel alienated or be 
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stigmatized by their peers.  The skills and attitudes developed in this curriculum are beneficial 

for all students, not just potential perpetrators, and so delivering the curriculum to the entire 

school population holds value for everyone and helps to create a community where all students 

contribute to preventing sexual violence. 

 The curriculum can be delivered by either the counsellor or the teacher, both of which 

hold value.  Delivery by the counsellor has value in that counsellors should have a strong 

knowledge about concepts in the curriculum, such as regulating emotions and maintain healthy 

relationship, and effective strategies for improving these areas.  It also connects students with a 

resource that they can use if they struggle with these topics in the future.  For example, if a 

student finds they are struggling with heightened feelings of aggression and they need more 

strategies than what the curriculum provides, they can make an appointment with the counsellor 

to continue developing these skills.  Having the teacher deliver the curriculum also has value, as 

students may feel more connected with their teacher than a counsellor who is simply visiting the 

class and therefore might feel more comfortable being vulnerable and discussing the content in 

the curriculum with a teacher.  Regardless of who delivers the curriculum, it is important that the 

person is knowledgeable about sexual violence and has done some work addressing their own 

biases or myths towards gender and violence.  If the instructor condones gender myths around 

sexual violence, like women being responsible for preventing violence by behaving in a certain 

way, then these beliefs could be transferred to the students they are instructing (Lyndon et al., 

2011). 

 This curriculum would be most appropriate for grade 8 or 9 students.  Physical health 

education class for these grades have learning objectives that address sexual health, healthy 
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relationships, and coping skills which are discussed in this curriculum.  Delivering a sexual 

violence prevention curriculum in these classes aligns with the course curriculum which means it 

wouldn’t disrupt the course or require teachers to give up class time for it to be delivered.   The 

curriculum will meet the following content curricular competencies for Physical and Health 

Education in British Columbia 8 and 9:  

• Healthy sexual decision making 

• Consequences of bullying, stereotyping, and discrimination 

• Physical, emotional, and social aspects of psychoactive substance use and potentially 

addictive behaviors. 

• Strategies to protect themselves and others from potential abuse, exploitation, and 

harm in a variety of settings. 

• Propose strategies for developing and maintaining healthy relationships. 

• Create strategies for promoting the health and well-being of the school and 

community. 

Curriculum  

(Refer to Appendix A for a detailed outline). 

 The designed curriculum takes only 4 sessions that are approximately an hour each, so 

that counsellors can deliver the curriculum to multiple classes throughout the school year.  The 

goal of these lessons is also to help create a school community where all individuals have the 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes to prevent them from perpetrating sexual violence and the 

confidence to intervene if they witness others perpetrating sexual violence.  
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Figure 1 

Image of the components of the cognitive triangle: the CBT Triangle (Vallejo & LCSW, 2022, 

para. 6-7) 

 

The goal of the first session is to help provide students with an understanding of where 

emotions like anger and aggression come from, and how to regulate these emotions in a healthy 

way so that they don’t lead to negative reactions and consequences.  The teacher will start by 

explaining the cognitive triangle and how are emotions often stem from our thoughts.  If our 

thoughts about a situation are negative, then we will feel negatively, and potentially behave in a 

maladaptive way (Vallejo & LCSW, 2022).  For example, if your friend doesn’t respond to your 

text, you might think that your friend doesn’t like you, you feel angry with your friend, and so 

you send them a message demanding they respond to you.  If we find we are experiencing 

negative emotions often, we can look to adjust our negative thoughts, feelings, and behaviors to 

respond more positively (Vallejo & LCSW, 2022).   For example, if you think that it’s also 

possible that your friend’s phone is dead or that they might not have checked their phone yet, 

then you may feel more neutral about the situation and so you will wait longer for your friend to 
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respond.  Students will also practice progressive muscle relaxation to help them manage their 

anger in situations where they feel their anger is valid or even before they attempt cognitive 

reappraisal.  The session will close with students brainstorming other locations in the cognitive 

triangle where they can use strategies to intervene, such as going for a run to boost endorphins 

when feeling angry. 

The goal of session two is to help students identify characteristics of a healthy 

relationship and strategies for developing and maintaining relationships with others, including 

parents, teachers, and peers.  The hope is this knowledge will help them to develop positive 

social norms about relationships amongst their peer groups and develop and maintain networks 

of social support.  The session will start by students identifying characteristics that they think are 

healthy in a relationship, such as sharing interests in common, and unhealthy, pressuring friends 

to do something they don’t want.  Students will learn how conflict can occur when two people 

have different needs, when people feel that their needs are not being met, or when someone’s 

needs are being misunderstood (Nathan, 2023). Using the CARE model to communicate what 

your needs are in the situation, listening to what the other person needs, reviewing options for 

compromise so that both people get their needs met, and finding a win-win solutions can help 

students to resolve conflicts (Williams, 2022).  Students will then role play fictional situations 

that involve conflicts between two people, like a friend, parent, or teacher, and use the CARE 

model to find a solution.  The teacher can develop the scenarios, or the class can propose 

scenarios they want to know how to resolve, depending on the maturity and vulnerability of the 

class. 
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The third session will shift focus to intimate relationships to increase the student’s 

knowledge of sexual relationships and the role of consent in relationships.  Knowledge of what 

constitutes consent and when consent can and cannot be given helps to combat hostile 

masculinity beliefs that men are not responsible for perpetrating acts of sexual violence (Mallet 

& Herbé, 2011).  Students will discuss respect in relationships and the legal aspects of consent.  

Special attention should be to the idea that consent must be freely given, not obtained through 

coercion, and informed, meaning the person knows what they are consenting to.  The role of 

alcohol and consent should also be discussed.  Students will then respond anonymously to true or 

false statements that represent myths around sexual violence and consent, for example wearing a 

short skirt indicates a willingness to engage in sexual activities.  The teacher will explain the 

correct answer to the class to each statement.  Students will then role play fictional discussions 

with a partner about sexual boundaries to practice giving or not giving consent and responding to 

a partner’s answers.   

In the final session, the teacher will discuss how students can intervene in situations 

where they witness sexual violence using the 5 D’s of bystander intervention (Right To Be, n.d.). 

Bystander intervention is an important topic, as having someone intervene in a sexual violence 

situation reduces the trauma experienced by the victim and helps to establish social norms that 

suggest violence in relationships is not acceptable (Right To Be, n.d.).  The 5D’s help bystanders 

to prevent sexual violence by either distracting the perpetrator, delegating a third party to help 

with the intervention, documenting what occurred, checking in with the victims if the situation 

only allows for a delayed intervention, and directly intervening to name what is happening when 

possible (Right To Be, n.d.).  The purpose of these strategies is to allow bystanders to respond in 
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a way that is safe for both the bystander and the victim and doesn’t escalate the situation (Right 

To Be, n.d.).  Students will then brainstorm further ways that they can act in the community to 

decrease societal norms that enable sexual violence to occur.  In closing the class, counsellors are 

encouraged to use a feedback form to allow students to reflect on what they learned and what 

they still need to know.  In this feedback form it is also encouraged to leave a section where 

students can indicate that they would like to connect with a counsellor further about these topics.  

That way students who need additional support with sexual violence situations can connect with 

a supportive adult.   

Limitations 

 There are limitations to this proposal stemming from research on sexual violence 

perpetration.  Many of the studies examined in this paper are cross sectional surveys that seek to 

measure the occurrence of risk or protective factors and sexual violence perpetration in 

adolescent population.  While cross sectional studies focus on establishing correlations between 

variables, they cannot establish causation with confidence (Malamuth et al., 2021).  Many 

surveys did not inquire about the timing of events, whether risk and protective factors occurred 

before sexual violence perpetration, which makes establishing causation even more difficult 

(Basile et al., 2018). Future studies that involve longitudinal, temporal assessments and well-

matched comparison groups are necessary to establish causality between factors which would 

confirm their value in preventative programs (Tharp et al., 2012).    

 This proposal focused on research about male violence perpetration against female 

victims.  However, while men are the most predominant perpetrators of sexual violence, not all 

sexual violence happens by men towards women.  Research shows that sexual aggression is 
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becoming a major problem within the LGBTQ community and same sex couples and there are 

examples of women committing sexual violence towards men also (Malamuth et al., 2021).  

School counsellors have a role in protecting all students from the consequences of sexual 

violence and so research into the risk and protective factors for sexual violence by other 

perpetrators, and potentially an adapted curriculum to address those factors might be necessary. 

 While this proposal seeks to address individual factors and some societal factors by 

creating a school community with the knowledge, attitudes, and ability to intervene in sexual 

violence, it doesn’t have the capability to address greater societal attitudes and experience that 

contribute to sexual violence.  Childhood sexual abuse and traumatic experience stemming from 

violence within families and communities are one of the greatest risk factors for perpetrating 

sexual violence (Fox, 2017).  While this curriculum seeks to provide students who have 

experience trauma the skills to overcome their experiences, is doesn’t help to prevent these 

experiences from happening, or to address the societal attitudes towards gender inequality and 

violence in relationships that might cause cycles of violence to occur.  Societal interventions that 

provide parents and other members with skills and attitudes to prevent cycles of violence and 

gender beliefs that lead to violence against women are necessary to fully support an ecological 

model of change. 

Conclusions  

 Sexual violence affects women throughout their lives and can be devastating for 

individuals, families, and communities.  Sexual violence is preventable, and schools can play a 

part in providing education to students to help them develop the knowledge, skills, and attitudes 

to prevent sexual violence perpetration against women.  Delivering a psychoeducational 
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curriculum aimed at preventing sexual violence is a necessary step in helping students contribute 

to the development of a society with equitable attitudes and behaviors that can work towards 

eliminating sexual violence towards women.   
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Appendix A 

Sexual Violence Prevention Curriculum Outline 

Lesson Risk/ 
Protective 
Factors 

Learning 
Objectives 

Activities 

Emotional 
Regulation 

Decrease 
aggression. 
 
Provide skills 
to moderate 
impacts of 
child abuse 
and trauma. 

Explain how 
negative 
cognitions lead to 
negative emotions 
which can lead to 
negative 
behaviors. 
 
Identify strategies 
for managing 
negative 
cognitions and 
prevent negative 
emotions from 
leading to 
negative 
behaviors 

Cognitive triangle lesson – students 
learn about the cognitive triangle and 
how thoughts, emotions and behaviors 
affect each other. 
Anger diary - students apply the 
cognitive triangle to themselves and 
discuss situations that have caused them 
to feel anger/aggression, the thoughts 
behind these feelings, the behaviors that 
resulted, and the results of these actions. 
Cognitive reappraisal – students assess 
the thoughts in their anger journals and 
use the Socratic questioning method to 
determine if their thoughts are realistic. 
Progressive muscle relaxation – student 
practice progressive muscle relaxation as 
a way of calming down when feeling 
angry before reacting. 
Sharing circle - students brainstorm 
other activities for decreasing negative 
emotions and identify situations where 
they can practice them. 

Healthy 
Relationships 

Increase 
positive 
social norms. 
 
Decrease 
negative 
social norms. 
 
 

Explain 
characteristics of 
healthy 
relationships. 
 
Identify ways to 
work through 
conflict in 
relationships. 
 

Sharing circle – student brainstorm 
characteristics of a healthy relationship 
and characteristics of an unhealthy 
relationship. Discuss if conflict is part of 
a healthy/unhealthy relationship.  Discuss 
examples of conflict in relationship and 
how conflict has been dealt with. 
Conflict resolution lesson – students 
will learn common reasons for conflict 
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 and using the care model for resolving 
conflict. 
Role playing – have students role play 
situations where there might be conflicts 
in a relationship and discuss how to 
resolve the conflict. 

Sexual 
Relationships 

Increase sex 
specific 
knowledge. 
 
Decrease 
hostile 
masculinity 
myths. 
 
Increase 
empathy. 

Identify the 
characteristics of 
healthy sexual 
relationships. 
 
Identify laws 
around consent in 
relationships and 
the combination 
of alcohol and 
consent. 
 
Identify 
inaccurate myths 
around gender 
and sexual 
violence. 
 
 

Sharing circle – students discuss respect 
in relationships.  Have students share 
what it means, who deserves respect in a 
relationship, examples of respectful 
behaviors towards a partner. 
Consent lesson – students will learn 
about free and informed consent, what is 
necessary for consent to be given, and 
situations where consent is not possible. 
True or false – students will use the 
information that they learned to answer 
true or false statements about consent that 
represent gender-based myths about 
sexual violence (ex: wearing a short skirt 
indicates a willingness to engage in 
sexual activities).  Students will 
anonymously indicate their answers 
before the teacher reveals correct answer 
to discuss. 
Consent role plays – students will learn 
how to communicate boundaries with a 
partner using I statements.  Students will 
role play fictional conversations with a 
partner about sexual boundaries and 
willingness based on information 
provided in a given scenario. 

Preventing 
Sexual 
Violence 

Increase 
social 
support. 
 
Decrease 
social 
isolation. 
 

Understand the 
prevalence of 
sexual violence 
and identify ways 
they can help 
prevent it within 
their 
communities. 
 

Sharing circle – teacher shares statistics 
on the prevalence of sexual violence and 
students discuss what they think causes 
people to engage in sexual violence and 
methods of prevention.  Each student 
identifies strengths that they have that 
will help them to intervene if they 
witness sexual violence and adults they 
could turn to for support. 
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Increase 
polystrengths. 
 

Use strategies to 
prevent sexual 
violence if they 
witness it 
occurring. 
 
Identify 
supportive peers 
and adults who 
can help them in a 
situation 
involving sexual 
violence. 
 

Bystander interventions and the 5 D’s 
– students will learn how they can 
intervene in situations where they are a 
witness to sexual violence called the 5 
D’s. 
Group brainstorm – students get into 
groups to discuss ways they can 
contribute to the prevention of sexual 
violence in their communities. 
Closing feedback – students fill out a 
final feedback form to return to the 
counsellor to identify the most important 
think they learned, anything they still 
want to know, and if they feel they need 
to speak with a counsellor further about 
the topics covered in this curriculum. 
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