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Summary

Understanding Sexual Consent: A participatory approach with young

people

This research aims to co-produce an account of consent that is congruent with young people’s
everyday lives and which will enhance educational agendas for consent education. By combining
participatory research with feminist youth work and informal education methods the research
has generated data across seven different educational settings with diverse groups of young
people and practitioners with different professional backgrounds. In line with participatory
action research principals the research questions, methods and outputs have been developed
in collaboration with educators and young people. A total of 103 young people age 13-25
contributed directly to the research by taking part in group work, interactive activities and

creative research processes.

This study finds that young people speak about sexual consent and violation along a spectrum;
avoiding labelling things ‘rape’ unless there was overt violence or if overt rejection was
expressed. The research also confirms previous research (Holland et al. 1998; Carmody, 2015)
on the persistence of heteronormative and gendered double standards and stereotyping in what
young people expect from, and how they judge, sexual encounters. Age and experience are
important in shaping how young people engage with some of the more complex elements of
sexual negotiation. The personal and professional background of educators is also central to
how they approach the challenge of teaching sexual consent as are the settings in which

education takes place.

Confirming the findings of other recent studies (Coy et al. 2013, Brady et al. 2017) the study
shows consent to be a complex concept with a range of different and sometimes unhelpful
meanings - yet goes further in offering an alternative model of teaching and talking about sexual
negotiation. Framing consent as a binary that involves getting and giving a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ is not
sufficient for teaching young people about the situated realties of sexual negotiation in different
contexts. Talking and teaching about the grey areas may seem a difficult task, but this research
argues that this is essential. The overall argument of the thesis is that exposing awkwardness,

embracing ambiguity, and acknowledging ambivalence, are key components for enabling
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conversations and learning about sexual negotiation in a way that might nurture a shift in sexual

cultures of communication.

The thesis concludes with a set of recommendations for practice including the use of specialist
educators, moving beyond a focus on legality and binary notions of consent to explore sexual
negotiation and communication and the necessity of addressing gendered norms of sexual
agency and pleasure. The doctoral research was co-funded by Brook (The UK’s largest sexual
health and wellbeing charity for young people) and the Centre for Innovation and Research in

Childhood and Youth at the University of Sussex.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 How this thesis came about: 10 years in sex education

As a young person, | grew up in an area of the UK that had some of the highest teenage
pregnancy rates in the country. As such, my experience of sex education, and my access to
sexual health provision was bolstered and informed by ‘New Labour’s’ teenage pregnancy
strategy. My sex education, compared to many, was good. However, it was risk-based and
preventative. There was lots of talk and teaching about reproduction, STls, condoms and the pill,

but not much else.

At 15 a friend and | did work experience with the local Youth Service and joined in with the
piloting phase for a Sexual Health Roadshow project. We threw sticky willies around the room
as an ice breaking exercise, blew up condoms, and learned even more about contraception. We
also found out a little bit about our rights to confidentiality as young people if, and when we
wanted to access contraception without our parents knowing. Conversations with educators
about pleasure and what we, as young women, might actually want or enjoy were still off the

radar.

‘Contraception, contraception, contraception’ seemed to be the mantra of my sex and
relationships education (SRE) in both formal and informal spaces. It seemed to work. All of my
friends, at the time, knew where and how to access contraception if we needed it and my school
year was one of the first for years not to have a pregnant student. Looking back, | cannot
remember ever being explicitly taught that sex could or should be pleasurable. My experience
of SRE was, as Michelle Fine (1988) would say: missing a fundamental discourse of desire. We
were told what was ‘wrong’ — getting pregnant or an STI — but there was no consideration of
how we would know what was ‘right’. The idea of ‘waiting for Mr Right’ or ‘just say no’ had just
about faded from the educational messages | got during the last few years of formal education.
| knew that it was ok to have sex but that you should not have sex if you did not want to and
that it was wrong to pressure someone into having sex, but the term ‘consent’ would have been

alien to me back then.

Fast forward 10 years and | am going into schools and youth clubs to talk to young people and

pilot activities about the recently popular topic of sexual consent. Since leaving my school in the
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North-East, | have developed and honed my skills and experience in youth work, group work,
and research. | have worked in HIV/AIDS support and awareness projects in India; | have
delivered sexual health outreach as part of targeted youth services in the UK; | have worked with
survivors of sexual violence; and had my own personal experiences in both the ‘good’ and the

‘bad’ when it comes to sex and relationships.

During my undergraduate in Sociology | came around to the idea that | probably was a feminist
and that gender probably was a social construct. | slowly became a more open and active
feminist and developed a vocabulary around gender, inequality and sexual pleasure and violence
amongst other things. My Masters research, building on my undergraduate dissertation, sought
to understand methods of sex education that might address issues of heteronormativity, risk-
centeredness and consider the potential for teaching about consent in a sex positive way, i.e.
framing it as a process that can enable more positive, pleasurable and ethical sexual interaction

rather than as a necessity to avoid the legal ramifications of a non-consensual encounter.

When a studentship advert was forwarded to me with an accompanying message about how |
might be able to develop my Masters research further with the guidance and support of those
offering the position, | tentatively took the bait. | wrote my application with a project about
young people’s sexual health and wellbeing in mind, but with no clear research plan and no clear
research questions. Just an enthusiasm to continue learning, and to include young people in this
process where possible. | was 23 at the time and keen to emphasise my ‘young personness’ and
to develop a ‘youth led’ project. | wanted to do some research that would be interesting and,

ideally, useful for the people involved.

| was awarded the studentship, and after some negotiation, additional support was secured
from the young people’s sexual health charity, Brook Young People (Brook hereafter?). As | note
in my acknowledgements, this research would not have been possible without the support of
Brook and the Centre for Innovation and Research in Childhood and Youth (CIRCY) at the
University of Sussex. The co-funded and collaborative nature of the research depended on
Rachel Thomson’s strong links with Brook and her support for innovative and practice-based
research. Together Brook and CIRCY provided me with resources, connections and space for

thinking and doing. They seemed willing to support my initially enthusiastic and iterative

1See Appendix A for a brief overview of Brook
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approach to this research and so | started. Firstly by meeting with Brook’s CEO and then quickly
linked up with and worked alongside the participation groups (P+) and young volunteers at
Brook to develop a plan. This was based on what they thought was important and needed

improving in sexual health and wellbeing education and provision.

Together the P+ group and | noted that recent revelations of child sexual exploitation, adult
concerns around ‘sexting’ and increased awareness about sexual violence had resulted in
renewed attention to teaching and talking about consent. Yet the campaigns, education and
information available on the topic of consent centre around the legalities of consent, in relation
specifically to rape - something that we thought hinders, rather than aids young people to
develop their sexual communication. Thus, the topic of ‘consent’ was chosen as a key focus for

the research and | could develop the research accordingly.

Reason and Bradbury note that ‘participation is not just a method or process but that it is
political’ (2006:10). Throughout the thesis | draw on the language, principles and politics of
Youth Work, Feminism and Participatory Action Research (PAR) to explain and make meaning of
my research encounters. My early work with the participation team and young people at Brook
was what Saskia Sassen would refer to as a phase ‘before the method’ (Sassen, 2013) and was
both the spring board and grounding reference point for this research. Throughout the research
| have sought young people’s input in different ways and listened to, and where possible
implemented, their feedback and suggestions. | have consistently referred to and taken my

learning with them into the field with other groups of young people and practitioners.

Brook and CIRCY’s support and guidance, and my subsequent interaction with young people has
resulted in an innovative multimodal study. A study that has comprised of participatory
practices in research and education in the form of social action projects, creative activities and
illuminating conversations. As a result of this | find myself continually learning new things and
developing fresh insight into the challenges and possibilities of sex education. During this
doctorate, | have entered my second decade of work in sex education. As Smith et al. (2010:)
note participatory approaches are both “inspiring and daunting” (407) and there have been
moments where | have been both excited by young people’s ideas, and anxious about how to
enact them. This has been challenging in many ways and yet rewarding. It has made me aware
of the active and immediate power of research and | look forward to developing my research,

knowledge and practice in the field.
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The research process that | will narrate in the following chapters was the outcome of multiple
collaborative relationships. However the research story that unfolds is mine. | draw from
participatory, feminist and auto-ethnographic traditions to provide context and background for
how and why certain activities or forms of analysis occurred (Ellis et al. 2011). Youth workers in
the In Defence of Youth Work association also note the “essential significance of the youth
workers themselves, whose outlook, integrity and autonomy is at the heart of fashioning a
serious yet humorous, improvisatory yet rehearsed educational practice with young people.”
(Davies, 2009). | hope this humour, planning, improvisation and controlled risk taking is visible
throughout the thesis. The remainder of this introductory chapter provides a summary of the
research. It then outlines and defines some of the terms that will be key throughout the thesis,

and finally gives an overview of the structure and what is to come.

1.2 Thesis summary

This Doctoral research was developed collaboratively with young people in response to a
collective concern that education about sexual consent needs improving and making more
relevant to the lived experiences of younger people. As | will outline in my literature review,
most education and campaigns on this topic begin with risk and centre on the legalities of
consent representing polarised examples of sexual violation or pleasure. These can be difficult
to relate to people’s everyday experiences. Much research on school sex education suggests
students report an ongoing dissatisfaction and disconnect with the content developed by adults,
often as a result of their concerns (Hughes, 1999; MacDowell and Mitchell, 2006; UKYP, 2013;
Wellings and Johnson, 2013). In response to this, Brook has developed a ‘sex positive’ approach
to educational provision and campaigns, acknowledging that “a more positive and holistic model
of sexual health ... would produce more favourable and gender equitable sexual health
outcomes for young people” (McGeeney, 2015:1). Given this sex positive starting point for
Brook, and in response to more extreme and thus problematic representations of sexual
violation and risk, this research seeks to comprehend and foreground young people’s everyday

understandings and experiences of sexual negotiation.

Working through the participation and education teams at Brook, and piloting activities and
discussions with groups in Brighton, | have been able to gather data from seven diverse sites.
Data has been generated in a range of ways and documented in a variety of media. The research,

as | outlined in the introduction, has been participatory from its conception, and uses feminism,
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social pedagogy, youth work and participatory action research to inform the epistemological

starting point. This has provided me with a rich tool kit for research and practice.

‘Starting where young people are at’ (Davies, 2009) can be understood as the epistemological
imperative, which defines the ethical and analytic terrain for the research (Batsleer, 2010a). |
view and interact with young people as social agents in and of their own right. | work with the
categories and assumptions presented by young people, often noting my reactions and struggles
with these, and the learning that we engaged with as a result of these conflicts and pleasures.
This approach has resulted in stimulating and exploratory conversations, a variety of project
activities and outputs from and with those | worked with. During my practice, | have been able
to embrace and explore incongruities between knowledge and practice both in terms of teaching

and ‘doing’, rather than simply giving, consent.

During the research | have worked alongside 12 practitioners and directly with 103 young
people, aged 13-25, to explore new, engaging ways of teaching and talking about consent. Due
to the diversity of the groups, | have encountered different sexual cultures that are shaped by
intersections of age, class, culture, race, geographic location and so on. | have also been able to
understand the experiences of educators and young people in relation to consent education. As
| will argue in this thesis the concerns and constraints that educators experience when teaching
mirror the frustration and detachment many young people experience when presented with

binary and legal discourses about consent.

The Research questions this research has developed from were as follows:

‘How do young people define ‘consent to sexual activity’ as a concept?’;
‘How do young people negotiate sex and consent?’;

‘What might be involved in an expanded model of consent?’

There was also an interest in how educational definitions and teaching practice relate to young

people’s definitions of consent.

Despite the diversity of my participants, there was surprising consistency in the ways in which
they initially constructed and spoke about sexual consent, which | characterise as ‘abstract’,
(meaning that it was discussed in theory rather than through examples) and ‘binary’ (where

something either was, or was not, consensual). By approaching sexual consent from a variety
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of angles and considering the experiences of teaching, learning, advocating for and doing
consent, this research explores what is ‘sayable’ about sex and consent by and for different
people in different spaces. Recognising the often limited vocabulary people have to draw on
when talking about sex, desire and the body, | encouraged exploratory talk (Mercer and
Hodgkinson, 2008) through the use of creative research methods. By using tools such as body
mapping, continuum and scenario activities | have critically engaged with consent as both a
concept and process. Together participants and | have deconstructed common understandings

of consent and worked collectively to articulate the nuances of sexual negotiation.

By attempting to avoid static definitions and notions of how to ‘do consent properly’ | have
garnered some thought-provoking and at times contradictory data. | have conceptualised these
in terms of ambiguity and awkwardness, suggesting the productivity of understanding sexual
negotiation and consent as enactments and achievements that are never complete. The first
two empirical chapters ‘teaching’ and ‘learning’ clearly reflect the ways that institutions are
concerned with non-ambiguous ‘absolute’ definitions of consent. While the final chapter reflects
the lived experiences of attempting to make sense of ambiguity with reference to the more
institutionalised and static definitions of consent that are produced through legal frame works
and educational agendas in schools, youth clubs and campaigns. Awkwardness, ambiguity and
ambivalence recur as themes that are explored throughout the analysis chapters, and | move
towards an argument for acknowledging and embracing ambiguity and awkwardness as

inherent and potentially generative aspects of sexual interaction.

In addition to thinking about ambiguous and awkward communication, | show that depictions
of consent and negotiation are often highly gendered, something that intersects with class, race,
age, disability and ethnicity. In particular, | identify the significance of age and experience as key
factors for shaping competent sexual communication and negotiation. | also take time to focus
on the ways in which religious and peer cultures can be in tension. | observe that young people’s
attitudes, agency and interactions are always mediated by the spaces they inhabit and the peer
groups they socialize in, thus affecting the scale and scope of their (in)actions. This mediation is
at its most constricting during school years, where interaction is often highly public and thus
consent, for younger people, needs to be considered in the context of both public and private

negotiations.

While | have been able to explore and develop different ways of conceptualising and teaching

about consent, the processes that have allowed me to do this have not always been easy. This
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research has involved challenges and conflicts between the expectations of different
‘stakeholders’. There have been moments in this research where practice has not been as
participatory as it could be, and yet other moments where the participatory nature of the work
has forced me to explore what | might ordinarily avoid. Research ethics have come into tension
at times with the ethics of participation and youth work, and | have had to reflect critically on
my roles of researcher, educator and participant and the extent to which | ‘bring myself’ into
the research. The topic, age of participants and more iterative approach to this research mean
that this work can be classified as ‘high risk’ in terms of the categories often employed by
research ethics governance. This encouraged me to develop methods of controlled risk taking
that balance safeguarding and rights to participation throughout this work. The risks | have
taken are due to the privileges afforded by research funding and my association with the well-

respected organisation ‘Brook’.

Talking and teaching about the ‘grey areas’ between rape and consent can be a risky and difficult
task, one which many schools, teachers and youth practitioners may, understandably, be wary
of. Some practitioners may not have the space, support, or confidence to actively problematize
binary and legal elements of consent, nor the competence to respond to the questions and
awkwardness often present in a sexual health session. It may feel safer to provide a list of ‘do’s
and don’ts’. Yet, like Moira Carmody (2015) | have found that engaging with young people's
uncertainty and awkwardness, about wanting or being ready for sex, and answering their
questions in a frank and ‘adult’ way, is far more fruitful and can provoke reflections and
transformations in the way people consider, and later enact/embody sexual ethics and

communication.

At its heart, this thesis demonstrates the generative qualities of conversations about consent
which focus less on the legal binary aspects of consent in favour of exploring the complexities of
sexual negotiation. | have found, and can illustrate, a disjuncture between common educational
and policy discourse about consent and the ways in which it is negotiated and enacted in
everyday (sexual) encounters. | have been able to move away from polarised explanations of
sex, and sexual violence by defining, deconstructing and then developing an expanded model of
a consent using a continuum. By embracing a broader, more youth-centred and less legalistic
vocabulary for speaking about and labelling sexual encounters, | have developed an expanded
model of consent that includes the significance of ambiguity and awkwardness in young people’s
sexual experiences and cultures. | argue that in order to cultivate more open sexual

communication we must enrich our vocabularies of sex, desire, the body and boundaries to ones
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in which we actively acknowledge and address the competing discourses at play in conversations
about ‘sex’ and the complexities of embodied practices and communication. Practitioners need
a range of support to develop the confidence and competence to enact controlled risk-taking in
pedagogic spaces. This will enable them to support critical thinking and enable young people to
develop a more full understanding of sexual ethics and boundaries. Work presented in this
thesis has contributed to the development of innovative, digital teaching and learning resources

which aim to do just this.

The research proposal that gained ethical approval was a project which sought to understand
and utilise participation structures, practices and their impact at Brook through a case study
participation project on consent. Yet plans changed in such a way that that the focus and findings
are more centred on consent education. The changes to the study, that are detailed in Chapter
Four fortunately, enabled me to work with a more diverse range of participants, gain insight into

different sexual cultures and to observe different teaching practices.

The findings from this exploration (which include the processes of knowledge production) reflect
practices and concerns that are common across Education, Social Work, Youth Work, Sociology,
and Childhood and Youth studies. In particular, the ways that teaching and talking about a less
binary conception of consent can contribute to, or complicate safeguarding agendas?. The
research has been timely given the current socio-political climate and a recent shift in awareness
and speaking out about sexual violence. SRE is due to become mandatory in schools from
September 2019. Therefore, policy makers and educational professionals are paying some
attention to issues that relate to childhood sexuality, sexual consent and are considering
refreshing SRE curricula. This work is part of a wider body of arguments, campaigns and
scholarship calling for a societal acceptance of childhood and youth sexuality, and in doing so

recognises that sexuality needs nurturing with more holistic SRE.

2 Throughout this thesis | use the term safeguarding to reference practice and policies for preventing harm to children
and vulnerable adults. Child protection is part of the safeguarding process and | often use these terms
interchangeably. In both instances | draw from the definitions set up in the ‘Working together to safeguard children
(2018)’" which summarises safeguarding as:

e  protecting children from maltreatment

e  preventing impairment of children’s health and development

e  ensuring that children grow up in circumstances consistent with the provision of safe and effective care
and

e taking action to enable all children to have the best outcomes (HMG, 2018:7)
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As well as having scope for informing policy and practice and enhancing the disciplines and
professions of social work and education, this research contributes methodological innovation
in the interrelated disciplines of Sociology, and Childhood and Youth studies. The research
practice and outputs have modelled collaborative, youth-centred research. They highlight the
opportunities afforded when plans are developed in conjunction with participants. By contesting
notions of consent, ethics and risk, | have enriched a body of scholarship and activism which
seeks to de-centre adult agendas for prevention and protection, and foreground children and

young people’s rights to provision, services, ethics and policies which serve them.

1.3 Talking about/researching sex and bodies

In doing this work I, like many scholars, have experienced a lack of adequate language to talk
sociologically, and interpersonally, about embodied experiences and to analyse conversations
about sexual practices and negotiation. Janet Holland and colleagues have previously noted that
many, young people in particular, are linguistically ill equipped to speak about the body
(1994;1998). If and when, people can and do talk of the body, bodies or sex, the available
discourses are often either euphemistic, romantic, or highly medicalised (Holland et al. 1998). |
found this to be the case in many of my conversations. Sometimes participants and | spoke
about sex and sex acts in a disembodied way, or chose certain words over others when
describing parts of the body, or even labelling certain encounters. As | depict in the methods
chapter, some of the creative methods | used, allowed different conversations and

representations to occur.

While doing this research, | found myself reaching for analytical tools including ‘discourse’,
‘scripts’, ‘practice’ and ‘performativity’, all of which have helped me articulate the complex and
interwoven elements of sexual negotiation captured in the multimedia data. Yet, as the thesis
progressed | became frustrated with the terminologies through which | framed the research. My
attempts to make sense of the data demanded tools that would help me think about
embodiment, feelings and flows of often wordless practices. Rather than rejecting my old tools
| added to my toolkit, enabling me to think about situations in a range of ways and from different
perspectives. The following section presents five of the key terms and tools that | have employed
throughout this work outlining my shift from the language of discourse and scripts that
characterises much of the tradition of critical sexuality studies conducted in the 1980’s — 2000’s,

to the use of more practice-based and situated theories.
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1.3.1 From discourse to practice: an overview of analytical terms and tools

Foucault’s theories of ‘power/knowledge’ and ‘regimes of truth’, particularly in his work about
sexuality (Foucault, 1981), have become central to the ways in which many scholars
conceptualise sex, sexuality and gendered power relations, and provide a critical way of thinking
about youth sexuality (Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002; Carmody, 2015 ). Foucault’s work on
ethical sexual subjectivities encourages scholars to observe how people can resist the
power/knowledge discourses (Rabinow, 1997) that construct and constrain what it means to ‘be
sexual’. In using a Foucauldian and post-structural feminist approach, it has not been my
intention to find what is true or false about consent, but to recognise why there are different
rules, understandings and practices in operation. Thus, | have actively paid attention to, and at
times questioned, the language, symbols and ideas that constitute ‘normal’ and ‘deviant’ sex,
according to participants’ contributions. | have taken a socio-historical approach to
understanding where a discourse of sexual consent originated and how it has come to operate
in contemporary society. This has enabled me to see which discourses resonate with and

permeate the youth cultures and sexual practices | have investigated during this research.

Despite my use of more creative research methods and attempts to acknowledge and
foreground more embodied and experiential elements of sexual consent and education, the
data | have captured has ultimately shown what is ‘sayable’ about sex and consent in public and
group spaces. There are discourses, practices and affective responses that are difficult vocalise
and articulate well through talk and it has become clear that it is difficult to represent what a
body knows, because our language is limited, and many people are un-practised at noticing and

identifying the material body in everyday practices and decision-making processes.

In response to this | identify and use the term ‘talk’ as an alternative to the concept of discourse.
While | can track, and notice the discourses at play during discussions, the space of the ‘focus
group’ limits what people say (Kitzinger, 1994). Talk is often mediated and managed according
to the group dynamics, the topic of discussion and the environment in which it occurs. So, when
I speakin later chapters of ‘talk’, | refer specifically about what is said and deemed by the speaker
‘sayable’ in that situated research moment. Thus raising questions about how certain forms of

sexuality and consent are constituted in discourse, but also practice.
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Bridging the conceptual space between discourse and practice, | also mobilise a language of
performativity throughout this work. Judith Butler’s theories of gender performativity (2006;
2011) are a useful and compelling way of thinking about gender and the ways in which we
perform and reproduce certain roles within society. This theory sits well with discourse as Butler
contributes to shifts in thinking that allow us to think about and see how discourse can be lived
out, and consolidated or re-constructed through everyday practices. Thinking with
performativity, in conjunction with theories of gendered and sexual ‘scripts’ (Gangon and Simon,
1974), has encouraged me to look beyond what is said, and observe physical interactions and
consider the context of my research encounters. | have tried to notice how what is being said
or embodied and by whom reinforces, or resists, certain expectations about what it means to

be a sexual woman or man.

Following performativity, the term ‘practice’ is used throughout the thesis; | describe my
research practice and | speak about consent and sex as a practice. It is important to avoid a
Cartesian understanding of people being ‘mind and body’ and acknowledge the affective and
multisensory experience of sexual practices. Given this, the term ‘practice’ has been useful to
employ in moments when | imagine an embodied process; the ‘doing’ of something, and

therefore the material body is central.

Theories of practice have been useful to help me articulate further what a practice, or the doing
of something, may consist of. In particular it helps me to think about the competences that
people require in order to embody and live out certain ways of doing and being. Reckwitz
suggests that practices consist of interdependencies between “forms of bodily activities, forms
of mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge in the form of
understanding, know how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge” (2002:249). Shove
et al. (2012) build on, or rather simplify this, to contribute to a ‘practice theory’. They put
forward a scheme based on the interdependence of three elements: materials, competences
and meanings. | find their terminology maps onto the ways of constructing and considering
consent that | develop through this research. Yet each term/element encompasses what Shove
et al. might term a ‘bundle’ of smaller elements. These elements | find link to scripts,
performativity and discourse, as people are in the habit of performing and re-producing what it
is to be a woman or a man and, as practice theory reminds us, habits are hard to recognise and
to break out of. Similarly, it can be difficult to access alternative discourses and symbols of

resistance if you do not encounter them.
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Being sensitive to practice and paying attention to the mediated nature of talk produced in
research activities has encouraged me to recognise ‘awkwardness’, something that comes up
consistently throughout this research. Initially | struggled to make sense of this finding via tools
of discourse and performativity which emphasise compliance and ‘fit". In later chapters |
enhanced the argument that contemporary culture is increasingly awkward; we live in an ‘age
of awkwardness’ which is the result of historic cultural shifts away from clear, normative and
hegemonic values and expectations. The category of awkwardness comes up as a practice that
does not ‘fit’ the assumed flow of competent social interaction. In the final analysis chapter, |
introduce the work of Adam Kotsko (2010) which has provided me with a language to theorise
awkwardness. This has helped me understand the generative potential of acknowledging and
working through awkwardness in intimate encounters and also to consider how awkwardness
can be linked to resistance and provide space for new and competing discourse and practice to
develop. In earlier chapters | use the term descriptively, as many of my participants did, however
in later chapters | seek to theorise awkwardness showing how valuable it may be as a way into

articulating the flows, blocks and incongruities of embodied practices.

1.4 The thesis structure

Having introduced and summarised the thesis | conclude this introductory chapter with an
overview of what is to come, detailing the structure and key elements of the following chapters.
Each chapter addresses a different element of the research process. You will notice ‘me’ in the
narrative, however the tone and form with which | write changes at times according to the
content and the function of the chapter. Reflexivity has been central to my research practice.
As many researchers highlight, the line between insider/outsider, participant/researcher,
observer/participant can become blurred over the course of a longer and participatory projects
(McLeod and Thomson, 2009; Cammarota and Fine, 2008; MacLure, 2013). | address the use of
self further in the methodology. However, in starting this introduction with my story of sex
education, and speaking in the first person throughout the thesis | do not seek to make my
experience the main focus. Rather, | use my personal reflections in a way that adds context and
useful layers to the story being told about participants and methods, recognizing that the same
event would be told differently by other people involved (McLeod and Yates, 1997; Tullis-Owen

et al. 2009; Ellis, 2011). | outline each chapter as follows.
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Chapter Two provides a socio-historic context to the thesis. This chapter sets the scene by
chronologically outlining how policy, activism, and legal frameworks have produced our current
understanding of, and concerns about consent. | consider how consent has been constructed
and became part of sexual lexicon in the UK over the last 50 years, focussing on three key
moments that can be linked to shifts and modification in legislation, terminology and practices.
| summarise the crucial role of feminist scholarship and activism from the 1980’s through to the
present day, noting shifts in focus and developments in policy and practice as a result of this.
Drawing on this evidence, | show how we have reached a new critical moment for consent,

arguing that there is a need for more youth-centred and ‘sex positive’ research in this area.

Chapter Three is a thematic literature review which builds on the story of consent in the previous
chapter. Here | outline the intellectual landscape and highlight work around the themes of:
heteronormativity; power and pressure; age and competence; and the role of SRE. In order to
frame contemporary social, political and academic interest in sexual violence and exploitation, |
highlight the need for a less binary and more applied understanding of sexual consent, better
sex education and support for teachers — a task that helps me to frame this study. The literature
review notes a general lack of research focusing specifically on consent and young people, which
is not the bi-product of research focusing on sexual violence. This is a gap my research seeks to
fill, aiming to put everyday, ‘mundane’ experiences of sex and consent at the centre of research,

rather than focusing on polarised representations of sexual violence or pleasure.

Chapter Four explains how the research project evolved to be participatory and youth centred.
Here | outline the foundations of my methodological approach with an overview of the theories
which informed the choice of methods. The story of my research unfolds in three parts. The first
section ‘before the method’ describes the piloting and project development in conjunction with
Brook’s youth participation group. The second section provides an account of the youth projects
in a school and youth club; which provided a substantive amount of data. The final section covers
the data collection with practitioners within Brook, and also reflecting on other practices |
observed across the research sites. | summarise the challenges and opportunities of my iterative
and participatory research experience working across several sites, with a diverse range of young
people, and practitioners who perform a variety of sex education roles. Here | critically consider
the ethics of participation, research consent and anonymity over the course of what became a

multifaceted venture in research, youth work and educational development.
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Chapter Five is the first of three empirical chapters and considers the process of teaching about
consent as part of a wider educational agenda, both in formal and informal spaces. Here | focus
on data gathered from educators; a focus group with four Brook Education Workers;
observations of educational practitioners in different settings; conversations with teachers and
youth workers; and ethnographic reflections of my experience of ‘teaching’. | consider the role
of the sex ‘educator’ and the often fluid, precarious and demanding nature of this work. Most
educators | encountered aimed to “get young people thinking” rather than provide a list of ‘do’s
and don’ts’, yet it became clear that this can be an uneasy balancing act. | highlight how
uncomfortable teaching about sexual consent can be — something that is revisited in Chapter
Eight. | conclude Chapter Five by considering how an educators professional and personal
background and identify affects their perceived and actual confidence and competence to

provoke young people into developing a more nuanced understanding of sexual negotiation.

Chapter Six focuses on learning, as a way to investigate the ways in which sexual consent is
commonly constructed. This chapter draws on data from different activities and diverse groups
of young participants, providing a reflexive account and critical analysis of our learning from and
with each other. By highlighting the binary and abstract nature of our attempts to define
consent, the chapter provides examples of how the process and practice of sexual negotiation
can be understood better through activities that encourage the deconstruction of consent. |
develop a continuum of consent that represents the varied yet consistent ways in which the
young people | worked with spoke about the topic and might label certain encounters as
consensual or not. Thinking through the limitations of the term, | explore the possibilities for
reimagining consent as a product of competent and agentic sexual negotiation. In this chapter,
it becomes clear that social class, religion, ethnicity, education and other factors are important
in shaping whether and how consent can be talked about. | also show that experience is a vital
variable in how people are able to think, talk about and practice sexual negotiation over time

and in different contexts.

Chapter Seven, builds on the themes and findings of Chapter Five and Six by digging into the
significance of awkwardness, ambiguity and ambivalence in everyday sexual encounters. A key
finding from the data was that consent, or the process of explicit sexual negotiation, was
consistently described and experienced as “awkward”. Using empirical data and drawing heavily
on the work of Adam Kotsko this chapter takes a more conceptual turn and posits the role of
awkwardness as a relational experience. Here | acknowledge the complex and embodied nature

of sexual negotiation and foreground some of the difficulties people can encounter when
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attempting to articulate and explain these experiences. | consider the generative potential of
teaching and talking about awkwardness, ambiguity and ambivalence and the ways in which this

may enhance people’s competence for future sexual negotiation.

Chapter Eight concludes the thesis by summarising the preceding chapters and drawing
together key findings from the empirical chapters. Highlighting the significance of experience
and deconstruction as an educational tool this chapter turns to consider the future of consent
education. | discuss how the findings expose a need for consent education to acknowledge and
explore awkwardness, ambiguity and ambivalence; address hetero-patriarchal norms and
expectations when it comes to sex; and move beyond the binary. In light of the recent
amendment to the 2017 Children and Social Work Bill to make SRE statutory in schools from
2019 the conclusion provides a set of recommendations for teaching about sexual consent. |
acknowledge the difficulties that teachers may have in letting go of the certainty and security of
legal and binary definitions of consent, and present arguments and practical suggestions for
opening conversations that consider the complex realities of sexual negotiation. SRE seeks to
help young people develop sexual competence and talking about grey areas allows for a much
richer understanding of competence that is not simply about risk aversion, but which also makes
ambiguity and awkwardness part of the story and things to be worked through rather than

avoided.
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Chapter 2: Getting Consent On The Agenda: A
Socio-Historic Context

Contemporary debates around sexual consent rely on and reframe the discussions, challenges
and contestations of the past. Therefore, this chapter seeks to set the scene and provide a
recent history of consent before providing a thematic literature review in the following chapter.
Here | will focus on how feminist activism and scholarship have played a key role over the last
50 years in producing consent as a category of popular understanding, ensuring it is recognised
and understood as a human right and indicator of autonomous and ethical sexual practice. | will
also outline how the public framing of sexual consent moved from campaigns to reveal sex as
something that is ‘consentable’, to an agenda focused on the equalising of consent across the
hetero/homo boundary, to a situation where consent has become a key component of the
criminalising of certain sexual practices. Although | make some reference to the legal standard
of consent, and the definition of rape according to the Sexual Offences Act, | aim to avoid framing
and speaking about consent by starting with, or predominantly referencing, the law. Instead |
start with the voices of young people to show the contested nature of sexual consent in

contemporary society.

2.1 Setting the scene

In the time it has taken to conduct, analyse and write up this doctoral research, consent has
become a more prominent and key concern in popular culture. Since September 2014 when |
gained funding for the project, there has been an eruption of television and radio shows, regular
news items, awareness raising campaigns both on and offline, shifts in laws, policy and practice
pertaining to consent and sex and relationships education. Some of these programmes and news
items have provided useful stimulus for discussion with participants. For example, the
quotations below from the 2015 BBC 3 Documentary ‘Sex on trial is this rape?’ allude to the
complexities, contradictions and assumptions that characterise many (young) people’s
understandings about sex, consent and rape in contemporary society. The discourse of consent
is present in the vocabulary of these young people, but it is understood and interpreted

differently by the participants.
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"Some girls don't wanna say no as they don't want to be seen as a prude. So that's
like really hard hitting because you should be able to say no and not care what other
people think about it - but then at the same time, boys are like oh you're just playing
hard to get when really you're like no — | don't want to and boys think it's a game"
(Girl)

“She didn't push him off, she didn't say no and I'm not being funny but if | had a guy
putting his dick in my mouth I'd say no if i didn't want it there" (Boy)

"Submission isn't a sign of consent it's just a sign of weakness and that's perfectly
fine, you're allowed to be weak..." (Girl)

(Participants aged 16-18 in BBC 3 discussion show ‘Sex on trial, is this rape?’, 2015)

The scenario that the young people were discussing categorically fulfils the current legal
definition of ‘rape’, because consent was neither sought nor given, and yet there is ambiguity

and unease around how to speak about and label such an occurrence.

How consent is understood, and demonstrated, both in terms of ‘giving it’ and ‘getting it’ is, as
I will show, often complex, context-specific and gendered. The young people in this BBC show
were given the opportunity to consider the extent to which consent was or was not present, and
whether A (Tom) could reasonably believe that B (Gemma) consented, and therefore if the

scenario should be labelled rape, or not.

The 2003 Sexual Offences Act defines rape as:

(1) a person (a) commits an offence if—

(a)he intentionally penetrates the vagina, anus or mouth of another person (b) with
his penis,

(b)b does not consent to the penetration, and
(c)a does not reasonably believe that b consents.

(2) whether a belief is reasonable is to be determined having regard to all the
circumstances, including any steps a has taken to ascertain whether b consents.

Despite shortcomings the show provided a good example of how lay understandings of consent
do not always match the legal definitions of consent and rape. The former, which are often much

more nuanced, take into account broader social and societal, as well as interpersonal, pressures.

The scenario, discussions and facts that are presented in the documentary suggest that consent
is commonly viewed in negative terms and is firmly rooted in understandings of rape and sexual

violence, rather than viewed as a concept or act in and of its own right that might be part of a
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more positive sexual experience. It could be argued that programmes, discussions and
campaigns that are produced now reflect a change in the way we are viewing sex, rape and in
particular young people’s sexuality. How consent is understood, who is viewed as competent,
and at an appropriate age to give it, are key to developing a more complex understanding of

sexual consent.

As | complete this thesis, movements in the form of #MeToo, and #Timesup suggest that issues
of consent, sexual harassment and gender inequality are being held firmly in the public and
political eye. Campaigns for SRE have been successful and SRE is to be mandatory in schools
from September 2019 (Greening, 2017). A key focus of the curriculum will be consent (Greening,
2017). We are living through what | will later describe as an ‘age of affirmative consent’ and
along with that are experiencing backlashes, and hard-line attitudes regarding what counts as

acceptable and consensual sexual behaviour and what does not.

2.2 Where to start? A recent history of consent

In chronological terms | could have started my literature review with the 2003 Sexual Offence
Act (SOA), given that this legislation frames and informs much of the work, teaching and research
in the UK about consent, sexual violence, sexual health and ‘sexual citizenship’. Starting here,
however would take for granted that consent exists, is known, knowable and doable. The 2003
SOA was the product of shifts in how sex, gender and equality were viewed and played out in
policy and the politics of everyday life throughout the previous 50 years. | have inherited a
common-sense understanding of consent, like the young people in the BBC documentary, that
is rooted in the practices, policies and changes of the recent past without being aware of what
actually occurred in those moments. Melanie Beres (2007) provides a comprehensive overview
of how academic work addresses sexual consent and she has noted there is no consistent
definition, rather the concept is generally taken up “spontaneously”. In her work she notes more
needs to be done to critically reflect on the cultural, historical and social forces that produce
different meanings of consent (Beres, 2007:95). Thus, | have attempted to ‘go back’ and trace

the history of consent, and throughout the thesis | pay attention to social and cultural context.

| have struggled to frame and talk about the history of consent without being an historian and
giving an overly detailed account of the 20" century. As such, | have chosen to outline three key

moments that can be directly related to the modification and development of discourses,
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policies and practices of sexual consent in the last 35 to 40 years. The moments have also been
the focus of empirical and theoretical work around sexual consent relevant to the literature
review. Moment one is the longest of the three as it lays the foundations for the changes and

shifts outlined in the following two sections.

These key moments are:

e the late 80’s early 90’s in which a rights discourse around consent gained traction;
e the early 2000’s as consent was legislated within the 2003 Sexual Offences Act,
equalising the age of consent regardless of gender and sexuality;

e and 2011 with the revelation of widespread and institutional child sexual exploitation.

2.2.1 Moment 1: Producing consent

Social historians such as Jeffrey Weeks, Lucy Bland and Lucy Robinson have pointed to the 60’s,
70’s and 80’s as a period of cultural and sexual liberalisation in which feminist, anti-racist and
gay liberation movements began to have an impact on social and political rights, education and
health discourses. Jeffrey Weeks terms this progress towards liberalisation a move from a
culture of restraint to a culture of consent (2007:105). The more ‘traditional’ model of sexual
restraint was one in which people, mostly women, used restraint (saying or performing ‘no’) to
manage sexual activity, reproduction and respectability. When the contraceptive pill became
publicly available to all women, regardless of marital status in 1967, sex could be more
confidently and practically separated from reproduction and also marriage (Weeks, 2007). This
led to a more individualistic, tolerant, experimental and open sexual culture than could have

been imagined just a generation earlier (Weeks, 2007:62-63).

The 1980’s is popularly understood as a moment of political rupture in both the UK and USA
during which narratives of progress in sexual and gender liberation came into conflict with
conservative sentiments and moral panics (Weeks, 2007; Sharpe and Thomson, 2005). Named
at the time and soon after as a ‘backlash’ (Faludi, 1991) against progress this decade (which
included activism around gay rights, HIV/AIDS, children’s rights and rape) is understood

retrospectively as a moment in which previously ‘private’ or closeted sexual activities became
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publicly understood in new ways, partly through ‘controversy’® (Weeks, 2007; Herdt, 2009).
Another big moment here was that reproductive rights began to emerge within Human Rights
documentation from the late 1960’s acknowledging that families should have some control over
the spacing and pacing of child birth (The Proclamation of Teheran, 1968). Here | will focus
specifically on two areas of activity and research, first, radical feminist activism around the
naturalising of force within heterosexuality and second, activism around the capacity for under

16’s to consent for themselves.

Denaturalising hetero-sex: making consent visible

Throughout the 80’s feminists worked to ensure that sexual and reproductive rights, for women
in particular, were recognised. Although it had become more acceptable to live and have
children with a partner before, or without marrying, the figure of the single mother was
demonised (Weeks, 2007) and women’s sexual activity was subject to judgement and
medicalisation (Jackson, 1999). During this period feminist activism began to focus on sexual
agency and autonomy, ‘producing’ consent and denaturalising the hetero-patriarchal power
relations which normalised pressure, force and male dominance in hetero-sex and relationships.
There were arguments at the time, which still resonate today, that hetero-sex is ‘generally
dominated by the social construction of men’s sexual needs’ and therefore women’s capacity to

consent is based on male dominance (Holland et al. 1993:23; Moore and Reynolds, 2004:29).

One key term in this period was ‘the gendered double standard’ which complicated liberal
understandings of how sexual and reproductive rights and freedoms were viewed and
represented at the time. Heterosexual relationships became the focus of critical enquiry within
radical feminist circles and were deconstructed to reveal male pressure as a norm and
submission a signifier of femininity (Jackson, 1999; Kelly and Radford, 1990; Ruben, 1984;
Muehlenhard and McCoy, 1991). Many feminist activists and academics worked to highlight this
structural institutional violence which allowed women to be the objects of sexual desire, with
activism focused both on definitions of rape and around positive notions of consent associated
with bringing female sexual agency into public discourse (Ruben, 1984; Holland et al. 1998; Lear,
1995). Key examples of this naturalisation in British law included the legal impossibility of rape

within marriage and the failure of the law to recognize that a woman could be a sexual actor.

3 See accounts of Operation Spanner, and later reference to the Gillick V West Norfolk case.
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“The law assumed male desire and aggressive sexual agency, in contrast to female purity, lack

of desire, passivity and submission” (Waites, 2004:7).

Liz Kelly is a prominent feminist academic whose work with colleagues in the 80’s and early 90’s
has contributed to our contemporary understandings of sexual violence. She was part of a wider
movement to reframe sexual violence and acknowledge the hetero-patriarchal power
inequalities that ‘male-streamed’ women'’s experiences of oppression and subordination. Kelly
and Radford’s 1990 paper ““Nothing really happened”: the invalidation of women’s experiences
of sexual violence’ argued that women in particular are systematically encouraged to downplay
violence and pressure and as such, coercive behaviour is often categorised as ‘normal’. Thus, the
campaigns to produce and enshrine an understanding of affirmative consent in law was an uphill
battle to break the silences and de-normalise pressure and coercion (Weeks, 2007; Lear 1995;

Gilbert, 2017).

In 1991, after much work from feminist activists and academics, there was a shift in the way
sexual consent was understood and rape within marriage was legally recognised. This legislation
was based on an understanding of consent as a positive or affirmative act based on the necessity
for wanting or desiring sex in the moment, rather than on assumptions and expectations (Moor
and Reynolds, 2004; Gilbert, 2017). This was a key moment in the story of consent, and also for
women’s rights more broadly. This legislation created a new legal reference point for the

prevention of violence against women and girls.

Denaturalising hetero-sex: heteronormativity in policy

Although the campaign to establish wider recognition of bodily autonomy, reproductive choice
and women’s rights to choose to engage in sex was predominantly successful during this time
there was inherent heteronormativity in the policy discussions and the subsequent sexual health
provision and (lack of) content and style of sex education that was delivered throughout this
period (Thomson, 1995). While feminist movements were working to have consent in sex
recognised, the gay liberation movements campaigning for positive recognition and equality
were coming up against institutional exclusion, stigma and the social, emotional and medical
impact of HIV/AIDs (Correa, Petchesky, and Parker 2008; Weeks, 2007). Sexual health rights had
been rolled into reproductive rights excluding LGBT communities from representation (Correa,
Petchesky, and Parker 2008). Moreover, the assumed heteronormativity of legislations and

policy meant that consent was constructed differently in heterosexual and homosexual sex,
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creating a peculiar situation in which consent was not recognised in lesbian relationships

according to law, due to a reductive understanding of ‘sex’, as being penetrative (Ruben, 1984).

As the HIV/AIDs epidemic became internationally recognised within and beyond the gay
‘population’, a new agenda for sexual health provision and sex education emerged focussing on
risky sexual practices rather than assumed sexual identities*. The UK launched a huge public
health campaign in 1986 and ‘sexual health’ emerged as an issue which needed addressing both
clinically and educationally (Weeks, 2007; Correa, Petchesky, and Parker, 2008). Multiple policy
changes occurred during this period however the introduction of Section 28 Act® 1988 stands
out among the rest, as it made it an offence for any local authority, and therefore any school, to
‘oromote homosexuality’ as ‘acceptable’ or ‘pretended family relationship’ within schools
(Crown Copyright, 1988). Moral panics over homosexuality, youth sexuality and education
provided cover for the dismantling of local education authorities and the undermining of
teachers’ professionalism in relation to sex and relationship education, presenting teachers as

‘potential corrupters of young people’ (Thomson, 1995:285).

The sexual politics of this period are complicated, characterised both by public health
pragmatism and moral conservatism (Thomson, 1994). As Jeffry Weeks observes, the progress
of sexual liberalisation seems to work on the principle that for every two steps forward, there
will be one step back (Weeks, 2007). While a significant amount of work was done to promote
individual sexual freedoms in the form of reproductive rights and access to services and
contraception for adults, there continued to be inequalities in how these new found ‘freedoms’
were experienced across gender, sexuality, race, class, religion and age (Waites, 2004; Weeks,
2007). This was a time where arguments from conservative groups wanting to promote the
protection of children and childhood innocence, were in tension with more liberal secular
discourses of enabling and encouraging children’s learning, participation and autonomy in
society. This is a tension that continues and which characterises many debates around
protection and agency that use a rights based framework (Graf and Schweiger, 2017).

Discussions about sex education and child and youth sexuality brought these competing

4In 1987, the WHO launched The Global Program on AIDS to raise awareness; generate evidence-based policies;
provide technical and financial support to countries; conduct research; promote participation by NGOs; and promote
the rights of people living with HIV. (Centre for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 2012)

5 Section 28 of the local government act 1988 made it an offence for any local authority, and therefore implied any

school, to ‘promote homosexuality’ as an ‘acceptable’ ‘lifestyle’ within schools (Crown Copyright, 1988).
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discourses into the limelight together to create more awareness of the child as an independent
rights-bearing subject whose voice and needs needed attending to independently and

sometimes contrary to the rights of their parents/carers.

Consenting children: sexuality, consent and confidentiality

Rachel Thomson has argued that the two most significant pieces of legislation which affected
sex education and sexual health provision during this period were Section 28 of the Local
Government Act (as discussed above) and the Gillick ruling on contraceptive advice (1995). Like
the implementation of Section 28 the Gillick case drew on public, and in particular parental fears

about youth sexuality in a changing society (Thomson, 1995; De Cruz, 1987).

The Gillick vs West Norfolk case in the UK, which started in 1982, encapsulated the tensions of
the moment in relation to changing sexual practices, individualism, public health and children’s
rights. Victoria Gillick took her local health authority and the Department of Health to court to
stop doctors from giving contraceptive advice or treatment to her daughter(s), who were under
16 at the time, without parental consent. The court, and subsequent appeals®, ruled in favour of
the state, recognising that young people under 16 are “capable of making a reasonable
assessment of the advantages and disadvantages of the treatment proposed, so the consent, if
given, can be properly and fairly described as true consent" (Gillick v West Norfolk, 1984). This
was a significant step forward for how young women were able to manage their own sexuality

and reproductive rights in the UK (De Cruz, 1987).

The Gillick ruling may have been provoked by conservative attempts to assert parental authority
and thus negate the possibility of consent, but resulted in the statement of an explicit
methodology for evaluating consent’. Drawing on ideas of competency from medical ethics, the

ruling was also in keeping with a growing commitment to children’s citizenship as expressed in

6 Lord Scarman’s ruling in 1986 established the ‘Gillick principle’, and was “the beginning not the conclusion” of
developments, debates and negotiations around children’s rights, parent’s rights and the duty of doctors and the
state in relation to medical treatment and sexual activity (De Cruz 1987).

7 ‘Gillick Competency’ and ‘Fraser guidelines’ help practitioners to make judgements about a young person’s capacity
to ‘make their own decisions and to understand the implications of those decisions’ (NSPCC, 2015), and thus their
capacity to give ‘informed consent’ to, a medical procedure, treatment and sexual activity.
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the UNCRC which was formalised in 1989 and embodied in the UK Children’s Act,1988 ‘best

interests of the child’ principle.

The UK signed the UNCRC it in 1990, and it came into UK law in 1992. The UNCRC holds within
it elements of conservative and liberal protectionism that can at times be viewed as
contradictory. In relation to childhood and youth sexuality, children have the right to services,
education and confidentiality and to protection from sexual abuse. The Declaration of Human
Rights Article relating to sexual and reproductive rights states that people should be able to
make their own decisions regarding their body. It is a human right to get accurate information
about these issues; access sexual and reproductive health services including contraception;
choose if, when and who to marry; decide whether to have children and how many. Many of
these rights are reflected in the UNCRC. However, the extent to which children and young people
are given autonomy in these decisions depends on the level of maturity and competence they

are viewed to possess, and often their geographic, cultural and economic positioning.

The Gillick case exemplified many of these tensions and debates about children’s rights. Much
of the debate about sex education and children’s participation in society more broadly was
about balancing liberal progression and creating scaffolding for it, while at the same time
managing conservative concerns about the speed of change and loss of control over society,
including children and young people’s sexual and social behaviours. The more liberal views aim
to inform and educate children and young people to be able to protect themselves, whereas
more conservative agendas of protection would seek to limit children’s access or exposure to
potential risks. There is a lack of clarity in the convention and Children’s Act which means that it
has not been possible to use UNCRC to challenge parental right of withdrawal from sex

education. It is the more liberal body of arguments that this thesis will contribute to.

2.2.2 Moment 2: 2003 SOA and the call for equality at 16

The promotion of Human Rights and children’s rights discourses throughout the 90’s was
associated with greater awareness of diversity and minority participation within British society.
The European Convention on Human Rights (1950) provided a baseline from which minority
groups could highlight and challenge discrimination and moves for equality could be demanded.
This facilitated campaigns for equality with respect to sexual orientation, and LGBT activists were

able to root their advocacy in a discourse of rights (Waites, 2004; Correa et al. 2008). Regarding
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consent there was a call for ‘equality at 16’ which had historically been the legal age of sexual
consent for men and women to have sex since the 19" Century. Homosexuality had been
partially decriminalised in 1967, and the age of consent for men to have sex with men had been
set at 21. In 1994 after much campaigning from LGBT activist and organisations such as
Stonewall®, the UK parliament voted to lower the age for sex between men to 18 (Waites, 1995;
Rayside, 1998). While this was a step forward there was a sustained campaign to have section
28 revoked and for the age of consent to be equal regardless of gender and sexuality. Following
its election in 1997, the New Labour government facilitated a number of attempts to achieve
equality, culminating in the government’s own Sexual Offences (Amendment) Act in 2000

(Waites, 2004).

One result of this campaigning was the normalization of the idea that sex could and should be
wanted by all parties involved. Where just a few decades earlier the notion that women had
the right to consent to sex, and that it would be possible to have public debates about the age
at which gay men could consent to sex would have been unimaginable, consent had become a
key term around which both feminist and LGBT activists were mobilising in a push for
recognition, equality and safety. There was recognition from the new Labour government that
the then current SOA was full of anomalies and the Home Office proposed that the laws should
be changed and clarified which culminated in legislation of the 2003 Sexual Offences Act

(Cowling and Reynolds, 2004; Thomson, 2004).

The 2003 SOA was the product of a “wide ranging overhaul of laws on gay sex, rape, child
prostitution, child abuse, incest and the treatment of sex offenders” (Thomson, 2004:134).
Many of the changes and clarifications to the law were informed by the work of feminists, and
LGBT activists and scholars, but also attended to the conservative and protectionist agendas
which aimed to protect and maintain childhood ‘innocence’, and the rights of parents as much
as possible. Although the age of consent at 16 may have “historically derived its rationale from
forms of medical and psychological knowledge which are now discredited” (Waites, 2004:89),
these assumptions informed a taken for granted ‘protectionism’ in LGBT arguments for consent

at 16. The 2000 Sexual Offences (Amendment) Act was a moment in which the age of consent

8 The charity Stonewall was set up in 1989, initially in opposition to the introduction of Section 28, but also to fight
prejudice against lesbians and gay men, and to promote equality. The charity is named after the Stonewall Inn in New
York, the site of a gay bar which was constantly raided by police, sparking off the Stonewall riots of 1969. For more
info see http://www.stonewall.org.uk/about-us
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across the board could have been reviewed, given the fact that an increasing number of young
people were sexually active before the age of 16 (Johnson, 1994). Rachel Thomson and Mathew
Waites who were both researching the legalities and young people’s perspectives of the age of
sexual consent around the time of the SOA amendment and the 2003 SOA noted, along with
other scholars, that the call for ‘equality at 16’ homogenised discussions around the age of
consent, effectively eclipsing gender and opportunities to constructively discuss propositions for

a lower age of sexual consent.

The UK witnessed the steady ascendance of arguments in favour of, and political
support for, ‘equality at 16’ (17 in Northern Ireland ) which can usefully be
interpreted as and analysed in terms of the ascendance of a new ‘hegemony’ in age
of consent debates [...]

(Waites, 2004:80)

The argument from Stonewall and others was that 16 was an appropriate age of consent for
hetero-sex and so should also be appropriate in same sex relations. Thus the call for equality
limited the space for addressing the multiplicity of young people’s agency and capacity for sexual
decision making if under 16. It expressed in law the notion that 16 is the ‘proper’ age at which
someone may be able to legitimately consent to, and engage in sex, despite the knowledge that
the age of sexual debut in the UK falling (Johnson et al. 1994; Thomson, 2004), and that other
countries within Western Europe commonly had a lower age of sexual consent, 14 or 15 (Waites,
2004), and were not seeing the same rates of STI’s and pregnancy amongst its ‘youth’

population.

In addition to setting the legal age of consent at 16 there was some attention given to what
might be considered ‘tolerable’ if young people were sexually active before this age, as research
at the time suggested. It was deemed tolerable for young people between age 13 and 15 to be
sexually active with peers of a similar age. This accepted that young people under 16 do have
the capacity to give consent in contexts where issues of power may not be considered
problematic. These are known as ‘close in age exceptions’ (Gilbert, 2017). The 1998 Sexual
Offences Amendment Act set the age of consent at 18 in situations where there was likely to be
an ‘abuse of trust’ or power in the form of a clear disparity of age, and or where the person is in
a position of authority, like a teacher or social worker. This recognised that age and authority
were factors that might affect the young person’s freedom and capacity to give consent. As

young people up to 18 are legally children they should be protected from unequal and
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potentially exploitive relationships where abuses of trust may not be obvious. Similarly, with
respect to child protection, it was legislated that children under 13 were incapable of consenting
to any form of sexual activity, and therefore any sexual intercourse with a child under 13
(irrespective of gender) was to be treated as rape (Thomson, 2004:134; Waites, 2005). It was
legislated that a “consent defence could not be used in cases involving a child under 13; here
the principal of strict liability applies — if the act required for the offence are proven to have
taken place, there is no defence” (Coy et al. 2013:79). So in instances where an adult had sex
with a child, if they could reasonably prove that they believed the young person to be 16 then
they may not be convicted of rape, however someone under 13 could not be held liable for lying

about their age, or initiating sexual contact.

Moment two, then can be summarised by a focus on age and rights. In this section | have
outlined how the ‘call for equality at 16’ eclipsed conversations about gendered power relations
while also ensuring that youth sexuality was at least recognised and tolerated. In this moment
age, not gender, became the focus for power differentials and this became institutionalised in
child protection and Sexual Offences legislation and policy. Paradoxically the language of rights
gets lost once equality is granted and, as moving into moment three, the focus is on prevention

of unlawful sex rather than promotion of ethical sexual practice.

2.2.3 Moment 3: Exploitation and new technologies of (sexual) communication

Since 2009, and more concretely since 2011, there has been a resurgence in public and political
anxiety about children and young people’s sexuality which has encouraged renewed debate and
action relating to child protection, consent, and sexual violence. Clapton et al. (2012) note in
their work on moral panics and social work that children are the subject of more anxiety now
than ever before and that currently this anxiety is articulated in fears around the exploitation of
children and young people, particularly involving their use of the internet, social media and
explicit picture messaging (Clapton et al. 2012: 204; Clarke, 2018) as well as easy access to porn.
Consequently there has been renewed focus on defining who counts as children, and how the

state should protect their sexual innocence.

Over the last 20 years, there have been uneven lines of change where technologies have
developed rapidly offering new ways of communicating, being sexual and blurring the lines

between public and private. These advances have been taken up rapidly, and integrated into



[39]

the lives of younger generations in particular (Berriman and Thomson, 2015; boyd, 2014). Legal
and curriculum discourses however appear to be somewhat out of sync with lived cultures —
which themselves may be marginalised within institutional contexts (Clarke, 2018). Our current
vocabulary for discussing sex, consent and violence, which is a result of previous campaigns and

shifts outlined above, is for example rooted in face to face physical interaction.

A clear example of how new technologies have enabled new modes of sexuality and new
anxieties is ‘sexting’. This practice occurs across all age groups, yet there is more concern and
more confusion regarding young people’s practices, than those of adults (Clarke, 2018:137;
Albury et al. 2013). The term ‘sexting’ has been coined and is predominantly used by adults, in
curriculum and campaign discourses to discourage the practice, as “risky”, unsafe. “Sext
education” routinely lacks any critical or nuanced pedagogy promoting individual responsibility
in favour of addressing “power, gender and consent [... and] the ‘responsibility’ to not distribute

or redistribute private images without consent” (Clarke, 2018:123).

Contemporary research about ‘sexting’, image distribution and the line between porn and
privacy (Clarke, 2018; Albury et al. 2013) suggest that many of the laws and practices for
managing and intervening in sexual offences lack protocol on how to deal with digital and more
public misconduct. The fear and anxiety about these issues within public and policy discourse
has been directed at and heightened with regard to children and young people through
education policy and campaigns that discredit the practices and often end up blaming the victim,
without considering the extent to which picture messaging and new technologies are integrated
into people’s everyday lives (Clarke, 2018; Dobson and Ringrose, 2016; Albury et al. 2013). New
technologies of communication have made the lines between private sexuality and
communication, and public displays of intimacy or sexuality more porous making boundaries of
consent more complex to negotiate (Berriman and Thomson, 2015). There are also concerns
about how online spaces and new technologies provide new platforms and methods for
grooming. However exploring this, and the influence of pornography on young people is not

within the scope of this research.

In 2011, there was a series of high profile convictions and inquiries into child sexual exploitation
and grooming in Rochdale, Rotherham, Derby and other areas of England. These investigations
not only established that child sexual abuse was a phenomena that had not gone away, but also
involved looking again at behaviour from the past that was either undetected or which may by

contemporary standards be reclassified as abusive. For example, the public disclosure of Jimmy
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Saville’s career of sexual abuse led to more cases of celebrities exploiting young girls to be
uncovered (Greer and MclLaughlin, 2013). In most of these cases the ‘victims’ were white
working-class girls and young women, identified as vulnerable due to their social environment.
These revelations brought issues of consent and competence into the public eye with age and

class complicating how police and support services responded to allegations.

Sex scandals often express wider social anxieties, specific to the time and place of their
occurrence (Sharpe and Thomson, 2005; Weeks, 2007; Herdt, 2009; Whittington and Thomson,
2018). The media coverage and public controversy surrounding the Rochdale and Rotherham
Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) inquiries highlighted the failure of the state and institutional
systems to listen to the complaints of women and children, particularly those who are working
class and are not considered legitimate ‘victims’. In the case of Rotherham in particular the
media has focused in on institutional racism, inequalities and poor performances of cultural
relativism and sensitivity. Many newspapers and news segments have highlighted that Asian
men have been grooming and seeking out young white girls, and suggested that the police and
social workers were disinclined to take action because the victims were white and the
perpetrators were of ethnic minorities (Easton, 2013) . This ignores the fact that there are also
a number of cases where young Asian women have been the victims of abuse by black, minority
ethnic and white men. In the cases of high profile ‘celebrity’ exploitation all perpetrators have
been white, wealthy and powerful thus silencing their victims, and the institutions they were

affiliated with who wanted to avoid public ‘scandal’ (Greer and McLaughlin, 2013).

There has been recent work conducted into how perpetrators and victims are represented and
perceived in the media and policy and how this has limited people’s ability to recognise and
name coercion and exploitation when it is occurring (Clapton et al. 2013). The recent BBC docu-
drama ‘Three Girls’ depicts this well and also highlights the professional starting points of social
work, youth work and the police force (BBC1). This can be linked to the normalising of gendered
inequality and sexual pressure which feminists worked to unveil and problematize throughout

the 80’s. | will revisit this in relation to #MeToo when | conclude this section.
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Three-part drama based on the true stories of victims of grooming and
sexual abuse in Rochdale.

Figure 1 BBC drama 'Three Girls'

A key argument that has emerged from these contemporary debates is that the models of sexual
consent that are used by professionals are not fit for purpose. Leading CSE researcher Jenny
Pearce has argued that the reason young women and girls are seen to be implicated in the own
exploitation is because of limited and misguided understandings of sexual consent. She suggests
that evaluations of who is considered to be a legitimate child victim are based not only on age
but also ideas of competence, vulnerability and agency that are read through the lens of social
class (Pearce, 2013). Pearce has argued that the Gillick principle allows for practitioners to
disproportionately acknowledge children and young people’s sexual agency and competence

and at best overlook, and at worst dismiss power and inequality.

In 2013 there was a motion to change the age of sexual consent in the UK, and to improve sexual
health classes in schools to include mandatory sex and relationship education. This sparked
national coverage and ongoing debates and worries about young people’s access to porn as their
main source of information about how to ‘do’ sex (BBC, 2013; Ellen, 2013; Ditum, 2017). In
March 2015, at the end of their term the Coalition Government called an emergency summit on
Preventing Child Sexual Exploitation at which David Cameron referred to sexual abuse as a
“national threat”. There has been intense public debate including official calls for “better
policies [..] guidance,[...] training, [..and] whistleblowing procedures” (Cameron, 2015).
Although there has been a series of budget cuts since 2009, significant resources have been
invested in researching and preventing the occurrence of CSE since 2011 and this has become

the organising category towards which service and educational developments are orientated.
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2.2.4 Back to the present day

If activism in the 80’s and 90’s was focused on ‘producing consent’ and promoting ‘sexual
health’, and at the turn of the millennium on effecting ‘equality’, then contemporary agendas
can be characterised as ‘protectionist’ and ‘revisionist’, guided by assumptions of failures to
protect, both now and in the past. It is ironic that these concerns to protect arise at the same
time as the proliferation of new mediated forms of sexual contact and representation which
destabilise some of the basic categories at play in the story of consent, sex, competence and
control. The current moral panic is highly mediated, accompanied by a torrent of coverage,
campaigns, TV dramas and documentaries that have been aired about the interrelated topics of
SRE, sexual abuse, exploitation, and consent. The quotes early in this chapter are examples of
public representations of youth sexuality and a more public attempt to educate people about
the issues of consent, coercion and rape. In addition to this TV documentary (which aims to
explore the legalities and the grey area between rape and consent) there are a number of
notable examples of public pedagogy (Biesta, 2013; Clarke, 2018). These come in the form of TV
shows, news segments and advert campaigns which are part of a wider project to ‘change the
wallpaper’ and highlight the prevalence of sexual violence and exploitation, particularly in

relationships.

Key campaigns that | and participants in my study have used and referenced are: Channel 4’s
Disrespect no-body campaign® which aims to highlight that “Healthy relationships are all about
respecting each other. You should feel loved, safe and free to be vyourself.”

(disrespectnobody.co.uk, 2016)*°. Other examples are The Sussex police campaign to raise

awareness of sexual exploitation, and the Metropolitan police’s uptake of a viral blog about

consent and tea as a tool for teaching about consent??,

9 This is the most recent iteration of the ‘this is abuse’ government funded campaign which ran from 2010 to 2014
and was targeted at 13 to 18 year olds to depict different examples of abuse and violation and thus raise awareness

of abuse, and what are now framed as issues of consent and exploitation. See https://www.disrespectnobody.co.uk/

for more information.

10 The This is Abuse campaign launched In February 2010

11 http://metro.co.uk/2015/10/28/this-new-sexual-consent-and-tea-video-from-the-police-is-brilliant-5466392/



https://universityofsussex-my.sharepoint.com/personal/ew99_sussex_ac_uk/Documents/PhD%20stuff/FINAL%20write%20up%202018/FINAL%20versions/For%20submission%20June%202018/disrespectnobody.co.uk
https://www.disrespectnobody.co.uk/
http://metro.co.uk/2015/10/28/this-new-sexual-consent-and-tea-video-from-the-police-is-brilliant-5466392/
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Figure 3 Sussex police campaign
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Figure 2 'Consent is like a cup of tea video' by Thames Valley police

In addition to these campaigns which focus on exploitation there has also been wider
recognition of sexual violence and the issue of consent across all age groups. Notable examples
include workshops and research in response to the sexual harassment and violence in higher

education (Phipps and Young, 2015; NUS, 2010).

Sexism and sexual violence has been more publicly addressed outside educational
establishments as well. #MeToo, originally started by black feminist Tirana Burke in 2007 but
taken up by celebrities speaking out against Harvey Weinstein in 2017 (Hoby, 2017), is a recent
campaign to break the silence and acknowledge the everyday experiences of sexual violence
and harassment. The response to, and fast pace of, this campaign and movement suggest that
a moment of revision, change and possible backlash is underway, which may in time lay the

foundations for new social and sexual practices.

The campaigns, adverts, and TV shows outlined above, and the many others not referenced

here, all tend to highlight the problem of ‘poor SRE’ and poor understandings of desire, consent
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and coercion. They are intended to raise awareness of exploitation and abuse and encourage a
better understanding of the importance of respect and consent. However they often present
the issues within a limited framework of heteronormativity and through a binary view of consent
as necessary for something to be legal. As Tanya Palmer points out “rape, and sexual violation
are [still] often defined or recognised by an absence of consent” (Palmer, 2013; 2016) which, as

will be shown later, is the way consent education is often framed.

Consent is no longer ‘naturalised’ as part of a hetero repertoire. Yet the critical gender politics
that framed earlier debates have been eclipsed by protectionist discourses of safeguarding and
a focus on age differences, vulnerability and abuse, arguably cemented by the convergence and
consensus that 16 in some way constitutes a meaningful and equal age of consent. Typically,
moral panics are fuelled by multiple concerns, and the current agenda is not only about
exploited working class girls, but expresses fears concerning new technologies and the potential

for new ways of being/doing sexual.

In the contemporary moment ‘consent’ is both a focus for activism and an emergent sexual
politics which both constructs consent as an ideal, expanding notions of choice to become more
reflexive and critical, yet which also counterposes this with more fatalistic notions of consent as
an impossibility in the face of growing inequalities and intergenerational injustice. The ‘figure’
that animates the CSE agenda is that of the working class girl failed by the welfare state. This
allows for public expression and representation of sexual abjection and exploitation. Yet closely
aligned to this there is a middle class politics of consent that expresses frustration with the post-

feminist settlement and looks to politicise and expand sexuality as a territory of sexual choice.
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Chapter 3: Thematic Literature Review

Having told the story of consent, | now to return to some of the ideas that these moments of
challenge and change gave rise to in terms of research and academic commentary. This thematic
literature review draws on and revisits moments and literature outlined in the previous chapter.
Academic literature has for the most part reflected what was going on, or about to occur at the
time, with a wealth of publications occurring around 2003. In contrast to early periods of
interest in consent more contemporary work about consent tends to be produced as a bi-
product of CSE research and intervention projects, or in relation to universities, ‘lad culture’ and
sexual violence (Brady et al. 2017). | have been able to access a number for very recent
publications about consent which highlight the need for further research, and more engagement
with the nuances of sexual negotiation, and the ways in which young people’s sexual agency is
scaffolded and restricted. Empirical work by Geraldine Brady and her team on ‘Where’s my
Line’ (Brady et al. 2017), and more conceptual work by Jen Gilbert reflecting on changes to SRE
education in Canada (Gilbert, 2017) have been a welcome and affirmative addition to my reading

list.

At the start of this research the most comprehensive, and recent, study on consent that | had

.

access to was ‘““Sex without consent, | suppose that’s rape: How young people in England
understand consent’ produced by Maddie Coy and colleagues (2013). This report was part of a
research project funded by the Office of the Children’s Commissioner (OCC) as part of an inquiry
into CSE in gangs and groups. The findings from this work, and those outlined above will be
referred to in detail later. However it is important to note that other than Coy and her teams’
study, which developed as a secondary element of research into CSE, it has been difficult to find
recent work that explicitly relates to how children and young people in the UK understand and
enact consent in their everyday lives. Moira Carmody’s work over the same period in Australia
has focused on understanding and teaching ‘sexual ethics’ in schools (Carmody, 2009; Carmody
and Ovenden, 2013; Carmody, 2015). Her theories and findings will be important when
discussing sex education and consent. To find more critical work on consent it is necessary to

look to research published around the turn of the millennium, which itself built on the work of

radical feminists in the late 20™" century (Cowling and Reynolds, 2004).

There was a significant amount of radical feminist work by feminist academics such as Andrea

Dworkin, Catherine MacKinnon, Gayle Ruben, Nicola Gavey and Liz Kelly throughout the 80’s
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and 90’s which highlighted gendered inequality, sexual violence and exploitation and
institutional heteronormativity or ‘heteropatriarchy’. Their work and others contributed to the
change in definitions of rape and the recognition of marital rape as highlighted in the previous
chapter. The work of these feminists also created a foundation for a discourse of active or
affirmative consent (Gilbert, 2017), which moved against the gendered ideas of constraint,
sexual conquest and reluctance which characterised understandings of rape and sex through the
20th century (Home office, 2000). Through their work, and the work of activist groups and
service providers “The problem of sexual non-consent — and so sexual consent — was pushed

into legal and public domains” (Cowling and Reynolds, 2004:2).

Leading up to the 2003 SOA there was a renewed wave of work about consent in academia,
feminist and women’s groups, which focused on consent as a key concept. Mark Cowling and
Paul Reynolds edited a collection of papers and essays into a book titled ‘Making sense of sexual
consent’” which was published in 2004. The collection critically engages with the concept,
considering the nuances, ambiguity and potential to view quality, communication and ethics of
consent. This book has been a key text for developing my understanding of consent, and
particularly in understanding the debates and discussions that were occurring about consent at
the turn of the millennium. Paul Reynolds’ work in particular was a key contribution to literature
on consent as a topic in its own right which does not always have to be considered with
reference to rape and sexual violence (2004:93-108). Rachel Thomson and Mathew Waites
were also working on consent at this time, and their work has been key to understanding
consent in relation to age, and in particular young people’s understandings and experiences. |

consider their contributions in more depth when | discuss age and competence.

The following draws on the academic literature above, and the work of others as | explore the
themes of heteronormativity, power and pressure; age and competence; and the role of SRE.
These themes are consistently present throughout the history and development of consent as

outlined in Chapter Two.

3.1 Consent, heteronormativity, power and pressure

Much research on consent has noted that it is an inherently heterosexual and gendered term
and that it is generally understood that women consent to the sexual desires and actions of men
(Moore and Reynolds, 2004:29; Lear, 1995; Hall, 1998; Powell, 2010; Coy et al. 2013; Jackson,

1999; Home office, 2000; Carmody, 2009). In these narratives sex is generally viewed as
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involving vaginal penetration and male ejaculation (Holland et al. 1998; Jackson, 1999). This is
a product of structural heteronormativity throughout society, where heteronormativity might
be viewed as “monogamous, marital, middle class, normatively gendered (and white) sexuality”
(McNeill, 2013). The work of feminist and queer academics has consistently called into question
the inevitability and ‘naturalness’ of heterosexuality which “renders any alternative sexualities

IH

‘other’ and marginal” and which is rooted in normatively/reductively gendered scripts, divisions
and hierarchies (Jackson, 1999:163). It is important to consider consent through a feminist lens

which critiques heterosexuality, power and pressure.

Many feminist writers discuss the power relations of heterosexual interactions. Some put forth
arguments that all heterosexual relationships are rooted in patriarchy and that women may be
‘victims of male desire, acts and violence’ (MacKinnon, 1989:177; Carmody, 2004:53). Arguably,
strong radical feminist positions that critique hetero-sex per se run the danger of rendering
consent meaningless, negating women's sexual agency, failing to acknowledge the diversity of
women’s [and men’s] personal experiences and desires alongside culture, class, race, age,
(dis)ability (Carmody, 2004:47-49; Butler, 2012). This failure has been criticised by other
feminist writers who approach consent, sex and sexuality from an individualist perspective.
Writers such as Rophie (1993) and Wolf (1993) responded to structuralist arguments by
acknowledging and stressing the sexual agency and desires of women in society. They argue
that some feminists have promoted the victimization of women, and that finding pleasure in
hetero-sex is not a weakness or submission to patriarchy but is an assertion of women as sexual

agents who are solely responsible for their own actions (Rophie, 1993; Wolf, 1993).

| agree with Moore and Reynolds (2004) who point out that each of the above arguments are
‘too static and one dimensional’ (36) and acknowledge a need to find a middle ground which
considers the interplay between structure and agency when debating the power dynamics of
consent in heterosexuality and more broadly. Foucault’s theories of power are useful here as
they both remind us that power imbalances are inherent in all social interaction, and they
provoke us to question understandings of these power relations (Ramazanglou, 1993). There
are arguments that sex is ‘generally dominated by the social construction of men’s sexual needs’
and therefore women’s capacity to consent is based on male dominance (Holland et al. 1993:23,
Moore and Reynolds, 2004:29). Accepting that men often have more power, or are positioned
higher in the structures of power relating to sex and consent, does not mean that women are
universally victims of male dominance, or that they have no agency (Carmody, 2004:53;

Carmody and Carrington, 2000:346).
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Moira Carmody’s work encourages , as Calder suggests (2004), a move away from the idea that
consent is always reactive and encourages young people to view and enact consent as a “process
of mutual negotiation rather than a one-off agreement that may have been communicated
verbally or non-verbally before sex began” (Carmody and Ovenden, 2013:802, original
emphasis). Carmody’s school based educational programme (2006; 2009;2013) draws heavily
on Foucault’s (1981) work on ethical sexual subjectivities to reshape gendered expectations of
sex and consider how ethical sexual exploration can occur in heterosexual encounters. She
argues that a “process of mutual concern is possible... through constant reflection and
renegotiation with ourselves and others” (2013:796). She notes that all sexual encounters,
“invite the possibility of ethical sexual behaviour” (2015:105). While this is a positive view of
sex and consent, other studies, particularly those that are not intervention based, suggest that
this view of consent or reflective and ethical sexual practice is far from the norm - something

that will be addressed in later chapters.

A number of studies relating to sexual practice and consent claim that consent is often assumed
unless there is obvious ‘evidence to the contrary’ (McGregor, 2004:104; Coy et al. 2013; Holland
et al. 1994; Hickman and Muehlenhard, 1998; O’Sullivan and Allgeier, 1998; Muehlenhard and
Peterson, 2005). To assume consent is not meaningful; however, acknowledging the need for
it and reacting to the expressions of another person is more considerate, active and ethical. This
was the core argument of feminists who were cultivating a discourse of consent throughout the
late 20%™ century. While in many ways the discourse of affirmative consent has taken hold in
policy and educational discourse, it is clear that consent and ethical sexual practice is still
constrained by inherent expectations and pressures of heteronormativity (Thomson, 2004:143).
There is evidence that sexual practices and norms have changed rapidly in the last 30 years
(Wellings et al. 2001; NATSAL, 2014), nevertheless, a gendered double standard of how people
are judged and expected to behave still perpetuates throughout British society. It is arguable
that new technologies may have intensified this process. Women’s bodies and sexuality are
under surveillance from the state in new ways, including medical and contraceptive
interventions, self-surveillance and the enduring surveillance power of peers where categories
of ‘frigid’ or a ‘slut’ continue to have power, (Powell, 2010; Carmody and Ovenden, 2012; Coy et

al. 2013; Dobson and Ringrose, 2016).

Liz Kelly and Jill Radford’s work in the early 90’s and Liz Kelly’s work on the continuum of sexual

violence highlighted how hetero-patriarchy, perpetuates through society particularly noting the
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silencing of experiential knowledge. Their work calls into question the inevitable and ‘normal’
experience of sexual violence that many women experience as part of their relationships. Kelly
and Radford comment on the ‘male streaming’ of low level sexual violence and coercion, and
remark that ‘women are systematically encouraged to down play violence and pressure’ (1990).
They have argued that “much so called consensual heterosexual sex is coercive if not forced”
(41). More recent work on sexual violence and exploitation echoes this, “societal attitudes
about violence and sexual relationships suggest that exploitation and violence may be inherent
and therefore expected as normal” (Pearce, 2013:53). People’s reference points for labelling
events as sexual violence are constrained by a focus on extreme representations of sexual
violence and the law’s binary distinctions that encounters are either rape, or not rape,
consensual or non-consensual (Radford and Kelly, 1990; Butler, 2012). Later in the thesis |
develop a continuum of sexual agency and consider some of the structural factors that affect,
and the ways people might label, different sexual encounters, thinking about how terminology

helps and hinders conversations, teaching and practices of consent.

Socio-legal scholar Tanya Palmer advocates that it is necessary to rethink consent and replace
the current legal standard of ‘consent’ with a standard of ‘freedom to negotiate’ which looks at
the context within which any agreement to have sex takes place (2013:5, 2017). This
acknowledges the ambiguity of the concept of consent but also encourages communication by
acknowledging that ‘free agreement’ (HMSO, 2003) can only occur if there is ‘room to negotiate
and say no’ within each context (2013:3). The term ‘negotiate’ can be problematic too, however
it implies a space for communication and discussion and moves away from the binaries in
consent of ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Coy et al. (2013) point out that both consent and coercion are slippery
concepts, making drawing of such boundaries complex and even contradictory” (11). It is
understandable that consent is a complex concept and process, and arguably one that is not
understood enough despite its recent resurgence into educational discourses around sexual

practice.

Coy et al. (2013) have noted that there needs to be more emphasis put on ‘getting’ rather than
‘giving’ consent. This is certainly the main focus of many campaigns and educational
programmes pertaining to consent. More needs to be done to shift from a culture of non-
consent and assumed or passive giving, to a culture of consent in which it is actively sought

(Calder, 2004; Cabhill, 2001; Butler, 2012; Brady et al. 2017).
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Some authors argue that ideally people’s sexual interactions should be based on the assumption
that there is no consent unless there is a clear sign of affirmative consent (Malm, 1996 in
McGregor 2004:105; Cahill, 2001; Gilbert, 2017). This is more in-line with the work of radical
feminists outlined above. Although in theory this seems sensible, lived experience and the
ambiguity of consent would suggest that even if people assumed there was no consent, what
people interpret as affirmation will differ greatly as people rarely respond with ‘clear sign[s]’ of
consent such as ‘yes’ or ‘no’(Calder, 2004:61). Additionally, consent, or seeking it, is not really
seen as ‘sexy’ (Carmody, 2004). This was confirmed by Cowling (2004) in his exploration of the

Antioch College code of consent'?,

Judith Butler’s reflections on sexual consent are thought provoking; she usefully highlights that
the way consent is commonly understood is limited and problematic. She questions the idea of
a “fully choosing subject whose sexual choices express a full understanding and a full sense of
freedom” (2012:12). This is revisited in a discussion of ambivalence in Chapter Seven. In the
same piece however, she draws our attention to the need to reconsider consent and agreement.
And view a ‘yes’ as less an act of consent on a legal model than as “a way of lending oneself out
for an experience about which one cannot say in advance will be good or bad” (2012:11). This

line of thought will be picked up in the analysis and discussion.

3.1.1 What about young people?

Janet Holland and her colleagues’ work on The Women Risk and AID’s Project (WRAP) has been
central to reframing how youth sexuality, heterosexuality, gender and power are played out in
the everyday lives of young women and girls. Their work and findings which are presented at
length in the book ‘The Male In The Head’ (1998), highlight the intersection of class, age and
gender and the ways in which hetero-patriarchal power inequalities play out in young people’s

everyday lives and more specifically their intimate relationships. This text, and other

12 This code was introduced at Antioch college in an attempt to clarify and emphasise the importance of consent in
relationships between students. The code states that at every stage of sexual escalation in a relationship verbal
consent must be established. So, for example one must ask before kissing and then ask again to escalate to touching
through clothes, then again to removing clothes, to giving oral and then having penetrative sex and so on. Although
the respondents in Cowling’s research appreciated the importance of consent, they suggested that obtaining verbal
consent every step of the way was cumbersome and at times unnecessary. There were suggestions that sometimes
it is nice not to know what is going to happen next, and to be able to surprise someone. There was also some
indignation that there was a common code that could be applied to every relationship (Cowling, 2004).
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publications from the project are regarded as a key contribution to knowledge around (young)
female sexuality. Although the project did not explicitly focus on consent and the law, it provided
great insight and evidence into the restrictively gendered sexual scripts that young people
embody throughout their relationships. The notion of consent here is understood through
wanting or not wanting, and if and how it may be acceptable to acknowledge and articulate

desire.

In their 1994 paper ‘Power and Desire: The embodiment of female sexuality’ Holland et al. noted
that sex brings “material bodies directly into consciousness, and directly into social situations”
(34). They work through the different ways in which female sexual desire is silenced and limited
by a number of factors, including heteronormatively gendered expectations, double standards
and a limited vocabulary for discussing sexual desire and pleasure. They argue that language
limits the way in which we can talk about sex, and therefore consent, since our dominant culture

7 4

has no ‘acceptable’ “ways of discussing sex which are not clinical, obscene or childish” (24). They
maintain that “The available language is one couched in terms of relationships [...] or in

euphemisms and obscurities [...] in which bodily sexual activities become veiled” (24).

Although the discourse of consent was gaining public attention at the time they were writing
they found that there was a difference in young women’s attitudes towards sex, consent and
the expression of desire depending on their class and social background. Holland et al. outlined
how many young women, but particularly those from working class backgrounds, seemed more
likely to accept the power dynamics of their relationships and ‘silence their own desires’ (1994:
35) in favour of allowing male desires to have dominance in the sexual aspects of their
relationships (33-35). More recent research suggest that young women often contest their
positioning as sexually passive and are able to articulate sexual pleasures (Renold and Ringrose,
2008; Ovenden, 2011; Carmody and Ovenden, 2012). Yet it is clear that the articulation of desire
is still subject to double standards and constrained by age, social class, education and structures

of heteronormative inequalities.

Following the WRAP project Rachel Thomson, who was part of the team, later worked with
colleagues on the ‘The Youth values: Identity, diversity and social change research project’
(RESPECT). They examined the values of 11-16 year olds in a variety of schools in different
geographic and socio-economic locations throughout the UK; sex and consent was one of a
range of topics that was covered. Waites (2004) acknowledged the project for producing some

of the “first data of its kind” in relation to sex and consent and Rachel Thomson analysed and
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published the data on attitudes towards age of consent laws (2004a). Her findings relating to
timeliness, and ‘being’ ready for sex will be discussed later. She points out that until the 2003
SOA “legislation on the age of consent for heterosexual sex enshrined in law an asymmetrical
and gendered notion of sex and sexual agency.” She and other feminists have noted that even
with the clarification and equalisation of age of consent laws the ““discourse of consent’, which
such legal formulations incite, continues to anchor and compound restrictively gendered sexual

scripts (Gavey, 1993; Holland et al. 1998)” (Thomson, 2004a:134).

As shown above, there is a significant amount of work on consent that highlights its contested
and at times ambiguous nature. Critical work on power complicates consent, and this is further
complicated by addressing age and competence. Protecting children from sex has recently been
prioritised through age of consent laws, new policy and legislation and through the formal and
informal censorship and regulation of children’s behaviours and access to sexual knowledge
(Jackson, 2006; Gilbert, 2017). It is clear that censorship is not protection (Levine, 2002:19) and
that the ‘wilful maintenance of ignorance’ and childhood ‘innocence’ (Robinson, 2012)
contributes to their potential vulnerabilities and lack of competence in sexual decision making.
The contested nature of consent outlined above is further complicated by considering how the
law, and notions of age appropriateness and competence play into or are a result of hetero-

patriarchal power structures.

3.2 Age and competence

| have already considered how consent may be constrained by heteronormative power
inequality and pressure. Children and young peoples’ rights, freedoms and capacity to consent
can be further constrained through often being constructed as ‘not yet citizens’ (Moosa-Mitha
2005). They are viewed to be in need of discipline and protection by or from adults and the state
(Bessant 2001; Carmody 2013). As argued by Correa, et al. (2008:179) in reference to Butler
(2005) it is important to consider “whose lives count as lives in our moral universe?”(17).
Children’s sexuality and citizenship is often viewed as becoming and as such | would suggest that
their sex lives often do not count. Kelly Robinson notes that the “relationship of childhood to
sexuality is fraught with difficulties, controversies, and complexities; it is one openly and
officially based on exclusion, with children constituted as requiring protection from sexuality,

considered an ‘adults’ only’ domain, dangerous to children” (Robinson, 2012:258).
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Childhood sexuality is commonly framed as “problem behaviour” and a cause of adult concern
(Waites, 2004; Robinson, 2012; Palmer et al. 2016). Mathew Waites has pointed out that “in
drawing a line at 16 the law can be seen as defining the condition of those either side, both the
child — in need of protection — and the adult — as having the right to consent” (1999). This binary
understanding of children as in need of protection, and adults as sexual agents, persists today.
It has been contested by recent revelations about CSE and the shortcomings of how this has
been managed. In relation to this, Maddie Coy has posed the question “What process can occur
in 24 hours that transforms something inherently exploitive into an issue of choice and
consent?” (2016: 575). As | show in the following and later chapters it is important to focus on

competence, as much, if not more than age.

Age of consent laws are one example of how different discourses and constructions of innocence
and acceptability become entrenched within society and discipline the sexuality of youthful
subjects. Jen Gilbert (2017) explores the question: ‘How does our turn to the law to ‘protect’
the sexual vulnerability of children inadvertently create new forms of subordination and
inequity?’ (6). Likewise Mathew Waites (2005) has outlined how age of consent laws are not
only a criminal justice issue, but also intimately tied to ideas about children’s rights and emerging
citizenship (218-219). Judith Butler has spoken about this as the ‘silencing effects of the
regulatory law’ with respect to sexual activity, noting that age of consent laws are ‘often
occasions in which fears over emerging childhood sexuality are negotiated’ (2012:3). Building
on the work of Gail Ruben (1984), Robinson also notes that laws, and fears around children’s
sexuality and a need to ‘protect their childhood innocence’ leads to the invisibility of child
sexuality, and thus the silencing of children to voice their opinions, experiences and fears in this

area (2012).

“The law is especially ferocious in maintaining the boundary between childhood
‘innocence’ and ‘adult’ sexuality. Rather than recognizing the sexuality of the young,
and attempting to provide for it in a caring and responsible manner, our culture
denies and punishes erotic interest and activity by anyone under the local age of
consent. The amount of law devoted to protecting young people from premature
exposure to sexuality is breath-taking.”

(Ruben, 1984:18)

Although youth sexuality is commonly viewed as a problem, ‘under age’ sex, it is not entirely
demonised and many countries have a ‘close in age exception’ to their legal age of consent
(Gilbert, 2017:5). The UK law tolerates sexual activity between consenting teenagers based on

the assumption that some young people between 13 and 15 may have the capacity and the
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competence to understand the potential outcomes and risks of sex. This grey area, or place of
flexibility, maps onto the outcomes and ruling of the Gillick case which, as outlined previously,
legislated in favour of young people’s rights and capacity to consent to contraception on the
grounds that they are making an informed ‘adult’ decision about the medical risks and benefits

of the contraception and also avoiding the risks associated with sex.

Given the medical context of the Gillick case the medical profession took a lead in considering
how to define and understand consent (Pearce, 2013). This model has been folded into more
contemporary definitions and ways of thinking about sexual consent and what qualities may be
necessary for someone to be viewed as competent to give consent. One of the key problems
here is that a medical and procedural logic that informs conceptions of consent, and thus
competences to express consent, is not easily applied to the ‘spontaneity’ and complexity of in

the moment sexual acts and negotiation (Butler, 2012; Gilbert, 2017; Carmody, 2005).

Many scholars have noted the reductive and binary nature of consent, highlight that the law is
a ‘blunt instrument’, often criminalising acts on the basis of age, which is “not necessarily an
adequate proxy for capacity and competence” (Gilbert, 2017:6). The UK’s Fraser guidelines, that
resulted from the Gillick ruling, do attend to this, and encourage practitioners not to view young
people as an homogenous group whose ‘childhood innocence’ needs protecting and sexuality
limiting, but rather to gauge individual young people’s competence to practically and
emotionally manage the safety, and potential consequences of sexual encounters. These
guidelines have been both celebrated, and criticised since their creation, but are of specific

relevance in the context of CSE.

Jenny Pearce notes that the “assessment of Gillick competencies against Fraser guidelines do
not enable a critical appraisal of the social pressures and structures that might impact on the
relationship between consent and abuse,” (2013:58). This relates directly to Kelly’s work on
acknowledging how pressure and coercion have been normalised within heterosexual scripts.
There have been concerns that practitioners using these guidelines do not identify early warning
signs of abuse, exploitation and coercion (Coy et al. 2013; Pearce, 2013), perhaps in favour of
‘hearing’ the child’s voice, and seeking out or supporting their competencies. This is a good
example of where child protection and safeguarding agendas can be in tension with more liberal
and public health agendas. That is not to say that liberal agendas do not see child protection as
important, but rather that the mode of protection involves equipping children and young people

with the knowledge and skills to care for themselves.
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In terms of ‘hearing the child’s voice’ and supporting their competence there is a significant body
of work which highlights youth sexuality and exploration as a normative part of childhood and
youth transitions (Graff and Schweiger, 2017; Thomson, et al 2002; Allen, 2007; Diamond 2006;
Tolman and McClelland, 2011; Ehrhardt, 1996). However, there is a fairly limited amount of
research that explicitly seeks to understand how young people understand and navigate
consent, competence and ‘readiness’ for sex. Coy et al’s report ‘Sex without consent | suppose
that’s rape’, and Brady et al’s 2017 paper provide a contemporary overview of this reflecting
many of the findings that Rachel Thomson presented in her paper “‘An adult thing’? Young
people’s perspectives on heterosexual ages of consent” (2004a). The young people in all three
of these studies noted that “most people don’t go by the law”, (2004a:137) while also supporting

the legal age of 16, or in some cases, suggesting it be made higher.

Thomson highlights that young people were keen to clarify that that law was not the
determining factor for when or how sex might be considered acceptable or legitimate. The law
may be a resource for them to draw on, however it was clear from the participants that what
was most important was that first sex, and sex more generally, only happened when someone
was ‘ready’ - something that is reflected in Brady and Coy’s work also. This notion of being
‘ready’ or sex being ‘timely’ is “flexible enough to accommodate individual and gender
differences” (2004:143). Many of my participants have presented similar opinions and | will
consider Rachel’s findings relating to timeliness, and ‘being’ ready for sex in more depth in the

empirical chapters.

Thomson’s work is particularly significant here as she notes the interplay between youth,
competence and structural normalisation of heteronormative power inequalities outlined

earlier. She notes that:

In a cultural context where sexual pressure it perceived to be the norm, where female
sexual agency is difficult to articulate and where inequalities of power and
experience characterise sexual relationships, it can be difficult to judge when a
person is ‘ready’ for sex.

(2004:143)
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3.2.1 Competence

One idea with promise for considering agency and sexual safety is sexual competence. It is clear
from the work of Waites and Thomson that age, particularly for those over 13, is not the key
component of whether a young person is deemed to be, or certainly considers themselves to be
‘ready’ for sex. Whether someone is 14, 16, 18, or 20 there are layers of inequality which will
affect their ‘sexual competence’, their freedoms and capacity to consent. Timing, or ‘timeliness’
as Thomson (2004a) has put it, of first sexual intercourse is not judged on age so much as context
and this is key when considering how context affects relationships, freedoms and readiness. A
vocabulary of “sexual competence” has emerged as a way of understanding the complex and
contextual factors shaping sexual safety and negotiation. However, as Pearce (2013) points out,
conversations about competence have, in some instances, eclipsed conversations about sexual

agency, especially with reference to children and young people.

In the UK 16 remains the average age of first sex (NATSAL, 2014%3), however there is an overall
trend that the age at first sex is declining and that people have more sexual partners throughout
their lifetime (NATSAL, 2014). There are also suggestions that while young people may in some
cases ‘wait’ until they are 16 to have sexual intercourse they have often experienced a variety
of other sexual interaction before this time (Tolman and McClelland, 2011; Hirst, 2008; Palmer
et al. 2016). The age of legal consent in a number of other European countries is lower, at 14 or
15 however the numbers of young people who have penetrative sex for the first time before
they are aged 16 are similar to that of the UK (Waites, 2004). It is clear that sex during
adolescence is common and not inherently negative or risky (Palmer, et al. 2016) and that age

is not a determining factor for being ‘ready’ to have sex or for informed decision making.

Palmer and Colleagues working on the data from the latest survey in 2010 have noted that:

The case for a more nuanced measure of timing of sexual debut has been made on the
grounds that the use of chronological age neglects individual differences in physical,
social, and psychological maturity, and also cultural variation in social norms and

13 The National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (NATSAL) has been collecting data and charting the changes
in sexual behaviours and attitudes since 1990, with data reflecting changes over the last over the last 30 years. This
survey gives statistical evidence to support Week’s observations that the UK is becoming more sexually liberal with
time and that interventions such as free access to contraception and teenage pregnancy strategies are having an

impact on the youth population.



[57]

legislation governing timing of sexual initiation (Hawes, Wellings and Stephenson,
2010). In recognition of this, an attempt was made in the second British National
Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (NATSAL-2) to broaden the criteria by which
the appropriateness of timing of onset of sexual activity is measured (Wellings et al.,
2001) and to bring them more in line with the broad definition of sexual health
endorsed by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2006). On a priori grounds that first
intercourse should be safe, consensual, an autonomous decision, and optimally timed,
a combined variable was constructed using answers to four corresponding survey
questions and given the working label of sexual competence.

(2016:1-2)

The way in which sexual competence has been framed by NATSAL Il (Wellings et al. 2001), and
subsequently in NATSAL Il for ‘continuity’ (Palmer et al. 2016) considers the ‘circumstances
surrounding first intercourse’. A person is deemed competent to have engaged in sex if the

following four criteria are met:

1. absence of regret,
2. willingness (not under duress),

3. autonomy of decision (a natural follow on in the relationship, being in love,
curiosity), as opposed to non-autonomous (being drunk or peer pressure),
and

4. reliable use of contraception.

These four elements of “competent” sexual practice were seen as key for minimising the risks
associated with (underage) sex. Julia Hirst critiques these criteria suggesting that the work of
Roger Ingham and colleagues in the late 90’s (Ingham, 1998) gives a more complex view of
competence. She notes that pleasure is not considered by Welling’s typology of competence,

but that it could be implicit in the other categories of regret or willingness (Hirst, 2008).

Whether or not the NATSAL definition of competence is employed it is important to consider
what other factors need to be present for someone to be ‘ready’ for sex. Itis clear that age is
not the only or most important factor in determining whether someone should be able to give
consent to sex and be considered competent. For young people to be considered competent
there are a number of things they need to know in order to make educated and autonomous
decisions about having both medically and morally ‘safe’ sex. It is important to enhance and
encourage young people’s capacity, capability or competencies as part of a wider project that
encompasses the needs of child protection and viewing children and young people as citizens.

Brooks’ recent briefing paper on SRE notes that “there is still much more that needs to be done
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to truly equip children and young people with the skills and confidence to manage their sexual
health and wellbeing” (Brook, 2015:7). With this in mind the final section of the literature review
considers how SRE and sexual health services for children and young people have been, and are,
important for developing young people’s knowledge and building their capacity to understand

and to enter into sexual relations that will be a positive experience for all involved.

3.3 The role of sex and relationships education

The work outlined above highlights the need to educate children and young people, rather than
criminalise youth sexuality. The significance of education for enabling and nurturing the
development of sexual competence is hugely important, yet the ways that schools and
educators are able, and feel able, to do this vary. The question of how education disciplines and
manages the sexuality of its students is also of significance here. The following provides a short

overview of literature pertaining to sex education and its role in education for consent.

There are important debates and questions concerning the extent to which Sex education
provides critical spaces and promotes sexual citizenship of young people. For a contemporary
collection of work on critical pedagogy in sexuality education see Sanjakdar and Yip’s new edited
volume (2018). They introduce the collection, which reflects research and practice across several

countries, by noting that:

Discourse and decision about sexuality education, and the meanings built into school
based sexuality education curriculum are constructed by tradition, by unquestioned
values and by implicit assumptions about sexuality. [...] A hegemonic, assimilationist
culture shaping sexuality education today has found its way in the classroom, setting
the agenda with respect to what is deemed culturally reasonable, realistic or normal,
reaching so deeply into unconscious levels of thought as powerful methods of
legitimacy, conformity and social control

(Sanjakdar and Yip, 2018:5).

SRE and sexual health services for children and young people have, in the UK, generally been
developed and delivered in response to public health concerns and as such the content and
focus of SRE tends to reflect the moral panic and adult concerns about young people’s health
and behaviour. Pam Alldred and Mirriam David have previously criticised the UK’s SRE guidance
for prioritising parents’ concerns and expectations and marginalising young people and their

experiences and concerns in sex education (2007). This criticism has been echoed in research
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and campaigns that call for more youth centred and sex positive education (Brook, 2015; Flicker

and Guta, 2007; Carmody, 2009).

A UNESCO report in 2009 highlighted:

Few young people receive adequate preparation for their sexual lives. This leaves
them potentially vulnerable to coercion, abuse and exploitation, unintended
pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (STIs), including HIV. Many young
people approach adulthood faced with conflicting and confusing messages about
sexuality and gender. This is often exacerbated by embarrassment, silence, and
disapproval of open discussion of sexual matters by adults, including parents and
teachers, at the very time when it is most needed.

(UNESCO, 2009:2).

The report extract above reflects what is commonly considered a ‘sex negative’, or ‘risk centred’
starting point to education and provision. In response to this kind of experience, research and
campaigns have called for a more ‘sex positive’ approach to SRE. This can be thought of as
education that actively and productively addresses children and young people’s sexual
citizenship and provides spaces for critical reflection and acknowledgment of young people’s
sexual agency. Robinson and Carmody both argue that access to sexual knowledge and to open
honest discussions around sexuality are critical to young people’s health and wellbeing
throughout their lives, and that sex education can provide the “foundations of a sustainable
culture of sexual ethics and respectful relationships in society more broadly” (Carmody, 2009;

Robinson, 2012:259).

National and regional sexual health guidance documents in the United Kingdom generally draw

on the World Health Organisation's (WHQ's) definition:

Sexual health is a state of physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in
relation to sexuality; it is not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction or infirmity.
Sexual health requires a positive and respectful approach to sexuality and sexual
relationships, as well as the possibility of having pleasurable and safe sexual
experiences, free of coercion, discrimination and violence. For sexual health to be
attained and maintained, the sexual rights of all persons must be respected,
protected and fulfilled.

(WHO, 2006)

Despite this there is a general consensus in contemporary literature and educational guidance
that sex education focuses too much on risk and protection, rather than the emotional and social

aspects outlined above. It is suggested that ‘better’ SRE would focus more on the complex and
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emotional aspects of relationships and sexuality (Whittington and Thomson, 2018; Hughes, et
al. 1999; Ofsted, 2013; Hirst 2008, McGeeny, 2013; NCB, 2014; UKYP 2007; Brook et al 2014;
Brook and FPA, 2013; Bates, 2014) of which consent is an important and difficult topic. There is
also a question about who can and does deliver this education and what their frame of reference

is regarding the educational relationships they engage in (Alldred, 2018).

SRE, both formal and informal, plays an important role in a wider public health project which
seeks to encourage safe and positive sexual lifestyles. There is, as | have outlined, currently an
enormous amount of anxiety about preserving and protecting childhood innocence and
enhancing a better understanding of sexual consent. The Conservative Party in the UK included
reference to this in their 2010 Manifesto pledging that “To help stop sexual violence before it
occurs, we will ensure that school curriculum includes teaching young people about sexual
consent”. If anything, over the course of the Conservative and Liberal Democrat coalition
government, and now the Conservative government, provision for SRE became a low priority,
subject to the effects of budget cuts and the academisation of schools. In response to this there
have been campaigns calling for SRE to be put back on the agenda, and to be mandatory across

all schools.

The new legislation to make SRE mandatory in September 2019 suggests that this has been
responded to positively, however the process will be slow and the extent to which it will
positively filter into all schools it as yet unknown. Jackson and Scott noted in 2004 that SRE is of
variable quality throughout the UK and that is it often weakest where it is most needed; namely
in terms of provision for vulnerable young people (2004:235; Weeks, 2007:152). More recent
work, such as the report by Coy et al, (2013) and findings from a recent Ofsted report (2013)

echo this.

Young people gain and develop their knowledge and opinions about sexual health,
contraception, consent and respect within relationships!* from a variety of sources. These
include, but are not exclusive to, personal experience, family and community values, religion,
media, education, pornography and public campaigns (Lear, 1995; Marston et al. 2004; Lader,
2009; Stone and Ingham, 2006; Sirianganathan et al. 2010; Brook 2014; Young, 2018). These

14 This can be anything from how they consider or negotiate ‘one night stands’, casual sex with one or multiple
partners, and the development of a long term monogamous relationship. For me it also relates to developing one’s
personal relationship with sex, not just in the context of another.
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messages, expectations and societal pressures can be varied and conflicting making it
particularly difficult for young people to negotiate relationships, sex, consent and the use of
contraception (MacDowell and Mitchell, 2006; Stone and Ingham, 2006; Cameron-Lewis and
Allen, 2012; Bates, 2014). Much educational or ‘moral’ based information highlights the
discourses of risk, modesty and heteronormativity (Fine, 1988; Cameron-Lewis and Allen, 2012;

McNeill, 2013).

A strong and consistent message about the positives, pleasures and practicalities of negotiating
‘good sex’ seem to be missing in educational discourse (Brook, 2014; Cameron-Lewis and Allen,
2012; McGeeny, 2013). This may stem from the competing discourses which view young people
as both agentic, and sexual whilst simultaneously asexual and in need of protection (Thomson,
2004b:35). The latter discourse informs a commonly held view that informing, or talking to,
young people about sex will encourage them to become sexually active at an ‘inappropriate’ age
(Ingham and Mayhew, 2006:21; Thomson, 2004a&b). Contrary to this, although still very much
informed by discourses of risk and protection, recent Ofsted inspections have found that,
despite progress across the country, SRE needs improving in one third of UK schools. They are

clear that a lack of quality SRE leaves pupils vulnerable to abuse and exploitation (Ofsted, 2013).

Carmody and Ovenden (2012) point out that a key challenge for people who work to educate
children and young people about the practical and medical, as well as the emotional aspects of
sexual health, relationships and wellbeing is making it engaging and meaningful to them. Pam
Alldred’s recent chapter discusses the approaches of different sex education professionals and
highlights the significance of who is able and competent to have conversations and deliver
education about sexual health and wellbeing more broadly. The role, as well as the practices and
possibilities for different professionals tasked with educating about sexual health and wellbeing
differ considerably. By comparing the perspectives that different practitioners bring to their
work, Alldred concludes that youth workers are often uniquely placed to have more open and
youth centered conversations about sex and sexuality, than teachers and health professionals
(Alldred, 2018). While the professional role of people who deliver sex education matters, Mary-
Jane Kehiliy’s work advocates it is important to find out about how different styles of teaching
are received by young people. Her 2002 paper notes how different modes of address from
different teaching staff are responded to by students in a school — something that it is important
to consider when delivering SRE and using sex positive messages. Similarly, Kehiliy (2002) and

Young (2018) have pointed to the ways in which young people respond to more and less formal
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modes of teaching and the significance of peer culture for policing sexual practices. These

findings will be discussed in Chapter Five and the concluding discussion.

3.3.1 Consent education

Given the revelation of CSE, worries about ‘sexting’ and the continued presence of sexual
violence in society, consent has become a key topic of focus for SRE, citizenship classes and
campaigns. Consent in the form of open communication about desires, is certainly central to
what might be viewed as ethical sexual practice. How this topic is covered in schools varies, but
generally it seems to be approached with a simplistic and binary representation of consent as a
‘ves’/’'no’ with a focus on the law (Whittington and Thomson, 2018; Gilbert, 2017; Carmody,
2004).

In 2014 Brook, the PSHE Association and the Sex Education Forum collaborated on the
production of ‘Sex and Relationships Education (SRE) for the 21st Century: Supplementary
advice and guidance to the sex and relationship education guidance DfE’. A key piece of advice

that they offer suggests that:

Pupils should be taught all aspects of the law and sexual consent — notably, that in
the law on sexual offences, the onus is on getting rather than giving consent. As a
principle, SRE should promote equality in relationships and emphasise the
importance of seeking and gaining mutual consent through positive and active
communication, and go beyond teaching how to say ‘no’.

(Brook et al. 2014:9)

This advice is consistent with other recent publications by public health bodies; charities and
centres that work to end violence against women and children; sexual and reproductive health
organisations; and youth agencies and advocacy groups. However, when it comes to teaching
about sex and consent, teachers often lack the resources, time, confidence and competence to
deliver what might be considered meaningful consent education. Thus SRE, especially in formal
settings, often draws on legal definitions, biological facts and other areas that it is possible to be
‘right’ or ‘wrong’ about. A commonly cited reason for presenting consent as a binary issue that
is simple and unnecessary to unpack, is fear of disclosures and presenting inconsistent messages

(NCB, 2014; Sex Education Forum, 2014; Carmody, 2009).
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It is important that research regarding teaching and talking about sexual consent acknowledges
the difficulties involved and the potentially unsettling nature of this work. “Asking ourselves and
young people what we think consent means is revealing... however it is also key to enabling
children and young people to navigate relationships” (NCB, 2014:2). As with many issues
pertaining to SRE there is a balancing act to be performed between protection and participation.
The question is how this can be done, and by whom, in a way that productively attends to

participation and capacity building without dispensing with protection, and vice versa.

Findings from a Sex Education Forum survey in 2013 suggest that “young people knew basic legal
facts about consent to sex but were much less sure about how to deal with the complexity of
real life situations and where and how to get help if they needed it” (Brook et al. 2014: 18). This
is also reflected in the works of Coy et al. (2013:12) and Brady et al. (2017). These findings are
significant in relation to the role of SRE for building young people’s sexual competence and their
capacities to consent to sex. If and when education about consent is more formally delivered,
it seems to be done in a way that is difficult to apply to the lives and lifestyles of young people.
It is also important as it shows how understandings of consent are often limited and framed
within the contexts of sexual violence, rather than in a more positive way: “young people can
describe what consent means in theory but real life contexts make a significant difference to

their perceptions of what non-consensual sex looks like” (Coy et al. 2013:10).

The NCB report Coy and colleagues produced in light of their research gave six recommendations
which would improve young people’s understanding of and engagement in ethical sexual
practice, particularly with reference to understanding the processes of consent and coercion.
Of these six, three in particular stand out as ways of encouraging a better culture of consent and
communication.
i Local action is required for all schools and education providers to ensure
that there are opportunities for young people to explore the meaning of

consent in the context of relationships and sex education. Five aspects
should be core to all discussions in educational or youth work settings:

a. that getting is as important as giving
b. applying ideas about consent to real life situations

c. the gendered double standard positive and active communication
that goes beyond expecting partners to ‘say no’

d. challenging victim blaming.
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ii. Targeted sessions should take place with younger teenagers about the
boundaries between consent and coercion to ensure they understand what
it means to get and give consent.

jii. Education and youth settings need to develop policies and practices that
enable young people to critically explore gender - what it is to be male and
female - and pressures or expectations to act in certain ways that
potentially cause harm to others or oneself.

(Coy et al. 2013:13).

The implications of the above recommendations, and the studies | have drawn on throughout
this chapter, highlight the need for schools to teach and talk more openly about sex and consent.
It is important to support young people to develop the capacity and knowledge to make
decisions about sex and their bodies and as such it is essential to support critical and public
pedagogy which calls into question certain norms, traditions and expectations and responds to
the experiences and curiosity of younger people (Sanjakdar and Yip, 2018; Biesta, 2005 and
2015; Clarke, 2018). Yet itis also important to recognise the challenges of overcoming legitimate
concerns about disclosures, time constraints and age appropriateness that many teachers
encounter in school based SRE, and to think critically about how SRE, in attempting to prepare
young people for sexual citizenship, produces self-governing, disciplined subjects (Gilbert,

2017:5).

3.4 Conclusion

As detailed in this chapter, there are strong arguments for a more nuanced understanding of
consent. The collected works outlined problematize the notion that sexual consent is simply a
matter of ‘yes’ or ‘no’, and that sex is not either wanted or unwanted (Muehlenhard and
Peterson, 2005). Teaching consent as a yes/no matter is problematic and unrealistic and also
limits the space for active learning and participation. “It is important that the ‘docility of
education’ is unsettled and that it takes up projects that are founded in contention, a refusal to
tidy categories that allow debate and encompass practices of possibility and impossibility”
(Britzman, 1998:77; Robinson 2012:270). Ideally the role of sex education would encourage a
greater awareness of self, and sensitivity to the needs of others (Carmody and Ovenden, 2012)

while developing new knowledge and questioning hetero-patriarchal norms.

Sex education asit is currently delivered in the UK is increasingly constrained by budget cuts and
a focus on testing knowledge relegating SRE to one off lessons, outsourcing the teaching and

particularly focusing on risks and not pleasure and communication (Christie, 2016; Alldred and
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David, 2007; McGeeney, 2013; Alldred, 2018). In order to cultivate a culture of consent in which
(young) people can ethically explore sexual practices, rather than control and constrain their
sexuality it is important that sex education does not present issues in a binary and that it
encourages a culture of open communication promoting rights and ways of thinking about ethics

rather than presenting a series of do’s and don’ts (Beres, 2007; Carmody, 2015).

As outlined in Chapter Two the contemporary moment of moral panic is arguably a moment of
rupture in how sex, consent and coercion are being viewed and framed. Presently public
discourses surrounding young people’s sexuality are acutely focused on risk, safety and
exploitation (Clapton et al. 2012). This is not unjustified given the revelation of historic and
institutional sexual violations. However, this intense focus on extreme examples of sexual
violence obscures a focus on everyday sexual wellbeing which has previously been associated
with ideas of sexual agency and competence where young people are informed enough to make
‘safe’ decisions and to seek out support where needed. Rather than focusing on the
complexities of everyday sexual encounters and exploration, the current backdrop for discussing
consent magnifies the ‘spectacular’ by focusing on the extremes of sexting, grooming and
exploitation. Thus, it is important that more is done to contribute to a body of work which

challenges reactionary policies and a focus on extremes.

The key literature presented above draws on work from decades of scholarship around
childhood and youth sexuality, contemporary histories of sex and sexuality, critical research and
campaigns regarding SRE and the law. The studies referenced have utilised a variety of research
methods with participants who are both contributors to and recipients of various kinds of
sexuality education. Given the key moments and themes that were in this and the preceding
chapter there is a need to critically and publicly address constructions of sexual consent and if
and how they are of relevance to young people today. Ultimately, it is important that
educational provision and also research that seeks to evaluate and informs SRE practices are
youth centred (Flicker and Guta, 2007; Aggleton and Campbell, 2000). There is a significant body
of scholarly and policy writing which calls for young people to be more actively involved in
research that is about, or which may affect them (Powell and Smith, 2009; Alderson and
Morrow, 2004; Skelton, 2008). More institutions and governing bodies are acknowledging that
“Listening to youths’ concerns is [...] critical to both understanding and participating in social
change” (Cahill 2007a:297, Heath et al. 2009). Thus, it is important that this research project
focuses explicitly on everyday practices of sexual consent using methods that are youth centred

and critical.
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Chapter 4: Using Participatory Processes to Research
Sexual Consent

The literature review has established the need for research and educational practices about
sexual consent to be youth centred and to actively explore the nuances and grey areas of sexual
negotiation. The policy statements and public discourses of consent outlined in the previous
chapters suggest there is a general public and political belief that teaching about consent can be
a way of safeguarding children and young people from sexual exploitation and sexual violence.
As pointed out by Lee & Renzetti (1990:252) we cannot safeguard people by avoiding sensitive
or controversial research. The National Children’s Bureau note that “Asking ourselves and young
people what we think consent means is revealing” (2014:2) and | have certainly found this to be
the case. However, worries about disclosures should not stop people teaching and talking about
consent (NCB, 2014:12) in an open and exploratory way, breaking the act of silence that
contributes to the perpetuation of sexual violence (Fenton et al. 2014). Given the current socio-
political interest in consent it has been timely to conduct research that can contribute to
agendas in SRE and which attends to the gaps in literature outlined previously. Thus | entered
this research project with an ethical commitment to critical pedagogy, youth centred
participatory practice and with an intention to focus on the mundane and everyday, rather than

the extreme.

This chapter provides a retrospective and reflexive account of the research process. | begin by
positioning the project in the abstract and outlining a network of research and practice traditions
that contribute to my ways of thinking and doing. | then provide an overview of the chosen
research methods before detailing how they were put into practice. After this more abstract
introduction to the methods, | describe the phases of data generation and move on to reflect
on some of the ethical considerations involved in this kind of work. | conclude the chapter with
a brief overview of my analysis and explanation of how data will be presented in the empirical

chapters.

The research was a collaborative project with Brook, aimed at using the organisation as a route
for better understanding how young people understand consent and to inform the development
of youth lead resources. The project took place over a period of organisational change and
funding constraint — meaning that the research had to adapt to a rapidly changing set of

relationships and environments. As a result, my approach moved from a focus on youth
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participation within the organisation to a more keen focus on consent and education.
Nevertheless, the primary aim of using creative and action research approaches to address core

research questions was realised.

4.1 Locating the research

As demonstrated in the literature review recent research on sexual consent and young people
has focused on sexual violation, and often comes as a by-product of research focussing on CSE
or sexual violence. Much dialogue about consent and sex, particularly in relation to children and
young people, occurs in the context of rights and safeguarding, and draws on discourses of
participation and protection which have characterised many debates in childhood and youth
studies over the last 30 years. Here | briefly outline the five disciplines which are part of my
epistemological starting point. The work | highlight and the key values and focuses of each field
have proved integral to the design, adaptation and execution of the research. Although | write
about each distinctly, there are synergies and useful overlaps making them easy for me to

employ together.
4.1.1 Childhood and youth studies

Throughout this research | draw on the theoretical and conceptual notions of childhood
championed in the ‘new’ sociology of childhood. | build on the approaches outlined in James
and Prout’s edited volume (1997), and work by scholars such as Jo Moran-Ellis (2013), to
acknowledge and work in a way that highlights children and young people’s agency and capacity
to be social agents and actors in and of their own right. Throughout this project | recognise young
people as sexual agents, with knowledge, opinions and experiences to contribute to discussions.
Much of this research has placed me, as a researcher and youth worker, in a position where |
have performed the well documented and delicate balancing act between protection and
participation. This is the attempt to balance protecting young people from harm through
exposure to distressing or age inappropriate concepts such as sex and violence, with the
important aspect of enabling their learning and participation in conversations and decisions that
will and do affect them. Work in the field of children’s rights, safeguarding and sociology that
conceptualises children and young people as social actors and agents has moved away from
polarised conversations of protection and participation and towards theories and practice which
view participation and education as a key part of protection (Stakstrud & Livingstone, 2009;

Nolas, 2014). This is a key value for this research project and has encouraged me to propose and
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practice methods of research and group work which encourage young people to participate in
conversations and develop their understanding of sexual consent thus cultivating an awareness
about sexual consent that may enable them to competently participate in or protect themselves

from a range of sexual situations in the immediate or distant future.

4.1.2 Feminist scholarship and activism

This work is politically and epistemologically feminist. | have already outlined the significant role
of feminist activism and scholarship for cultivating and shifting conversations about consent,
bodily autonomy and women'’s pleasure. This research seeks to contribute to these debates and
practices and follow a tradition of activism around breaking the silence and acknowledging that

the personal is political (Cahill, 2007a; Batsleer, 2010b; Ringrose and Renold, 2014)

Feminist scholarship seeks to acknowledge that research about social phenomena cannot be
politically neutral and thus openly confronts issues of bias, power and patriarchy (McLeod &
Thomson, 2009). Later in this chapter | address my own role in the research, but for now, | note
that taking a feminist approach involves naming and theorising the power relations of sexuality
as patriarchal and male-dominated. As Janet Holland and colleagues have highlighted taking a
feminist stance in research about sexuality provides a “distinct vantage point” from which to
highlight and clarify some of the interconnected structures, discourses, institutions and

experiences which are a result of and reproduce heteronormativity (1998:17).

Feminist scholarship, and activism has cultivated reflexive and reflective practice, which require
the researcher to locate themselves in the research and also to consider power, inequality,
patriarchy and gender as key experiences and practices of everyday life. In taking a
postmodernist feminist approach | recognise that there is no one ‘truth’ and that a claim to
neutral and objective truth has and continues to mask intersecting axes of oppression and local,

cultural and political struggles (Ramazongulu and Holland, 2002; Richardson, 2001)

4.1.3 Participatory action research

The feminist tradition of activism, group work and a commitment to social justice in all areas of
work provides fertile ground for participatory action research (PAR). | hold some discomfort

with the application of PAR and acknowledge it is difficult to fulfil and practice every element of
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it within the constraints of a doctoral project (Smith et al. 2010). Yet | find the language,
processes and overarching ethos of PAR useful and pertinent to this area of work, particularly
given the youth centred approach and the way this can attend to and resist some of the ethical
governance procedures that do not necessarily serve participants first and foremost (Haney and
Briton Lykes, 2009). PAR is driven by stakeholders and participants and “actively involves people
who are concerned about or affected by an issue taking a leading role in producing and using
knowledge” (Pain et al. 2011). Research and practice in sexual health and wellbeing has long
been criticised for not including children and young people in its development (Flicker and Guta,
2007) and this has also called me to include and learn from young people as much as possible

during this work.

At its core PAR is “collaborative research, education and action used to gather information to
use for change on social or environmental issues” (Pain et al. 2011). The educational and action
based processes of PAR has encouraged me to view this project as an opportunity for teaching
and learning about sexual consent, where the distinction between teacher and learner becomes
blurred through an exercise in collaboration and coproduction (Cahill, 2007a; Cammarota and
Fine, 2008; Freire, 1996). In Chapter Six | outline how the research provided opportunities for

participants and me to learn from, and challenge, one another.

4.1.4 Youth work

The previous three theoretical and practice areas outlined, for me, converge in the practice of
Youth work. Childhood and youth studies, and feminist research provide a theoretical language
for constructions of youth and gender. Youth work embodies these key theories through
participatory, democratic and voluntarily projects and relationships (Batsleer, 2008; 2010a). It
is also a practice that is deeply rooted in a commitment to politics, and ethics (Batseleer,
2010a&b; Davies, 2009). Youth workers seek not to prevent and provide but to enable young
people, through association with others, to be political social actors and agents. In the UK youth
work is a contested and volatile space, sometimes seen as practised and performed in a ‘gap’
between social work and education. In northern European countries, many of the principles of
youth work are embodied in Social Pedagogy which is a theory and practice where ‘care and
education meet’ (Cameron and Moss, 2011). During the thesis | will refer to youth work but
there are concepts and terms in social pedagogy which are of value because they mirror and

enhance elements of youth work and child centred practice.
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Both action researchers and youth workers have a commitment to “conversations with young
people which start from their concerns and within which both youth worker and young person
are educated and out of which opportunities for new learning and experience can be created.”
(Davies, 2009; Batsleer, 2010a). It was my intention that this research and action project provide
opportunities for reciprocal learning. Like PAR, intersectional feminist and childhood
scholarship, youth work recognises that young people are not a homogeneous group and that

issues of class, race, gender, sexuality and disability are central to their experiences of life.

4.1.5 Sexualities research

Finally, | locate this research within the interdisciplinary field of sexualities research. A feminist
standpoint requires me to pay attention to gender and power however | can apply this lens to
research which does not explicitly seek to understand practise of gender and sexuality. Focusing
on sexual consent, requires me to consider what constitutes ‘sex’. This is always an open and
contested question, the answer to which is at once contradictory, fluid, fixed and rigid (Holland
et al. 1998; Carmody, 2015). Thus, it must be deconstructed. Judith Butler notes “to deconstruct
is not to negate or dismiss, but to call into question” (1992:15). By researching and, ultimately
talking about ‘sex’ and ‘consent’ we (re)produce and establish what is ‘sayable’ and publicly

accepted knowledge about sex.

Sexualities research such as Ken Plummer’s work on ‘telling sexual stories’ (1994) encourages
me to recognise the significance, (academic, political and personal) of bringing people together
to talk about and therefore bring into being ‘sex’. In telling stories about sex that has happened
or that we imagine we create possibilities for what it means to ‘be sexual’. Drawing on research
and theories from sexualities studies | recognise that this research, the findings and outputs,
contribute to notions, and practices of ‘sex’ more broadly. The research conversations and
thought processes captured in this project have, in moments, been a process of deconstruction,
of queering and denaturalising notions of consent as binary, or sex as a specific set of acts. These
conversations have also, at times reproduced more fixed and normative ideas about sex and
gender — something explored in later chapters. Taking into account the importance of
deconstructing and bringing into question overarching discourses, the research questions |

outline below create space for inquisitive rather than dismissive deconstruction of consent.
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4.2 Research methods

Over the course of this project | have utilised research methods and tools which allow me to
observe and capture the processes and products of conversations and activities relating to the
research agenda. The research questions and the detailed plan in the ethical review
application®® have provided a key focus and direction for the research design and methods while
also leaving room to adapt and respond to the groups | worked with in line with participatory
principles (Chambers, 2004; Cammarota and Fine, 2008). Coy et al, (2013) point out that “few
UK researchers have explicitly explored sexual consent with young people [and that] it is
especially topical to do so when there is growing concern about the impact of pornography,
sexualised pop culture and technology on young people’s social and sexual landscapes” (2013:9,
my emphasis). Like much research cited in the previous chapter, Coy et al’s work was developed
and analysed solely by adult researchers and arguably informed by current discourses of risk
which do not interrogate the ‘grey areas’ of consent which fall outside the explicit question of
‘ves or no’. Thus it is important for research on consent to relate to the everyday lives of young
people. Participatory and creative approaches are likely to enable a more critical and youth
centred approach to research as they do not require spontaneous responses to questionnaires,
focus group and interview questions designed by adults, and could generate knowledge that can
enhance discourses of sexual consent to reflect contemporary sexual cultures (Weeks 2007).
The following section outlines three key methods of enquiry employed throughout the research
which seeks to generate new knowledge about everyday understandings of consent. More
detail about specific activities are listed in Appendix C and, illustrated in the story of the research

phases and throughout the empirical chapters.

4.2.1 Ethnographic methods, participant observation and field notes

Ethnography is the long-established study and practice of spending time with people and
communities to develop intimate familiarity with a given subject. This is achieved through in-
depth observation, attention to pluralistic forms of communication, sharing space and
interacting with the everyday lives of these groups (Herzfeld, 2010). Thus, becoming embedded

within the participation team, and later the education team at Brook, allowed opportunities to

15 See Appendix B for copy of ethical review application
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observe, participate in and experience everyday occurrences within, and as a result of, the

organisation.

Ethnography, like PAR often involves a range of methods. Over the course of this research | have
consistently practiced participant observation across the various sites | accessed in a research
role. A well-documented ambiguity of role often occurs during participant observation
methods. As Julie McLeod and Rachel Thomson have highlighted, the position of the researcher
is constantly in ‘tension between distance and immersion, objectivity and subjectivity’
(2009:83). Thus, what it means to ‘observe’ is not fixed. Over the course of the research | have
inhabited all roles along Gold’s continuum of involvement (1958) and | certainly experienced
fluid and at times unexpected shifts between higher and lower levels of participation in the

groups | was ‘observing’.

On the ‘extreme’ end, my embeddedness at Brook and the support and space that they gave me
to independently run sessions and initiate project work meant that at times | was ‘complete
participant’; treated like staff, experiencing what it means to practice and deliver participation
opportunities and educational sessions. | also gained support and funding for an 02 social action
project ° in the same way any young volunteer associated with Brook might. During
participation sessions and some of the school sessions | was participant-as-observer joining in
with discussions, and contributing to sessions while also recording and reflecting on what | was
seeing and experiencing. In these spaces, | was not a student, youth volunteer nor practitioner.
At events, such as the school conference and at the youth club during sessions where | was not
running the film project | was observer-as-participant. Here | spent time ‘hanging out’; observing
the practices, relationships and environment abound me, with my research agenda in mind, but

not actively intervening or initiating any conversations or activities.

At the youth club it was during these less structured visits that young people and youth workers
would come and talk to me (one to one or in small groups), about sex and relationships,
university and independent living. In these moments, | engaged actively in conversation with
both a youth work and research ‘hat’ on. As Shaw suggests ‘listening to people on their own

terms’ (2007:188) before engaging in interviews or other more formal methods of enquiry can

16 02 offer rounds of funding for 13-25 year olds to help “bring ideas to life, using tech for social good and encouraging
innovation”. Throughout the year different calls for applications open around key themes and campaigns. Brook
supported me to access this fund. More info about the application can be found in Appendix D
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enable participants to become more relaxed and develop trust with the researcher. | found that
these conversations were often more personal, and some young people would actively seek me
out, but not participate in the group sessions. These were the conversations that | often
recounted and reflected on in my field notes as they provided a reference point for what these

young people thought was ‘ok’ to say publicly and what needed to be kept more private.

Field notes (Emerson, Fretz and Shaw, 1995) were a key mode of recording and documenting
research encounters in detail. This involved producing a written account of what | had seen,
heard and experienced during each research session (Jorgenson, 1989). The research diary that
| kept provided a space for reflection, and recording things that | had not, or could not capture
in the moment through audio or visual recording. As well as describing the who, what, when,
where and why of each session my field notes were part of an on-going analysis contingent with
participant observation. Writing-as-processing (Richardson, 2001) allowed me to enter
subsequent encounters with more awareness of my own role and constructions of consent or
participation. This enabled me to ask question that were more relevant to the group, but also

confidently reflect on and challenge some of the discourses participants were presenting to me.

Keeping a written account of fieldwork experiences is a traditional mode of ethnographic
research, however there has been a move towards multimodal documentation in an attempt to
capture the liveliness and sensual aspects of research encounters and environments (Nolas and
Varvantakis, Under Review). Over the course of the research | took photos and audio visual
recordings to capture the environment and some of the group dynamics. However, as | expand
on later in this chapter, | have encountered tensions in the use and presentation of data and
outputs which render anonymity impossible. With discussion and permission from the young
people (and in some cases consent from their parents) | have been able to use this data and

documentation of the research process publicly.

4.2.2 Creative methods

In keeping with the practices of PAR and youth work, | opted to use creative and visual methods
for three key reasons. The first is that creative methods allow for a more ‘embodied and visual
methodology’ enabling the researcher to observe and foreground the processing and
development of ideas in a way more traditional research methods do not create space for

(Thomson and Holland, 2005). The second reason is that creative methods can be more inclusive
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and easily adapted to the age and ability of participants. They can allow participants to work at
their own pace, rather than trying to keep up with conversations or feeling awkward about the
‘pregnant silences’ that are thought to be out of place in group interviews (Prosse, 2007:24 in
Heath et al. 2009:122). There are also arguments that creative methods encourage a more
relaxed atmosphere (Punch, 2002) and enable the researcher and participants to connect
through a common activity. | used mind mapping, body mapping, cake decorating and
interactive games and can confirm this was the case. Finally, in keeping with multi-modal
ethnography and as an aid to data generation these methods have tangible outputs that can be

reflected on much later in the research process (Heath et al. 2009:123).

Throughout the research | have regularly used mind mapping and ‘thought showers’ as a starter
activity in groups. These techniques mean that the researcher can avoid imposing their own
categories and language onto the participants (Punch, 2002). The diagrams and pictures from
activities such as body mapping, definition and continuum exercises are a raw data source
(Heath et al. 2009:122). Yet they also become artefacts and stimulus for group discussion,
encouraging us to explore the differences in language and opinion used by different members
of the groups. It is data from these activities and subsequent discussion which provide the base

of discussions in chapter Six about how people commonly construct consent.

When planning the research, | anticipated that certain elements of consent and sex may be
difficult for some people to engage with or verbalise. As | acknowledged in the ethical review,
sex and consent can be emotive, awkward and potentially risky subjects to discuss, especially
for younger people. Although this research does not seek to find out about individuals’
experiences of sex and consent, | did not want to silence anyone who might want to contribute
from their personal experience. Many researchers faced with exploring potentially emotional
or contentious topics have utilised creative methods to give participants the opportunity to
express feelings or ideas that may be difficult to verbalise and provide an important opportunity
for distancing. Talking about, or to, something more abstract can be easier and less emotional
than directly discussing themselves (Frost, 2003:126). To this end, over the course of the
research | developed a body mapping exercise for use with two groups, and co-created scenarios

for discussion with others'’.

17 See Appendix E for the scenarios that were developed
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Unlike body mapping that has been used in development and health research (Bambanani,
2012) the body mapping | developed is not a personal body map. Each body was given a
character or scenario which was used to elicit written, drawn and verbal responses of what
thoughts, feelings (emotional and physical), and actions may occur for each body in the different
scenarios. Similarly, in the scenarios developed we paid attention to ambiguity, gendered scripts
and power where appropriate. These methods allowed for detailed consideration of a variety
of factors, and an opportunity to acknowledge and locate the role of the body, affect and
emotion in different encounters. Ultimately these more creative methods encouraged
participants to work through thoughts about consent and the body rather than expecting people
to spontaneously have something to say about a subject that is linguistically, culturally and
emotionally difficult to talk about (Holland et al. 1998; Frost, 2003). These methods are also
contingent with critical and public pedagogy which strive for democratic participation and
encourage young people to engage in more critical thought (Sanjakdar and Yip, 2018). Upon
completion of these creative tasks | was able to capture discussion about the process and new

ideas in the style of a focus group or discussion, as well as write ethnographic notes.

4.2.3 Discussion groups, workshops and focus groups

As outlined in the introductory chapter, this research has brought people together to ‘talk’ about
consent, sex and sexuality. Although one-to-one interviews are often championed as a way of
gaining in depth and personal accounts of sensitive topics (Gill, et al. 2008; Guillemin and Gillam,
2004; Kitzinger, 1994) the feminist, youth work and PAR agendas of this project compelled me
to conduct the research in a public or group oriented way (PSP.org, 2017; Banks et al. 2011) . It
was my intention to create ‘temporary publics’ (Nolas, 2015) as spaces to actively and more

openly engage with, talk about and reflect on the topic of consent in collective ways.

Focus groups, used in insolation from other methods, can mean that participants worry about
the judgement of others, and may therefore feel they have to be ‘politically correct’ in their
responses to a given topic (Robinson, 1999; Kitzinger, 1994). In some respects, this can give the
researcher insight into what is considered ‘sayable’, and what the most available discourses are,
in certain groups and cultures. However, it also limits the researcher’s insight into everyday,

unmediated practices and opinions.
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During this research, | have experienced some of these mediated and ‘politically correct’
contributions to group discussions. However the creative practices above, and my active group
facilitation, including friendly challenges, have allowed me to encourage and capture a kind of
‘thinking out loud’. Capturing this thinking has been a key aim of the research and also provides
space for some intervention and teaching (PSP.org, 2017; Cammarota and Fine, 2008). Chapter
Three noted the importance of practicing critical and public pedagogies for sexuality education
as this can promote critical thought. It is important to note that one of the roles | had during
this research project was what might be termed a “critical pedagogue’. The majority of the group
discussions | organised, and in some cases captured by audio recording, were run in the form of
workshops, or activity based discussion, actively enhancing the possibilities for research

conversations to be ‘learning moments’ (Biesta, 2015).

The aim of interactive and creative activities was to encourage reflection and contributions,
enabling people to articulate and analyse their own, and each other’s, ideas “in their own terms”
(Cornwall 2003:1328). Although | encouraged everyone to contribute, and would at times offer
an alternative opinion to encourage critical and more nuanced reflection, this was, where
possible, done in a way that did not put any one person in the ‘lime light’ (Hennessy and Heary,

2009).

4.3 The research journey: Phase 1-3

In total, | worked directly with 103 young people aged 13-25 from a diverse range of
backgrounds. | also worked alongside and gained data from 12 practitioners working at Brook
and associated youth clubs and schools. The research deliberately worked with a wide range of
groups in order to explore how differences of age, class, ethnicity and sexuality might inform the
way people think and talk about consent. Thus, the following chapters refer to seven different
sites, and 9 groups which are briefly introduced in the table below. The methods used with each
group are outlined in detail in Appendix C and will be described as | introduce each phase of the

research.
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Table 1 Summary of research sites

Site Description Participant
ages
1. Brook Here | worked with three groups of young people to plan and pilot | 16-25
participation the research.
team
1. Brook’s participation group — Young folk interested in
sexual health and wellbeing who volunteer their time to
feed into and be consulted about Brook’s strategies and
projects.
2. Brook’s sex positive campaign group — a group of young
people who campaigning for sex positive sex education.
3. An NVQgroup attending participation sessions as part of
their course.
Data from these groups will be identified with: (P+)
2. Artsvenue Here | worked with 5 young women who had completed | 22-25
undergraduates in humanities and social sciences. This was a
pilot group for body mapping workshops.
Data from this site will be identified with: (BM)
3. Brighton youth | This is an alternative youth group where | was able to run a | 13-16
group workshop on consent and pilot some discussion activates.
Data from this site will be identified with: (BTN)
4. Secondary This was a diverse all-girls secondary school in London where a | 15-16
school year 11 citizenship class had chosen to do a project on consent.
Data from this site will be identified with: (SCH)
5. Youth club This was a vibrant and busy inner city youth club in London that | 13-18
drew a diverse attendance of young people aged 11+. Data from
this site will be identified with: (YC) or (Film) for extracts from the
film project interviews.
6. Brook In addition to working with the participation teams at Brook, |
Education also captured data from Brook educators through a week of
team.
shadowing and a focus group.
Data from Brook staff working in an educator role will be
identified with: (ED)
7. Willow House This is a research site | accessed while shadowing with the | 18

Education team. This was a sanctuary and supported living home
for young people recently moved to the UK. At this site, | only
captured data by field notes.

All field note data will be identified with (FN).
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In the following chapter(s), as above, | have used pseudonyms for people and places, but have
included photographic documentation, as well as field note extracts and occasional quotes to
give more colour and context to research story. | provide details about each research site, the
activities and the age and gender distribution of the groups | worked with as | introduce each
phase of the research. | note some of the dilemmas and tensions | experienced whilst trying to
embody a practice that encapsulated the ambitions of PAR, youth work, child centred and

feminist research.

The research development and data generation elements of this research occurred between
October 2014 and June 2016. While | worked across multiple sites and collected data in a variety
of ways | have created a simplified model of the research process for clarity and ease of
explanation. ‘Recruitment’ for each phase was established through Brook. Members of staff
here became my gatekeepers and allies by mediating my access to groups and advocating for
me and the research. The main criteria for participation were that there would be sufficient
opportunity for collaborative group work and time for me to develop a working relationship with
participants. Participatory research seeks to serve a community and it was import that any work

| did would be of use to the people involved as well as for my research.

4 Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3
Before the method Youth projects Gaining practitioner
Oct & insight
2014 e N\
+ Piloting
* Collaboratively
developing research
agenda
* Gaining ethical approval
Oct * Work with three groups
2015 at brook, and two 7 N
N groups in Brighton * Data generation with
20?; / young people aged
13-18
2;3:; 4] * Work in school and
youth club * Generating data with
educational
professionals
June \ J * Youth club, Brook staff
2018 and personal experience
July
2016

Figure 4 Breakdown of research phases
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4.3.1 Phase 1: Before the method

Group Dates of interaction | No. Participants | Age of YPs | Gender distribution of
YPs
P Plus Nov 2014 - June | 9YPs 17-25 6 Women
2015 3 Men

2 Participation

staff
Sex Positive | 22" Nov 2014 11YPs 18-25 8 women
3 Men
2 participation
staff
Lamb Nov — December 8 YPs 16-17 2 Men
College 6 Women

1 Participation

staff

Table 2 Participants in Phase 1

Given my epistemological and ontological starting points, and the findings and patterns in the
literature review, this research design and questions have been developed with young people

and were responsive to contemporary gaps in academic, practice and organisational knowledge.

| have characterised the period of time that | spent becoming embedded at Brook, getting to
know staff, young people and their interests in Saskia Sassen’s terms as ‘before the method’
(2013). This includes the creative, messy thinking and networking that is often not spoken about
in papers and ethical applications. Sevasti-Melissa Nolas and colleagues have advocated this as
a key element of the research design process (2014). This space ‘before the method’ can allow
for some insight into what methods might actually be practical, and which questions realistically
answerable in conducting a collaborative study. A number of scholars who have regularly used
participatory and creative methods with young people, also advocate the importance of
involving children and young people in the initial design of the research, even if those young
people are not subsequently involved in the data generation (Alderson, 2004; Kirby, 2004;
Thomson and Gunter, 2007; Holland et all, 2001).
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Generally, it would be expected that a methodology, timetable and ethical application has been
submitted and verified before access to institutions and young people is granted (Heath et al.
2009:64), which leaves little or no room for participant and stakeholder contribution. This is one
such example of how PAR within the context of a doctoral study cannot always be entirely
‘bottom up’. | have been fortunate in this project that a ‘before the method’ stage has been
supported and encouraged by my funders and we discussed options for me to be ‘present’ and
active in the organisation from the outset of this research collaboration. My practice
background in youth work and my previous experience of research ethics gave them, and me,
the confidence to do some scoping work before applying for ethical review. This has encouraged
me to foreground the importance of situated and practice-based ethics, something | will speak

to more in the ethics section.

My early interaction with the participation team, the youth participation group ‘P+'*® and other
groups associated with the participation team was integral to this stage of research
development. While working with them it was quickly decided that ‘consent’ should be the key
focus of my research and action. Over the five months | worked with them, the P+ members
and participation staff collaborated with me to develop and pilot activities to get people thinking

more about consent.

During this time, we piloted the following activities (which are detailed in Appendix F) with the

groups:

e Mind mapping consent

e Individual body maps of the day

e Body Mapping

e Silent ‘discussion’

e Critiquing and creating definitions of consent
e Creating a continuum of consent.

e Discussions based on scenarios

e Developing games and activities

Figure 5 Examples of mind
mapping

18 P+ are a participation group at Brook made up of young people under the age of 25 who volunteer their time as a
consultation group and are interested in steering the focus and services of Brook.
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We decided the key aim for the research was to gain a better understanding of consent, and the

following research questions for this project are the direct result of work with P+:

‘How do young people define ‘consent to sexual activity’ as a concept?’;
‘How do young people negotiate sex and consent?’;

‘What might be involved in an expanded model of consent?’

There was also an interest in how educational definitions and teaching practice relate to young
people’s definitions of consent. This was expanded through later interactions with educational

staff and forms the focus of the concluding chapter.

After working with the participation groups, it became clear that | was not accessing a very
diverse group of young people and so decisions were made with the P+ group to actively seek
out additional groups of younger people who might not be so ‘well informed’ about consent and
sexual health more broadly. Together we developed a plan and applied for funding for a film

project called ‘My Rules’ which would be done with younger participants®.

L

Figure 6 Examples of body mapping with P+

19 See overview of how My Rules was developed in Appendix G
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4.3.2 Phase 1 (and a half): Piloting

Table 3 Overview of phase 1 participants

Group Dates of No. Participants Age of YPs | Gender distribution
interaction of YP
Body Mappers | April 2015 5YPs 21-25 5 women
Youth group | Nov 2015 13 YPs 13-15 8 women
Brighton 3 Volunteer leaders 6 Men
1 Non binary

In addition to the work with Brook | was also able to do some independent piloting of methods
with groups who are not associated with the organisation. With an older group of university
graduates | ran a long body mapping session of which there is a complete written reflection in
Appendix H. | reflect on the outputs and observations from this session in detail in the final
analysis chapter. With the younger group | piloted some of the more interactive games and
group work. 1 did not audio record any of these sessions and only captured the outputs by

camera and took some notes during the session to help me write up a full field note afterwards.

Although these sessions were initially organised as a pilot, | retrospectively sought consent from
the participants to use outputs and quotes from the session for my data for analysis. As | show
in Chapters Six and Seven the views and backgrounds of many of these participants contrasted
starkly with the attitudes and experiences of the groups | worked with in London, something

that has been invaluable to develop a broader, more situated understanding of consent.

Yo, -
5

1

Figure 7 Examples of mind mapping from Brighton youth group




(83]

4.3.3 Phase 2: Youth action projects

Table 4 Overview of Phase 2

Group Dates of | No. Participants Age of YPs | Gender
interaction distribution
Girls School | October 2015 - | 27 YP 15-16 27 women
Feb 2016
1 Teacher
Youth Club | Jan 2016 - June | 22 YP 13-18 10 women
2016 4 Youth workers 12 Men
1 camera man YW 3 women
YW 1 man

When | could no longer be ‘hosted’ to do my research in the participation team at Brook due to
organisational restructuring, | began work with the education team, who had longer established

networks and more frequent access to a wide variety of younger young people.

While | felt positive about the new link and association with the education team | felt some
tension about going into new groups with a pre-planned project that might not fit their agendas
and interests. After some deliberation | chose to view the ‘my rules’ design as a ‘loose plan’
(Chambers, 2004), so as not to limit the ways in which | could interact with new groups. | had
‘rehearsed’ many activities and conversations while working with the participation team and
piloting work in Brighton so this had prepared me well to improvise and respond in an ethical
and competent way (Davies, 2009). As Robert Chambers notes “Optimal unpreparedness
liberates a facilitator]...] to go with the flow [...] good workshops are more like a sea voyage than
putting up a building. There is less a syllabus to tick off and more a direction to travel in and a
process to experience” (2004:xiv). Rather than stick to the ‘my rules’ plan like glue, | used it to

inform the practices, activities and collective outputs that | collaborated on with the next groups.

School Active Citizenship Project

| was invited to attend an all-girls comprehensive school in North London where a year 11 class
had voted to do their GCSE active citizenship project on consent. The class teacher was seeking

support from Brook for this work so it was agreed that | would come and deliver a ‘lesson’ on
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consent in which | could introduce my action research and then work with small groups and
observe and support lessons for research purposes. During the three months | spent working
with this group | captured in depth small group discussions with 14 of the girls, and reflected on

my experience of supporting the whole class and small groups to develop their campaign.

My last session with the school group was to
attend the school-wide conference on
consent that the class had planned in
February. It was fascinating to see the
outcome of their work and the ways in which

the students chose to present consent to
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their peers. | knew from my sessions with
them in small groups that many of them felt
“weird and cringey” (field notes) about doing
the conference worrying about seeming “too

preachy” and feeling that “consent is not a

HEl_P'uNES‘ Friday 20" Jariwary 2016
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b cool topic” (field notes). Although we had had

very nuanced discussions in our small groups,

the messages they delivered in the

Figure 8 Poster for school consent conference .
conference were much more binary and one

( . .
dimensional.

Youth Club Film Project

The final place | worked for an extended period was a
youth club in central London. This club was a vibrant hub
and open youth sessions were very well attended three
nights a week. The original project plan had included
funding for a film project and, whilst it had not felt

appropriate to implement this in the school setting, it felt

much more appropriate here. The club had a regular group

of attenders and often ran short-term intervention and  Figure 9 cake decoration activity

. . during valentine’s week
creative projects that were open to everyone.
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The youth leader at the club noted that my initial age range (14-25) was exclusive of many of
the 13-year-old attendees who would benefit from involvement in the project and so a condition
of my attendance at the youth club was to open the project up to them too. | did this, and
retrospectively revised my ethical application to include 13 year olds and more open group work.
This was in part to acknowledge that | had made a limiting (mis)judgment concerning ‘age

appropriateness’ and capacity in the initial plan but also to ensure that | could ethically use

some of the data that had been contributed by the 13-year olds®.

Figure 13 Activity and info table during

) Figure 13 Film project‘.‘Young people in front
valentine’s week

and behind the camera

20 See Appendix | for emails and confirmation of ethical review amendment
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Over the course of my time here | was able to strike a good balance between ‘project leader’
and ‘approachable observer’. | spent the first few sessions hanging out, getting to know people
and workers and establishing whether there was appetite for a project such as this. The
participation team at Brook had put me in contact with a Masters student, Jay, who was seeking
opportunities to film with or for Brook as part of his course work. This was well timed and meant
that I did not have to worry about the technical side of filming and editing and was able to focus

on facilitating sessions and gaining young people’s trust and consent to participation.

Nevertheless, | experienced several practice dilemmas and ethical tensions around the audio-
visual recording, particularly around what this meant for anonymity, inclusion, and consent for
research; something | expand on the following ethics section. There was also a tension between
my interests, as a researcher and youth worker, in process and exploratory discussion; and Jay’s
desire for quality, rehearsed and usable footage. It turns out that a noisy and animated
discussion about consent does not make for a good quality short film! As such Jay and |, in
conjunction with a group of the more regular participants, decided that we should do interviews
of one or two people at a time to help get clear footage that could be cut together to represent
a range of views. Ultimately this meant that the video project did not fulfil many of the criteria
for being a ‘participatory film’ (see Johansson et al. 1999), yet we did make some effort to
destabilise the researcher/researched binary and ensure that the participants could take part in
the process of documentation if they wanted, by getting behind the camera, writing questions?

and interviewing one another (and me). The participants also gave feedback on the first cut.

We organised a screening of the final film at the youth club. An invitation was extended to P+
and to all the staff | had worked with during the research. The participation worker still in post
attended, and around 25 young people from the club watched the film and enjoyed pizza
afterwards. There was a spontaneous round of applause at the end and my field notes reflect a

general air of satisfaction with the final film and their participation in it.

D came over at the end and said that it was a good project to be in, that we should show the film
in schools and that he’s learnt loads about consent = then he gave me a hand shake and a really
appreciated thank you — which feels like a huge deal from him!

(Field Notes)

21 See The questions developed in Appendix J. The film can be viewed on Youtube at:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bBnDHEXMCGo
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Figure 14 Photos from the film viewing
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4.3.4 Phase 3: Practitioner insight

Table 5 Overview of phase three

Group Dates of | No. Participants Age of YPs | Gender
interaction distribution
Education Oct 2015 - July | 8 Education workers 10 women
team 2016 2 YPs on work|15&17 1 man
experience
Willow Feb 2016 Education team lead 2 women
House Sexual Health Nurse
4 YPs 18 4 men

In addition to organising access to the school and the youth club, my main contact in the
education team, Ally, invited me to shadow her for a week towards the end of my substantive
data collection period. This coincided with ‘Valentines Week’ which is a significant date in the
sexual health and wellbeing calendar. During this week | helter-skeltered along the continuum
of participant observation. | was present in a borough office and introduced to several members
of Ally’s team along with people who worked in the condom distribution, clinical and health
promotion facets of the organisation. Here | observed the ways in which staff from different
sections of the organisation interacted and worked. It was a significant moment to be observing
this as many people knew they were on the verge of redundancies and restructuring. | had
conversations with new and experienced educators about how they deliver sessions and teach
about consent and | was able to draw on my own experience to ask questions about pedagogic

practice in busy spaces.

| was invited to attend a training session with sessional education workers where | participated
in their ‘trouble-shooting’ session about classroom and teacher management. | conducted a
focus group with four of them on their experiences and reflections about teaching consent

sessions in school. This provides much of the data used in Chapter Four.

Finally, | accompanied Ally and a sexual health nurse to a sanctuary and supported living home
for young men deemed ‘at risk’. Most of the young men at this centre had come to the UK as

unaccompanied minors and were now attending colleges or schools locally. The ‘package’
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provided for them involved supporting these young men to access services and develop skills for
independent living in the UK. Brook education and clinical staff visit the site and run sexual
health drop in sessions using resources that are translated into a variety of languages. This
session is a good example of my numerous experiences of moving from observer to participant
without warning. Here | contributed both confidently and awkwardly to the session answering
guestions about sex and relationship in the UK, some in far more detail than | had expected. In
this week with Ally | gained experience and data that has contributed significantly to the

pedagogic focus of the research.

4.4 Research Ethics

My commitment to youth participation meant that an important and formative section of this
research occurred before ethical approval was formally obtained. This was in part due to the
collaborative and practice-based nature of the work and my commitment to ‘starting where
young people are at’ but is also in response to the current culture of academia and ethical
governance which “protects institutional power at the expense of community empowerment”
(Malone et al. 2006:1915, cited in Banks et al. 2011:9). There are many ethical complexities
involved with this kind of work and, as | will show, | have viewed these as central to my practice

rather than problems to be avoided.

The variety of participants, activities, research sites, and the roles | have performed in different
environments has required me to think carefully and be reflexive about my practice at all stages
of the research. At the start of this chapter | located this project in a network of complementary
traditions of research and practice. | draw on the arguments of Weston (2010) who notes that

the role of ethics is not to moralise or provide rules but to:

[...Joffer some tools for thinking about difficult matters]...] recognizing that the world
is seldom so simple or clear cut. Struggle and uncertainty are part of ethics, as they
are part of life.

(2010:8)

In terms of my research practice and ethical considerations PAR, Childhood and Youth Studies
and Youth Work have been central to developing and doing this research in a way that attends

to the everyday and research ethics and politics of intergenerational participation, feminist



[90]

activism and sexuality education. This research is focused on the struggles and uncertainties of
everyday (sexual) consent and negotiation and thus the whole thesis is, in some ways, about

ethics.

In research terms the potentially sensitive topic of study, the age and potential vulnerability of
the participants and the public and group work nature of the project were three significant
factors that meant this research was considered ‘high risk’ by ethical governance criteria. These
concerns were attended to in detail in the ethical review application. Here | noted that PAR can
be more ‘ethical’ and inclusive than ‘traditional’ research approaches and that | would take
account of participant and researcher power relations, rights, responsibilities, and the role of all
stakeholders (Banks 2011:6; Skelton, 2008). | recognised that plans are a necessary and useful
safety net, however | wanted the space to adapt to the groups as this can help foster a more
collective learning process and knowledge exchange (Chambers, 2004, Cammarota and Fine,
2008). Concerns and practicalities regarding protection and participation, safeguarding,
informed consent and parental assent (Skelton, 2008; Powell and Smith, 2009; Kirk, 2007) were
also priorities. In the application | highlighted how my professional experience, which | detail
further in the ‘reflexivity’ section of this chapter, provided me with the competence to hold and

respond to elements of this research that make it ‘high risk’.

The research has exemplified controlled risk taking associated with Youth Work and PAR.
Christensen and Mikkelsen note that “everyday life is characterised by uncertainty, a condition
that brings the unexpected pleasures and pains that are integral to social life” (2008:2) and, as |
will show in the following chapters, ‘risky’ and awkward conversations can be a resource for
learning and developing competence. By taking a PAR approach | have been able to weigh up
the relative risk and ethical considerations above against young people’s rights to freedom,
participation, and inclusion in matters that concern them. Thus, rather than shy away from the
risks and uncertainties associated with talking about sex and consent with young people, the
potential for challenging or awkward conversations and opportunities for personal reflection or
disclosures, | developed activities and engaged in group work in a way that attends to both
immediate and longer-term risks for both the individual and for society more widely (Banks et

al. 2011; Weston, 2010).

A key concern for research ethics, and for this research is that of informed and freely given
consent to participate in the study. This thesis deconstructs the notion of consent and questions

the extent to which it can ever be freely given. My interaction with literature on sexual consent,
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research consent and childhood and youth studies led me, like many scholars to question the
possibility of ‘informed consent’, particularly in a project such as this where the participatory
nature means that we cannot know what will develop over the course of the research. Here, |
reflect on my process and practice of establishing research consent with a focus on the
recruitment, consent and concerns about voluntary involvement in phase two. | have chosen
this phase as | think it best illustrates the complex ethical knots and tensions that can be
experienced when trying to balance participation, protection and various institutional policies

and procedures.

4.4.1 Consent and Dissent

Within all forms of social science research ‘informed consent’ is considered a key element to
ethical research participation (David et al. 2010). It is often established through the use of
information sheets which outline the aims of a given research project, the criteria for
participation and the potential positives and negatives that could result from participation.
Consent is then given, or denied, according to this information, usually at the outset of a
research relationship. Yet, the notion of ‘informed consent’ has also come under criticism for
being too static when in practice it can be a complex and contestable element of the research
process (Boddy and Oliver, 2010; Edwards and Alldred, 1999; David et al. 2010; Alderson and
Morrow, 2004 and 2011). It is also important to note that sites of research, and methods of
recruitment and data generation affect the possibility for consent to ever be fully informed or

voluntary.

Given the participatory, and therefore semi-planned nature of the action projects it was not
possible for me to provide enough information to participants for them to “’know’ and
‘understand’ what they were ‘getting themselves into’” (David et al. 2010:348). Instead | took a
more youth centered, reflexive and participatory approach to research consent where |
acknowledged that consent is not a one-off event and that it needed to be negotiated and
renegotiated over time, (Alderson, 2007; Morrow, 1999; Alderson and Morrow, 2011; Banks et
al. 2011). This meant that | did not always seek formal written consent until later in research
encounters — something | found both uncomfortable and rewarding in different moments. | did
however, constantly expose the research process and check in with participants about their
expectations, understandings of the research and reminding them that they could leave, or, at

the least, disengage, at any time.
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It should be mentioned here that before | accessed any groups | attended Brook safeguarding
training. Thus, | was aware of their policies and procedures for child protection and disclosures
and understood how they balance safeguarding with children and young people’s rights to
information, privacy and confidentially?’. Brook advocate for and utilise the concept of ‘Gillick
competency’ throughout all of their work. In discussions with participation and education
workers we established that a commitment to recognising children’s developing competence,
autonomy, rights to privacy and access to services and information outweighed a need to seek
parental consent to participate in these educational research projects. This is something that
could be considered controversial for research ethics, however it is a key facet of my youth work
training. A commitment to PAR, youth work values, and attention to intergenerational
inequality meant that, in line with Brooks practices and support, | felt that it was good to practice
a model of consent that employed Gillick competence. Participants were additionally protected
as the majority of the data would be easy to anonymise and was not explicitly seeking

information about personal experiences.

In light of this decision and following more recent guidelines for research with children and
young people, and participatory research (Edwards and Alldred, 1999; Boddy and Oliver, 2010;
Alderson and Morrow, 2011) | tried, where possible to ensure that participation was optional,
and people were able to dissent, and disengage, or even not engage at all when | was at various
research sites. | was keen that the young participants’ involvement with the research and action
projects was free of the constraints of parental consent, and that the work was ‘opt in’ rather
than ‘opt out’ — something that was not quite possible in the school setting. This also affected
the mode of documentation employed throughout the work. In the early stages of research
relationships | only documented activities with field notes and reflections or by photographing
group outputs from discussion to maintain anonymity before consent was more formally
negotiated. As my relationships with participants developed and a clearer sense of their consent
to the process emerged | felt more able to document and attribute individual comments and

views.

This section provides two examples which highlight the difficulty and tensions that that can be

experienced when doing ‘formal’ but continuous consent. The first is consent in schools,

22 See Appendix K for certificate of Brook safeguarding training.
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something that has been acknowledged as difficult and problematic by many scholars. The
second example reflects on issues of consent and parental assent in instances where anonymity

is not possible.

4.4.2 Consent in the classroom: active and passive consent

In the school the teacher was happy to act in loco-parentis and consented to the class being part
of the research project. While in many ways this enabled me to privilege young people’s consent
over their parents’ it led to some tensions around what it meant to consent and to participate
in activities as part of a mandatory citizenship class. As many researchers collecting data in
schools have noted, children and young people’s “consent to research participation in this
context can shade into coercion, and their participation becomes ‘just another form of
schoolwork’ (Denscombe & Aubrook, 1992; Pole et al., 1999)” (David et al. 2010:325; Morrow,
2008). Throughout my research at the school site in London | was acutely aware that in this
setting (more than any of the others | worked in) attendance in the classes | was observing,
delivering and supporting was not optional. It was here that | did my most ‘formal’ processes of
consent, in line with traditional models of informed consent, presenting the research to them,

inviting them to fill in the consent forms? if they wished, but making it clear it was optional.

In the first session at the school | openly acknowledged that the students were not consenting
to being in the class, or to me being there — and so | gave them options to opt in or out of
activities. | did not require them to complete a consent form if they did not want to and planned
the session in a way that meant all data would be produced as a result of their voluntary
engagement with group activities. Of the 27 students in attendance 18 consented to participate
in the study and 9 chose not to, although their teacher did undermine this at some points,

something that one group and | were able to discuss later.

Elsie: [...] right, cos | thought it was quite funny last week when, not last week the week before.
When | came in and said you don’t have to do the forms if you don’t want to, and some of you
didn’t. and | was like cool, great. But then Miss was like ‘I can make them do it, if you’ve asked
them to do it | can make them do it’ (laughter) and | was like no, no | don’t need you to do it
that’s ok.

Adz: | think, well that's like forcing me into sex.

23 See Appendix L for an example of the consent forms.
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Nina: Yea where’s the consent?

Elsie: Well that’s what | said to you wasn’t it, | know you’re not here voluntarily, so | wanted to
say you can say no to this and that’s fine. But | guess it got me thinking about how often in school
do you get the opportunity to say ‘no’.

Adz: yea!

(School group 1, session 1)

Our conversations in the first week about how sexual consent had to be sought every time, and
a commitment to viewing research consent as a continuous process inspired me to bring fresh
consent forms each week - this provided opportunities for people to opt in and opt out of group
work sessions more than they could in the classroom work, and it allowed some people to not
come and do small group work, and for others, like Adz, to give consent once they felt more

trusting and informed about the research and about me.

Elsie: So, you know last week when | brought in a consent forms [yea from most of them] and
you all filled them in, actually | don't think you [Adz] did one did you

Adz: Na

Elsie: That’s fine that you didn’t, do you fancy doing one this week? Then | can record what we’re
talking about.

Adz: Er yea | don't mind.

Elsie: Yea? You don’t have to. And also, | thought that, well you know that you did the
definitions of consent last week, and some people thought that like consent is mutual; and lots
of people said it’s like retractable and that it has to be asked for every time.

Adz + Nina: Yea

Elsie: Well cos of that | thought that | should ask every time [They all laughed at this] to make
sure that | am doing it properly. So, | brought in some extra ones this week for you’re all to do

again if you're willing [...]

In a session the following week, | brought the forms out again, this time the girls said they didn’t
feel that they needed to sign them, and | felt that they were getting in the way of our
conversations — something that mirrors findings that ‘consent’ can disrupt the flow of sexual
interaction. This happened in more than one group. | persisted each week and despite it feeling
a little awkward | found the consent form a useful prop for thinking through the realities of

formalising or making consent to sexual activity explicit.

In our third session together, | was able to ask Adz why they had not consented in the first

session, something | had avoided doing because | felt it would undermine my statement that
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they ‘can say no and not have to explain why’. She said she “wanted to see what would happen”
and establish if it really would be ok to say ‘no’ (Adz, SCH). At the time this got me thinking
about who can consent, but also about who can dissent. Adz was ‘cool’, and she clearly managed
to toe the line between being sent out for bad behaviour and being viewed as a bit cheeky. But
in the earlier session we had considered how schools do not model consent (something | explore
in the next chapter), and it became clear that this was what she was testing and pushing back
against. Her decision to give consent the following few times we worked together made me feel
positive about my process and methods of consent, but also of inclusion. My field notes reflect
on whether some of the ‘good girls’ felt unable to dissent and not fill in the consent form or
attend the small group discussions. However some of them did opt out of the group work, again
giving me confidence that they felt able to do so. Their dissent did feel more that they were
exercising their option of dissenting from the expectations of their teacher. This is something |

explore further when | discuss institutional contexts in the next chapter.

| took another group; one of the girls was clearly uncomfortable about attending the
session. When | said that she didn’t have to come, she seemed surprised but took
the opportunity — despite her friends encouraging her - to stay in the main class. This
gave me some confidence that the session in small groups were attended out of
desire and that the consent the students gave was genuine.

(Field notes)

4.4.3 Consent on camera: anonymity and visibility

Throughout this work | have had to consider the ethics of identification and anonymity.
Anonymity is not an issue related only to visual research methods (Wiles et al. 2012) but the
tensions associated with participants being identifiable are further complicated when they are
visibly recognisable, on film for example (Pink, 2013). The collaborative nature of the project
means that Brook as an organisation could not be anonymised, nor could the Youth Club, but all
other groups have been anonymised to some extent. The photos, videos and other visual data
where participants are recognisable have been gathered and presented/published with their

consent.

At the youth club it was much easier to run the research project in a way that was opt in, rather
than opt out, and consent to participation in discussion was demonstrated by presence in the

room. Despite this | continued to remind participants that | was a researcher and each week |
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sought permission to record group conversations and take photos of activities and outputs. The
film project at the youth club added another layer of complexity to my research in terms of
consent and anonymity. The fact that | was capturing video data and intended to produce a
video for public viewing felt very different from capturing disembodied talk on my phone, or
digital recorder because the research process and participants were suddenly visible. Wiles et
al. (2012), along with scholars such as Sarah Pink (2012, 2007), have documented the complex
and situated ethics and practicalities of visual identification in research. They note “ongoing
tensions between, on the one hand, research participants’ rights and researchers’ desire for
participants to be seen as well as heard and, on the other hand, researchers’ real and perceived

ethical responsibility to safeguard participants” (Wiles et al. 2012:41).

| certainly felt caught in this web of tension between what might be considered ‘best practice’
in research, youth work and the ethical publication of a video. The participants at the youth
club, but also at other venues, wanted to be visible. Some were only involved in the research,
such as the P+ group to have their say, and often it can feel more authentic when ‘their say’ is
not mediated and masked by the researcher and processes of anonymisation (Banks 2001; Wiles
et al. 2012). At the youth club the video was more a collaborative venture than a process of
research documentation, something that is becoming more common in social research
(Erickson, 2011; Wiles et al. 2012). Yet, the output, and the process of filming would become
data by providing useful insight into what is considered acceptable to say about consent in public

and what is not.

Before the film project began | discussed whether and when to seek parental consent for filming
with the youth workers and colleagues at Brook. In the end | followed the process suggested by
the youth workers but before anyone went on camera | went through a consent form with them
and checked again (and again) if they were sure they wanted to be filmed and reiterated the
potential consequences of the film going on YouTube and their lack of anonymity. | also gave
them photo release forms2* to take home to their parents — although none were returned.
Ironically, the participants themselves captured and shared our activities along with other
events in the youth club using Snapchat and other apps. The ability to document everyday life
is quite literally everywhere and is part of young people’s everyday lives (Erikson, 2011;

Thomson et al. 2018). The reality of what it means to have a digital presence and the fact that

24 See Appendix M for copy of Photo release form. In the end | got permission by phone and logged it on a spreadsheet.
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they may not have control over digital material once it is published is an everyday experience

for them.

After filming there was footage from 12 people that was usable and fitted with Jay’s ‘vision’ for
the video. | therefore actively sought parental assent and permission to publish for these
participants. | had always encouraged participants to take forms home and to talk to their
parents about the project but the reality of something going ‘online’ made parental consent a
necessity, despite being somewhat counter to youth work culture. Rather than use the youth
club database to find contact numbers for the participants | spoke to each of them about the
final film and asked firstly if they wanted to be in the final cut, and secondly if they could give
me a contact number for a parent or carer so | could double check with them about the film

going online. | got their consent to get consent.

This was a tricky stage, many of the participants agreed and gave me numbers to call. However,
a few were annoyed that their parents had to be involved. When | called (and finally got through
to) parents and carers | had a range of responses to the project. Some participants had told
their parents lots about the project, these parents were more ready to give permission than
those who knew less about it. A few parents asked to see the film first and came to the youth
club to seeit. It was understandably important to them that they saw how their child was being
presented. However | was hugely concerned that someone would say no, and this would form
the start of another ethical knot - deleting the person from the film, talking to them about it,
and undermining my initial commitment to viewing them as competent to consent and giving
them the opportunity to be seen and heard (Wiles et al.2012). In the end all parents gave

permission for the film to be published online.

Despite gaining consent, from participants and later from their parents and carers to publish the
video | held an ethical duty to consider the long-term and short-term risks of publication. This
has involved ‘giving careful consideration to the political, social and cultural contexts in which
images may be viewed and interpreted (Pink, 2007)’ (Wiles et al. 2012:42). As such | requested
a further edit to the video where one participant’s contribution could possibly be wrongly
interpreted before publishing it. The video has been published on YouTube under a creative
commons licence as part of a continued commitment to the ethics of action research and the
intention that processes, and outputs form the project could contribute to consent education

more broadly.
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The film component of the research project provided many moments of learning. Throughout
the process, | found that institutional procedures for managing and publishing photos and videos
are inconsistent. | received different advice from the youth club, from Brook and from my
University. Further work needs to be done to address how more public methods of research
documentation destabilise traditional research processes and procedures and thus new
guidelines and mechanisms of support are needed. Ultimately, | found that safeguarding and
research ethics guidelines are out of sync with digital technology and the reality of everyday

photo and video distribution.

4.5 Reflexivity

Creating space for adaptation has, been a real strength of this research and it has allowed me to
work with a diverse range of young people on a variety of projects. However there have also
been challenges. The most important methodological tool throughout the research process has
been that of reflexivity. This chapter, and indeed the entire thesis showcases reflexive practice.
Although the topic of consent, and general research aims have been developed collaboratively
my choice of methods, theories and the way | have responded to and adapted the research with
different groups is reflective of my own values as a researcher and practitioner. Thus, it is
important to acknowledge that this research cannot be free of bias, particularly as it has had an
overall aim to enable social change and transformation (Becker, 1967; Tierney, 1994,

Cammarota & Fine, 2008).

Lauren Richardson reminds us that “People who write are always writing about their lives, even
when they disguise this through the omniscient voice of science or scholarship” (2001:34). This
project is not about me, although | was ‘technically’ a young person for much of the research
and | have my own relevant life experiences relating to sexual consent and sex education. As a
practitioner | have volunteered with rape crisis and support centres, | have been a sexual health
youth worker delivering education and services to young people and | have also, at times, been
tasked with outreach and generating youth participation and consultation. In particular training
on how to respond to and hold disclosures that | gained while volunteering at Survivors

Network?’; and safeguarding training at Brook that focussed on the ‘Sexual behaviours traffic

25 A local rape crisis charity in Brighton
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I enabled me to respond ethically and professionally to any discussion or disclosure

light too
about sexual practices. The traffic light tool is especially useful for establishing if young people’s
experiences and exploration should be considered harmful or whether they are part of a normal
curiosity while developing sexual competence. These previous experiences and training gave
me the knowledge, skills and confidence to undertake this research and manage the tensions
between protection and participation, characterised within the consent dilemmas | outlined
above. | also shared some of my own experiences of consent in research conversations -
something | will return to in the empirical chapters. As Maggie MacLure has noted, the data and
the researcher are minutely entangled and ‘do not pre-exist one another’ (2013:229). | now

move onto reflect on my process of analysis, something that has been reflexive and, sometimes,

necessarily messy (Cook, 2009).

4.6 Analysis

The methods outlined above clearly demonstrate the embodied process of data generation.
Writing and drawing are all examples of how thought and feeling are brought into materiality
through bodily action. Like the research methods, my methods of analysis have been informed
by practices and principles of feminism, PAR, and youth work. In my attempts to ‘start where
young people are at’ | have done the analysis in a way that attends to and foregrounds the
categories, assumptions and tensions presented by participants. The analysis therefore has been
driven by the research questions that were developed alongside the participation groups and

grounded in the data produced in research encounters.

PAR seeks to include participants in all phases of research, and this is an area where my project
is limited. While | have been able to practice participatory and collaborative processes for the
planning and data generation phases this was not possible for the analysis, nor the writing phase.
There has however been space for collaboratively developing resources and | may yet
collaborate and co-author with participants and stakeholders in future work based on this
research. In an ideal project | would have done some collective analysis, or at least gained
feedback from my participants in order to address potential issues of power and representation
(Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002:113). Due to Brook’s changes in structure and staffing, and the

transitory nature of young people’s attendance in the groups | accessed, this has not been

26 For further details see: https://www.brook.org.uk/our-work/the-sexual-behaviours-traffic-light-tool
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possible. | am optimistic however, that methods which allowed me to capture a certain amount
of ‘thinking out loud’, and to interrogate people’s definitions and contributions during the
research encounter mean that participants have already contributed to a level of analysis which
has allowed me to more confidently address some of the ambiguities and tensions that are

present within the data.

4.6.1 Doing the Analysis

This research process has produced a vast and varied amount of data ranging from field note
reflections, to transcripts, videos, photographs, definitions and diagrams, all representing
individual and collective processes. Both consent and participation are, like many embodied and
relational experiences, active and evolving processes and as such holding them ‘still’ for analysis
has proved difficult (Brown et al. 2011). What is exciting about this data, as | will show, is that
it provides a complex and multi-dimensional insight into many of the issues that have been
highlighted by studies in the literature review. The contested nature of consent and the
complexity of it as a concept and a practice shines through (MacLure, 2013) in a way that would
not be given space with more traditional interview techniques. By the time | had gathered and
aggregated all of the data into a digital format | was almost overwhelmed by how to sort,
manage and productively analyse the different media. As noted above | am in the data, and
while the analysis was driven by and grounded in the words and contribution of young people,

it is also driven by my experience and moments which stood out for me (MacLure, 2013).

Essentially, | conducted a thematic analysis. Vaismoradi et al. (2016) stated that “there is no
clear agreement about what thematic analysis is and how researchers should go about
conducting it” (2016: 404). However, this method of analysis has been discussed extensively by
Braun and Clarke (2006) who define thematic analysis as a qualitative method that organises
data in a way that allows for the identification and reporting of patterns and provides rich data.
There were a number of clear themes that emerged: the consistent use of the term ‘awkward’,
was one example and the fact that consent was ‘ambiguous’ or ‘lacked clarity’ was another.
Many themes were strong and congruent across the data despite the different modes of
capture. | was also able to map the themes onto the research questions and develop a grid to
help with analysis. | have been able to address each research question with a variety of data

and would argue that this supports the relevance of the themes that emerge.
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Much of the data collected captured highly articulate and well thought through ideas of what
consent means, and the processes of teaching and learning about it. Although | was quickly able
to produce a map of data and highlight key themes the process of analysis and applying different
lenses to the data has been a complex and at times unsettling task. “Producing knowledge
through empirical research is not the same as acting as a conduit for the voices of others, or
assuming that experience can speak for itself” (Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002:116). The film
that was made is an example of this as it simply captures ‘what young people think’. The process
of academic analysis however requires me to draw on the theoretical tools outlined in my
introduction and the methodological commitments of the disciplines | introduced at the start of

this chapter.

Mauthner and Doucet (2003) point out that “data analysis are not simply neutral techniques
because they carry the epistemological, ontological and theoretical assumptions of the
researchers who developed them” (415). | have found myself shifting between epistemological
starting points and applying theoretical lenses that help me to make sense of the data in
different ways. It has sometimes, been difficult “translating embodied experience into language”
(Brown et al. 2011:498) particularly when “translation can be considered as the process of
constructing rather than conveying meaning” (Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002:118). | have
found myself wondering whether it is acceptable, as a feminist, to entertain the idea that non-
consensual sex might not count as rape, and questioning how | can foreground the ideas and
experiences of young people but also speak back to feminism in a way that attends to power

and heteronormativity and explore this further in the following four chapters.

Following the analysis, which revealed how some of the messages and methods of teaching feed
a binary view of consent by erring on the side of caution when it comes to balancing children
and young people’s rights to protection and participation, | have divided the chapters into
‘teaching’ and then ‘learning’ as my thematic analysis. The first two empirical chapters capture
and consider the processes of teaching and learning about consent. Both chapters problematize
the notion that consent is static and consider what constrains and enables conversations which
go beyond the binary. In Chapter Five | show the significance of institutional context and
educators’ professional backgrounds and training. In the following chapter on ‘learning’ | begin
by showing how young people reproduce some of the more binary and static ideas about
consent that educators deliver. | show that consent is commonly constructed in legal and binary
terms but that deconstructing can prove a useful tool for learning about consent in a more

nuanced way. In Chapter Six | engage with ‘grey areas’ in a way that teachers may not often be
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able to. This helps reveal how learning, as the acquisition of broad vocabulary for articulating
desires and naming experiences, can help move conversations forward to consider the
complexities of sexual negotiation and acknowledge the situated and contextual nature of
encounters. Building from these chapters | then explore and analyse the ways in which
awkwardness, ambivalence and ambiguity can usefully become part of our sexual lexicon and

how awkwardness in particular may enable shifts in culture

4.7 Conclusion

This chapter has described the participatory research design for this Doctoral project.
Developed initially to understand the processes and practice of participation in the organisation
Brook, it adapted to focus more on educational practices and common constructions of sexual
consent. The research questions and methods have been developed through collaboration with
young people and staff at Brook and this has ensured that the research focus, and subsequent

findings and outcomes are of direct relevance to many groups of young people and educators.

The project has been relatively small scale and it is acknowledged that the findings may not be
generalizable across all young people, or educators. However | did work directly with over 100
young people, have observed, shadowed and participated in conversations with Brook staff for
4 years of which | spent 9 months regularly working in a school and youth club, in addition to
the piloting and ‘before the method’ work. Research encounters were captured in a variety of
media and | have been able to use this data to produce accounts and analyse the processes,
tensions and possibilities for teaching, learning and advocating for a more communicative
culture of consent. Given this | am confident that the diversity of participants, and Brook’s
uptake of many of the findings and recommendations in their educational programmes suggest

the findings are of interest to a wider academic and practice community.

As a feminist, and participatory researcher | have paid attention to my position, authority and
power. | have outlined a number of examples where ethics have come into question and have,
on occasions found it difficult to disentangle myself from the research process and data the
participants and | have produced. Thus, reflexive practice has been important to help create
distancing strategies for analysing and critically reflecting on the process and findings (Nolas,
2011; Finlay, 1998). It also helps me to recognise that the “story produced” in my write up will

be “incomplete” and the result of my own values and agendas, (McLeod and Yates, 1997: 26).
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The following three chapters attend to different elements of consent and draw on a variety of
theoretical and conceptual tools. They have been written in chronological order and are
developmental. The title of each chapter ‘Teaching’, ‘Learning’ and ‘Awkwardness’ locate the
processes that occur, and the scaffolding that is, or in some cases is not, in place to enable
(young) people to understand and embody a certain ethic of care and consideration in

relationships and intimate or sexual encounters.



[104]

Chapter 5: Teaching Consent, Toeing the Line

Over the course of this research, and particularly during the analysis, it became clear that a focus
on the process and practice of teaching consent in educational settings would be necessary. A
core aim of this research is to foreground young people’s voices and experiences. In doing this,
it is important to acknowledge the context of their experience: how and where they are being
‘taught’ and by whom. In this chapter | present observations and findings which relate to the
tensions teachers embody in formal educational contexts as they attempt to balance the
sometimes conflicting agendas of SRE including, for example, formal policy, social/cultural
pressures, pornography, awareness of CSE, safeguarding and ‘classroom control’” with the needs
and questions that are important to individual young people. The data generated with
practitioners, and my ethnographic experience of ‘teaching’ provides a vantage point from
which to understand how and why consent education seemingly reinforces legalistic and binary
notions of consent at the expense of a more critical pedagogy, which poses questions and
challenges young people to think about what consent means in practice. | will show that
educators embody a difficult position in their practice where they must “mediate the line
between formal policy agenda for sex education and the pupil cultures that it seeks to influence”

(Thomson and Blake, 2002:191).

It has been difficult to define and separate ‘teachingandlearning’ (Biesta, 2015) as they are not
distinct practices. While the practitioners | worked with and observed were all responsible for
educating young people about sexual consent, the approaches they took, their professional
identity, work environments and relationship to young people differed considerably. Despite
this they all fall into the category of ‘teacher’ because they provide information, they encourage
and scaffold the learning of others and they ‘call people into presence’ to think through where
they stand and what the topic under discussion means to them and why (Beista, 2005). Thus,
this chapter is entitled ‘teaching consent’, rather than ‘education, (or facilitation) for learning
consent’. This is to recognise the work and relationships that the practitioners do, even if they
might not usually label themselves ‘teacher’. Drawing on literature from social pedagogy, critical
pedagogy and youth work the practitioners will be referred to by their professional titles, youth
worker, education worker, teacher, nurse and so on, but | will consider them collectively as

practitioners and pedagogues of sex education with differing skills and institutional constraints.
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The majority of data this chapter draws on is from a focus group with four sessional education
workers at Brook, field notes reflecting on teaching, running workshops and discussions, and
observations of and conversations with education workers, youth workers and teachers in the
field. The teaching referred to throughout has occurred in both formal and informal settings.
This chapter relates and explores a number of practice dilemmas around the ambiguity of
consent. In particular, it explores the perceived and actual risks associated with acknowledging
ambiguities in settings where firm ‘answers’ are the norm and, indeed, where there are legal
absolutes as well as factual, policy and societal priorities. A number of examples highlight the
importance of experience and confidence in approaching SRE and in being aware of and
managing the tensions between different policy and practice expectations in SRE and

safeguarding more broadly.

5.1 Tensions in teaching

The literature review noted how sex education, and a focus on consent can be viewed as part of
a wider project in safeguarding children and young people but also that there is a dissonance
between protecting young people and encouraging them to explore and take risks that may

provide learning opportunities (Gilbert, 2017).

Delivering education that informs and encourages young people to think more critically about
sexual practice arms them with some of the skills and knowledge they may need to both keep
themselves ‘safe’ and develop a positive sexuality (Greening, 2017). However there is clear
societal discomfort and multiple tensions associated with acknowledging children and young
people’s sexuality, developing or otherwise, and it is commonly acknowledged that people avoid
talking about sex, particularly intergenerationally (Robinson, 2012). It is unsurprising therefore,
that many schoolteachers are not confident delivering basic information about sexual
intercourse, let alone opening spaces for discussing the more complex and emotional sides of

sex and relationships.

Today’s recently qualified school teachers, youth workers and sexual health workers are largely
of a generation that has experienced SRE at school and probably had more open conversations
with family and friends about sexual matters. Mary-Jane Kehily suggests that experiences of SRE
can inform future interest and pedagogic practice (2002) and this was reflected in the

conversations | had with different practitioners. The younger educators in the study felt
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motivated to deliver something better than they got ten, fifteen or twenty years ago. Despite
this the young people | worked with commonly pointed to the ‘fact’ that their teachers were
“awkward” (Willow, SCH) and clearly “embarrassed”(BTN) when delivering SRE. More often,
however, they spoke of their school teachers making topics “dry” (Asmin and, Adz, SCH), or
lacking in “real life” (Shanella, YC) relatability, by which | understood them to mean ‘de-

contextualised’ or abstract.

However, the education workers | spoke with and my observations of workers in the field,
coupled with the resources used to enable conversation and teaching about consent, seemed
less dry, and much more interactive and thought provoking than these comments suggest.
Brook education workers, unlike most school teachers have to be comfortable with, and are
often very well practiced at talking about sex and relationships with groups of young people
while promoting a “positive and safe message” (Sia, ED). Thus, the notion that teaching about
sexual consent is ‘awkward’ did not come up so explicitly in my discussions with workers as it
did with the young people. The theme of awkwardness is unpacked in Chapter Seven, which
proposes that it can be productive to embrace awkwardness in order to expose and change
norms and expectations. For now, the term is used descriptively to acknowledge the tensions
of teaching SRE. These consist of, but are not limited to: anxiety around safeguarding; being ‘on
message’; managing laughter and embarrassment in groups; exposing ambiguity and power and
managing the expectations of others. Educators bring their own experience and knowledge of
consent with them, and also have to hold and respond to the perceived, potential and actual

knowledge and experience of others.

5.1.1 Classroom control

Brook’s aim in an educational session is to “start a conversation and get young people thinking”
(Julie, ED) as much as, if not more than, it is to transmit information about risks, the possibilities
for preventing these and signposting services. Harriet, a very experienced education worker,
explained that as an external teacher is it important to “set the tone of a session” (Brook, FN).
Kehily’s work on sex education reflects this noting that policy on SRE stresses the “importance
of curriculum documents which strike the ‘right’ note” by balancing teaching approaches that
focus on prevention and information (Kehily, 2002:230). The ‘tone’ of Brook sessions were
described as ‘informal’ and ‘interactive’. Yet this style of teaching can sometimes create

tensions between what external teachers view to be a ‘conducive’ learning environment for
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exploring and talking about aspects of SRE and what behaviour and modes of learning school
teachers expect in their classrooms and teaching sessions. This is a tension that | was able to

experience first-hand during my research, as reflected in my field notes:

| encouraged the young people to work collaboratively on their tables and to talk
about sexual consent with each other. | had provided some provocative, but also
quite funny, stimulus for discussion and so anticipated and was willing to embrace
some giggles at the very least, and possibly even some screams of laughter and shock
from the students. The session was buzzing, and when it came to calling the whole
class back together this took some time. In my view not a problem as my idea of a
good session is one where | can see conversation happening and cogs turning. The
classroom teacher and | in this instance could not have had more opposing ideas of
what a good and productive activity looked (or rather sounded) like. ‘Miss’ stopped
the whole class by shouting and said that she was “embarrassed” by their behaviour
in front of an external guest. “There should not be so much shouting and giggling”.
In my opinion she ‘killed the moment’. She made it awkward for me as a youth
worker and informal educator, to pull the class back to seeing the topic as accessible
and something that it is possible to talk about in a light hearted and open way as
much as it is something that can be serious.

Like bell hooks, | and practitioner participants, found that ‘excitement [...] was viewed as
potentially disruptive of the atmosphere of seriousness assumed to be essential to the learning
process.” (hooks 1994:7). The Brook workers shared similar stories of unwelcome and awkward
interventions by teachers in their school sessions. Sometimes teachers undermined the sex
positive approach of Brook’s work by challenging certain messages openly and with authority.
In an earlier session all of the workers gave examples of times when teachers had shut down
young people’s questions or corrected their understandings’ and definitions of more ambiguous

or ‘risky’ acts and situations and “sucked the fun out” of learning (Natalie, ED).

The tension here is less to do with the content and subject matter and more to do with managing
the anxieties of individual school teachers and the expectations of schools more widely. This is
not to say all teachers and schools are anxious and intervene. Brook staff noted that teachers
often take the opportunity to leave the classroom and get on with other things and are glad to
hand over the responsibility of sex education to external workers as it relieves them of this
‘difficult’ task. This handover of responsibility, however, can also create a tension in terms of
expectations about how much will be achieved. This was articulated by Julie who noted that
time is always an issue and that as an individual delivering a one off session it can be difficult to
provide a framework for critical thinking, attend to young people’s questions and deliver key

facts and important messages:
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[...] So, it is about like being able to signpost people to organisations and let people
know what organisations are near them and then also saying like this is, like continue
thinking about this please, like I’'m just, I’'m here as one person as all of you as
individuals work out what consent means to you. .... it’s really debilitating to feel like
a teacher is saying ‘you’ll do this in an hour right?’. Like ‘you can get this job done’,
that’s quite a lot of pressure. —

--mmm [agreement from others]

The ‘job’ referred to is that of ensuring that the students understand sexual consent and that
they will now be well informed about all aspects of sexual negotiation and will not need any
future input from the teacher or school regarding their sexual development. The Brook sessions
often cover a variety of topics “packed” into one session because they know this might be the

’u

students’ “one and only SRE class that goes beyond STl and contraception education” (Alice, ED).
Consent is a topic that has a whole session “but then lots of other sessions have consent in them
too. Because | think that what loads of schools want is a little bit of that[...] It’s a real buzz word”
(Julie). Julie’s reference to consent as a ‘buzz word’ refers to the current political and social
anxiety about sexual exploitation, ‘sexting’ and the subsequent focus on sexual consent and the

law.

Institutional and policy response to the intergenerational injustice exposed by the revelation of
CSE has been to require delivery of SRE programmes and schools have taken on board a need to
improve safeguarding and raise awareness about child sexual exploitation and consent. For
example, the school research site was delivering education on consent as part of a wider
Safeguarding in schools agenda. Yet, there is much to suggest that the balance between rights
to protection and participation has not been recognised, leaving teachers feeling awkwardly
placed and unsure about how far they can go in acknowledging and encouraging young people’s

sexual agency. This will be considered further later in the chapter.

Related to this, the most popular bookings Brook received from schools whilst | was researching
(apart from contraception and STI sessions) are those which focus on CSE, Pornography and
Consent?’. Consent is bundled with a group of ‘problematic’ topics about which young people
need to be ‘warned’ and equipped to protect themselves (Greening, 2017). However, the ways
in which it is taught can lead to static and abstract definitions rather than critical and grounded

understandings of why it might be important and how to do it.

27 Data from bookings info at Brook | was able to access while in attendances.
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...sometimes they are like almost over taught it — and they can like it parrot off [what
consent is], but they haven’t actually learned any of it for themselves.

(Sia, ED)

How young people define and learn about consent will be discussed in Chapter Six. It is
significant, however, that all of the Brook workers echoed Sia’s reflection suggesting that the
way consent is taught and presented to students is done in such a way that the topic has been
‘ticked off’ rather than to encourage a real understanding of it, or relate to the lived experiences
of young people. This raises questions about the extent to which educators are supported, and
given space within different institutions to practice critical pedagogy that would unpack and

challenge simple definitions which can be viewed as ‘risky’.

5.1.2 Getting ‘too personal’

Another key component of classroom control and teaching consent that was discussed at length
with educational practitioners was that of avoiding personal disclosures in classroom and group
settings. It can be difficult to find an appropriate teaching style in different institutional
contexts. There is a balance between informal, open teaching styles and then being seen as
‘nosey’ or losing respect (Kehily, 2002) as well as between encouraging reflection and discussion
but not triggering upsetting or ‘safeguarding’ disclosures. This raises further questions about
the extent to which educators are enabled to productively embrace the risks associated with

opening up discussion and grounding it in examples and experience.

The Brook workers spoke about this in detail and noted how some workers have more formal
classroom control ‘tactics’ and others were much more informal and ‘soft’ in their attitude to
managing the students. There were references to needing to manage the space, and “avoid
personal discussion” (Harriett, ED) so that they can manage any safeguarding issues that could
arise during discussions. Once again, it was clear that finding a balance between opening a
creative and critical space could be constrained by a concern about safeguarding and the limits

of time.

So this is about prevention rather than like what to do. It’s going to be about
suggesting ways to talk about things in the future, rather than looking back at things
that have already happened

(Natalie, ED).
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This comment from Natalie was part of a longer reflection on how she saw sex education
becoming more about avoiding situations than about how to manage those situations or
thinking about experiences someone has already had. This could be viewed as an example of
‘defensive teaching’ as defined by Bonnie Trudell (1992; 1993). This involves the ‘teacher’
making ‘splits between ideals and practice’ (Kehily, 2002) focusing keenly on the ideal scenarios
in order to control and avoid potentially uncomfortable moments such as awkward questions
and disclosures. While the Brook staff tried not to focus only on ideal examples and ground

some of the discussion in practice, this was difficult.

In order to consider what or how to do and talk about consensual sex in the future the workers
often used discussion-based activities. Some of these activities were more creative and critical
than others, but none were without their limits. The educators themselves recognised the limits
of many activities noting that they were “quite formal” (Julie) and “clunky” (Natalie) and
ultimately did not always have the intended learning outcome. Their discussion suggests they
found the activities available to them consistently prioritised abstract and disembodied
conversations about sexual consent, which were considered less risky, rather than providing
more situated and embodied examples that would stimulate discussion but could potentially

get “too personal” (Harriett, ED).

The ‘clunkiness’ referred to was apparent in other activities | observed, delivered and probably
some that | developed. Some of the Brook activities are structured in order to avoid disclosures
or sharing personal experiences. Whilst this is ‘safer’ from the workers’ point of view, it has the
effect of decontextualising the discussion and avoiding the discussion of personal experience,

which can be a valuable way of learning.

The space that teaching takes place in affects the extent to which practitioners feel able to stand
aside from the formal ‘teacher’ role of delivering ‘right answers’ for students to ‘learn’. A
number of researchers have argued that schools are hierarchically structured in such a way that
teachers can only ‘approach issues of sexuality in a decontextualized manner’(Kehily 2002:216;
Holland et al. 1990; Thomson, 1994; Epstein and Johnson, 1998; McGeeney 2013). Brook
workers spoke about how their delivery in schools differed from their delivery in other youth
settings. | was able to observe Alice working in schools, youth clubs and sexual health drop-ins
and could see that she adapted her delivery to suit the environment. The more formal the

setting, the more structured sessions were, and there was a clear ‘learning outcome’ and
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message for each session. At drop-ins, as | show later, there is more space to adapt and respond
to the needs and questions of the young people accessing the service. Field notes reflected how
| also adapted my working style according to the institutional setting.

| found myself feeling far more need to plan a clear ‘message’, to give definitions

and relate in a more ‘formal * manner when working in the classroom and doing

whole class session than I did in small groups. My presentation was less formal and

planned when working in the youth club (especially in sessions we did not film), as |

felt that in these spaces it was much more acceptable for me to not know, to have a

laugh and to get alongside the young people in their jokes and boundary pushing

rather than implementing boundaries and correcting certain attitudes and
behaviours which | felt more obliged to do in the formal classroom space.

This reflects Kehily’s assertion that “the positionality of teachers as instructors/professional
educators encourages the deployment of formal teaching methods based on a view of the
teacher as holder-of-knowledge and in control in the classroom” (2002:216, original emphasis).
I, and other educators | worked with conformed to more formal educational expectations,
despite prior training and commitment to more youth centred and critical pedagogies. There is
a real question about whether schools, with their hierarchical and one-directional agenda can
ever be spaces for critical pedagogies of sex education which | will explore further in the next

section.

5.1.3 Teaching consent and dissent

Brook workers, as | have noted, were confident teaching about sex and relationships, yet there
were moments of discomfort and awkwardness in the research conversations. Some
exasperated, awkward and uncomfortable laughter came up when we acknowledged the
dissonance of teaching about consent more holistically in a school setting where the students
experience few opportunities to assert their agency. This reflects research that explores how
children’s rights are enabled and constrained in school settings (Mayall, 1994; David et al. 2010;
Graff and Schweiger, 2017).

[...] we talked about this the other day that brings up a whole load of really
complicated questions that erm that I, within a professional role within a school, find
quite challenging to balance. Because they could be like — well | didn’t consent for my
teacher to do this, | didn’t consent to my parents to do that. And like yea, that is true.
[Nervous laughter from the others]

(Natalie, ED)
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The practitioner group acknowledged that in their view to ‘do consent properly’ could be quite
disruptive as it opens up ideas of choice and agency - which they thought could be positive,

showing young people “you have way more agency than you think” (Sia, ED).

This conversation complements a conversation | captured with one of the school groups where
we acknowledged the hypocrisy of teaching about consent in school spaces that do not enable
or celebrate dissent and different kinds of ‘no saying’. The students asked “yea, where is the
consent [in school]?” (Adz, SCH) and identified numerous examples of ways they felt they are
not afforded choice, or autonomy — “like we just know like that we have to do, what we are
told...” (Charlie, SCH). Their issues included having to ask permission to go to the toilet;
intergenerational hierarchy (not being able to say no, or question things without getting into
trouble); and lack of space to negotiate and influence the educational content you receive
(unable to say ‘that wasn’t very interesting’ or ‘this isn’t effective’ to teachers).

| think that’s one of the reasons that so many people don’t like school [pause] you

really want to just ask, like ‘why do | need to do this?’ and you can’t

(Sarah, SCH)

This last comment highlights the lack of agency the group felt. They agreed that often the only
way they can express ‘no’ is to ‘break the rules’ and be seen as ‘naughty’. There is no positive
way for them to give feedback, but if they are being seen as ‘naughty’ this feedback is not

listened to.

Both of these conversations, and reflections presented in the methods chapter, expose the
school setting as a space that enables and sustains compliance and obedience at the expense of
nurturing the positive outcomes of transgression and resistance. Mayall, in 1994, noted that the
‘institution as a whole sets standards of normality and development that cannot be questioned
by the pupils’ (3). It highlights the power of schools, and educators to reinforce or challenge
legal, medical and moral ideas about youth sexuality. Concerns about safeguarding and parental
complaint are two well documented reasons as to why more schools and teachers do not take
the ‘risks’ associated with a more feminist or sex positive model of critical SRE (Lees, 1993;
Kehily, 2002; Alldred and David, 2007; Alldred, 2018). Despite the Brook workers’ independence
from schools and their commitment to sex positive education they still have to work within the
framework of schools to maintain positive relationships to continue to have access to young

people. Thus raising questions about how policy shifts might encourage more critical pedagogy,
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and actively address some of the hierarchy and problematic reproduction of conservative and

heteronormative values about sex relationships.

5.2 Embracing ambiguity: teaching beyond the binary

As illustrated above, teaching about consent and engaging with the topic more broadly is not
necessarily viewed as difficult or embarrassing by people who are employed to do so on a regular
basis. Managing time, groups, and delivery can be tough, but most workers are able to
accomplish this and work through the potential tensions to deliver interactive, informative and
thought-provoking sessions, even if these are occasionally disrupted by the interventions of
other teachers or the contributions and behaviours of students. The practice dilemmas above
reflect institutional and organisational issues and | turn now to tensions and concerns that were

highlighted regarding content.
5.2.1 Ambiguity

Consent, as highlighted in the literature review is a complicated term and is generally
approached educationally in a legal and binary way. Later chapters will argue that there is a
need to reframe consent in a way that enables people to talk about the ‘grey areas’ and messy
elements of sexual negotiation, disrupting the idea that sexual consent is thought through and
logical in the moment (Gilbert, 2017). During my time with, and as one of, the Brook workers we
acknowledged that consent is an ambiguous concept, and that reducing it to its legal and binary
definition was not always useful for young people they worked with. In the focus group
however, there seemed to be some apprehension around how far educators can go in
acknowledging the grey areas that do exist when it comes to sexual consent and sexual
negotiation more broadly rather than providing a rule, or simple, but decontextualized,
definition. Speaking about the ambiguities Julie said:

[...] people learn a rule and assume that’s what it means but, but a lot of the time,

when we’re talking about where, when consent changes is really interesting —

because that’s not something that they’ve thought of before. [...] | feel like their

understanding of consent is either saying like ‘yes’ to everything, like here is my body

everything that you do to it | am willing. Or saying ‘no’ here is a barrier, there is going

to be no sexual activity. And that like that’s always been very important to break
down and say like no that’s not what it’s about.
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Julie reflects that it is important to stress the complexity of consent in order to make people
really think about what it means to them. Her reference to the problematic understanding of
consent as a binary is highly significant and has become a key theme for this thesis. Julie
highlights the limits of a ‘yes/’no’ model of consent and suggests it is important to consider the

process of communication and negotiation in a way that is not absolute, or ‘all or nothing’.

This reflects Jen Gilbert’s assertion that SRE must move away from legal, and binary models of
consent and instead should seek to enhance a discourse of ethics, exploration, surprise and risk-
taking even if doing so seems like a risk for the educators because they open up conversations
and invite questions to which there may be no ‘right answer’(2017). Even the Brook workers
noted a level of discomfort about addressing experimentation and how one might consent to
something that one does not enjoy. Julie has suggested to young people that they “could say: ‘I
want to try this, but | don't want to try that, is that ok?’” but notes that this does not fit with

many young people’s understandings of sexual consent.

Ellen, the least experienced of the workers at the session asked the others if and how they might

address exploration and risk taking:

Ellen:[...] how do you kind of negotiate talking with young people about the fact that even if it's
all consensual not all your sexual experiences are going to be positive? Like you know you might
be experimenting or trying things out and you might do something that actually you know
afterwards, and you have consented and you wanted to do it, but afterwards you think ‘I didn’t
like that'.

[lots of umming and discomfort from the others]
Natalie: Errr to be honest, well | don’t.
[...]

Ellen: [...] well my concern is kind of like thinking, well getting that confused as a young person
and think like ohh well maybe | didn’t consent. Like I’'m not saying you should be tricked into
saying you consented when you hadn’t but like if you have consented to something and you’ve
done it and then you're like —well how do | negotiate that feeling within me of oh I didn’t actually
like it does that mean it was bad?

Ellen’s question and concerns here speaks to the difficulty of teaching and talking about consent
with young people in a way that acknowledges youth sexuality as something that will be
inexperienced and may, unintentionally, go wrong (Hirst, 2008). It highlights the ambiguity and
grey areas that are present, but often avoided, with discussing sexual consent and youth
sexuality. Ambiguity, ambivalence and (in)experience will be revisited in Chapter Seven. The

discomfort that this part of the focus group discussion produced indicated that more needs to
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be done to scaffold educational conversations that actively address experimentation, risk taking

and grey areas, something that will be revisited in the concluding chapter.

It is important to consider how it may be possible to teach and have clear messages about
something that ultimately is ambiguous and different for everyone. Participants used the terms
‘ambiguity’ and ‘grey areas’ in discussions frequently; however, the way in which they were used
often differed despite the obvious overlap. Ambiguity is the opposite of clarity, of being sure
about what you want or do not want, and communicating this explicitly and clearly, or being
able to define something. The difficulty of being clear and explicit in talk about sex has been
confirmed by a number of researchers (Kitzinger and Frith, 1999; Muehlenhard and Peterson,
2005; Brady et al. 2017). ‘Grey area’, as discussed later, is more about /abelling experiences.
Ambiguous communication give rise to actions or practices that cannot be easily labelled as
either consensual or non-consensual in a binary or legalistic way. Ambiguity is also about
meaning. If the meaning of something is unclear, open to interpretation and contextual then it
can be difficult to explain and define. Something that the Brook workers highlighted by noting
that young people are often unsure about what consent is and that “people have different ideas
of consent” (Sia). Julie said:

[...]JBut then when you get people to dissect [the term consent] ...they kind of, they

can reel off something but they don’t understand how it fits into their lives and how

and why it’s really important. Because they’re like ‘oh well it’s about respect’. And

like well I've found it quite hard sometimes to like really make them think about what

it means to them, rather than what it means as like — ‘this is a rule that you must
follow’.

Here Julie is advocating for a more critical pedagogy and highlights the pedagogic value of (and
the difficulties associated with), deconstructing the term - something that necessarily
complicates the legal binary of consent and could lead to more grounded, and therefore
personal, discussion. The next chapter illustrates the process and pedagogy of deconstructing
consent however this is a difficult task in school environments. Julie’s reference to ‘a rule’ that
must be followed reflects more traditional and teacher-centred pedagogies where schools set
and teach rules, something that Moira Carmody warns against in her sexual ethics programme,
advocating instead for reflective approach to sexual ethics (2013; 2015). Yet this more reflective
approach can be at odds with educational practices that seek to minimise the chances of
personal disclosure. Presently, teachers, whether school based or peripatetic, have to take on a
topic that causes them discomfort (NCB, 2014) and try to present it in a simple way, avoiding
young people’s own (good and bad) experiences and consequently making the topic

decontextualized and potentially boring.
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The education workers at Brook gave numerous examples of developing activities which relate
to young people’s everyday lives, ‘ thinking outside the box,” and attempting to go beyond a
legalistic and ‘boring’ approach to consent. Natalie described a scenario she often uses where
she asks to borrow a student’s phone in different ways and the different responses that students
may give depending on the context:

[What ] if | said erm well if you don’t give me your phone then I’m gonna go outside

and tell your teacher that you’ve been really rude to me. So then she gives it me.

She doesn’t want to, but she’s said yes. [l ask the sudents] What’s going on there

then? And then keep feeding in these things to actually get them thinking [...] how

does that relate to sex? Does it make a difference if I'm her friend? And she cares
about me?[...]

In this example, Natalie highlights how coercion can work in ways that are routinely accepted. It
is clear the young person does not want to hand over the phone, but they do because they know
there may be negative consequences. While this further highlights the problematic power
structures of the school setting it does encourage students to think about the possibilities for
‘ves saying’ and ‘no saying’ and how these are affected by the context of an interaction. By using
‘non-sexual’ examples it is possible to consider how knowledge and experience of negotiating
consent in different context can be applied to, or are different from, sexual negotiation in a way

that goes beyond a yes/no binary.

Sia described another activity that she and a school teacher developed to think about consent
and communication. They created two strings of text messages involving someone inviting a
friend to a party. In one scenario the other person was very reluctant for different reasons to
go, but ended up going; and in the other scenario they were really positive. The students were

asked to analyse the text conversations and dialogue. Sia commented:

[T]hey were like so amazing at it. like they were just so in tune to what “...” [dots in
the text message] might have meant [...]. And what we tried to then say was like —
that’s how in tune you are, you are really good at communication. Like if you can
read from a text message that someone’s not so into something, and someone really
is, if you can read those sorts of communications then you have the skills that you
can use in your relationships and that kind of thing. So we’re trying to say that the
grey areas aren’t as grey as you think they are, in a way. Like you actually have the
skills to realise that that was an uncomfortable situation, even though that person
wasn’t saying ‘I don’t want to go’[...]

The young people were able to analyse the text messages and interpret the ‘unspoken’

desire/lack of desire and ambivalence behind the words. This reflects Kitzinger and Frith’s (1999)
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findings about how rare it is that someone say a direct ‘no’ in social as well as sexual situations.
The aim of this activity was to show that life is full of grey areas characterised by uncertainty and
ambivalent desire and that young people can recognise these and relate to why people may ‘go

along’ with something.

This activity relates much more to young people’s real lives and admits the possibility that
decision making is influenced by peer pressure, expectations and social situations. Sia’s use of
the idea of ‘grey areas,” however, is still predicated on a binary understanding of wanting/not
wanting. The discourse of ambivalence is missing. What comes up in the accounts of the
education staff and my experiences and observations is that it is important to understand the
significance of ambiguity and its relationship with awkwardness, avoidance and ambivalence.

This will be developed further in Chapter Seven.

The discussions presented above suggest that it is ok, and in reality, very likely, that people have
different understandings of consent, especially when working with people who have more or
less experience of sexual negotiation. Yet there is some unease about how far to go when it
comes to opening things up and problematizing the ‘rules’ or what one practitioner
characterised as going “off message” (FN). Moira Carmody’s work on sexual ethics has shown
that it is important to provide a framework that encourages young people to consider the ethics
of different interaction rather than provide a list of ‘dos and don’ts’ (Carmody, 2013). It can be
difficult to do this — especially when schools and safeguarding panels want to see clarity of
message, and ideally, results from these interventions. The workers at Brook are in a position
where at times they can bring young people’s attention to the ambiguity of consent, yet in doing
so they risk starting discussions and inviting questions to which they do not have answers, or

which might challenge more mainstream and reductive models of consent.

The ‘what if?” question

Young people’s desire for certainty, clear labels and examples of acceptable and unacceptable
practice was something the workers struggled with. They experienced a demand — particularly
from young men — for clear and precise answers to specific questions that were often based in
the young people starting to engage with the topic and apply the concepts to their own lives.
These specific questions often start with ‘what if...?" and they were also common place in the

research conversation | had with young people.
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Sia: [...] But what | found is that they, particularly the young men were really obsessed with the
grey areas. [...] they are very much aware of the legal aspect, and the horror stories of — but what
if this happened, what if you were drunk and then du du du... and then this, and like taking you
on a story, and obviously you’re not a lawyer and it’s a not a real case so you can’t tell them what

the answer is gonna be.

[...INatalie: [...] | have had one of those exact consent questions. Where it was like, ‘yea but what
if she’s consented you’re half way through having great sex and she changes her mind, but she
hasn’t told you? [...] ‘what would happen!?!?” and I’'m just like well | don’t know that’s like a really

tricky situation isn’t it,[...]

Both of the quotes above capture the complexity of teaching about consent and the reality that
it is difficult to talk about it an abstract way. When young people present scenarios they are
often seeking a binary answer about whether something would be legal or not. There was some
frustration expressed by educators about how the ‘what if?” question drags them back to talking
about consent as if it is ‘simple’ and binary, and as if the laws are black and while rather than
open to interpretation, something Gilbert warns against in SRE (2017). It is important however,
to take young people’s concerns and questions seriously. In the next chapter | will look at how
those ‘what if’ scenarios may provide a site of learning, or a moment where both the student
and teacher could be called ‘into presence’ (Biesta, 2005) to state what they think and why,

rather than be provided with clear answers and outcomes as illustrated in Natalie’s example.

Natalie: [continued from above...] what do you think we could do to make sure that that isn’t
happening?... what about talking!? Blank faces... ‘is this nice?’ ‘Do you like this?’ like ‘how’re you

feeling?’ [...]

By engaging with ‘the what if...” teachers can usefully expose their own lack of knowledge and
put the question back to the students. It also enables the educators to ask questions about the
scenario that may encourage new ways of thinking. Biesta notes that “We can look at learning
as responding to what is other or different, to what challenges, irritates and disturbs us, rather
than as the acquisition of something that we want to possess’ (2005:62). It is important to
counter the frustration associated with these questions and not to avoid them. This is essential
because it ‘overrides assumptions that that students, and younger people will ask the right
questions by themselves, before they have experiences’ (both good and bad) to draw from (Graff

and Schweiger, 2017:176).
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5.2.2 Acknowledging grey areas

The concept of the ‘grey area’ has emerged from the data as an important category for talking
about sexual negotiation. It allows us to articulate the more common experiences of sex, and
any interaction for that matter, often being a combination of, or sitting somewhere between
‘good’ and ‘bad’ (Gavey, 2005; Kelly and Radford, 1990; Peterson and Muehlenhard, 2005;
Hlavaka, 2014; Carmody, 2015). Some prctitioners embraced the idea of grey areas - “they do
exist” (Julie) — others acknowledged them but tried to move away from them as a crutch or
excuse for misreading situations - “the grey areas aren’t as grey as you think” (Sia) - while others
took a much more hard line approach - “l don’t suggest that there is a grey area [...] she hasn’t
consented unless it’s positive” (Natalie). Although these three (and other workers too) have
different ideas about what counts as a grey area, simply talking about them evokes and
reinforces notions of ‘good and bad’, ‘positive and negative’, ‘ok and not ok’. These are not as
binary and polarised as understandings of consent that require an explicit ‘yes’ or ‘no’ but they
do provide opposing ends of a spectrum and suggest that experiences need coding as one thing

or another.

Many of the scenarios that | and others have used in teaching about consent, and the scenarios
young people seek advice about, are an interaction that would fall into the ‘grey area’ because
there is something which complicates what may on the surface be considered consensual sex,
particularly by those who may be involved. As with the ‘what if?’ questions, acknowledging grey
areas brought up tensions about being ‘on message’ and exposing the messy realities of sexual
encounters. Below | outline one such example about intoxication as a grey areas from my work

on the film project, but other ‘what if’ and grey area questions often related to age as well.

One of the questions in the film project which was aiming explicitly to acknowledge a ‘grey area’
was ‘can a drunk person give consent?’ My own answer to this — in front of a number of young
people —was:

Erm, sometimes. | think, | think it depends on the situation, and who they’re with and

whether that other person is drunk as well or if they’re using it as an opportunity to,
to, like an abuse of power]...]

(Elsie, Film)
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My reflections on this in my notes, and more generally is that — “yes they can and frequently do
it just depends how drunk...or should | say on the context” (FN). Yet | censored myself from fully
acknowledging the ambiguities, inconstancies and realties of everyday life, which is something
that the workers also eluded to in an earlier discussion which | did not record. This raises
guestions about what the possibilities for positive education might have been if | had been
honest in this situation and embraced the grey areas, given that | was less constrained by

institutional hierarchies and expectations than most educators.

This relates to the difficulty that educators can experience when trying to balance teaching and
conversations about how to ‘do’ refusal while promoting ‘heathy relationships’. Julie spoke
about how it is important not to focus on ‘the negative and how to show refusal’ all the time but
to “talk about healthy relationships as well”. Moira Carmody has also highlighted the
problematic focus on consent that constructs sexual negotiation as “primarily negative,
especially for young heterosexual women” (2015:41), something that the educators were aware
of:

Sia: the way | like to think of it, is [...] there is only ‘yes’ to me like you need to take a positive
stance. Like | hate this focus on ‘no’ and you might upset someone, or you might hurt someone’s
feelings, it might change this, you might find this, you might feel bad for saying you don’t want

something. And it’s like well why!?

Sia: yea but well like | feel like it’s just reinforced in the way that it’s taught
[inaudible agreement]
Julie: I think that if you don’t make a real effort to talk about consent within healthy relationships

as a whole then, then that’s the way that it is often perceived....

While it is important to not just “focus on the negative” (Sia), there are tensions and problems
associated with focusing on a ‘yes model’ of consent without acknowledging and exploring the
invisible power relations that naturalise hetero-sex as a war of attrition (Holland et al, 1991;
Gilbert, 2017). An alternative, which the educators have illustrated above, is to de-sexualise and
deconstruct consent viewing it as an everyday practice that requires skills in recognising and
navigating ambiguity. ‘The sex education class then, becomes a forum within which the two
worlds of adolescent sexuality and the authority of school culture come into open confrontation’
(Thomson & Scott, 1991:12). This is something that is complicated by the professional role and
training of educators. Thus peripatetic teachers may be better placed to acknowledge youth
sexuality and to challenge and address power imbalances and opportunities for everyday and

sexual consent and dissent.
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5.3 Institutions and individuals

Over the course of this research, | worked closely alongside 12 practitioners delivering different
forms of SRE and was able to speak to and observe other practitioners in a more informal way.
The tensions | have highlighted throughout this chapter are a reality for educators from different
professional backgrounds working across different settings. Educators’ ability to manage these
tensions, take ‘risks’, or deliver education in a way that elevates young people’s rights and
interests above and beyond factors such as institutional reputation, concerns about disclosures
and being ‘on message’ were often dependent on professional background, institutional work

setting and personal biography.

As Pam Alldred has discussed in a recent chapter, practitioners’ professional training influences
their approach to SRE and the extent to which they prioritise youth centred practice and
different pedagogy (2018). Interestingly, where Alldred’s work has highlighted how youth
workers are generally more willing and able to recognise and nurture youth sexuality with sex
positive messages, | found that the Brook staff demonstrated this more than the qualified youth
workers | observed. The following suggests that practitioners’ competence, confidence and
commitment to sex positive and feminist models of SRE, maps onto their own biography as well
as their professional training and that practice can be constrained by the institutional context of

educational encounters.

5.3.1 Gender and generation

Over the last 3 years working with Brook and researching in schools and youth clubs, my
observations suggest that the work of ‘teaching’ young people about sex, and therefore consent,
is disproportionately taken on by women and gay men. There is also evidence from work around
sexual violence and consent at universities (NUS, 2010; Phipps and Young, 2015), which suggests
that is predominantly women who engage in the campaigns, awareness raising and learning
opportunities amongst their peers. This could suggest that sex education, and campaigning for
a more ethical, equitable and enjoyable sexual culture is still the work of those who experience

inequality, discrimination and violence, which could be viewed as a form of activism.

In the focus group educators talked about ‘consent’ becoming a “buzz word,” something that

came about when many of them were at university. Consent, then, forms part of a cultural
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agenda for their generation, something that may distinguish them from older educators whose

focus was more on reducing rates of STls and unintended pregnancies.

Julie: [...] consent is such a buzz word right now [...] but like all of us were adults when consent
became a big deal.

Natlie: Yea we weren’t taught it in school

Julie: Well yea it wasn’t until | was at university when that first became a thing, and suddenly all

of us were looking at our lives in different ways [...]

It is also of note that the vast majority of practitioners | worked with, both at Brook and at the
youth club, were on part time or zero hours contracts so their role as sex educators was part of
a patchwork of employment. It is not within the scope of this thesis to delve into the structural
injustices of precarious and part time work however, it is important to recognise how this
disproportionately affects women and undervalues their labour (Worth, 2015). SRE is commonly
undervalued and those who work in the field often do not have the job security required to
receive training and gain experience that helps them to balance the tensions outlined above.
Therefore it is difficult for them to cultivate critical pedagogic practice that prioritises young
people’s rights whilst working within the framework and agenda of educational establishments.
It is significant that the majority of practitioners | worked with were women. Everyone | worked
with at Brook has now left the organisation, the citizenship teacher has left secondary education,
and many of the youth workers were moving out of youth work and into teaching or youth
justice roles. This raises questions about how it will be possible to sustain positive or critical SRE
when the people doing the work often transition in and out of educational roles and may in

some cases be unable to model dissent due to job insecurity.

5.3.2 Class and culture

In the Youth Club project, | worked alongside an openly heterosexual male youth worker who
had experience teaching sexual health in other jobs, and who was able to support me in some
group discussions. | was particularly pleased to have his support when working with a large
group of boys, although | found his style often very different to my own youth work practice.
This worker ‘Dave’ had a good rapport with the young people, yet | found him to be something
of a caricature of the ‘masculine youth worker’ who has grown up in youth clubs, trained as a
youth worker and then, through their practice reproduces heteronormative ideas of what it is

to be a certain gender and class (Batsleer, 2012; 2014). He was, | observed, often very binary in
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his teaching, labelling things as ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ and | reflected that his style of delivery
sometimes involved “shutting down conversation before it had even got anywhere” (FN). The
‘what if?’ questions that are an important part of learning were often left un-explored; he
offered a lot of facts and advice and readily challenged assumptions and what he saw as ‘bad
attitudes’. This dynamic with the boys’ group was interesting and echoes finding in Mary-Jane
Kehily’s earlier work. The boys at the Youth Club liked and respected Dave and although he was
an older worker, clearly saw him as ‘one of them’. Although | was much nearer to them in age,
| was an ‘outsider’ —and a woman, which meant they related to me differently. This was more
clear at the start of research relationships when my attempts to gain insight into their sexual
culture and enhance a sex positive discourse about pleasure meant | was perceived at times to
be ‘nosey’ and inappropriate by some of the participants and it took some time before they saw
me as a ‘good’ source of information. | recorded that:

The young people took on board what Dave told them — | often get questions or

comments from the young people about something they had just heard/learnt from

Dave. This was a great catalyst for discussion, but at times he gave very black and

white answers to questions or taught them about sex and contraception in a way
that | think reinforced gendered scripts about giving and getting consent [...]

(Field Notes)

Dave’s profile as ‘one of the lads’ might as Kehily says ‘place him beyond the bounds of
desirability for the teaching of a subject which requires sensitivity and understanding, especially
in relation to issues of gender politics’ (2002:230). Yet his characteristics as an ‘insider’, someone
who was also working class and local were an important part of his successful pedagogic
practice. This facilitated a positive relationship in which the young people took on board the
comments he made and the information he delivered; even if some of this was not sex positive
or particularly anti-sexist, it got them thinking and encouraged discussion about boundaries and

sexual communication

The majority of the youth workers at this venue maintained some more ‘traditional’ views
around gender and sex and relationships. When promoting an event at the club | was asked to
amend the poster? which originally advertised free condoms and that we would be talking
about sex and consent, in favour of titling the session as ‘healthy relationships’ and only

advertising the free pizza, not the condoms so that it “didn’t give off the wrong message”.

28 See Appendix M
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Condoms are often seen as a symbol of sexuality and by advertising them and giving them out
youth workers were concerned that they may be perceived as encouraging underage and
immoral sex amongst the youth population. This was initially surprising to me, but on reflection
| should have considered the religious and cultural backgrounds of many of the workers, and
young people who attend the club. It was important that anything which is advertised publicly
is palatable to parents and the local community and the numerous people who use the club for
events, meetings and activities — this venue is a public place and has a positive community image
to uphold. In relation to this | noted a number of times in my notes that there is a sexual health
clinic in the building but it is very discretely advertised — a number of the young people that |
worked with did not know it was there, even though they had been attending the club for years
in some cases. The clinic staff, anecdotally, noted an increase in people accessing the drop in

for free condoms during the time | was at the club.

In contrast to Dave’s teaching being enhanced by ‘insider status’ | also observed and experienced
examples of students reacting against different educators, myself included, who were
identifiable as ‘outsiders’. One moment that ‘shines’ through and represents how generation,
culture, class and pedagogic approach matter was at the School Consent Conference where a
Nurse from a youth health charity was delivering a session on ‘healthy relationships’. Her mode
of address and the content of the session was very traditional and fitted what might be thought
of as a conservative model of SRE (Lees, 1993). One student noted that what she was saying
was quite ‘old fashioned’(FN). In discussion with students after the session we picked up on the
fact she read from a script and had to check her notes to answer some of the questions. We
wondered how a young person could have confidence in someone who is clearly unsure and
nervous about what they are saying, but also who was not relating their message to their
everyday lives (FN). My notes reflected that the nurse’s delivery “lacked passion, authenticity
and authority”, despite the formal delivery, and that this affected how the young people

engaged with the content:

A lot of the girls laughed at a lot of what she said. They were clearly embarrassed about being
told their “downstairs” is like “china”, “you don’t get it out for anyone” and that “once you lose it
you can’t get it back”. FFS.

(Field notes)

This speaker was presenting a ‘polite’ discourse about consent and sex. She was emphasising

traditional or conservative values and, as Kehily (2002) puts it, ‘present[ing] an unchanging and
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naturalised social gender order’. This was one of the few examples of conservative approaches
to SRE that | observed during the research. It resonated with my own experiences of SRE 10-15
years ago, but also with the accounts given in other research projects and scholarly writings on

SRE (Hughes, 1999; Ingham, 2006; UKYP, 2007; Alldred and David, 2007).

The person who was tasked with talking to these young people was of a different generation
and from a medical background. There was a clear ‘take away’ message however this message
(girls should protect themselves from the risks and regrets of sex) did not resonate with the
youth cultures the students inhabit and positioned the teacher as outsider, and someone whose
message was to be dismissed. It is important to note this because it shows that my observations,
collaborations and discussion with Brook workers, for the most part, may not be representative

of all who are tasked with, responsible for or who take on teaching about sex and consent.

5.3.3 Experience

The data produced from observations, and reflections on my own educational practice suggest
that experience is a key factor in educators’ competence and also confidence in taking risks and
approaching topics in ways that are relevant to the young people they are working with. The
older, more experienced practitioners who had worked in London for a long time across
different boroughs were much more confident speaking about sex with diverse groups than
some of the more inexperienced practitioners, myself included. | asked if there was any training
for this and was told “no, you just learn how to respond and make it up as you go along” (Dave,
FN). This made me wonder to what extent things are usually adapted, skipped over or put down

to cultural differences and therefore shut down or left unchallenged.

| had the opportunity to experience this first hand during a week of shadowing Brook workers.
One of the educational sessions that | participated in was a sexual health drop-in a supported
living space for young men seeking asylum in the UK. At the drop in, we worked closely with
four young men, two Albanians, one Afghani, and one Ethiopian who all had been in the UK for
less than a year. Although this house was specifically for ‘foreign wards of the state’, the cultural
variety of young people who came in and out of the room was not unique to this setting. This
session, for me, encapsulated the importance of culture and language differences and not

assuming a shared understanding or expectations in SRE. Field notes from this session show how
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experience and confidence matter in terms of how practitioners can productively manage the
potential awkwardness of such educational encounters.
In this session we ended up covering EVERYTHING. STI’s, Contraception, how to
actually have different kinds of sex [...] The boys we worked with were really
interested — they were new to the UK and saw themselves as “outsiders” who want

to learn about, and it seems, take part in a more liberal and open
sexual/relationships culture...

(Field Notes)

In this session Alice and a Sexual Health Nurse had resources in different languages to help
explain the basics about sexual health, but also the young people’s rights to sexual health
provision and confidential advice and support. The three of us were able to cover a wide variety
of topics, ensuring that the young men’s knowledge about sex and condoms was above and
beyond what the C-card scheme and Fraser guidelines®® might usually require. We were able to
do this because there were three workers, four young people and two hours in which to have
the session. | wrote in my field notes that having two very senior practitioners there was
“perhaps not very cost effective,” yet it was their seniority, or rather experience, which ensured
this was a relevant and educational session. Field notes record that:

A’s experience was probably one of the things that meant we were able to cover so
much stuff in a fairly simple and accessible way. She didn’t seem fazed at all.

In this session | noted | felt more out of my depth than | had for the majority of my field work. 1
was conscious of my youth and inexperience in working with young men from traditional
backgrounds, with whom | had little or no common reference points when it came to talking
about sex. Forthe most part | watched, listened and participated with interest and enthusiasm,

but at one point | was asked very directly about how to actually ‘do sex’.

Explaining to the Ethiopian guy the actual mechanical process of sex was so awkward! | definitely
flushed when he asked me to tell him the technique. | realised that | couldn't take anything for
granted and had to explain ‘sex’ simply, and anatomically. | was trying to think of the right words,
make sure | included consent and pleasure into it... A, and the nurse just left me to it! | was so
unprepared for his question and his insistence on getting a ‘proper’ explanation.

(Field Notes)

2 The ‘c-card scheme’ is aimed at young people between 13-24 years old who can register to get a range of free
condoms through youth sexual health services. Practitioners following the Fraser guidelines establish eligibility for
the scheme.
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On further reflection, my discomfort was legitimate. He was breaking a number of ‘taboos’ for
both of us by asking me these questions and the embarrassment and awkwardness are always

going to be part of this process for inexperienced workers.

This is an important reflection as it is this kind of discomfort and embarrassment that many
teachers anticipate, fear and try to avoid when tasked with delivering SRE; whether focussed
specifically on consent or other aspects of sexual health and wellbeing. Teachers have to take
these questions seriously as it may the one and only time for that young person to ask and to
get a straight forward answer. In this instance, | would almost certainly never see this young
man again and so the embarrassment | felt would not be carried forward into future encounters.
Brook workers are often in a similar situation knowing that they will not have an ongoing, or
particularly long, relationships with students. School teachers do not have this luxury, nor the
luxury of having a small audience of only 6 people. Answering this question in front of thirty
students would be a very different and potentially even more embarrassing experience. As SRE
is not yet statutory teachers have very few opportunities to gain training and develop experience
and confidence in the delivery of PHSE and SRE topics alongside their own subject specialism.
Thus, they may be keen to avoid awkward and embarrassing conversations by delivering facts,
and keeping discussions abstract which in effect silences young people’s concerns and limits the
possibilities for critical and grounded discussion as discussed earlier. Experience seems a key
variable for educators being able to productively balance their responsibilities for safeguarding
and protecting young people from harmful sexuality while promoting and nurturing safe and

satisfying youth sexuality.

The teacher who | worked with at the school had trained as a Citizenship and PHSE teacher. She
was also very experienced and senior within the school having recently taken up the role of
acting deputy head. When I first started working in the school | asked whether there had been
any worries about allowing the young people to research and do projects on sexual consent.
She spoke with confidence about it being an important topic and her experiences dealing with
and supporting young women who had experiences bullying around ‘sexting’. She could manage
a group and the topic, and also spoke about how it is part of a wider safeguarding agenda. Her
role and experience meant that she could contain the anxieties provoked by this topic and
explain clearly and competently to parents and governors why the topic was an appropriate one
to cover at an ethnically diverse all-girls school. That said, the reason that | was able to work at
the school was because she had sought support from staff at Brook to ensure that the girls got

appropriate information and support while doing the project. As head of Citizenship and Deputy
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Head of the school she had the power, position and budget to recognise her limitations in this
area and ‘employ’ external expertise. This is something that other teachers may not be able to

do when they are made responsible for SRE.

The observations and data generated from working with educators across different institutions
highlights the importance of individual educators’ role, experience and personal characteristics.
Although the individual teacher matters, it is also clear that educators are constrained by the
policy and expectations of institutions in which they work and a lack of access to training or
support for developing confidence when teaching and talking about sex and consent with young
people. Educators that are able, though institutional support or experience, to acknowledge
young people as sexual agents, adapt, and deliver education sessions according to the group are
more able to deliver and develop education that resonates with the interests and everyday lives

of the young people they work with.

5.4 Conclusion

This chapter has highlighted the competing expectations of protection and competence
development that sex educators have to hold within their practice (Alldred and David, 2007;
Allred, 2018; Thomson, 2004b). It has exposed the difficulty of teaching critically about consent
in institutional spaces such as schools where compliance is cultivated at the expense of
celebrating and modelling positive dissent and ‘no saying’. Whether a teacher is a full-time
member of a school faculty, a youth worker, or an external education worker they are expected
to balance safeguarding duties, institutional reputation and young people’s rights to

information.

During the research, concerns about corrupting children and young people and encouraging
‘premature’ sexual behaviour (Allred and David, 2007) were evident in some educators’
approach to different content and managing educational encounters. This resulted in
‘conservative, teacher/adult-led pedagogies which do little to challenge student learning’
(Sanjakdar and Yip, 2018:1), and that contribute to reinforcing unhelpful heteronormative,

gendered sexual expectations (Kehily, 2002; Thomson, 2004b; Sanjakdar and Yip, 2018).

Sex positive and informal teaching are not without their limits either. Yet the practices | observed

that were more ‘youth centred’ and which sought to cultivate competence, rather than focusing
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on risk, were better responded to by the young people. Educators highlighted that activities
which encouraged young people to interrogate and ‘deconstruct’ consent enabled more critical
awareness about the realities of negotiating sex. Those practitioners who worked in
organisations that provided training and actively acknowledged young people’s sexual agency
were better able to address the ambiguity of consent, although there were concerns about how

to do this.

Educators contributing to this study raised concerns about how to address the ambiguity of
consent and engage with ‘what if’ questions without reducing the ‘consent conversation’ to legal
binaries and abstract scenarios. Practitioners highlighted that the legal aspects of consent were
a cause of anxiety for the young people they worked with, particularly for young men. Critical
consent education which addresses ambiguity and goes beyond the binary is important but is
difficult to enact in institutional settings which prioritise silence as safety at the expense of risky
conversations that will inevitably call into question every day and institutional hierarchies and
practices. The extent to which educators are able to bring young people into presence about
consent and sex depends on the constraints of the institutions in which they work as well as
their confidence and experience, and connection to the youth cultures they seek to influence.
Observations and conversations captured in this chapter suggest that external educators and
youth workers may be better positioned than school-based teachers (Carmody, 2015; Alldred,

2018). This will be discussed further in Chapter Eight.

Teachers are, and have to be, aware of the impact they could have on young people, but must
also be aware of the other spaces and places that young people access information and more
‘experiential’ learning experiences. Meaningful SRE comes from opening spaces and confronting
young people to think critically about sex, desire, power and consent. To do this it also means
that teachers must confront these issues as well (NCB, 2014), something that many people are
not encouraged to, or have little time to do. The next chapter presents data produced from
conversations about consent that go beyond the binary. | develop a continuum of sexual
consent that can provide a useful prop for having conversations about the grey areas associated
with sex and consent. The findings from this chapter and the next have contributed to digital
training resources for teachers, which seek to acknowledge and relive some of the concerns

outlined above that educators experience when approaching the topic of consent.
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Chapter 6: Learning Consent

As highlighted in Chapter Four, the methods used for this research had two clear aims. Firstly,
to engage young people in a process of dialogic learning and formally recognise the research
encounter as a moment of knowledge exchange and co-construction; and secondly, to elicit data
and enable different modes of communication about a topic that can be considered difficult to
talk about publicly. The methods and cyclical, reflective nature of this research have produced a
learning situation for the participants and myself generating “learning about learning, or meta
learning”, both in situ and during analysis (Coghaln and Brdon-Miller, 2014:240). The learning
in this chapter is understood broadly, not simply as a direct result of ‘teaching’, formal or
otherwise (Biesta, 2005; 2015; Batsleer, 2008). The previous chapter considered the role of the
educator, what they are able to say and do to ‘facilitate’, enable and provoke learning and
knowledge transmission or exchange about sex and consent. | noted that it is difficult to
uncouple ‘teachingandlearning’ (Biesta, 2015), and to think of learning beyond the acquisition
of a specific knowledge-set but that it is important to do so, particularly when considering the

complex and unfixable concept and process of sexual negotiation.

Gurt Biesta’s work on the language of education and learning has been useful and
complementary to the arguments | intend to make in the concluding chapter about how and in
which contexts people develop ‘sexual literacy’ throughout their lives (Moore and Reynolds,
2018). By considering how people are able to construct, talk about and embody discourses of
consent, this chapter shows that consent and sexual agency are spoken about and practiced
differently; and that people are linguistically limited when it comes to expressing, labelling,
inviting, seeking or rejecting certain sexual experiences (Kitzinger and Frith, 1999; Holland et al.
1998). What follows will be an analysis and presentation of data and findings which could
strengthen the arguments of Biesta, Moore and Reynolds, and other scholars who consider
learning, sexual competence and agency as something that develops and changes over time.
People learn in multiple ways and through moments and interactions where they are challenged
to think differently, and thus learning occurs in multiple directions - not simply as a one-way
transmission in formal settings. Throughout this chapter | centre myself as both teacher and
learner in different moments, thus providing insight into the co-construction of what ‘consent’

means and how it was constructed by the young people | worked with.
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This chapter begins with examples of learning in situ, and highlights that the roles of ‘teacher’
and ‘learner’ are, as theories of radical education suggest, fluid and ever-changing. This account
focuses predominantly on conversations with one school group that will frame the chapter,
illustrating how learning and knowledge production can occur through conversation. Following
this, | will demonstrate how participatory work with young people has allowed me to better
understand how consent is commonly constructed and some of the limits to this. | develop and
introduce a continuum of sexual agency which captures the spectrum of opinion and language
that was used to discus and label consent and sexual violation. The final section of this chapter
illustrates how activities and conversations which encourage a breakdown of binaries and
consider consent as situated can enable a more useful understanding of consent. The chapter
concludes suggesting that there is a need to focus more on the process of sexual negotiation

and how this can produce consensual encounters.

6.1 What is the learning situation?

This section focusses on examples of learning in multi-directional and dialogic learning which
occurred with a school group over three consecutive weeks. It provides insight into the types of
conversations, which occurred during the research project and offers one example of the
diversity of sexual cultures and attitudes | encountered during the research. The intention of
the small group work was for me to help students develop their consent campaign and plan for
the school consent conference. It was also an opportunity for me capture conversations and
produce data about what they think consent is, and what they think others need to know about

it.

The first session was a little “disorganised and hesitant” (FN) with the students entering the
session and sitting down at separate computers expecting to do class work, and me unsure about
how much to disrupt this with my research agenda.

By the end of the session we were sat in a close circle having spent much of the time

discussing how awkward consent can be and why, laughing about different ways

that it could be communicated, seeking clarification on the law and considering how
it may, or may not, relate to their own lives...

(Field notes)
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Despite the unplanned and informal nature of this session, the girls responded positively about

it as they left:

Nina: That was the best PHSE class we’ve ever had.
Adz: Yea and we didn’t even have to write nothing!
Elsie: Well thanks, it wasn’t really a class though -

Nina: Yea, but we learnt loads [Agreement from others]....

(Closing comments — as they were walking out the door)

In the extract above and the one | present below |, as the ‘teacher’ had entered the classroom
with a desire to learn and without a set agenda. This arguably destabilised the ‘teaching space’
allowing the students to transgress and entertain their own agenda (hooks, 1994). By actively
taking partin, and being excited by the comments, conversations and concerns that the students
were vocalising we were able to learn from one another in a way that is less possible when desire

and excitement are banished due to teaching plans and a focus on measurable outcomes.

6.1.1 Whois learning what from whom?

The following week | worked with the same group again, and this time we had a better rapport
and were able to pursue the conversations from the previous week with a more nuanced and
developed understanding of sex and consent. Towards the end of our second session together,
we had a revealing conversation about how religion®® affected how they thought about consent.
In the following extract, | find out about different sexual cultures and begin to think through
what agency, competence and consent might mean within different contexts. The girls had said
that consent is an important issue for people their age but that it was not relevant to them
because they do not intend to have sex until they are married, which they did not anticipate
being soon. Yet the conversation revealed how these young women held and could articulate
views that might be considered oppositional or in tension. On the one hand, they explained
their commitment to religious expectation about virginity using language that was couched in a

conservative and polite discourse, reminiscent of the school nurse in Chapter Five.

30 Four of these five students were Muslim, which came up during discussions the previous week.
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Adz: Basically, your sexual, your down stairs is off limits, not open for anyone else [before
marriage]

Rihanna: But it’s your choice if you want to follow that or of you don’t. So, so if | follow it, like if,
it doesn’t, like there’s a lot of people | know, they’d be still in the religion but they wouldn’t

practice some of the teachings so, they would have sex before and that’s ok.

On the other hand, they also mobilised more liberal and feminist discourse when they spoke
about choice, desire and religious practice. Earlier in the same session a number of the girls
noted how much they disliked victim blaming in some of the rape cases they had researched for
the project: “it’s so bad that girls are blamed” (Rihanna, SCH). Throughout our conversations, it
was clear the girls thought it was important for them to learn about and have conversations
about sex and pleasure, even if they did not intend to engage in sexual activity yet. They were
able to acknowledge the tensions associated with making a choice about following different

religious teachings and the weight of expectations that were attributed to sex and marriage.

Adz: Like I’'m not a strict Muslim, but sex before marriage is, for me a complete no. cos, cos | think
that’s one of the. | don’t know about anyone else, but in my culture, my tradition, it’s just no.
You'll, you’ll get looked down on. Basically, in the weddings and stuff virginity is a big thing. It's
like your pride your honour, like among us Turkish people. And it’s even proven, cos like you get
a red ribbon tied around your waist to prove your virginity in your wedding. And your brother or

your dad does it, because they’re male and they’re your family, they’re meant to protect you.][...]

Adz goes on to explain how her virginity is not just hers but is the “pride of the family”, and
highlights its significance for the men, whose role is to “protect you” before marriage. Charlie
confirms this by explaining how “Purity is a very big deal” within their religion and reiterates the

significance of virginity:

Charlie: [...] They have to think very carefully about ‘do | want this person’ cos at the end of the
day, once you've lost it, you've lost it.
Adz: Yea that’s what | think about, once it’s gone, it’s gone. You can’t take it. You can prove that

a girl’s not a virgin but you can’t for a boy. You can’t prove that a boy’s not a virgin

Here, | am learning about a highly gendered and hetero-patriarchal culture of sexuality, which
as | show later contains double standards that are to some extent internalised, accepted and
reproduced by participants. However, both Adz and Charlie do, in moments, convey frustration

about some of the traditions: “They make up some wack stuff... it’s so stupid. It annoys me so
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much” (Adz). The ‘wack stuff’ Adz is referring to are traditions within marriage that limit
women’s sexual agency and where the man always has to lead — an idea that is present across

many cultures (Thompson, 1995).

While | was learning about these different traditional and gendered expectations, | was also a
source of information for the group. My knowledge about sex, the anatomy of pleasure and
reproduction, and my relative confidence to talk openly about different types of sex and
highlight double standards created an interesting dialogue. In response to the comment about
being able to ‘prove’ a girl is a virgin —and | assumed this is by the presence of blood after first

sex in marriage — | explained how this is not necessarily the case:

Elsie: [...]Cos if you do it, if you work up to penetration, slowly enough, like if you do enough
foreplay and things, so then the woman gets aroused enough it actually means that the hymen
is open and that you don’t have to break anything and it doesn’t have to hurt or bleed. So, your
first time doesn't have to painful.

Adz: What if the boys not arousing me at all. And he’s just there doing some nonsense?

Elsie: | guess you’ve got to tell him what you want

Adz: Woah!

[All laugh]

Charlie: But how do you know what to tell them to do

Elsie: Well, that’s interesting. How are you gonna learn this stuff? Like you do you have

conversations with friends, your mum?

[..]

My role here as an educator, but possibly more as an approachable outsider, afforded a
conversation that may otherwise not be had in a school, or between this particular group. This
was expressed by Nina when she reflected on our first session together “I just realised that like
we don’t really talk about this like I think without this lesson [with Elsie] | wouldn’t talk about
consent|...] and it’s good to know this stuff” (SCH). The girls acknowledged themselves as sexual
agents with desires for pleasurable, and pain free sex, in the future and, despite the jokes
acknowledged they might have to ask for what they want. They suggested they might seek
advice about sex, and what to ask for form friend and family, “I'd talk to my mum” (Charlie, SCH)
but also using YouTube and educational sites. This confirms findings form research that shows
young women seek and receive sex education from informal sources and close relationships
(Lear, 1995; Marston et al. 2004; Lader, 2009; Stone & Ingham, 2006; Sirianganathan et al. 2010;)

and more recently though digital platforms (Brook, 2014).



[135]

6.1.2 Power, patriarchy and pleasure

Where these girls were resolved to learn about sex through research and conversations until
they were married, they expected their future partners to have learnt about sex and pleasure

by practice and therefore would not want them to be ‘virgins’'.

Charlie: Well you’d want them to know what they’re doing

[Lots of talking over each other and laughing]

Charlie: So you can enjoy it, cos they know what they’re doing you can
Nina: Yea they're like leading the way

Sarah: That's so unfair though!

Sarah, was the only other member of the group who was not Muslim, she spent much of this
section of the session quiet and making faces when the others said something that she did not
agree with. The fact that she spoke up here suggested that she was a little shocked by what she
was hearing, and the way in which the others seems to accept some of the inequality they were
addressing. | responded to this by seeking clarification on why this double standard was

acceptable.

The girls acknowledge that while, in many ways, it is ‘not fair’ that women should remain ‘pure’
and that men could ‘practice’, this double standard was double edged as the men are expected
to “lead” and know how to produce a woman’s pleasure — something that was found in the

WRAP project (Holland et al. 1998).

Charlie: They’ll feel pressure to perform. Cos you know although a girl might be a virgin she’ll
have a rough idea of what’s good and maybe what’s not so good.

Elsie: For men or for her?

Charlie: For men. Like she’ll probably expect a certain thing though...

[...]

Nina: | don’t think | would mind [the man being sexually experienced]. Cos if like you’'re both shy

virgins like nothings gonna happen. [Laughing and talking over each other]

This comment from Nina summed up much of what the others were not quite articulating. The
importance of experience over knowledge gathered from education seemed weighty and was

reflected across a number of research conversations at different sites. As we had discussed the
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previous week, the narrative of men leading with experience and women following and
responding to the desire of a man is deeply entrenched in everyday cultures (Holland et al. 1998;
Coy et al. 2013; Brady, 2017) irrespective of religious teachings. The idea that someone,
especially a young woman, might first know, and secondly be able to articulate and request what
they want seemed to sit uncomfortably with the girls. They were straddling a space of innocence
and purity, while also acknowledging themselves as (or at the very least with the potential to
be) desirous sexual beings with some knowledge of what is pleasurable for them. Interestingly
the older and more sexually experienced participants also articulated some discomfort around
if and how they can articulate their desires and thus their knowledge and experience, to partners
in a way that does not ‘ruin the moment’ (Jenna, P+), and disrupt the expectation that men

should lead.

Charlie: When women take the lead everyone’s always like ‘oh my gosh women are...’

Adz: Nah, sometimes you just need to get like, you need someone to take the power

Charlie: It’s just everyone acts so shocked when there is a woman maybe being the dominant.
Everyone’s like oh that’s so un-lady like. And like no, it’s been happening for ages it’s just
everyone’s so used to the man being portrayed as the leading sexual being [Rihanna: Yea] who
like you said always goes in for the kiss, always has to —

[Talking over each other]

This was one of very few explicit mentions of 'power’ relations, which | have subsequently noted
during analysis. The girls, here, seemed to be suggesting that experience affords (men) more
power and thus an expectation that the man will lead an encounter, which according to them is
not necessarily a bad thing. Yet, Adz seemed to be saying that the power can be taken by either
party, and although she knows that there is a prominent narrative about woman being
submissive this frustrates her. This resonates with the work of Foucault who encourages us to
acknowledge that all relationships are relations of power and that this power is mobile and
productive (Carmody, 2015). How this power is utilised or plays out may depend on gender,
experience, and modes of communication, all things which feed into agency and one’s ability to

negotiate, as | will explore later.

When this group, and other groups | worked with talked about consent they often framed it as
a choice. This was a key theme that came up in every group and encouraged me to think more
about sexual decision making and how this links to agency and competence as well as unpacking

an often binary understanding of choosing between one thing and another. During these
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conversations | learnt that the choice associated with consent tended to be the choice between
having (penetrative) sex or not, which reflected what the Brook educators had highlighted about

consent being viewed as an all or nothing binary.

In the extracts above the “choice” to not have sex before marriage is highly mediated by
gendered and cultural expectations and so it is important to reframe consent as a ‘free choice’
in favour of understanding it as outcome of a variety of constraints and social factors. The choice
for these young women, as highlighted by Adz, is not so much about whether or not to have sex
before marriage, but is a choice between maintaining their purity and being desirable as a bride

or to be looked down on, and potentially bring shame to their family.

Thinking about how this relates to agency is interesting. Taking agency as the ability to ‘do
otherwise’ (Willmott, 1999:9) it could be argued that the choice to not have sex before marriage
is not an act of agency per se. Although the young women may be aware of and informed about
the option to ‘do other’, the social risks that are associated with asserting or achieving this level
of agency are considerable, particularly if their family and close social networks inhabit and
embody the same social orders or expectations. As | will consider later in the chapter when |
introduce a continuum of sexual agency and in Chapter Seven, it may be useful to also think
about social and sexual competence, where competence is understood as someone being able
to navigate societal expectations and manage social risks in a way that is conducive to them

being accepted and supported in their more immediate social and intimate networks.

Religion arose several times in discussions. A number of young people at the youth club were
very open about their Christianity, and others implied that Christian and Islamic values around
sex and relationships were prevalent in their families and thus affected how they view
relationships, and the things they thought it was important to consider when deciding if
someone is ‘ready’ to have sex. The above extracts are just one example of many research
encounters which have encouraged me to think beyond my own experiences of consent. It has
also pushed me to think more actively about how to provide spaces for young people to learn
about sex, communication and pleasure without undermining their socio-cultural and religious

beliefs and affiliations.

One of the aims of this research has been to inform Brook about what young people know about

consent, and what and how they would like to learn about it. The rest of this chapter captures
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observations and findings in relation to this. It begins by considering how people construct and

understand consent, and how it differs in theory (abstract) and practice (situated).

6.2 From abstract to situated: (re)constructing consent

The School students and P+ group who participated in the study were actively involved with
projects on consent and so were highly aware of the term, as an abstract concept at least. In
contrast the participants | worked with at the London youth club attended a variety of schools
and many had never heard the term sexual consent before. The age of participants spanned
from 13 to 25 and their socio-cultural and economic backgrounds were complex and varied.
While this means | have captured insight into a variety of sexual cultures, it also complicates
what | can say about ‘how young people understand sexual consent’. This section aims to
consider how consent is constructed and talked about, distinguishing between accounts of
situated practice and sense-making and more abstract discourses of sexual health and equality.
| build up a picture of different young people’s understandings of sexual consent by paying close

attention to the situation in which the talk occurred.

Although many of the young people | worked with at the youth club had not encountered or
been formally taught about consent, this did not equate to a lack of understanding or value for
the concept of mutually desired and negotiated intimacy/sex. This was highlighted in an

interview with Shanella aged 18 at the youth club:

Elsie: Umm, and when you just said just now, ‘I think lots of people know it but they don’t know
it’s called consent’, what do you think they would call it, what other words might they use to
describe it?

Shanella: | dunnol...] | don’t think a lot of young people would call it something, if you get what
| mean, it’s just like, oh, | wanna have sex with this person but | don’t know if they want me to,

it’s not really called a thing, | don’t think.

Shanella, was one of the oldest participants at the youth club and actively engaged with the
project on consent. Her comment about ‘consent’ not really being a ‘thing’ resonated with many
of the young people’s accounts, and vague understandings of the term, along with ideas about
wanting and not wanting sex. It is widely acknowledged that consent is an ambiguous concept,

which is difficult to articulate (Reynolds, 2004).
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Shanella, like other attendees had not covered consent in school, and so my research
intervention at the youth club meant that over time she went from having “never heard about
consent before you [Elsie] came to the club” (YC) and initially speaking about it in quite an
abstracted way, to recognising the complexities and nuances involved in sexual negotiation. In
the following extract taken from her interview for the film project, Shanella considers why body

language may not be the ideal way of communicating desire or lack of it.

Elsie: Why is body language risky?

Shanella: Because it can be misinterpreted. So it’s like, someone, like, their body could be saying
one thing, but then they’re not actually saying that, kind of thing, and especially like, downstairs
| was talking to G, and umm, he was saying ‘what if someone’s afraid of the other person, but
they don’t wanna say it’. So, you know, you don’t really know if what their body’s telling you is

the truth.

Shanella’s interaction with the topic, me, and youth workers illustrates how being confronted
with new information, in an environment and by people who are able and willing to challenge
each other can result in the development of more critical awareness of the processes that could
be involved in what might be called ‘good consent’. Shanella developed a new vocabulary and
began to construct consent in a more nuanced way. As the weeks went by she would tell me
about how she was noticing issues in gender and consent more and once recounted a
conversation about consent and gender with a tutor in her Drama class because they were doing
a play that involved sex and violence. Here learning is characterised by gaining vocabulary and

concepts that help make sense of experience critically.

6.2.1 Constructing consent:

Chapters Two and Three showed that consent is a contested term which has been constructed
and reconstructed for decades, but in particular through shifts in legal discourses that have been
the result of feminist campaigning for the recognition of women'’s rights to bodily autonomy.
Consent is commonly constructed as a decision about sex that must be freely made. One fifteen
year old participant noted that the decision should be made, “without coercion” (Maya, Film).
Maya’s reference to this in the film interview is one such example of how some of the young
people were able to draw on a legal discourse. In fact, when sorting the data from all the

research groups it is significant how consistent their definitions of consent were, particularly
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given the diversity of young people | worked with. Below are some examples of outputs from

definition tasks with four quite different groups, in the order that | worked with them.

Table 6 Definitions of consent from range of participants

Definitions of consent by the pilot

body mapping group

“Consent is [a] constantly renegotiated
agreement between people which is
informed by the situation at that
moment. Not assumed but
communicated both verbally and non-
verbally and not under conditions of
pressure.”

“Consent is a fluid negotiation
regarding a situation”

{fges 21-25)

NVQ College Students in Brook

participation session

“l think sexual consent is when you
don't only agree wverbally but also
physically to the act of committing - |
think sexual consent is when both
parties agree to have sex. Sexual
consent is also knowing what they're
doing”

“Consent is when all parties
participating in a sexual activity agree
and want to take part in that specific
sexual act”

{Ages 16-17)

Whole class definition task at school

“Consent — to approve or agree to

something such as having sex”

“8ll parties mutually agreeing to engage in
sexual consent”

“&  constantly renewed agreement

between a couple on sexual acts”

(Ages 15-16)

Extracts from youth club film

interviews

“I think it's when you have permission to
have sex with your partner, and... it's not by
force cos it's our own, cos it's coming from
your own personal view"”

{(Maryon, age 15)

“l think that | would describe it as a
permission...”
(Kiya, age 14)

These activities required the young people to draw on a dictionary or legal definition, or make
up their own definition as if they had to explain consent to someone else. As is visible from the
above definitions there are consistent discourses present across all groups despite the diversity
in age, class and sexual experience. ldeas of ‘agreement’, ‘permission’, and ‘retractability’

consistently came up in definitions and conversations. The tasks | used often stimulated much
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discussion and also some frustration. | partnered with another young woman in the body
mapping pilot group to do the joint exercise of summing up consent in a sentence. We struggled
to convey our complex and often contradictory thoughts and experiences in a sentence, so we

cheated a little and wrote up a few bullet points.

Figure 15 Output from definition exercise with Body mapping group

This also occurred when school groups had to define consent in 10 words or fewer. Many were
quite quickly able to do this, but those that discussed and considered consent a little more

critically seemed to struggle more.
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Figure 16 Output from definition task at School

The request for a definition of consent seemed, understandably, to prompt people to think
about and define it in quite an abstract way: few of the definitions had any grounding or
reference to types of sex or the body, desire and negotiation — particularly those written by

younger participants, in more public classroom spaces. In the examples above consent is
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generally viewed to be something that is give-able, posses-able and changeable. At this point in
the sessions, in both cases depicted above, we had yet to consider what counts as sex, and how
or why it may be difficult to give/do consent as defined above in different contexts. This
highlights the importance of methods which encourage people to think beyond an abstract
notion of consent and reflects the Educators’ reflections that ‘dissecting’ (Julie, ED) consent can
help students to understand it better. As | experienced, it is quite easy (if frustrating) to provide
a neat and tidy definition of consent with little or no reference to everyday practices and
experience. Consent however becomes more complex and difficult to define when we begin to

unpick some of the ideas around it and how they apply to real life and relational interactions.

Over time, all the people and groups | worked with were able to have conversations and develop
understandings of consent that moved beyond a more binary understanding of the term. Those
young people who did already know what consent was before | worked with them would, when
given the opportunity, state how they found it “confusing” (BM), but more commonly younger

participants didn’t really “get it” (Kiya, 14 and Dilon, 14 YC).

‘Getting it’, is actually rather difficult, not least because it can be challenging to vocalise how
some of the simple definitions above might be put into practice. In addition to simple and binary
definitions of consent, many of the younger participants spoke about consent in a way that
conflated readiness, and preparing for or agreeing to ‘first sex’ rather than thinking about a
longer term sexual ‘career’ or development of sexual literacy.

[It’s good to know about consent] so you know, so it’ll always be in your conscious

that you know not to lose it to the wrong person. Because like, once you’ve lost it you
can’t get that back. That’s gone forever.

(Maryon, YC)

This, and other discussions about readiness, consent and virginity suggested that although
young people in most groups were able to define consent in terms of ‘choosing’ and ‘agreeing’,
they sometimes thought that once you have ‘done it’ the first time, consent, or deciding to have
sex again becomes less of a “big deal” (BTN) or that once you have reached ‘readiness’ you stay
ready. This might be a somewhat crude interpretation, however there were moments where it
was clear that those young people, particularly the young women, who had not had sex before
did not tend to think beyond the ‘first time’ and the implications this may have on their

reputation and future relationship(s).
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Age and readiness

The way that young people navigated the ambiguity of sex, readiness, and the presentation of
their own sexual ‘status’ as virgins was at times surprising and differed starkly between those
younger people | worked with in London and those in Brighton, who | perceived to be more
middle class, liberal and less religious. At the youth club many of the young men and women
were open about the fact that they were and “legally should all be virgins... cos we’re all under
16” (JT, YC). Conversely, field notes from the Youth Group in Brighton captured one young
woman saying “l don’t see why virginity is such a big deal, it's not an actual thing that you can
lose” (age, 15). This contrasted with the attitudes towards virginity and purity outlined in the
school session at the start of this chapter and the opinions expressed by the young people at the
ethnically diverse youth club, which was attend by more working-class young people. This
difference in opinion, but also how the young people spoke about sex and virginity reflects
Debbie Weekes’ findings that black working class girls portray themselves as sexually
respectable in different ways than middle class white girls (2002). The significance and the social

currency of sex and virginity differed in these two distinct social groups.

Legal, educational and lay discourses about who can be and how to become ready for ‘first sex’
differ. A number of participants noted that “personal and legal are different” (Lizzie and Jenna,
YC) and that many people “don’t follow the law]...] loads of people do it before they’re 16 and
no one gets in trouble” (Nina, SCH). This reflects Thomson’s findings from research published in
2004 where participants somewhat rejected the age of consent but also recognised that it is

there as a helpful “back stop” (Lizzie, YC), to support young people to protect themselves.

In relation to sexuality, there were a number of different notions of ‘readiness’ in operation
across research conversations, and in literature pertaining to sexual consent and competence.
These included moral readiness (e.g. no sex before marriage), social readiness (what is
acceptable in peer groups or by societal conventions), and finally, biological and developmental
(related to medical and legal discourse that incorporates age and maturity). As Rachel Thomson
has noted it can be difficult to judge a person’s ‘readiness’ or competence “in a cultural context
where sexual pressure is perceived to be the norm, where female sexual agency is difficult to
articulate and where inequalities of power and experience characterise sexual relationships”

(2004:143).
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Age has been highlighted as an ‘empty signifier’ of competence (Butler, 2012; Waites 2005; Hirst,
2008). Yet participants in this study, especially the younger ones seemed committed to ideas of
consent, competence and readiness that were initially linked to age and adultness. Younger
participants routinely spoke about 16 as the legal age of consent. The binary notion of
‘adult/child’ came up a number of times, reinforcing the belief that sex is an ‘adult’ thing and
that unless you are 16 (or in some cases older) you should not be engaging in sexual activity

because you do not have the capacity or maturity to understand what you are doing.

At the school and the youth club | often took the time, when provoked by ‘what if questions’ or
misinformation, to explain the legal background which meant that sex between two teenagers
under 16 would not always require legal intervention. | would then often ask participants if they
thought 13 was an acceptable age to make decisions about sex. This resulted in conversations

with comments such as:

Maryon: NO! No! [laughter from others] you’re still a child! What you, what you doing having
sex?! No. nah ah, mmm, mm, mmm

[Inaudible comments from others...]

Maryon: you shouldn’t be having sex till like 16.

(YC group interview)

Comments like this suggest that the idea of sexual delay as an expression of sexual competence
(Hirst, 2008) holds weight amongst the youth cultures | encountered. This could be related to
my participants’ religious backgrounds but also shows a strong discourse of sex as an ‘adult only

domain’ (Waites, 1999).

Elsie: ok so what age do you think people should wait until they have sex?

Shanella: | think, personally, a lot of people should wait until they’re like, 19, because | believe
you’re still a kid, like before then, like, | believe I’'m a kid, so, you don’t really know, but then |
guess, if you feel like it’s right then do it. But definitely, definitely not below, 14. Definitely.
Elsie: Why not below 14?

Shanella: Because | feel like you’re so blind to everything, you don’t know what you’re jumping
into. Like, you're still a kid, you’re just vulnerable to everything. And by those times like, a lot of
girls they’re able to get pregnant, like, just by you doing something coz you wanna do it, but
you’re still like, the fact that you’re blind to everything, you can mess up your life before it’s even
started and yeah. And that’s just thinking really far ahead.

(YC, Interview)
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Shanella and other participants’ responses about age highlighted a discourse of children being
in need of protection and incompetent to make ‘sensible’ decisions about sex. Although many
of the participants seemed invested in age as a signifier for when someone might be ‘ready’ for
and able to consent to sex, they also offered alternative qualities that might mitigate for youth.
These included ‘maturity’, independent and sober decision making, but predominantly related
to the context of the relationship. Decisions to have sex ‘young’ were deemed ok “if you love
them” (lzzy, SCH), “both want to” (Al, Film), and if the other person “respects you” (BTN) and
“makes you happy” (Shanella, YC). The examples given by participants often reflected elements
of the NATSAL model of sexual competence: ‘Willingness’, ‘autonomous decision making’ and

‘acceptable timing’ or ‘lack of regret ' (Wellings et al. 2001; Palmer, 2017).

6.3 Deconstructing consent: giving it context

The previous section presented some of the ways in which consent was commonly constructed
by participants. Many of the above definitions are, in my view, far more appropriate than the
dictionary and the Sexual Offences Act definitions of ‘consent’ - not least because they are
defined by young people in a way that relates to their everyday lives and language. While these
definitions of consent are articulated by young people in their own words, they are also limited
and reproduce abstract and binary notions of consent. There are clear references to a discourse
of choice and decision-making and the importance of seeking consent, not merely the
importance of giving it. Although these definitions are useful and paint a positive picture that
young people understand and value consent, it is important to consider whether these abstract
definitions sufficiently capture the complexities and realities of negotiating what might be

termed ‘active’ consent.

The following section illustrates how grounding consent in scenarios and everyday experiences
can highlight the limits of the term and cultivate a more situated understanding of sexual
negotiation. It illustrates how deconstructing consent offers opportunities for critical teaching
and learning by considering the context: the environmental, material and relational aspects of

an encounter, and the perceived agency and competence of those involved.
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6.3.1 Breaking down consent: undoing the binary

The piloting work outlined in Chapter Four involved a group exploring where the hurdles to other
people’s participation or learning may be and how | might overcome these through the use of
activities and scenarios which encourage exploratory talk. Through a continuum activity based
on the dictionary definitions of consent, we became more able to see and articulate how sexual
consent and sexual encounters can be tricky to neatly define and label. The post-it notes and

scenarios we used were often repositioned on the line by different people.
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Figure 17: Consent continuum activity developed with P+ group.

This activity highlighted the importance of acknowledging and working through some of the
ambiguity of the term in order to allow people to articulate the intricacies of negotiating sexual
encounters. By starting from a point of unsureness and embracing ambiguity | have been able
to pay attention to how and why different people construct consent, and the more fluid,
embodied and situated experience of consensual interactions. It also echoes the way that Liz
Kelly (1988, 1987) conceptualised sexual violence, using the device of the continuum. This
continuum makes it possible to plot the range of ways in which people talk about and experience
sexual violence, but also in this case positive sexual encounters. The conversations this activity
produced with young people reflects Liz Kelly’s assertion that that ‘lower’ levels of sexual
violation or harassment are more difficult to recognise and label (Kelly, 1988). The continuum

will be revisited shortly.

Integral to the deconstruction of consent was thinking about the things which limit people from

‘doing it properly’. The P+ group also took time, in a session independent to the ones |
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facilitated, to consider why people might not ‘do’ consent, and what kind of things people might
need to know in order to develop the confidence and competence to negotiate a good sexual

encounter.

The variety of reasons outlined in the picture below such as ‘lack of confidence’, ‘worries about
reputation’, ‘wanting to please someone else’ and ‘pressure to conform’ are congruent with the
data | later gathered from other groups of young people. They capture many of the themes that
came up throughout analysis and show the variety of factors that make consent and sexual

negotiation complex to navigate.
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Figure 18 neat output from P+ session of reasons people might not 'do
consent’

Some of the most insightful comments came from more challenging conversations which
resulted from methods and stimuli such as those depicted above. Activities such as the
continuum motivated the group to move away from talking about consent in an abstract way.
Data that resulted from these activities were full of contradictions and illustrated the persistence
of gendered power relations, double standards and the dissonance between abstracted (and
thus tidy) definitions of consent and the situated messy and volatile realities of negotiating
sexual interaction at different points in one’s sexual career. Initially | found this data quite

difficult to write about because | did not want to undermine the overall response from all my
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participants that ‘consent’, or rather equitable and ethically negotiated sex is important. | was
also concerned that | might inadvertently encourage the downplaying of rape and sexual
violence by advocating for the in-between space. This reflects the fear and tension teachers
may experience and be anxious about regarding opening up grey areas and moving beyond the
binary in SRE. Yet | have found that working with the language of participants, and
acknowledging the fluid and contested ways in which consent may or may not be practiced, has
encouraged a more situated understanding of consent in practice. The next section of this
chapter considers a continuum of sexual agency as an alternative to the consent/rape binary

which is the focus of the ‘what if’ questions posed by young people, and especially young men.

6.3.2 The consent/rape binary

This research has avoided framing consent in terms of rape, and other extreme examples of
sexual violation. However, like Brady and her team, | found it nearly impossible to talk about
consent, without also talking about rape (2017:8). Even if | did not mention the term, many of
the young people | worked with did. The simple and binary definitions of consent which young
people gave suggested that if consent was not explicitly sought or given then the act that
followed should legally be termed rape: “legally that would be rape” (JT, YC). Although the term
rape was used fairly frequently it was often spoken about in jokes, or with an element of
embarrassment. It was considered a “harsh” word (Willow, SCH), only to be used in extreme
and more ‘clear’ cases reflecting the work of Kelly and Radford (1990). It seemed that cases
were only ever ‘clear’ when the scenario was more abstract, less detailed and less relatable.
Participants noted they “understand more on consent if you see different scenarios” (Asmin,
SCH) and members of the body mapping group suggested that “the more you know the more
difficult it gets” (BM). All the conversations about scenarios that were more grounded and
detailed, or when people offered examples and were able to draw on their own situated
experience were more difficult to define. Often participants would note that they didn’t “have
enough information” (Willow, SCH) to categorise something. However, more information did

not always help and who delivered it also mattered.

To help with analysis | developed a continuum based on how young people responded to
scenarios, and the way they defined (in activities or through conversation) rape and consent in
the first instance. These responses contained some statements that could be considered ‘rape

myths’ — but more significantly show that non-consensual sex and rape were defined by the
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relative presence of violence and or explicit rejection. Like the work of Brady et al. (2017) and
Coy et al. (2013), | have found that young people commonly view and speak about acts and
encounters on a spectrum with rape on one extreme end, and what the P+ group termed ‘active

consent’ on the other.

The idea of a continuum of sexual violence was first suggested by Liz Kelly in the late 1980s as a
way of making sense of the relationship between criminal acts (such as rape) and everyday forms
of pressure that are part and parcel of heterosexual cultures in a patriarchal society. While this
continuum has become the backbone for much policy and practice relating to violence against
women and girls its focus is on violence and negative experiences. This research seeks to develop
a discourse of ethical sexual practice and so the continuum developed here extends the range
to include more positive and agentic elements of sexual negotiation. While it can be considered
reductive to create a model, | think this is a useful prop for interrogating how sexual experiences,
rape and consent are defined and conceptualised. As Kelly highlights, a continuum offers a
different way of looking at the world and better captures complex and interlinked experiences
that are difficult to differentiate if they do not sit at an ‘extreme’ end (1987). This continuum
extends to include notions of active consent, while taking note of interpersonal and societal

pressures
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Related to this continuum there were moments in the research where | felt uncomfortable with
the comments being made by participants or the labels attributed to people and acts in certain
scenarios we discussed. Although many of the participants acknowledged that rape occurs
within relationships and “between people who know each other” (Poppy, SCH) stereotypes and
victim blaming still characterise the way these young people spoke about rape. For example,
one participant wondered whether a real-life scenario that | offered counted as “a proper rape
scenario” because the perpetrator and victim were in a relationship (Asmin, SCH). Both young
men and young women constructed and discussed scenarios and examples in ways that avoided
laying all the ‘blame’ on the person (usually a man) who would be viewed as the perpetrator,
considering the victim (usually a woman) to have been active in the sex. This reflects Liz Kelly’s
findings that the categories we use to name and distinguish forms of violence, whether in
research, law, policy or lay discourse shade into and out of one another (1988). Rather than shut
down these conversations | took the time to understand why they might think something and
offer alterative examples and ways of thinking in exchange. This helped me to develop an
overview of what factors may need to be present for something to be considered consensual or

not and has contributed to the development of the continuum.

The way that Asmin and her group at school engaged in the conversation about the BBC show

‘Sex on trial, is this rape?’ demonstrates how the process of blame attribution worked.

Asmin: Like it’s kind of true, you know about the led on part. Like some girls actually do lead boys
on and when something does happen

Issy: They say they didn’t

[...]

Elsie: So do you think that that happens then? Girls lead boys on and then regret it the next day?
Issy: Yea

Asmin: Not all girls but yea

Elsie: So why do you think, well what's the difference between the girls that do and the girls that
don’t?

Asmin: The girls that don’t do it, are not stupid. [we all laugh nervously]

Elsie: ok, what's stupid about it?

Asmin: Cos like why would you lead someone on and not accept the consequences?

[...]

Elsie: But in the film he’s the one that’s like ‘can | get into bed with you?’ ‘can | do this’ and she
is like half asleep.

Asmin: Oh well she did move away so there was space [Issy: laughs loud and uncomfortably]
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Elsie: So you think that her moving over and letting him in the bed was her -

Asmin: No it’s not a one way thing. | err | ok like, it’s mostly girls that are the victim of rape. But
| feel like in some cases, in most cases it’s not a one way thing. Like obviously, like. | don't know
how to explain it. Like I'm not saying that about clothing because most like most of the time
people are like ‘oh well you shouldn’t have dressed like that’ like, you're basically asking for it.
It’s not that cos | feel like people should have the right to wear whatever they want. But like the

way they talk, the way they flirt and stuff | feel like that kind of stuff leads it on. [...]

In this extract there are competing understandings of ‘leading on’ and ‘asking for it’. The ‘stupid’
girl, is one who does not know their boundaries and later regrets it. In other conversations, this
was applied to examples of young women getting drunk or seeking to protect their reputation
by denying their sexual agency and suggesting coercion. This character was someone many
groups referenced and knew of via a friend. The sensible girl however, who many of the students
| worked with seemed to identify with, was one who liked to dress up “for themselves” (Willow,
SCH) but who is not asking for it because they have clear boundaries, do not drink (perhaps
because of their age or religious background) and are not behaving in a way that could be
wrongly interpreted. The way that the young people spoke about these two characters maps
onto the NATSAL definitions of sexual competence, one character — the one they identify with
is sexually competent and the other is not because they experience ‘regret’, have sex ‘under
duress’ and do not make autonomous’ decisions (Wellings et al. 2001). | found that where young
people had little sexual experience notions of ‘asking for it’ that circulate in popular culture were
easier to articulate and adopt as they are not complicated by personal experience or
understanding of context. This kind of analysis gives weight to the argument that sexual literacy
is developed primarily through experience rather than, or exclusively through, conversation and
debate. This is something that participants themselves could acknowledge and that | often
enquired further about asking how they would feel if it was them or a close friend.
Yea | feel like unless it’s happened to you. Like we might be saying this now, and God
forbid if it happens to us and it happened how it happened at the party [in ‘Sex on

trial’] we would call it rape as well. But because it hasn't happened to us [yea], we
just don’t know how to put it really to words. [...]

(Asmin, SCH)

The importance of experience for navigating and labelling encounters was also apparent in
analysis of the body mapping group conversations and outputs. Everyone in this group had had
multiple sexual partners and two openly disclosed experiences of sexual violation. This group,

the oldest and most sexually experienced of all the groups | worked with, engaged with ideas
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around boundaries, power dynamics and social pressures and expectations, recognising that
‘decisions’ and the ability to be assertive in sexual negotiation are mediated by these
constraints. Reference was made in these groups to the idea that being explicit and assertive
about desire (or its absence) was difficult and ‘awkward’ regardless of experience, but that it
became easier to articulate with practice: “I've got better at initiating things and talking about
sex [...] but I still get embarrassed and can’t do it sometimes” (Joy, BM). | explore the role of

awkwardness and the way this might play out positively in encounters in the next chapter.

6.3.3 The give/get binary

There was some consistency in the way that young people defined and described the ‘ideal’ type
or model of consent, despite the diversity of age, education, class and religious backgrounds.
This suggests there is a common, if limited, lexicon for people to draw on when it comes to
consent. Many of the definitions of and discussions about consent broke down the process of
consent into ‘giving’, ‘getting’ and in some cases ‘withdrawing’. The way many participants
spoke about consent (provoked in part by how my questions were posed), reproduced an
understanding of consent as explicit, responsive and segmented, something that is rational and
which involves a ‘seeker’ and a ‘giver’. Discussions with young people, and exercises such as the
continuum outlined above, encouraged me to recognise the limitations of these roles,
expressions and responses.
| think consent is, is when you ask permission from your girlfriend or boyfriend, or

partner, if they wanna have sex, or if they’re in the mood to have sex or if they’re
comfortable doing any, any position that, you know [...]

(Maryon, YC)

The notion of consent as ‘something’ that you must seek or can give is also linked to socio/legal
and contractual discourses. The ‘yes model’ and the ‘no model’ as defined by Anderson (2005),
posits that consent is about response. When the young people and | took the time to think about
wanting and not wanting sex, and the process of negotiation, it became clear that ‘getting and
giving’ was too simple to adequately explain the process of sexual negotiation in ways that it
commonly occurs. Whether thinking about choice, decision making or consent there is an
assumption that we are responding to a clear stimulus or set of options and outcomes; and that
we are able to (have the language, confidence, competence, power) to respond. In the P+
output about ‘why people don’t do consent’ there is clear acknowledgement that some people

simply may “not know they have a right to say no”, might want to “avoid confrontation” or be
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“unsure of what they want”. They may also “dislike conflict”, be “vulnerable” or “lack

confidence”.

There are a number of other binary elements of consent caught up in the give/get binary such
as the frequently cited ‘yes’/‘no’ binary in response to someone seeking consent; and also what
could be termed a heteronormative, monogamous and highly gendered binary that is apparent

in all kinds of media, education, and public discourse.

Erm, definition of consent is when two people agree to have sex. Like, verbally, like if
you was to aks her to have sex and she says yes then like good. Or like yea, that’s
really it.

(Reggie,YC)

Yet when pushed a little to consider these binaries and framings of consent in more depth, most
young people were quick to move away from or at the very least problematize the idea that

consent is this binary in practice.

Issy: | think asking, saying yes

Elsie: Just saying yes?

Issy: Yes or no, like your permission

Mickela: It’s like an action to say you don’t want it

Elsie: Ok, and you think is as black and white as yes or no?
Asmin: That’s how it should be, but people don't understand.

(School group)

The following extract from a group discussion at the youth club, shows expressions of ambiguity,
but also a more jokey and nuanced, approach to consent than any of these participants offered
in their answers for the film. It is a good example of people bringing their situated and
experimental knowledge into discussion in a way that destabilises a binary notion of getting and

giving.

[Do you really think people ask like that?]

JT: Cool a’ight, look | don’t think that often people actually straight up ask it [agreement from
Matt]. I think it’s in like, it’s in like the feeling of the room. So, it’s like there, if you’ve like already
stated kissing then you can like move on sort of thing.

Elsie: Mmm, so how do you know that someone wants to move on?

Matt: Shirts off [we all laugh].
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Maryon: You can tell their body language

Matt: When, when they lean down to you [...]

I have found the work of Judith Butler useful for thinking about how legalistic notions of consent
suggests that it is always a response to the desire of another or others (2012). She argues that
consent assumes a level of autonomy and rational thinking that ultimately cannot be applied to
sexual decisions making. If, following Butler, we try to escape the model of getting and giving
as distinct actions and reactions we might instead think about the articulation or expression of
desire, ambivalence or disinterest as part and parcel of a more embodied and fluid negotiation

of self-expression.

A number of the young people during discussions and activities which encouraged them to move
beyond the abstract and binary would talk about consent as a fluid and embodied relational
experience which involves ‘subtle’ navigation, ‘reading’ signals, tones, and restrained
expressions and advances which fit current cultural expectations of gendered sexuality. This
reflects the findings of Hickman and Muehlenhard (1990) who found four categories for
conveying sexual signals: direct, indirect, verbal and nonverbal, and suggested that nonverbal
signalling was more common. Rather than asking and asserting your desires, requiring a

response from another, you might for example “go by the feeling in the room” (JT, YC).

This quote from JT encapsulates what a number of young people said about consent, or wanting
and being ready for sex. Many of them referred to ‘feeling it’, or feeling and ‘sensing’ their way
through an encounter, suggesting that consent, or a boarder articulation and synthesis of
desires, cannot be broken down into a set or series of (speech) acts and successive reactions.
The more embodied and fluid descriptions of sexual negotiation that were offered by
participants resonate with the Latin and French origins of the word consentir — ‘to feel with’. This
raises questions about how to conceptualise consent without basing it on transactional models
of having, giving and withdrawing and instead think of it as a process, the outcome of which can
be defined as consent, or perhaps consensual. This shift to focus on consent as the result of
negotiation has parallels with work on agency and actorship. Jo Moran-Ellis’ work on children’s
agency usefully frames agency as an “accomplishment and hence as a situated event produced
by the dynamics between individuals” (2013:312). Reframing consent as the result or outcome
of a situated process that is produced, rather than gained or given could contribute to theories

of consent that can be more easily applied to everyday sexual negotiation.



[155]

Consent may be the product of a variety of acts, and conversations that are part and parcel of
people feeling their way through an encounter. In the final section of this chapter | ‘reconstruct
consent’ as an accomplishment, something that is situated; different according to context and
the people that are interacting at that moment. | suggest that consent is not something that is
possessed and given away in response to another, rather it is the culmination of a relational
experience. Following this line of thinking may raise questions about what ‘bad consent’, or
‘rape’ consist of and how to evaluate this, however for now my focus is specifically on affirmative

consensual accomplishments.

6.4 Conclusion: Reconstructing consent as situated

The data presented in this chapter demonstrates that young people generally have an
understanding of consent that is based on the simple legal and transactional discourses, found
in educational programmes and campaigns. However, it has also exposed how young people,
while fluent with a legal lexicon of consent, are uncomfortable with the binaries and labels that
it produces and are interested in the more complex aspects of sexual negotiation. That
educational strategies tend to emphasise the law is understandable, as discussed in Chapter
Five, and participants noted that the law is a useful and helpful backstop if things go wrong.
However, they were more interested in grey areas of the law than the legal age of consent and
| would suggest that it is the space between the law and young people’s personal and peer

cultures that is the ideal space for effective educational engagement.

Drawing on talk produced during activities which deconstructed consent and negotiation | have
been able to explore the ‘ideal’ of consent imagined by young people and how and why this
contrasts with how they talk about and experience it. The data presented in this chapter shows
how young people hold ambiguity and tensions by mobilising different discourses and scripts to
construct, label and talk about the process and outcome of sexual negotiation and violation.
When called into presence and encouraged to elaborate on what consent is, and moreover how
to do it participants provided more complex answers which often involved deconstructing
consent and focussing more on the situated and contextual realities of sexual negotiation. The
contributions that participants gave showed that sexual agency and ‘decision making’ are
constrained, enabled or mediated by social and cultural context and expectations, as well as

interpersonal ones that | will explore later. This chapter has also highlighted the persistence of
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gendered expectations that maintain patriarchal and male centred views of sex and pleasure,

and which perpetuate discourses of ‘asking for it’ and victim blaming.

It has been shown that multidirectional learning can occur when boundaries between ‘teacher’
and ‘learner’ are blurred through a commitment to critical pedagogy and youth work practice as
a process of collaborative enquiry (Friere, 1996; Sanjakdar and Yip, 2018; Chambers, 2004;
Batsleer, 2008). The findings presented here have complemented those in Chapter Five by
illustrating the possibilities for learning about and reconceptualising consent which can result
from activity based sessions in environments and with educators that encourage young people
to go beyond the legal binary of consent and engage with the ambiguity of everyday encounters.
This chapter has illustrated how learning can be enhanced through activities and conversations
that deconstruct consent and challenge both teachers and learners to think about the more
complex and situated elements of sexual negotiation. Participants’ engagement with this
project suggests that young people from a range of backgrounds value opportunities to discuss
sexual consent and negotiation by thinking through different scenarios in an exploratory way. |
would argue that this co-constructed knowledge could inform and enhance pedagogies for

sexual agency.

It has been suggested that learning is about being challenged and developing a new vocabulary
with which to understand, make sense of and explain concepts and experiences. In the next
chapter | explore how enhancing vocabulary and the stories we tell about sexual negotiation to
include awkwardness, ambiguity and ambivalence might enable better articulation and
understanding of sexual desires and improve processes of negotiation. There are compelling
arguments from other scholars that the term consent needs to be replaced. For example,
Palmer (2017) suggests the legal standard of consent ought to be changed for the phrase
‘freedom to negotiate’. The findings in this chapter show that it is important to focus on process
and not just outcome, and thus negotiation is a more useful way of conceptualising how
consensual encounters occur. The continuum of sexual agency that | have developed bridges the
space between ‘ideal’ consent and rape and, as | will discuss in Chapter Eight, could enable
conversations and education about violation and passive consent which resonate more with the

lived experience of young people.
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Chapter 7: Awkwardness, Ambiguity and
Ambivalence

The previous chapter charted some of the learning experienced by participants and myself in
relation to consent and the situated realities of negotiating sexual interaction. This chapter
expands on some of this and considers the significance of awkwardness, ambiguity and
ambivalence as key elements of sexual negotiation. The literature review and conversations
with young people and practitioners alike have thrown a spotlight on the ambiguity and
awkwardness of consent, as both a concept and a process. This chapter thinks through the
awkwardness of sexual encounters and considers the productivity of talking more about
ambiguity and ambivalence. As highlighted in Chapter Five, it can be difficult and anxiety
provoking to teach children and young people about the ambiguity and fluidity of a topic,
particularly one as politically and morally charged as sexual consent. To explore this, | use

|II

extracts from discussions with participants referring to consent as “awkward!” and consider
what this means using a theoretical framework which gives the term explanatory and analytic

value.

This chapter begins with an introduction to Kotsko’s work on awkwardness, and considers how
using awkwardness as a lens for analysis helps to understand the everyday assumptions that
contribute to practices of sexual negotiation. | outline some of the unspoken norms that persist
in participants’ constructions of sexual practice and consider how these can be destabilised by
emphasising ambiguity. Following this, | explore the interplay between awkwardness and
ambiguity considering the tensions that come from exposing and accepting ambivalence and
passivity in sexual encounters. These three terms are related but distinct and the themes are a
direct result of conversations with young people and practitioners. In this chapter, each term is
used analytically to mean the following: ‘ambiguity’ is about meaning and links to discourse and
scripts; ‘ambivalence’ is about feelings, desire and affect; and ‘awkwardness’ is experiential,
situated and embodied. The chapter concludes suggesting that it is important to embrace
awkwardness, in order to enable shifts towards a more ethical sexual practice and for more

explicit communication to gain new meaning.



[158]

7.1 An encounter with awkwardness

This chapter came into being after reading ‘Awkwardness’ by Adam Kotsko (2010), while
considering how to explain and define awkwardness as something more than a ‘difficult
conversation’. Kotsko writes and frames his book around popular films and television series,
highlighting how awkwardness has become a key trope in popular culture. He starts by tracing
the etymology of the word, then highlights the recent historic shifts that have led to us living in
what he terms an ‘age of awkwardness’. Like Jeffrey Weeks, Kotsko tracks a significant cultural
shift, post WWII, which moves away from strict Christian and conservative norms around

gender, work, marriage and sex.

Kotsko, as | read him, highlights that we have moved from a culture where there was a clear
(patriarchal) social order to one where there are now multiple, and at times ambiguous, norms
and expectations to navigate. Currently we live in a moment of awkwardness because, although
some of the constraining norms and orders of the 20" century have been challenged and
weakened, they have arguably not been replaced by anything concrete or consistent. There is
also a significant increase in diversity, and more than ever, people move between multiple
‘fields’, both online and offline, throughout their lives, establishing and practicing different
norms and narratives. Rather than knowing that a certain practice may be right or wrong
according to social narratives and scripts, we must experiment. Kotsko contends that there are
three forms of awkwardness: everyday, cultural, and radical. He notes that certain people are
often thought of as ‘being awkward’ or ‘socially inept’ yet he shows that awkwardness is an
inherently social experience, produced by interaction with others and in response to explicit and

implicit social norms and hierarchies.

During discussions about consent one participant, jokingly responded “#AWKWARD” to a
scenario we were developing. The existence and subsequent use of this hashtag speaks to
Kotsko’s observation that awkwardness is part of popular culture, a prolific social experience,
and that there is a wider societal preoccupation with both acknowledging or avoiding
awkwardness. Social media may be responsible for amplifying awkwardness (by reducing social
cues), while also providing tools for naming and engaging with awkwardness, often through
humour. The hashtag has become a popular social media commentary used in a variety of
settings and to describe a variety of social encounters, ‘social’ being the key factor. Kotsko points

out that rather than deal with the root of awkwardness many people embody a bemused
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detachment from the encounter or source — something that was captured by exclamations of

“awkward!”.

| came to this book having already arrived at ‘awkwardness’ as a key category emerging from
data about sexual communication. Kotsko suggests that that if we embrace awkwardness and
“go with it” (original emphasis) there is space for something novel and productive to occur,
which could “take us toward something like utopia” (2010:86). He encourages readers to
understand “awkwardness [as] a breakdown in our normal experience of social interaction while
itself remaining irreducibly social” (15). An ‘awkward person’ does not, necessarily, experience
themselves as awkward, they are doing ‘their normal’ but when this ‘normal’ contradicts the
expectations of the people or structures they interact with, a sense or shared feeling of
awkwardness is produced. Given what has been outlined above it stands to reason that sex
education and sexual encounters provide fertile ground for exploring awkwardness, and that

paying attention to this awkwardness can reveal unspoken social orders.

7.1.1 Where does awkwardness come from?

Exploring the etymology of the word can helpfully unpack the meaning of ‘awkwardness’. Kotsko
breaks down the term into its respective parts: ‘ward’, as in forward or backward — thus it is
directional; and ‘awk’ which he suggests means ‘wrong’ (2010:5-6). So awkward is ‘wrongward’,
arguably the opposite, or a violation, of stable norms and of linear and logical progression. It can
be thought of as a “gap in the social order” (83) or, drawing on the language of practice theory,
as a moment of rupture. The social order(s) that is disrupted differ by context and according to

the people involved, however “awkwardness is pervasive [...] it stalks us everywhere” (2010:2).

There is a significant amount of feminist and queer literature that focusses on the possibility for
change through disruption. Other scholars such as Baraitser (2009), write about the ethics of
interruption and the possibilities afforded by ‘destabilising moments’. Janet Batsleer and other
youth workers highlight the importance of ‘dissent’ (2010b) for enabling a more democratic
society and both Judith Butler and Terry Lovell write about moments of, ‘transgression’ and
‘resistance’ for enabling social and political change (Butler, 2012; Lovell, 2003). Renold and
Ringrose (2008) in their work on sexuality with young women refer to moments of rupture
which can spark change and shifts in practice. These terms are all useful and the following work

on awkwardness seeks to contribute to the arguments they make. It was Kotsko’s use of the



[160]

term ‘awkwardness’ however, that resonated with this research providing a springboard for
considering the radical potential of awkwardness in the context of sexual negotiation and social

interaction more broadly.

7.1.2 Anawkward age

Late modern and contemporary literature and popular culture highlight and play on the period
of adolescences as ‘awkward’ and transitional (Thurschwell, 2016). Participants, both young
people and practitioners, consistently referred to consent as “awkward”; be that the act or
process of getting, giving and doing it and of teaching and learning about it. Every transcript
from this research includes the word multiple times, yet without proper consideration it could
go unnoticed. This is a word that could be taken for granted, and casually attribute to the state
of adolescence (Kotsko, 2010:3). The fact that teenagers might find sex and consent awkward
is perhaps not surprising, however | do not want to reductively assume that the awkwardness

they expressed is simply due to their ‘awkward stage of life’(2010:3).

Contemporary childhood and youth studies highlight the complex and liminal space of ‘youth’.
There are political and practical implications for whom and why we term someone a ‘child’, a
‘vouth’ and an ‘adult’. The young people in this study can be collectively categorised as ‘young
people’, however some would be easily categorised as children and others as adults. The
different ways that young people are viewed, interacted with, and defined by themselves, policy
and practitioners are often out of sync. With the increasing awareness of child sexual
exploitation and young people ‘falling through the cracks’ of two seemingly distinct categories,
the asexual innocent ‘child’” and the ‘adult’ sexual agent, this work has a newfound political
significance. The transition from ‘child’ to ‘adult’ is far from linear (Thomson, 2009, Thomson et
al. 2002), and people seemingly experience a prolonged period during their teens, and early
adulthood when agency and responsibility are fragmented. Sex is commonly considered an
‘adult thing’ (Waites, 2005; Thomson, 2004): generally off limits until someone, usually parents
or teachers, deem younger people as ‘mature enough’ to ‘do it responsibly’, something that was
reflected in young people’s opinions about appropriate ages to have sex. This means that
children and young people are caught between the imperative to be innocent and the capacity
to be sexual (Jackson, 1999; Carmody, 2015; Robinson, 2012). A significant body of research
suggests that formal SRE omits frank and important messages about youthful sexuality including

the complex, changeable and emotional nature of sexual negotiation, and relationships more
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broadly. This is certainly something that older participants’ contributions often confirmed. Many
of them noted that sex education does not “prepare you for the awkwardness” of sexual

encounters (BM, FN).

Following Kotsko, in order to understand why something is considered or experienced as
awkward it is important to first understand what the (perceived) social order and embedded
practice might be. In the context of consent this involves looking at the normative narratives and
expectations around sex, gender, pleasure and communication. Despite the changes in sexual
attitudes and lifestyles mentioned above, this research captured the persistence of unspoken
norms that reproduce a patriarchal set of gender relations and expectations about what
‘consent’ means. In this chapter, the data is read through the lens of awkwardness. | seek to
understand the interplay between awkwardness, ambiguity and ambivalence and the ways in
which making practices visible, and breaking the silence, can provide opportunities for them to

change or for new practice to emerge.

7.2 Establishing a sexual social order

In order to understand why consent was considered awkward by the participants, it is important
to establish what the unspoken social/sexual norms were that meant explicitly seeking consent
was ‘awkward’. The latest NATSAL statistics illustrate many of the shifts and changes that both
Adam Kotsko and Jeffrey Weeks observe in their work. The UK is becoming a more sexually
‘liberal’ society and both sexual attitudes and practices are becoming more open and diverse
with time (Weeks, 2007; NATSAL, 2014). There has been a shift to recognising women'’s sexual
agency and rights to pleasure (Renolds and Ringrose, 2014; McGeeney, 2013); and sexualities of
all kinds are for the most part acknowledged and accepted, sometimes even celebrated.
However, this shift away from conservative and traditional hetero-patriarchal sexual cultures is
still in process. This was visible in the conversations presented in Chapter Six. Although there is
more acceptance of, and desire for, equity in sexual relationships of all kinds, a coherent
discourse and narrative, which provides the safety and security of knowing that you are ‘doing

it right’ when communicating openly about and during sex, is lacking.

The sexual practices that participants in this study referred to were varied, and the ways in which
they were spoken about differed with experience, age and socio-cultural background. However,

there was an overarching theme of heteronormativity, and many accounts, scenarios and
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examples that were volunteered followed a highly gendered and linear script: one in which the
“man leads, and the woman responds” (Elsie, SCH). The discursive practice of heteronormativity
is pervasive in British society. This discourse was the most readily available and, seemingly, safe
to use when discussing sex and relationships. For example, many of the younger and less sexually
experienced participants expressed a notion that sex happens in the context of monogamous,
longer-term and “loving” (lzzy, Sch) partnerships. This idea held significant weight when we
considered who, how and why different people may communicate about sex. As | highlight in
the previous chapter, many scenarios and discussions with younger participants began with

some highly gendered expectations or double standards.

The extract below from one of the school groups provides some insight into the kinds of

discourse that have been normalised by mainstream media and inexperience:

Charlie: But like in the movies you never see them like, the guy you know when it’s passionate.
Like in the Notebook where it’s raining, they aren’t gonna stop and be like ‘hey, can | kiss you’?
[...]
Nina: | think, I think like in movies it’s just shown like the girl just always follows the guy
[what would happen if you asked?]
Adz: Like guys would be like psssht!
Charlie: Yea they’d be like ‘you just put the fire out’
[Laughter]
Elsie: Ok but then why is that a turn off for us? Why is consent not a turn on?
Rihanna: | think that like you want consent but you're too scared to ask for it
Adz: Yea
Charlie: Yea but like there’s like you just wanna do it in the moment like
Sarah: Well maybe people won'’t like it cos they’d be like ‘oh do | not look like | want it?’
Elsie: Ha yea, like can you not read my mind?!?
Charlie: Can’t you tell?! Can’t you telll? [this was pretty funny when she did it in a menacing
way!]
Rihanna: But then like if, if it's a random moment where someone comes up to you and is like
‘oh can | kiss you?’, that is kinda weird
Charlie: Uhh huu
Rihanna: But then like if you’re in a proper situation then it doesn’t matter if you ask or not. Like

when you’re in proper relationships.

In this fragment of talk the girls are expressing a common discourse about male desire as

something that needs to be acted upon and carried through, and that it is a bad thing to ‘put the
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fire out’. This also complements the constant reference to ‘breaking the flow’ and ruining the
moment that came up across many research conversations. Above, | positioned myself with
them asking why consent is a turn off for us rather than a positive thing. This showed that | was
not going reprimand them for suggesting consent is not a necessity and that | can, and do,
understand where they are coming from. In response to this they highlight the difficulty of
“asking for consent” and fears related to miss-reading the situation or exposing too much or too
little sexual competence. The importance of being able to ‘read’ the situation is foregrounded
in this conversation exposing tensions between knowing yourself and articulating desires and
following an assumed trajectory of heterosexual encounters. The idea that someone might be
able to ‘read your mind’ and work out your desires without you knowing or articulating them
yourself is ridiculous. Yet there is an expectation expressed here, and by other participants, that
men should take the lead and know what the woman wants or is willing to do. In this extract
‘going along’ with it is not viewed as passive but rather as being ‘in tune’ with one another.
Something that was considered important and more likely in ‘proper’ relationships where prior
knowledge of one another means partners ought to be able to “read” each other (Reggie, YC).
This idea creates tension with discourses of asking every single time as it raises a question about

whether something is a ‘proper relationship’ if you have to ask.

The extract above encapsulates many of the tensions that will be explored for the remainder of
the chapter. Conversations with young participants has produced a clear idea that the assumed
sexual social order does not involve being explicit about one’s desires, boundaries and other
logistical elements of sex. It assumes that that sex, and the build up to it, is passionately
embodied, and that the ‘fire’ of desire provides some innate sense of direction for the embodied
practice of sex. Many participants spoke about the ‘flow’ of an encounter in a way that
suggested there was a clear direction of travel and assumed fluid and seamless transition into
sexual interaction. The metaphor of a ‘flow’, is useful when we consider the practice of sexual
negotiation as a constant process, in a given interaction and throughout one’s sexual career; it

has a direction, but the speed and route can vary, like that of a river.

7.2.1 Awkwardness aka “ruining the moment”

A key finding for this research was the extent to which young people communicated that doing
active and verbal consent is ‘awkward’, disruptive and undesirable. = Communicating openly

about sex, and seeking it explicitly was viewed to be “a massive risk” (Karl, YC). Explicitly and
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vocally seeking consent or negotiating a sexual encounter made you vulnerable, not only to
rejection, but also to being viewed as lacking the sexual knowhow to experience and/or produce
a normative sexual encounter with no mishaps. These ‘mishaps’ might range from rejection, a
negative sexual experience, or more commonly seemed to be considered as an unexpected
pause or break in the assumed fluid and seamless transition from “kissing” to “leaning in” to
“shirts off” to “sex” (Sam and JT, YC). The risks that young people feared ranged from outright
rejection and thus sadness or humiliation to ‘in the moment’ embarrassment. In working with
the documents of our various research encounters, | developed a strategy to code these kinds
of expressions as ‘awkward’, distinguishing them from references to a different kind of ‘risk’ or
fear associated with STls, pain, unintended pregnancy and violence. The risks of communicating
about sex, whether to (potential) partners, peers or educators are very real for young people
because talking about and, often by implication, having and negotiating sex can make you both
visible and vulnerable. This is expressed in research on sexual communication and condom use
and captured well in the WRAP project pamphlet “Don’t die of ignorance, | nearly died of
embarrassment. Condoms in context” (Holland et al. 1993). This is also well articulated by JT in
a group interview:

| feel like asking is really hard. | feel, | think, no, | know that it’s really hard for

someone to actually upfront ask someone if they want to do specific things with

them, [...] it’s kinda sad as well, if the other person says no, because they’re actually

opening themselves to the other person, like, giving them one of the hardest things

that you can actually say at your age if you’re my age or, if, you’re an adult it’s still

really hard for you to actually ask someone, and then be denied it might be a really
massive impact on your self-esteem.

(T, YC)

Seeking consent explicitly, and verbally, involves recognising yourself as a desiring and sexual
being, something that many, particularly young women, are discouraged from or linguistically ill
equipped to do (Holland et al. 1994 and 1998; Carmody, 2015). Not only do you have to ‘out’
your desires and take a stand about what you want; but in acknowledging this and
communicating it to another, perhaps by seeking a ‘yes’, you become vulnerable to a ‘no’ which
is commonly, and sometimes mistakenly, perceived as outright rejection. Seeking explicit and
verbal consent was therefore not viewed as the best course of action if you actually wanted to
get anywhere without “ruining the moment” (Charlie, SCH) and running the risk of rejection,
coupled with embarrassment and leading to an “awkward moment” (Nessa, YC). This supports

the findings of Hickman and Muehlenhard (1990) and can be linked to research about condom
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use, where the moment of finding, and putting on a condom is often seen as a ‘mood killer’

(Braun, 2013), because it both disrupts the flow and makes clear what is about to happen.

Over the course of the research working with small groups, | have, at times, challenged the
notion that practising explicit consent is ‘too risky’, even if the assumed sexual order suggests
otherwise. | have done this in part to aid my understanding of what it is that many people ‘fear’
and therefore attempt to avoid by being ambiguous in their communication. But also, to
highlight that the risks associated with ‘active consent’ may not be as problematic, in the long
run, as the consequences of being ambiguous and avoidant. As Kotsko so eloquently puts it “the

strategy for avoiding awkwardness only winds up compounding it” (2010:54).

It felt important to confront the young people with an alternative narrative and to disrupt the
notion that rejection, and moreover awkwardness is always bad. To do this, | have, at times,
shared with participants my experiences of trying to practice what might be considered ‘active
consent’. In almost every instance with young people under 16 this has been met with
incredulity, jokes, and explanations about why a more explicit or communicative approach

would not fly amongst them and their peers.

Karl: How do you think we should say it?

Elsie: What? Asking? [they nod] well er, well | erm have got quite direct nowadays, now I've got
older

JT: So you say ‘do you wanna fuck’?

Elsie: Ha! Kindof

Karl: Is that how you say it?!1? [we all laugh].

Elsie: Not exactly like that

Karl: | wouldn’t say that to anyone.

Elsie: Well would you say something like er, do you want to come back to mine? Or like well |
would actually, | have asked people straight up if they want to kiss me, or if | can kiss them and
if they want to have sex. And sometimes it’s worked out really well and sometimes it hasn’t.
Karl: So, so what you’re saying is that you take a big massive risk?

Elsie: Well | guess, why not? But is it a risk? --

JT: Err rejection

Me: Why are we scared of rejection?
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JT: Well it depends on the situation doesn’t it. If it’s just you two... you may as well take a risk.

But you don’t really ever want to move to her when she’s with her squad3!

(Youth club session with four (occasionally six) 14 year old boys and 1 youth worker)

The discourse of heteronormativity is at play in this discussion, bringing with it a narrative of
men leading and women responding. My contribution to the discussion disrupts this somewhat,
showing that women can lead and ask, but also that | am clearly fine despite experiencing
rejection in the past. In other group conversations, it was recognised that | could embody
‘alternative’ practices of consent and also demonstrate more sexual freedom due to my
‘maturity’. One group at the youth club noted that | was older and so people would judge my
decision-making less than they would be judged at ages 14 and 15. | recognise my ‘older-ness’
as an important factor in this, but also recognise the privilege afforded by my race, social class
and education, meaning that | have been able to explore and express sexuality differently.
Although | often positioned myself with the young people | at times, (as above) was clearly an
adult talking to teenagers as the examples | gave showed | had autonomy and privacy to invite
someone back to my own space, and that | did not have to navigate peer group dynamics in the
same way. | return to the significance of class, race, gender, education and geographic location

shortly.

The above extract also illustrates the often public nature of romantic and sexual negotiation,
something that, according to my data, seems to shift and change with age and environmental
circumstances. Many of the participants, particularly those who were under 16, spoke about
the public or collective practices of romance, dating and communication. Our conversations
and my observations suggest that it is rare to be alone with someone of the opposite sex,
particularly ‘pre-relationship’ and thus face to face flirting, and developing relationships were
often mediated by the “squad” or group and supplemented through the use of digital technology

— which, while private in a sense, still bears the risk of public exposure.

Theories of consent tend to assume negotiations between just two (or more) people in a given
sexual encounter — rather than a more collective practice of youth culture where intimacy and

communication is mediated by group practices and expectations. The significance of peer

31‘Squad’ is a colloquial term used here to mean friendship group.
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culture is perhaps most apparent during school years. Children and young people interact with
the same peer group five days a week and it is very difficult for them to have autonomy about
the environments, institutions and people they interact with without some form of adult
intervention or punitive action. | would suggest that although children and young people do
have agency to disengage or not participate in certain peer practices, and can, at times, compel
their parents to make different choices about schooling and involvement with certain
environments, this agency is limited, particularly when it intersects with family class, socio-

economic status, and wider societal norms established at a national and local level.

Regarding consent and relationships, research suggests that young people develop some of their
attitudes from their family, friends and school-based peer groups (Lear, 1995; Marston et al.
2004: Lader, 2009; Stone and Ingham, 2006,). The peer group very often forms the base from
which relationships, norms and practices occur, both face to face and through technology. Thus,
practices emerge from, and are mediated and modified according to, the explicit and implicit
social order of the peer group. The practice of bullying and banter in schools maintains a
heteronormative status quo (Formby and Willis, 2011; Formby, 2015) and this is present in the

way some of my participants spoke about and represented the experiences of others.

Low level bullying such as teasing and joking play a huge role in the maintenance of hetero-
patriarchal norms, which in turn reproduce the gendered double standards and narratives
introduced above. It is awkward to go against the crowd in these instances — quite literally
‘wrong-ward’ (Kotsko, 2010) and due to the consistency and intensity of peer interaction the act
of ‘doing things differently’ can result in difficult social consequences. For instance, my field
notes reflect that during the time | was at the youth club a number of the young men and women
were teased, excluded and sometimes vilified, or valorised according to how they were
preforming and displaying their sexuality and relationships within the wider group.

They’ve all gone off K this week because he’s interested in L and moving a bit ‘fast’

(they’ve been sitting close and hugging a bit) and ‘everyone’ seems to know, but not

be saying, that they are being too public with their affection [...]but there are some
definite bad vibes going around.

(Field notes)
There is a lot of homophobic ‘banter’ and the boys trying to show off about how
sexually active they supposedly are [...] but | guess | have to pick my battles.

(Field notes)
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Not only was heteronormativity amplified through jokes, and the young men in particular
playing up to the camera/each other and the workers, but heteronormative notions of
respectability were also present in the way young people responded to me and each other. This
is illustrated by the way that the terms ‘slut’ and ‘frigid’ still hold significant traction (Dobson
and Ringrose, 2016) and that it is difficult and awkward to perform sexuality that sits ‘acceptably’
in-between these two categories but which avoids the potential of you ‘both being shy virgins’
(Nina, SCH). What these labels: slut, slag, frigid and prude meant, and the practices associated
with them differed slightly between groups and ages. Young women in particular were often
able to articulate some discrepancy in how labels are given and how for some people they ‘stick’

and have a longer-term effect than for others.

The young people at the school and the London youth club, for example, spoke candidly of
people they knew who had had ‘bad’ sexual experiences, or been at the centre of ‘sexting
scandals’, and often exhibited a more conservative approach to sex and relationships. They
would initially judge and condemn the practices of their peers, although upon further inquiry
tended to reveal and acknowledge an unfair double standard, noting that they “would probably
feel very differently about it if | knew the person well or if the same thing happened to me”
(Azmin, SCH). However, the young people, of the same age, at the alternative youth group in
Brighton provided and drew on different, less heteronormative discourses, when discussing sex,
relationships and peer attitudes towards sex and intimacy. The collective practices and public
nature of relationships seemed no less prominent, simply the norms and expectations
encouraged a more open culture of intimacy. This culture of intimacy was present in the way
these young people interacted with one another and how they reflected on ‘sex’ and displays of
affection.

One young person noted that they, and others in their peer group find it very normal

and comforting to hug and have tactile relationships with many of their friends. They

reflected that because this was their norm they had not realised that there was a

member of the group who did not like hugs and it took them a while to accept and
then accommodate this, rather than see it as weird and awkward

(Field notes)
There was also, a more sex positive discourse being voiced by the young people in this group
suggesting that it was good to be sexually active, and to take the opportunity to “experiment”,

within reason.

The examples outlined above from the youth clubs in London and in Brighton provide different

and perhaps extreme representations of youth culture and collective practice around consent



[169]

and intimacy. Although there are different, unspoken norms and expectations about what it
means to be sexual (in an acceptable way), awkwardness can be produced in both contexts. This
highlights that awkwardness is not about content, or certainly not about specific acts and
actions, but it is about a disturbance in the taken for granted norms. Within the social circles of
the Brighton group it is normal to hug friends of any gender, this norm is highlighted and
disturbed in the same instance by someone articulating that they actually do not like hugs.
Whereas, the social norm of keeping affection private was only revealed in the London club by
people’s responses to Karl breaching this norm thorough overtly and publicly displaying his
affection for L — something that seems to be done more through digital communication in the

earlier stages of relationships.

This neatly links to Garfinkle’s ethnomethodology and breaching experiments (Rafalovich, 2006;
Garfinkle, 1996). Although the young people | was working with were not conducting
experiments per se, they were and are testing and establishing the sexual/social status quo
through their interactions with one another. What is clear from this, is that expectations and
norms differ and thus have to be mediated and navigated in different ways according to social
class, cultural background and so on. Thus, the way in which ‘consent’ fits into or disrupts
unspoken norms and is perceived or experienced as ‘awkward’ varies between sexual cultures.

This stands in tension with more abstract and individualised constructions of consent.

7.3 Rejection as Rupture

Rejection was highlighted as a key moment or example of awkwardness. The perceived and
potential awkwardness of rejection is avoided, by keeping things “subtle” (JT, YC) or ambiguous.
This is elaborated in the work of Lear and Wight, whose empirical studies in the UK and Australia
in the early nineties found that ambiguity is present and arguably important for young people
when negotiating sexual encounters. They highlight that ambiguity is used to gain, or rather not
be denied, consent for fear that the other partner will decide not to continue (Lear, 1995:1320,
Wight, 1992). This may be interpreted in such a way that suggests that young people do not

value the importance of consent, however this is not the case.

The young people | worked with related sincere and in some cases compelling arguments and
expressions of fear around why it was not (socially) safe or acceptable to explicitly seek or

articulate consent to sex. Yet they all expressed the importance and value of what we might
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term ‘mutual consent’, even if they did not use the word. Sex and intimacy was seen as
something that you “should both want... [and] be ready for” (Al, Film) and that was a ‘mutual
agreement’ (BM and School outputs). My findings, like Rachel Thomson’s in 2004, show that
there is a clear recognition from young people that “you shouldn’t have sex if you don’t want to

and that you shouldn’t pressure someone else” (Amy, YC).

Romantic, linear and un-communicative representations of sexual encounters in popular media
and porn produce and reinforce discourses that suggest ‘good sex’ just happens (Carmody,
2015). However, where young people may recognise an ideal version of good sex they may have
little idea of how to produce it. The interactions are navigated based on taken for granted norms
and expectations which are rooted in patriarchal and uneven gendered relations. This
juxtaposes binary messages from consent education which encourage people not to assume
anything and to seek explicit affirmation or rejection as a sexual encounter progresses. In
reading my data and comparing how participants spoke about abstracted and situated consent
it is clear these messages conflict and result in ambiguous readings of what good sex and good

consent (as one thing) look and feel like.

It is difficult to balance an aspiration for mutuality with the fear of rejection, or rather the effect
the rejection may have on one’s self esteem and sense of sexual competence. Yet when fear of
rejection motivates the style and openness of communication it becomes difficult to assert your
‘readiness’ and desires, and to establish the readiness and desires of another because the

interaction becomes shrouded in ambiguity and diffidence.

It can be useful to think about the moment of ‘rejection’ as a moment of rupture or a disruption
to the assumed ‘flow’ or direction of an interaction. Disruption, and rupture bring expectations
into presence, and thus norms and transgressions become suddenly visible. In the remainder
of this chapter, | consider how ambiguity is used as a kind of armour against rejection. The
significance of awkwardness, ambiguity and ambivalence and ways in which naming these
elements of sexual practice help to highlight and resist some of the problematic and patriarchal

assumptions about sex is explored in the following section.
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7.3.1 Thinking through avoidance and ambiguity

Research conversations with young people, and anecdotally with friends and colleagues, have
suggested that ambiguity is both an active and passive product of sexual navigation. Once again,
it has been useful to think of ambiguity in relation to the directional nature of ‘awkward’. Sexual
encounters are normatively thought to progress in a linear direction towards a certain outcome,

or to continue the directional theme, a destination.

The first way that ambiguity is produced is through the avoidance of clarity. It appears that
ambiguity is often actively utilised to avoid explicit commitment and rejection. Many sexually
active people, | would suggest of all ages, avoid being explicit about their desires and as such
ambiguity is present in an encounter because the direction of it and desires related to it are
unclear, or at least the destination has not been named or decided. If the direction of an
encounter lacks clarity then it might follow that ‘awkwardness’ is minimised, because there is
seemingly not a ‘wrong’ direction. However, if there is clarity - “‘Would you like to have sex with
me?’ — then the desired direction of the interaction is clear: we are moving towards ‘sex’
(whatever this means). So, if and when the other person, or even the ‘instigator’ articulates that
they do not want to move towards ‘sex’, or that they might want to do something different, this
could be considered an example of blocking, changing or turning in a different direction.

Awkward.

This change in direction, | will argue later, does not necessarily have to be ‘awkward’. Or rather,
the ‘awkwardness’ does not have to be experienced as a moment of irretrievable or unfixable
rupture or disintegration. It could instead be considered an opportunity for learning, and

developing a more mutual and, in the longer run, enjoyable experience of sex.

Although ambiguity can be used to avoid awkwardness there will still be some awkwardness
present and as such ambiguity cannot cancel out awkwardness altogether. Even if ambiguity is
actively produced and performed, the direction of an encounter is often implicit and assumed,
based on normative narratives and discourses of ‘romance and sex’ that are pervasive in media
discourses. Although the desired ‘destination’ is not made explicit and ambiguity is employed to
avoid explicit moments of awkwardness, the implicit and embodied norms and practices of

society do not allow for there to be no direction, and therefore absolutely no awkwardness.
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The second way that ambiguity manifests is less a product of avoidance but more as a product
of everyday interaction. Life is full of unpredictability and contradictions (Fincham, 2016; Kotsko,
2010), and a ‘clear’ steadfast direction or development of occurrences is rarely assured. From
shopping expeditions, family outings and thesis plans, all the way to sexual negotiation, things
change. This is often the case even when desires and expectations are made more explicit.
There is rarely a guarantee that what we think is going to happen definitely will, that it will occur
in the way we imagine, or that we will feel good about it afterwards (Butler, 2012). In the
example given above what ‘sex’ means is not clear — although the two people involved may have
a shared understanding or practice. They may ‘head to bed’, and on the way, while cleaning
their teeth, or while undressing each other, the desire to have ‘sex’ might decrease. This could
be experienced as ‘awkward’, yet many people are able to hold and manage contradictions and
unpredictability on a daily basis. This is important in everyday interactions including sex and
consent, yet it appears that people are more sensitive to it here than during other, perhaps less

intimate, social interactions.

As Judith Butler points out, it is possible to agree to and actively partake in sex. Yet at the stage
of agreement there is no way of knowing exactly what will occur, how?®?, and how you will feel
about it during and after (2012). Affect and emotion are at times unpredictable and, in a society
where people are often over-stimulated and not encouraged to listen to their body, or decode
their emotions, it can be difficult to know how an interaction will impact upon the parties
involved. The body mapping exercises with the older groups exposed how difficult it is to listen
to and enact different feelings in the body, but also showed many examples of how ambivalence

and ambiguity might be embodied.

There was reference to being ‘torn’ between wanting and not wanting, and that body and head
might be out of sync. There were contradictions with how someone feels, and how they believed
they should feel, according to the narratives and discourses they have been exposed to. The
narratives | outline above about an obvious flow, and a passionate understanding of what is to
come do not leave space for ambiguity, or ambivalence. You either “get that feeling, like there’s

a spark” (Maryon, YC) or you do not. This reflects the ‘want/not want’ binary that was present

32 This is less the case in BDSM and sex work encounters where the sex acts are often discussed in advance. Although
this ideal model does not always occur, and even if it does there may be changes that occur in situ, or an unintended
outcome.
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in some conversations with young people before we explored scenarios and accepted that there

can be grey areas, ambiguity and unsureness in sexual desires and encounters.

Figure 20 Close up of body map 'I've taken someone home but not sure | want to have sex'

7.4 Embodying awkwardness, ambiguity and ambivalence

It has been noted that participants who were older and or more sexually experienced tended to
provide different, more situated and thus more nuanced talk about sex and consent. The notion
that seeking explicit consent is a risk, and that it is awkward, was also strongly voiced in these
groups. Although they could, and did, draw on a variety of experiences, the common and most
easily accessible or publicly disclosable stories also seemed to be ones that involved minimal
communication, a male centric view of sex and pleasure and an avoidance of awkwardness in
light of this. All the young women in the body mapping group for example, spoke about how it
can be ‘easier’ to just go with it than to say ‘no’ multiple times or communicate their needs and
desires in certain encounters. It was noted, by young women across a few groups that they might

feel bad for rejecting someone because they “don’t want to make the other person feel bad”
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(P+). This perhaps suggests that the ‘norm’ here would have been to go with the flow, and in
stopping or rejecting the sexual interaction, they breach the expectations that women will be
passive in a sexual encounter, or more simply create a rupture in the other persons’ assumption

that they have ‘read’ the feelings and desires of the other person accurately.

I will revisit this scenario when | consider rejection and ambivalence, but it is worth noting the
persistence of hetero-patriarchal-normativity within our common discourse — both in
conversations and in practice. Male domination and violence is normalised and thus its effects,
at times, go unquestioned as part of an accepted social order. The role women play in
protecting, reproducing and colluding with hetero-patriarchal normativity in sex has been well
documented and discussed by scholars such as Nicola Gavey, Gail Ruben and Andrea Dwarkin.
However, the stories and narratives my participants shared with me, and utilised as part of our
continued learning were not shared with the intention that | would critique their practice from
a radical feminist standpoint. Rather | use them as examples of how difficult and awkward it can
be to balance norms and narratives - old and new; to break the silence around pleasure and
violence and disrupt embedded and embodied patriarchal practices; and to negotiate ‘good sex’

within different contemporary contexts.

Working with participants of varying ages has given me contrasting and contradictory messages
about the importance of sex, active consent and the ways in which people might develop their
sexual competence and literacy. Where younger participants tended to speak about sex and
consent in a more abstract way, older participants; (in part, due to age, familiarity with me and
or the topic, but also as a product of their education and class) tended to offer more grounded

and nuanced responses to the topic.

Talk produced in workshops with older, more sexually experienced participants has revealed
that much of their knowledge about consent, or rather the realities of negotiating a positive, or
even a ‘not bad’ sexual encounter, had been developed through experience. This experience,
they noted, tended to contradict what they may have been taught formally, or informally, and
the messages they immediately think of on hearing the words ‘sexual consent’. The consent
definitions | outlined in the previous chapter showed some of the more nuanced ideas that the
older participants were able to articulate, and later explain with reference to their own

experiences, the expectations of others and wider societal constraints.
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The participants involved in P+ and the body mapping were self-selecting, well-educated and
‘politically engaged’ groups. They were willing and able to critically engage with the research
and to provided honest and candid answers about how and why they may say one thing — “that
consent is really important” (Joy, BM), and embody a practice that avoids the articulation of
explicit consent “I don’t always know what to say if I'm asked ‘do you want to’ or ‘what do you
want me to do?’” (Joy, BM) or refusal “I might as well [have/continue with the sex] otherwise

it’s awkward” (Vic, P+).

At another workshop, independent to this research project, one young woman3? awkwardly
contributed her feelings that “sometimes, sex is just sex,” conveying that it may not always be

|II

pleasurable or actively wanted and that “it’s not a big deal”. This was an opinion that seemed to
contradict the collective or at least more vocalised views of other workshop participants. Her
comment was an incredibly important one — and is an opinion that can be silenced in feminist
and sex positive circles. This encouraged me to look back at the data from my body mapping
session and to think through the significance of ambivalence, and how experiences that may
‘technically’ be considered un-consensual are experienced or remembered, as acceptable, or at

the least tolerable and un-traumatic reflecting the work of Gavey (2005) and Kelly and Radford
(1990).

The discourses of ambivalence and ambiguity were revealed, throughout the conversations
following body mapping exercises. The young women articulated that they often felt torn about
where, when and how to resist normative narratives and prioritise their own pleasure and
desire. They noted that there were times where “you have sex you don’t necessarily want” and
that this is OK, but that other times you can tell that it is not ok and that it is “invasive” and
“pressured” (BM and P+ FN). Rose noted in the body mapping session how having two bodies
to think about really made her consider “what is going on for the guy” in those kinds of

situations.

33 | have gained her permission/consent to reference her comments in this work.
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Figure 21 Full body map 'lI've taken someone home but not sure | want to
have sex'

Common assumptions about hetero-sex do not provide a space for men to change their mind or
to be unsure. She highlighted that there must be a lot of confusion going on for the other person
as well, but it is not viewed as OK to voice this in case you seem socially/sexually inept. This was
echoed in conversations with other groups. The young men at the youth club all spoke about

consent as their responsibly to ‘ask the girl’ and know what they want and to follow through
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with it unless the ‘girl’ said no. Similarly, the desire expressed from some of the younger women
that the man they first have sex with should know what they are doing reinforces a discourse

that men should be more sexually knowing and take the lead in interactions.

Figure 22 close up body map 'l've come home with this person and want to have sex'

While many participants were able to recognise gendered and patriarchal assumptions and
practice at play, body mapping and P+ participants also exposed some ambivalence about the
idea that they should always resist gendered scripts and that passivity and routine is a bad thing.
As Stevi Jackson points out in her book ‘Heterosexuality in question’ sex will not be earth-
shattering and orgasmic every single time, sometimes sex is boring and routine (1999:168). The
young women also highlighted moments where they feel insecure and unable to take the lead,
particularly with partners they imagined a sexual future with, or because sometimes “l don’t

know my body well enough” (Joy, BM) to know what will work in that moment. There was an
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expression from some members of the group, which resonates with my own experiences of
sometimes wanting the other person to ‘just know what they are doing’, but this desire assumes
that technique is generic, rather than relational and specific thus needing to be explored and
developed. If the other person did already have a technique that worked, there is no need to
expose a (lack of) self-knowledge and limited vocabulary and confidence for explaining to
another what is wanted. These comments and feelings reflect the missing discourses of female
desire (Fine, 1988) and pleasure and how this can play out as insecurity and ambivalence

(Muehlenhard and Peterson, 2005).

So far, this chapter has presented observations that awkwardness, ambiguity and ambivalence
are common elements of sexual interaction and negotiation. Although there have been shifts in
sexual attitudes and lifestyles assumptions about what is ‘normal’ continue to be routed in
heteronormative and male centred ideas about ‘sex’. | would suggest that embracing
awkwardness and letting go of the armour of ambiguity may be an important component of
breaking the silence around sex and sexual violence. Yet there is an uneasy tension involved in
acknowledging and working ‘with’ ideas of ambiguity and experiences of awkwardness as it sits
somewhere between challenging and accepting norms as they are (for now). This leads to
guestions about abuse, and where the line is, reflecting concerns that teachers may have about

acknowledging the grey area and moving beyond the consent binary.

7.4.1 Abuse... Where is the line?

There is an inevitable tension between ambiguity and ambivalence. | am cautious about where
and when to draw a line between exposing and accepting “ordinary” ambivalent and passive
sexual interaction; and normalising passivity which is a result of subordination; ‘lower levels’ of
sexual violence and, often gendered, narratives about ‘pleasing the other’ at the expense of
one’s own desires. A key achievement of feminist research about sex and sexual violation is seen
to suggest that much ‘ordinary sex’ is effectively lacking in active consent, and that pressure is
normalised (Thomson, 2004; Jackson, 1999 and 2008; Gavey, 2005 and 1992; Radford and Kelly,
1990; Coy et al. 2013; Hlavaka, 2014). The body mapping session, along with sessions with
younger groups tended to foreground male desire and pleasure within heterosexual sex; both
in examples of ‘one-night stands’ and longer term monogamous relationships. In both
situations, it was viewed as potentially awkward to ‘say no’, ‘retract consent’ or to prioritise

their lack of desire. Sex within longer-term and monogamous relationships was at times
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considered difficult to negotiate for fear of disrupting the whole relationships over sex — which
is only one element of what many people would consider a ‘successful’ and enjoyable
relationship. There were times where passive routine consent was considered a normal, if

sometimes frustrating, part of maintaining a smooth relationship.

Upon disclosure of a recent ‘unwanted’ sexual encounter in one of the body mapping session,
the rest of the group, myself included, felt able to share similar situations and consider how and
why people sometimes have sex we do not want. There was reference to it being tiring or
awkward to say ‘no’, particularly if you have to say it many times. But also, there was sometimes
an uncomfortable acceptance of responsibility. The comments outlined earlier from younger
participants suggesting that ‘girls lead guys on’ and that it’s a ‘two-way thing’, were uneasily
echoed in these sessions as well. All of these young women would consider themselves feminists
and were open about having had multiple partners, both longer term and casual. Yet, the way
we all spoke about consent and sex contained some significant contradictions particularly
between what we say and might advocate for, and what we later disclosed we sometimes do.
We noted how in theory we think, like the younger participants, that it is always OK, important
even, to ‘say no’, ask someone to leave or retract consent at any point in an encounter, and to
flirt without later being blamed for leading someone one. Yet when reflecting on our own
practice and the realities of sexual negotiation with both casual and committed partner we
acknowledged this can be difficult to articulate.

Sometimes resisting norms of passivity is more complex, risky and difficult than just

‘going with them’ and not thinking about it too much

(Field notes).

This statement from my field notes captures what many of the participants were articulating
when they spoke about ambivalent sexual encounters. Not thinking too much about things
avoids self-doubt and judgement, yet it maintains a status quo that prioritises men’s pleasure

and limits self-knowledge and sexual satisfaction.

There was also reference in the data to how sometimes sex that you have not actively sought
can end up being “So NICE!” (Joy, BM) because you did not have to do anything and it shows
someone “wants you” and wants to “put the effort in” (BM notes). This relates to findings
reported in ‘The male in the head’ (Holland et al. 1999) where young women did, at times, want

the men they were with to ‘be in control’ and to know what they are doing. The body mapping
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group also considered how this might play out and change in different contexts and encounters
for different people. It is important to note that while the examples | have were provided by
young women, we recognised that men can experience ambivalence too and may at times
provide and partake in sexual acts that they are ‘not in the mood for’, for but for which they

desire the outcome more than the effort of saying no.

There was also reference to what Muehlenhard and Peterson (2005) have shown in their work
on ambivalence, about how sometimes although people may not desire the sex act, they actively
partake or consent to it because they do desire the outcome of it. This resonated with what
some of the older participants said. Sometimes people have sex they are not really ‘in the mood
for’ to maintain or enhance intimate connections, to create the possibility for pregnancy, to
show affection or desire to the other person or, in the case of sex work, as part of a negotiated
agreement that will result in payment. These were all examples which are, for the most part
common, and acceptable practices. However, in accepting more passive and ambivalent sexual
practices we enter potentially dangerous and ‘un-feminist’ territory. There are situations where
the sexual practice is undesired but it is performed in order to pacify the other person, minimise
the chance of violence, to them or to others, or engaged in in exchange for safety and/or comfort
that there is no other way of receiving. This is not an example where what could be termed
ambivalence should be accepted — and yet the line between passive consent — ‘not really in the
mood’, and non-consent ‘not saying no through fear’, can be difficult to detect, both from the

outside and the inside, and it is always contextual.

Although | have not addressed overt sexual violence in this thesis it is important to pay attention
to how gendered and sexual violence is normalised in the discourses participants drew on and
the experiences that some of them disclosed. While the continuum introduced in Chapter Six is
extremely important and helpful for enabling more open discussions about sex and consent it
does concern me that it could be used to collude with the normalisation of sexual violence and
the subordination of women, or those who have less power within everyday patriarchal society

for numerous intersectional reasons.
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Figure 23 Development of Sexual agency continuum for teaching and learning Materials
By Onclick and Brook.

The line between ‘passive consent’ and ‘non-consensual’ encounters is problematic, as in some
ways both labels are ‘wrong’, and perhaps unhelpful for more traditional, binary feminist and
legal discourses about sexual violence. Yet this research, and the research of other scholars such
as Gavey (1992, 2005), Peterson and Muelenhard (2005), Coy et al. (2013) and Brady et al. (2017)
reveals that many people’s sexual encounters and the way in which they are likely to label them
more often fall into the aforementioned categories. Legal and lay definitions of rape and consent
tend to draw on fairly reductive conception of ‘sex’ and thus the ‘non-consent’ and ‘passive
consent’ categories are more ‘user friendly’ when people are thinking about their own sexual

experiences.

The contributions of older participants, and those with more sexual experience have been
invaluable for thinking through the nuances, and complexities of sexual practice and the ways
people do, and do not communicate about it. The final section of this chapter considers the
generative potential of awkwardness and draws on examples of when transgressions in

heterosexual norms, although awkward, ultimately went ‘well’.

7.5 Radical awkwardness: Towards a culture of sexual
communication

This chapter has highlighted how and why consent is understood as awkward, and the ways in
which ambiguity might be utilised in order to “avoid the awkwardness and unpredictability of
open communication with each other” (Kotsko, 2010:60). The fear of rejection; discomfort
around communication; and limited confidence and vocabulary for talking about and seeking
sex with another was present in many conversations. Who felt able to say and articulate what
depended very much on age, sexual experience, gender and class. Despite this, with time and

consideration many of the young participants became more able to look past the fear of
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awkwardness and view the potential positive outcomes that come with risk taking. Biesta argues
that “to engage in learning always entails the risk that learning may have an impact on you, that
learning may change you. This means, however, that education only begins when the learner is
willing to take a risk” (2005:61). Positive outcomes, self-development and new ways of doing
things can often occur from taking risks, experiencing and working though moments of conflict

and rupture.

The young women in the body mapping workshop, as well as sharing experiences of ambivalence
and violation also shared positive experiences of resistance. This included examples of
encounters in which more pleasurable outcomes arose from having had explicit and awkward
conversations about their desires and boundaries with partners. There was reference to
moments where, despite the awkwardness of ‘saying no’ or ‘withdrawing consent’, they were
pleased to have done so, and found more often than not, that this has not affected things with
a partner longer term. They considered that if the person was a one night stand “you’re
probably not going to see them again anyway” (BM) and if it was a longer term partner then it
is “good to know that you can say no and have it heard” (P+). How this plays out for younger
groups where sexual practises can more easily become public knowledge and be commented
upon may be different. In a context where young people are judged and commented on by
their peers it seems that although there was a worry for the younger women that | worked with
about being labelled ‘frigid’ by men, there was more respect from other young women towards
those known to have said ‘no’. They were seen as managing their sexuality maturely, and not
getting involved in things they can not control, or are unwilling to take the consequences of.
Young women in this study were less supportive of peers who engaged in other sexual activity

such as ‘sexting’.

These moments of articulating refusal or withdrawal could be considered moments of
resistance. Many everyday experiences of choice and opportunity play out in such a way that
resistance is done subtly, if at all (Kitzinger and Frith, 1999). This can be through silence,
humour, disengaging or perhaps seeking or utilising the support of others. These acts are often
in response to assumed consent and normalised power imbalance and motivated by
consequences and experiences of vulnerability. Some of the participants reflected in some way
that “consent makes you vulnerable” (Lizzie, YC) to awkwardness and rejection. Judith Butler
highlights that vulnerability is not the opposite of resistance and argues affirmatively that
“vulnerability, understood as a deliberate exposure to power, is part of the very meaning of

political resistance as an embodied enactment” (2012).
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Other examples of resistance, in relation to sex and consent, may be moments in which women
‘make the first move’ in a heterosexual encounter, disrupting the practice of passive and
responsive feminine sexuality. Older participants spoke about this positively and where younger
participants had less experience to draw on | provided examples of when | had been the
instigator. | reflected that sometime this has “gone really well and guys have liked it”, but that
in other moments | have found it did not go well because “they said no” which was not what |
wanted but something | could (initially quite begrudgingly) accept and respect. After all, | had
created a space for them to convey a ‘no’ and as such had done ‘good consent’. In other
moments, however, there was not a clear response and things remained ambiguous and
awkward for a longer period. | hesitantly attribute this to an assumption that some of these
men have never been asked explicitly or given the space to think about their desires in situ and
simply did not know how to respond. This scenario and the one in which | was rejected are what
the young people feared and aimed to avoid by keeping things subtle and ambiguous. Yet |
have found these moments the most useful for developing my sexual competence; regarding
style of communication and negotiation, being able to read and respond to others better and

learning that rejection is not really a ‘bad’ thing.

7.6 Conclusion

The norms, expectations and possibilities for transgression that have been revealed in
conversation with participants highlight the persistence of hetero-patriarchal discourses across
youth cultures. Yet the talk produced in sessions, as a result of varied and at times challenging
stimuli, has required participants to partake in a collective effort to break the silence around sex
and pleasure. The conversations have been awkward, and yet they have flowed into a process
of mutual learning and may enable people to embrace and work through the awkward process

of subverting the heterosexual social order in the future.

This chapter suggests that in order to meaningfully engage in, or rather do, sexual negotiation
one has to make oneself vulnerable and ensure that power and space for decision making is
provided to another. This could be done through the act, possibly, but not necessarily a speech
act, of naming and acknowledging your own desires and offering them to another
person/people. To do this one must be open and vulnerable to the desires of another, to a

response that may articulate a ‘no’, or an ‘l don’t know’, a ‘yes’ that may in process become a
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‘no’. One needs to be vulnerable to a potentially awkward conversation and an outcome that
does not precisely resemble your initial desire. In doing this, normative social and sexual scripts
become disrupted and space is provided for exploration, thought, clarity, and compromise.

When we resist awkwardness, the social order looks good. When we resist the social

order, awkwardness looks good. But on those rare occasion when we figure out a

way to stop resisting the social order and yet also stop resisting awkwardness and

just go with it; something genuinely new and unexpected might happen: we might

be able to simply enjoy one another without the mediation of any expectations and
demands.

(Kotsko, 2010:86. Original Emphasis)

If people can ‘just go with it’ they might move into an unknown space, something that many
people may, initially, find awkward. However, as Kotsko states new experiences, practices and
desires can grow from this space if given the opportunity. This is how more explicit articulations
of desire, consent and rejection can be considered ‘radical’. They are moments of resistance,
but they are also experienced as awkward and unsettling and as such it takes confidence,
competence, energy and commitment to consistently embody practices that counter everyday

narratives and experiences.

This chapter has explored the connections between awkwardness, ambiguity and ambivalence
and the ways in which these terms can enable a more situated understanding of the practice of
sexual negotiation. Building on the work of Kotsko | have explored the assumed norms and
constructions related to hetero-sex and how these contribute to the experience of awkwardness
when negotiating sexual interaction and articulating desires and boundaries. | have shown that
ambiguity, as the avoidance of clarity is used as armour to minimise opportunities for naming
desires and risking outright rejection. This chapter has also recognised ambivalence as part of
‘ordinary’ sex while also considering how passivity may be the result of hetero-patriarchal norms

and constraints.
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Chapter 8: Advocating for Critical Consent Education

Over the last 4 years | have had the opportunity to work alongside diverse groups of young
people and develop some insight into what sexual consent might mean to them and why. | have
worked with young people in seven different settings, sometimes dropping in to do one-off
workshops or sessions alongside other practitioners, and sometimes over a longer period where
| was present and actively engaged in leading and supporting group projects for months at a
time. Consent has been a consistent focus, but how we have explored this has occurred
differently, often informed by the nature of the group and their experience of, and interest in
the topic. The educators and young people | have encountered have challenged me to think
differently, or to dig a little deeper and consider my own views and understanding. | have
developed and adapted my methods, and at times my language, to meaningfully engage with
the young people | have worked with. In each setting we all learnt something new: a new word,
a new way of thinking, an awareness of practices and narratives that are ‘other’ to our own
experiences. Research encounters with young asylum seekers from countries where sex is not
spoken about, to Gender Studies graduates with an awareness of hetero-patriarchal power
within their own relationships, have encouraged me to think about how people talk and learn

about and enact sexuality, desires and agency.

During this time, | grappled personally and theoretically with the notion of consent. | have been
challenged to think about whether consent is something that is possessed, and as such can be
given or taken in a verbal transaction with other parties, or whether consent is a process,
performance or an outcome of agentic sex and competent communicative negotiation. The
different young people | worked with shared with me their thoughts, ideas and at times their
experiences of consent. They have spoken candidly of their sex education, both formal and
informal, and taken part in conversations and activities which have, | hope, proved stimulating

in some way for all involved.

The methods used throughout this research exemplified participatory practice and provided
opportunities to capture how young people think about, process and label different sexual
encounters. The educators | worked with and observed provided insight into some of the
difficulties associated with teaching consent in different contexts. Together, participants and |
demonstrated the possibilities for teaching about consent in a way that attends to ambiguity,

but also highlighted the tensions that come with this.
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This final chapter discusses how findings and themes outlined in the previous three chapters
might contribute to better practices for teaching about sexual consent. A key aim of this project
was to understand what young people know about consent and how this related to educational
definitions and discourse. It is clear from the data that young people desire more nuanced
education and opportunities to explore consent that go beyond legal and binary definitions. The
work presented in this thesis contributes to teaching practices and educational agendas in a way
that encourages this more critical and youth-centred agenda for ‘consent education’. The
chapter begins with a brief summary of the empirical findings before moving into a discussion
of four key themes. | discuss the implications of these findings for practice, especially in light of
the PSHE and SRE Addition to Children and Social Work Bill to make relationships and sex
education compulsory from September 2019. This chapter advocates that for SRE to fulfil its
remit, educators (whatever their professional background or institutional context) need to teach
in a way that enables young people to recognise and handle awkwardness and ambiguity as they

consider the ethics of situated sexual negotiation.

8.1 Summary

This study adopted a participatory research design, which de-centred adult and institutional
agendas in favour of developing and co-producing youth centred ethics and a youth led research
focus. The project was developed initially to understand the processes and practice of
participation in the organisation Brook, but adapted later to focus more on educational practices
and common constructions of sexual consent. The research questions and methods were
developed in collaboration with young people and staff at Brook, which ensured that the
research focus, subsequent findings and outcomes are of direct relevance to many groups of
young people and educators. The research was set up in a way that prioritised youth work and
PAR research principles. This centred on crediting young people with competence to consent,
participate in and dissent from research activities while also providing them with tools to
cultivate their sexual agency. Thus, the project afforded me first-hand experience of the
possibilities and challenges of practicing critical pedagogy and taking a youth-centred approach
to consent education. Education did not start as a key research question. However, through
analysis and sorting of data, it became clear that institutions produce and reproduce notions of
consent that limit the ways in which young people can learn about and thus enact sexual

negotiation earlier in their sexual careers.
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By dividing the first two chapters into ‘teaching and ‘learning’, the topic of consent education
has been approached from both ‘sides’ of the educational relationship. This thesis has illustrated
that educational encounters are multi-directional and are perhaps most productive when
knowledge is co-constructed through engaging with ‘grey areas’ and when the learning is
reciprocal, as advocated by Gurt Biesta (2005; 2015), Paulo Freire (1996) and Janet Batsleer
(2013). Throughout the thesis, different types of knowledge have been referenced and
challenged. For example, knowledge about consent that draws on legal discourses is thought to
be credible and often forms the back stop or starting point for conversations about consent. Yet
embodied and experiential knowledge opposes some of the black and white authority often
afforded to the law, suggesting that knowledge about grey areas is difficult to articulate in an
‘acceptable’ way. Chapters Five and Six showed how consent was commonly constructed, by
educators and young people, in binary terms, with a focus on giving and getting, legal definitions
of consent and rape. It is often taught through extreme examples, rather than ordinary and
mundane occurrences of sexual violation. The literature review reflected that contemporary
understandings of consent are affected by a range of factors including the policing of the law,
and feminist and equality activism for reform, culminating in a legalistic understanding of
consent. Yet findings suggest there is no reason for pedagogy to be so tightly tied to the law
(Gilbert, 2017). Critical engagement with the grey areas is important, recognising that there is
no ‘timeless’ and absolutely ‘correct’ answer to questions of consent. The following provides a
short summary of each empirical chapter, followed by a discussion of the key themes ambiguity,
risk, power and awkwardness and considers how educators can change the story about consent

to be relevant to young people’s everyday lives.

Chapter Five drew heavily on data gathered from and with 12 practitioners who are responsible
for ‘sex education’, providing observations and analysis of the tensions that can occur when
teaching about consent. It noted some limitations and constraints that educators, working in
different contexts, experience when opening up conversations and addressing ‘what if?’
questions associated with the complex realties of sexual negotiation. The chapter explained
that young men, in particular, are anxious to establish what counts as legally acceptable or
unacceptable. It also captured the possibilities and risks associated with teaching beyond the
binary of ‘yes’ and ‘no’ and consent/rape. Building on my own experience of teaching and the
contributions of practitioner participants, this chapter suggested that controlled risk taking and
engaging with grey areas are meaningful and effective (if contentious) ways to teach about

sexual consent. Lastly, it suggested that difficult conversations and pedagogic practices which
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deconstruct consent, enable young people to develop more critical and situated understandings

of sexual negotiation, something that was confirmed in the following chapter.

Chapter Six reflected on the process of learning about consent using data collected with young
people. Here, | analysed the consistent ways in which consent was constructed as binary in
abstract discussions. Participants frequently referred to the legal age of consent, but they also
identified a variety of qualities above and beyond age that mattered when it comes to making
decisions about sex. It was clear from discussions that sexual decision making is socially and
culturally mediated and that participants understood this. The chapter showed that sexual
consent is a problematic and ambiguous term and that ‘sexual negotiation’ may provide a better
terminology to expand understandings of consent as an outcome of situated negotiation. |
highlighted the significance of age and experience for learning and emphasised how the diversity
of participants allowed me to gain insight into a variety of sexual cultures. This chapter
ultimately showed how we learn from one another, through conversations, storytelling, and
relational sexual experiences. An original ‘continuum of sexual agency’ was introduced as a way
of talking about and exploring sexual experiences that are more situated and relatable to
everyday sexual practices and which attends to young people’s avoidance of certain categories
and labels. By developing and using the continuum, and other interactive activities, | further
demonstrated that deconstructing consent as part of an educational session enables

constructive dialogic opportunities for learning.

The final empirical chapter drew out the themes of discomfort and ambiguity that were present
in the previous chapters. Here awkwardness was used as a lens through which to understand
practices of consent and sexual negotiation. It was acknowledged that adolescence and youth is
often considered an ‘awkward age’; young people are caught between being constructed as
children (who need to be protected from sex) and adults (who should be able to make
responsible decisions about and during sex). This chapter illustrated that awkwardness is a
useful way of conceptualising transgressions and the potential for practices to shift as a result.
Here it was noted how the act of explicitly seeking consent or articulating one’s desires was
viewed as awkward and disruptive. By understanding how this is seen to ‘break the flow’ it is
then possible to re-frame consent, and sexual negotiation as something that flows awkwardly
with a variable direction of travel. | suggested that experience enables people with the situated
knowledge to understand and embody the generative potential of embracing awkwardness,

holding ambiguity and recognising ambivalence. The concluding argument of this chapter was
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that ‘awkwardness’ needs to become part of the sexual stories that are told, both in SRE and

other contexts.

Before moving on to a discussion of these findings it is important to acknowledge the limitations
of this work. The significance of consent for SRE has been addressed with limited reference to
pornography and ‘sexting’. These are two important factors that do influence how young people
learn about sexual negotiation. However, they did not come up in research conversations, so
are not directly addressed in this Thesis. Despite this, there is a need to recognise that both
pornography (by depicting sexual interaction that is devoid of awkward communication or any
explicit consent and negotiation) and digital communication (by reducing social cues and
blurring line between public and private) compound issues of ambiguity, awkwardness and
ambivalence when it comes to negotiating sexual relations (Clarke, 2018). There is more work
to be done on digital sexuality and young people that goes beyond the risks associated with
young people ‘sexting’, instead acknowledging how these new technologies provide new modes
of being sexual (McGeeney and Hanson, 2018). Academic and educational practice in this area
needs more nuance. It must be approached in a way that resists victim blaming and instead

considers the ethics of privacy and image distribution (Clarke, 2018).

Furthermore, this project was small scale. While participants came from a variety of groups, the
findings from this work may not be generalisable across all young people, or educators. A
number of the young people who put themselves forward to participate in and plan the research
were especially interested in and in some cases experienced in talking about sex and sex
education. For example the young people in the groups involved in phase one of the research
tended to be well educated and well informed with previous training, mentoring or education
around sexuality, sexual health and consent. Some qualitative research traditions would
highlight this as an issue of selection bias (Robinson, 2013). Sampling strategies in both
qualitative and quantitative research involve a “homogeneity/heterogeneity trade-off”
(Robinson, 2013:29) which affects the generalisability of findings. PAR however does not
prioritise ‘generalisability’ (Fine et al. 2001) and by its nature often includes and is designed by
people with experience of or interest in the collectively identified topic. While selection bias
could be identified in this project, | am interested in exploring the benefits and challenges of
homogeneity/heterogeneity in different ways. For instance, could this project have been co-
produced with such vision and ease had the groups involved in the initial stages not already been

interested in sexual health, wellbeing and consent?
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Where self-selection and prior knowledge were helpful in the planning phase of the research we
collectively acknowledged that this research and action/educational elements of the project
could be enriched by involving younger and more diverse young people. We also felt that it was
important to capture data from young people with a range of knowledge about and interest in
consent, thus extending the transformative and educational potential of the research. As noted
in Chapter Four action was taken that enabled me to work at the youth club, and the school.
This enabled me to capture the opinion and learning experiences of young people who were
initially un-interested in or had never “really heard about ‘consent’” (Shanella, YC) before the
research intervention. Gaining participation from young people at the youth club and school
who might not ordinarily self-select into this kind of research was in part due to my prolonged
presence at each site. This allowed me, with support from workers, to cultivate interest and

participation in research conversations about consent from a more mixed group of participants.

Working with young people from a variety of backgrounds has been a strength but also
challenging aspect of this research. It has complicated what it is possible to say about ‘what
young people think about consent’, and has provoked me to think more actively about what
consent and sexual agency means in different contexts and for different people. This is certainly
something that could for the basis of future work in this field. The study accessed a variety of
sexual cultures, but the research took place in urban areas where there is good provision for
sexual health and SRE. Few participants self-defined as LGBT+ thus the extent to which the
findings and conversations relate to LGBT+ young people’s experiences and understandings of
consent may be vastly different. This research has found that consent is not a gender-neutral
concept; gender and sexuality affect how consent is understood and practiced. Thus, young
people who identify in ways that sit outside of heteronormative scripts and practices may have
different experiences of what it means to negotiate sex, establish their desires, and manage
expectations and judgements from others. Despite these limitations, this work and the
recommendations that follow enable a departure from legalistic and binary conceptions of
consent. This will allow more inclusive sex education because it focuses not on ‘sex’ and risk but
on the ambiguous and awkward realities of sexual communication and negotiation. The

following discussion and recommendations are relevant to a wider community of practice.
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8.2 Cultivating a culture of consent

This chapter turns now to discuss four cross-cutting themes that have been evident across the
preceding empirical chapters. These are ‘experience and risk’, ‘bearing the awkwardness’,
‘hetero-patriarchal norms and expectations’ and ‘beyond the binary’. These themes are
interrelated and as such the following section discusses them collectively while also referencing
how these findings reflect and build on literature outlined in Chapters Two and Three. Being
‘sexually literate’, in the words of Paul Reynolds and Alison Moore (2018), includes having a
vocabulary with which to express and acknowledged one’s desires and boundaries. | suggest
this includes the capacity to recognise, articulate and work with awkwardness, ambiguity and
ambivalence as elements of sexual negotiation. This section concludes with reference to the
2017 Social Work Bill’s stipulation for SRE to become mandatory in 2019, arguing that more
needs to be done to ensure all young people have access to critical consent education. There
are inherent institutional difficulties in delivering reflective and youth-centred education in the
mainstream school system, but starting with training for educators is likely to be the most
effective way to influence what those teachers deliver in classrooms — or other settings —in the

longer term.

In this thesis, learning has been framed as gaining a vocabulary and concepts to help make sense
of and critically engage with experiences, or to imagine new possibilities. Education is a right for
all children and SRE should not be viewed any differently (Hirst, 2008; Robinson, 2012; Carmody,
2015). It has been argued throughout the thesis that a critical pedagogy approach enhances
young people’s sexual competence and provides them with new vocabulary to understand and
enact ethical sex, and to speak out about un-ethical encounters. However, to achieve this,
educators need to enhance, or also be willing to develop this new vocabulary. This may involve
deconstructing definitions and practices they may have previously taken for granted and in some
cases recognising their own lack of knowledge or expertise (NCB, 2014). ‘Consent’ is a fairly
recent addition to mainstream campaigns and education as a result of feminist advocacy for
(women’s) bodily autonomy to be recognised and protected by the law (Beres, 2007; Cahill,

2001; Gavey, 1992; Jackson 1999; Whittington and Thomson, 2018).

A crucial part of the legal context of consent is how consent education is promoted as part of
safeguarding agendas which result from increasing awareness of child sexual exploitation,
institutionalised sexism and harassment and the exposure of normative practice of sexual

violation (Coy et al. 2013; Brady et al. 2017; Gilbert, 2017). Whilst the legal context is often
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where consent education starts, it is essential that it does not end there. Sexual health
education has historically focused on both practice and outcomes. Yet a focus on the legality of
consent foregrounds outcomes and simplifies process at the expense of acknowledging the
complexity of sexual negotiation. Authors argue that the purpose of SRE has been to cultivate
young people’s sexual competence in relation to avoiding risks (Hirst, 2008, 2012; Inhgam 2005,
Alldred and David 2007, Brook 2014). A critical pedagogic approach would suggest that young
people learn most effectively from exploring, taking risks and building their experience and
confidence, rather than by being given abstract binary definitions which do not relate to the

nuances of their own experience (Sanjakdar and Yip, 2018; Christensen and Mikkelson, 2008).

This research has highlighted the value of talking more openly about grey areas, social pressure
and expectation when exploring sexual consent with young people. Arguably, an intense focus
on extreme examples of sexual violence can obscure the everyday character of sexual wellbeing,
sexual agency and competence inadvertently undermining young people’s capacity to make
‘safe’ decisions and to seek out support where needed. This research contributes to an
important body of work which challenges reactionary policies and practice agendas. Despite the
Gillick ruling, parents' interests and adult concerns are prioritised resulting in sex and
relationships education that is not ‘fit for purpose’ and which does not respond to young

people’s calls for a more youth centred curriculum (Ofsted, 2013; Alldred and David, 2007).

My contention is that educators should not settle for enabling children and young people to
‘protect themselves’. A more ambitious agenda for SRE is to equip young people with the
knowledge and competence to navigate different encounters and contexts in a way that is right
for them. This research suggests that SRE can contribute towards a more ethical sexual culture,
and that this would be facilitated by an expansion in our understanding of safeguarding to

include this more positive and proactive project

Sexual learning and understanding ‘consent’ occurs through formal and informal conversations,
but also through experience. Acknowledging this is a key step for cultivating a more
communicative sexual culture and encouraging people to develop the skills and competence to
negotiate an encounter that is ‘good’ for all involved. However, this stands in tension with public
health and educational discourses which seek to delay sexual debut and advocate for informed
decision making (Hirst, 2008; 2013). Where there is an educational focus on developing
competence, this competence remains untested and unquestioned in most learning spaces,

because personal experience is often avoided. The literature review showed that the notion of
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sexual competence exists in public and sexual health discourse (Wellings et al. 2005; Hirst, 2008;
Palmer et al. 2016). However, the young people in this study were more likely to think about
what makes individuals and couples ‘ready’ for negotiating sex and relationships. Both these
conceptualisations of being able to consent are somewhat static and do not acknowledge the
relational aspects of encounters. An educational focus on developing individual competence
arguably overlooks the relational and situated nature of sexual decision making, which | argue

is key to understanding sexual negotiation.

Taking a critical pedagogic approach to SRE would raise questions about what it means to co-
produce and research sexual knowledge with young people. Experiential knowledge is highly
valued by young people, but talking about and reflecting on it is generally avoided in formal
teaching spaces. Thus, it is difficult to imagine how educators might ethically approach situated
experiences and deliver education that promotes sexual exploration and reflective learning from
personal experience. It is difficult for educators and youth practitioners to promote sexual
exploration as a form of education. This is something sex positive educators are at times
criticised for, on grounds of corrupting young people’s innocence (Alldred and David, 2007).
However this research suggests that grounding discussion in situated scenarios or responding to
young people’s experiences is valuable. Being sexual with one another and exploring desires
and boundaries can enable people to develop experience and subsequently learn from and apply
it to future interactions. Hirst (2008) found that (in)experience affects what is considered to be
good and fulfilling. A number of older and more sexually experienced participants in this study
highlighted how experience had provided and provoked much of their sexual learning. They
noted how their expectations have changed, and their confidence to ‘take risks’ and
competently negotiate sexual encounters in a way that disrupts gendered expectations
continues to develop with time. Yet they also noted that they lacked spaces to learn from others
and acknowledge when things went ‘wrong’. This would require, as Jen Gilbert (2017)
advocates, making exploration, risk taking, and learning from mistakes part of the educational
message. The findings in this thesis suggest that much needs to be done to provide productive

spaces and training for educators to do this kind of work.

The focus of SRE often shifts in response to the moral panic of the moment (Carmody, 2015;
Thomson, 2004;). Weeks (2007) and Waites (2004) have both shown how understandings of
consent and sexual negotiation have shifted over the last 50 years or so. A continuing shift has
resulted in and from grass roots campaigning and awareness raising, changes to legislation,

policy and education. Presently, the push back against institutionalised sexism, harassment, and
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exploitation has, ironically, provoked an educational agenda that is somewhat heavy-handed
and focussed more on ‘getting consent’ and ‘getting it right’ (Coy et al. 2013) rather engaging
with nuances and complexity (Carmody, 2015; Gilbert 2017). In response to the recent Social
Work Bill, Brook’s new Head of Education has advocated a need for “brave teachers” who are
willing to critically engage with issues of consent and negotiation (Corteen, 2017). This style of
teaching and learning is uncomfortable — and often awkward — especially as there is limited
training for teachers. While it is important for teachers to ‘be brave’ and bare the awkwardness
and difficulties associated with critical sex education, this cannot be left to individual teachers
at the expense of addressing the structural and institutional constraints within which they work.
As Alldred and David highlighted in 2007: “The emotionally unhealthy dynamics in many British
secondary schools creates cultures of blame and accusation, so that teachers are reluctant to
take responsibility for, or management positions on, issues perceived as risky [...] because they
feel threatened and are fearful of potential moral outrage and approbation” (169). Over the last
10 years there is little to suggest that these school dynamics are changing for the better. Thus,
it is important to address sex education at the levels of policy and practice and to look critically
at the institutions that deliver SRE as well as the content of this education. While teachers need
to be brave, so does policy and people in national, local and school governance and leadership
positions. For example, the Citizenship teacher at the school site, where some of this research
was conducted, was able to use her leadership position to seek support and provide consent

education with space for critical exploration.

Numerous scholars and practitioners have noted that SRE is limited when it only focuses on
‘risks” associated with hetero sex and intervention and which advocate instead for a ‘sex
positive’ or sex critical approach (Sanjakdar and Yip, 2018; Alldred and David, 2007; McGeeney,
2013). One argument is that the term ‘risk’ should be reframed so that the focus is not on
avoiding the risk of STI’s, unintended pregnancy and harm but rather on the risk that the sexual
encounter may not pleasurable, enjoyable, or wanted by all those involved. In doing this it
becomes necessary to reconsider what counts as a ‘successful’ encounter. By suggesting that
people learn from taking risks, it is also important that sex positive and critical sex education
engages more with the process of exploration and how people can learn from what did and did
not work for them to ensure that they do not contribute to unethical sex in the future. This will
feel risky, but it is important to recognise that youthful sexuality is, by definition, a product of
inexperience (Hirst, 2008), so there must be space for things to go wrong and for people to talk
about this openly without the immediate fear of labels such as rape and sexual violence (Gilbert,

2017) and the current consequences of these.
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If educators are being encouraged to take risks, ‘be brave’ and critically engage with sexual
consent in their teaching, they will require support which acknowledges and enables this uneasy
shift from ‘public health pragmatism’ (Thomson, 2004) and risk-centred education toward a
more critical, exploratory and positive pedagogy. Moira Carmody’s work on sexual ethics (2015),
and NCB guidance for teachers (2014) acknowledges that this is a difficult and revealing task,

but an important one. Jen Gilbert (2017) highlights the magnitude of this task.

We may ask too much of sex education — we want it to address the complicated scene
of sexual decision-making and prepare young people to recognise the structural
inequalities that make sex riskier for some than others; to protect and nurture girls’
sense of entitlement to sexual pleasure; to notice how some young people’s sexuality
is seen as in need of protection and others is seen as threatening; and, in the midst
of these lessons on social inequality, to hold open a space for the surprise of sexuality,
a sense that even within a wanted sexual encounter, unexpected things can occur.

(Gilbert, 2017:277-278)

Risk and learning need reframing for sex education to fulfil what Gilbert outlines above. Yet the
educators whose conversations and concerns contributed to Chapter Five expressed anxiety
about how to do this, particularly acknowledging the limited resources and time they have to
approach these complex topics. This reframing will initially produce a period of awkwardness
and discomfort for both educators and young people. However, as Kotsko (2010) notes,
awkwardness precedes change. It is important to lean into this discomfort to cultivate a change
in how sex is taught, talked about and practiced. The data and analysis suggest that
awkwardness is not something to avoid, but rather something to work through. It can be a key
part of breaking the silence and destabilising hetero-patriarchal norms that persists in the way
that people speak about and practice sex and negotiation. Kotsko advocates that awkwardness
is a relational experience based on assumed social orders and moment of transgression where
these social orders become visible and it is clear that they do not ‘work’ for most people. By
understanding the expectations that link to performativity, power and pleasure it is possible to
reframe and destabilise some of these assumptions in a way that foregrounds exploratory sexual
practice and communication rather than affirmation or rejection. This needs to be a key focus

in future consent education.

All the empirical chapters in this thesis identified and highlighted the gendered nature of consent
and how hetero-patriarchal expectations about sex and gendered roles persist in a variety of

contemporary youth cultures. A common thread across the fifth and sixth chapters related to
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observations about how young men, and young women responded differently to consent
education. As the practitioners noted boys are particular concerned about the legal side of
consent. This is understandable as what is seen as, and often portrayed as normal may be illegal.
Contrastingly, girls were often keen to explore ambiguity in order to escape assumptions of
passivity. This research found that young people, particularly those with limited sexual and
relationship experience, view the process of seeking explicit consent to sexual interaction and
establishing their own and the desires of another as awkward, undesirable and disruptive to an
imagined process of sexual interaction flowing seamlessly from ‘start to finish’. The idea of
‘flow’, is produced from heteronormative narratives involving a man leading an encounter and
a woman going along with, or offering resistance in the form of rejection (Holland et al. 1998;
Jackson, 1999; Alldred and David, 2007; Coy et al. 2013; Carmody and Ovenden, 2013). This
heteronormative flow was present in the conversations with all participants and it provided
fertile ground for critical reflection and rethinking how consent might occur, and thus how to do

sexual negotiation in more ethical and non-gendered ways.

Much of the ‘awkwardness’ participants attributed to seeking explicit consent related to
discomfort around transgressing heteronormative (sexual) roles. For example, by naming and
exposing their desires and expectations. Theories of consent, so far, tend to assume that
negotiation happens privately between two people (or in some instances more) in a given
encounter and this does not apply so well to youth cultures — nor to more digital cultures. They
also assume that there is a seeker and a giver of consent and are based on an assumption that
the consent is to ‘travel’ together in a specified direction towards ‘sex’ (Butler, 2012). Many of
the common place messages in contemporary consent education continue to reproduce
gendered expectations around giving and getting which map onto ideas that men initiate and
lead sexual interaction and that women respond to this — being seen as the gate keepers and
responsible for looking after their own sexual safety and reputation (Coy et al. 2013; Kehiliy,
2002; Gilbert, 2017) which ironically challenges some of the “conventions of femininity” (Holland
et al. 1991:143). Thus, sex education needs to address and advocate for changes in gendered
expectations about who wants sex and how this is communicated. To do this, it is necessary to
go beyond the give/get binary and think more about desire, communication and the ways in
which people are judged, according to gender, race, class, sexual orientation and age, for

displaying sexual competence.

Many scholars have pointed to the difficulties of being clear and explicit about sex. Indeed, there

are many ‘sex advice’ books that convey all kinds of different messages about sex and yet,
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according the Meg-John Barker’s review of over 100 books, blogs and articles there is little if any
time dedicated to discussing consent (Barker, Gill and Harvey, 2018). Expanding mainstream
understandings of consent to go beyond the binary and embrace ambiguity is certainly an
important part of cultivating a more ethical sexual culture. Moving beyond ideas of give/get,
rape/consent and yes/no to talking and teaching about the nuances of this could contribute to
breaking down gendered expectations and ideas that contribute to victim blaming/passivity and
silence around desire and violation. This research has found that experience is a crucial variable
in how young people are able to acknowledge and then actively disrupt gendered norms that
reproduce expectations about if and how one should communicate about sex. Presently,
educational messages and terminology do not map onto or resonate with young people’s
everyday experiences and understandings of consent and sexual negation in practice. Their
experiences are shrouded in ambiguity that is both a product of assumptions, but also produced
through fear of making things explicit and taking the ‘risk’ of checking in to see what is about to

happen and whether it is wanted by all involved.

This discussion has shown that education, and youth provision for sex education requires a
change of vocabulary which attends to ambiguity, ambivalence and awkwardness and allows for
a more expanded model of consent and violation. The continuum developed in Chapter Six,
captures the ways in which the young people in this study spoke about and defined different
sexual encounters and processes of negotiation and coercion. It could become a useful model
to address many of the themes discussed above. Throughout this thesis | have spoken about
sexual consent, negotiation, rape and sexual violence, yet it is arguable that the most useful
terms for enabling more open and therefore educational conversations about ethical sex are the
terms ‘negotiation’ and ‘violation’. These two terms bridge many people’s understandings of
active consent and rape and enable conversations that link more to ‘ordinary sex’ and violation.
Rather than continuing to invalidate women (and men’s) experience of sexual violence (Kelly
and Radford, 1990) it is possible that expanding vocabulary to address grey areas may encourage
people to name and validate ‘bad’ experiences without having to use terms such as rape and
violence, which initially they may not feel comfortable with. Some feminist scholars and activist
would likely push back against this suggestion. For example, there is much discussion and
backlash occurring in response to Germaine Greer’s forthcoming book ‘On Rape’ (In Press, 2018).
Some activists and feminists are anxious that hard-fought definitions and laws around
recognising rape are being eroded. Given the years of campaigning that went into establishing
a legal standard of consent and recognition of rape this concern is understandable. However

many people feel excluded from and uncomfortable with the binary language of rape and
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consent and it isimportant the create a ‘way in’ to the consent conversation that can be inclusive
and productive rather than exclusionary. This is something that a continuum of consent and

conversations about sexual ethics could encourage.

8.2.1 The case for the consent continuum

The key themes from this research suggest that it is important to acknowledge the difference
between everyday exploration of sexuality and the boundaries of the law. Itis difficult to admit
that explorations will go wrong, and this may not (need) to go to court. However it is important
that people recognise and learn from mistakes, rather than burying them (Gilbert 2017, Hirst
2008). This is not to say that people should ‘learn from rape’. However, experiences of violation
differ. When people avoid labelling things as ‘bad’, ‘wrong’ or ‘rape’, there is little room to
consider how violation, boundary crossing or simply unsatisfactory sex can be avoided in the
future. This section of the conclusion makes a case for why the continuum of sexual agency can
provide a useful bridge from theory into practice. It can scaffold conversations that teachers are
apprehensive about but which young people view as an important, and currently missing,

element of SRE.

Firstly, | must clarify this is called the continuum a ‘continuum of sexual agency’, and not simply
a ‘continuum of consent’3*to recognise the interplay between structure and agency and to
follow the thinking that agency and consent are the result or product of a relational and
contextual moment. People’s agency will always be constrained and in relation to the other
actors in the scenario, and so is a person’s ability to ‘do other’ and not follow an expected
gendered and yes/no script. This also develops from Liz Kelly’s (1988, 1993) concept of the
continuum of sexual violence where she acknowledges sexual violence on a continuum. It is
important not to focus only on extreme examples of sexual violence which isolate certain
instances at the expense of acknowledging smaller every day acts of violence and coercion

(1993).

341t has been labelled ‘the consent continuum’ in the Brook learning modules for simplicity.
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Figure 24 Consent continuum (without definitions) By Onclick and Brook
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Participants in this study echoed the findings from Coy et al. (2014), Brady et al. (2017),
Muehlenhard and Peterson (2005) amongst others and were clear that there is a difference
between coercive and invasive sex and passively going along with sex, in some cases because a
person desired the outcome of sex, or did not feel strongly adverse to going with the flow. There
is an inevitable tension here about how to talk about and acknowledge awkwardness, ambiguity
and ambivalence that is part and parcel of sexual interaction and that which is the result of
subordination, coercion and a lack of agency, or lack of ‘room to negotiate’ (Palmer, 2017). It is
important to separate these elements but acknowledge the uneasy space between
incompetence, passive expressions of consent and ‘non-consensual’ encounters. The law
attempts to separate this by having a legal age of consent, but also by tolerating consensual sex
between 13-15 year olds and by having different sexual offences. Yet the ways these are defined
are clumsy and open to interpretation. Mainstream representations of rape and sexual violence
obscure the different ways in which people could manage, report and learn from moments of
accidental, as well as intentional violation. By opening conversations about how to acknowledge,
manage and later speak about and learn from these more questionable encounters, it may be
possible to de-normalise passivity and thus contribute to a shift in how successful sexual

encounters are constructed.

This nuance is what the continuum of sexual agency captures. It provides useful scaffolding for
these more difficult conversations by offering a way of speaking about and viewing sex, consent
and violation that is not absolute. The continuum shows how rape myths still characterise the
ways that young people speak about rape and that victim blaming still needs tackling, yet it will
enable educators and researchers to engage more constructively with ambiguity and the ‘what
if’ questions that come up in conversations about consent, without having to immediately fall
back on the law. It encourages people to consider the process, and outcome of sexual

negotiation and to critically observe the norms and expectation that restrict how different
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encounters may play out. It would also enable people to think more critically about how
different experiences and presentations of negotiation are judged by others and take an
approach that promotes sexual ethics, rather than foregrounding legal definitions and
discourses. This has been captured in feedback from the Brook learn module on consent.?®

The consent continuum seemed to capture a much better picture of consent and the

grey areas. It's great to teach young people about verbal and non-verbal consent so
dynamically.

(Educator feedback on Brook learn Consent module)

As a teaching tool, the continuum enables ‘risky’ conversations, yet it is clear that some
encounters will be viewed as more or less ethical. The continuum also illustrates that
experiences can move up and down and that what is ‘successful’ for one person or in one
encounter may shift and change according to the context. It can hold the potential that
encounter’s may be ‘re-categorise’ over time and as a person’s sexual competence develops.
This continuum has potential to contribute further to feminist theories of sex and sexual
violence. However, the key contribution of this continuum and study is its practical application
to teaching that will enhance people’s vocabulary around sex and sexual violation and enable

conversations about the more nuanced and messy process of ‘ordinary’ sexual negotiation.

8.3 Contributing to a curriculum for consent

The findings and discussion from this research can speak directly to elements of last-minute
amendments to the Children and Social Work Act 2017 which seeks to ensure SRE is mandatory
from September 2019. However, there are a number of concerns and caveats raised in the Bill
about the about the need for SRE to be age, culturally or community-appropriate (Greening,
2017), which findings from this research suggest it will be important to challenge. The Bill states
that although SRE will be compulsory in all schools, parents will still have the right to remove

their children from these lessons. Thus, it would be timely to enhance and mobilise the Gillick

35 The continuum has been taken up as key activity for Brook’s online training resources for educators. | have
collaborated with Brook, On Click, Ester McGeeney, Rachel Thomson and Ben Fincham to use findings from this
research in training and educational resources. The continuum was one element of this research that the team
thought would help teachers to open up conversation about consent in a useful way. In developing the module, much
attention was given to how the continuum can be used to scaffold conversations about ambiguity, awkwardness and
ambivalence in a way that give teachers the confidence to take risks and explore grey areas, but also provides them
with some safety and facts to fall back on if they feel they cannot answer a question.
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principle and the UNCRC to affirm and prioritise young people’s own rights to access
information, education and to explore their sexuality safely. Schools in particular need to take
the influence they have seriously in contributing to a more ethical sexual culture. To do this, they
must recognise young people as sexual citizens who are entitled to information that will help

them to make informed decision and be reflective about their experiences.

The Bill, and various responses from educational bodies, highlights attention to ‘age-
appropriate’ and ‘culturally sensitive’ education (Puffet, 2017). Whilst these are relevant factors,
they should not be used as a reason to avoid teaching these topics critically and in depth.
Teaching can be done, as illustrated in Chapters Five and Six, in a way that prioritises young
peoples’ rights and is not experienced as ‘culturally inappropriate’. For instance this research
found that young people from diverse cultural and faith backgrounds were interested in, and
enjoyed, having conversations about sex and consent. They saw the value of learning about it
even if they might not be engaging in sex, romantic or intimate relationships yet. As Robinson
(2012) and Waites (2005) note, the education system has a responsibility for ensuring that
children and young people have access to all the information they need to fulfil and make the

most of their sexual citizenship.

This illustrates that young people are interested in and understand more about the ethics of
negotiation than they are commonly credited with in media and policy discourse (Gunter and
Schweiger, 2017). Popular culture provides all kinds of examples, scenarios and messages about
sex and relationships, so teachers might find comfort in the fact they are only one part of a web
of educational sources. Positive SRE can provide spaces for critical discussion and myth busting
and ensure that young people have exposure to messages about sex and negotiation which

support them to think critically about what consent means to them, in their own lives and why.

Despite advocating a need to move from talking and teaching about ‘consent’ toward ‘sexual
negotiation’ it is important to acknowledge that any education, training and resources in this
field will have more uptake if done under the heading of ‘consent’ due to its recent popularity.
Consent has become a key term in educational policy and, as outlined above, is a key topic for
new SRE curricula. It is important that the work from this thesis contributes to the ‘consent

conversation’ rather than running parallel to it.

8.3.1 Who can do this work?
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Improving SRE and enabling a more ethical sexual culture will involve pushing boundaries and
taking risks. It has been well documented that young people learn about sex and sexuality from
a variety of sources ranging from formal education, to friends and family, ‘the media’ and
pornography (Lear, 1995; Marston et al. 2004; Lader, 2009; Stone & Ingham, 2006;
Sririanganathan et al. 2010; Brook 2014). At present youth workers and external specialist
educators are well placed to deliver SRE and take the ‘risks’ associated with opening up
conversations and working in a more participatory and critical way. However, this work is
something that school teachers will have to deliver from 2019 and the dynamic will be different
due to their ongoing relationships with the students under their care. As noted, schools are not
currently the ideal institutional setting for this kind of work (McGeeney 2013; Alldred and David,
2007; Kehiliy, 2002; Alldred 2018). They do not model consensual decisions making, nor do they
celebrate dissent and resistance - something that is important to practice in order to resist the
norms and expectation that maintain a hetero-patriarchal sexual status quo. Yet schools are the
only place that young people have to attend, and it is possible to develop a curriculum that
ensures consistent, regular and relevant SRE. The Ofsted report ‘Not yet good enough’ (2013)
that was outlined in the literature review identifies a need for more confident and trained

teachers to deliver SRE as part of a whole school approach to safeguarding.

Brook’s assertion that in the longer-term it is important that school teachers deliver SRE and
that external specialists are employed to enhance rather than replace the provision (Corteen,
2017) is an important one. It s likely, in the context of cuts, that many schools will not be able
to employ specialist input, so it is important that teachers can access training and resources to
deliver the curriculum. The roles of educators in schools, and other institutions of formal and
informal learning, is important and they need equipping with the vocabulary and confidence to
approach the topic of consent critically with young people. Thus, cultivating a more ethical
sexual culture is an intergenerational project. Teachers and adults more broadly need to learn
from and develop a vocabulary that will help them to teach and exemplify consent with children

and young people.

In order to equip teachers in particular with the information and confidence to approach consent
more critically it is necessary for training and resources that champion critical and youth centred
research are available. These resources should seek to reduce the concerns educators have
about acknowledging grey areas and moving away from a legal framework of consent. Drawing
on the findings form this research, the thesis concludes with five recommendations for practice

that can be applied in educational settings. Many of these have been put into action through an



[203]

impact acceleration grant and project to develop digital training and teaching resources for

educators.3®

8.4 Recommendations for Educational Practice

1. Educational and youth settings need to develop policies and encourage practices that
enable the critical exploration of sexual consent.

This may involve bringing in external educators who are more familiar and comfortable with

talking about sex and employing critical pedagogy. It is also important that teachers in schools

have access to good quality training and resources that enable them to approach this key topic

with confidence in a way that is meaningful to young people. To do this, educators, institutions

and policy need to reframe risk and encourage a more critical approached to the subject

(Corteen, 2017).

All young people should have access to education about consent, and schools and governing
bodies should make brave policies that do not allow parents to remove their children from SRE.
It is possible and necessary for young people of different ages, backgrounds and cultures to learn
about and discus the meaning of consent. Any policies that are developed should champion
young people’s rights to education and develop their citizenship over and above parents’ rights

or viewing parents (rather than their children) as the ‘consumer’ of education.

2. Educational programmes about consent need to embrace ambiguity and go beyond the
binary
It is vital that teaching about consent acknowledges the limits of the legal binary of rape/consent
and the simplicity of common definitions. It is important for young people to know about the
legal ages of consent, and what is considered ‘non-consensual’ sex. However, facts and laws
alone will not help them to negotiate consent in everyday interactions. The legal framework
makes consent and rape seem very clear cut, but in reality consent and sexual negotiation can
be awkward and ambiguous. This is something that educators might find uncomfortable but
this research shows there is significant educational value for engaging with ‘grey areas’ because

these are the spaces young people more often inhabit.

36 An overview of how key themes have been converted into digital training materials can be found in Appendix O.
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3. Challenging gendered roles and addressing power and pleasure

Effective teaching about consent needs to address the complexities of negotiation. It is
important to acknowledge that negotiation always involves power relations and we need to
provide examples of how to navigate, give and read different desires and signals. This research
has found that using definition and scenario tasks to think about consent in different contexts
can enable focused discussion about the possibilities and limits of sexual decision making in
different contexts and according to individual characteristics. It is particularly important to
consider how age, gender and socio-economic background may affect someone’s ability and

motives for negotiating.

4. Use a continuum to acknowledge and address ‘grey areas’

The continuum of sexual agency/consent developed in this research directly reflects how young
people commonly talk about and label different kinds of sexual encounters or violation. Used as
a teaching tool, this continuum provides a useful way of scaffolding conversations that educators
might find difficult. The continuum and scenarios that have been adapted into teaching
resources on Brook learn enable teachers to identify the limitations of yes/no, good/bad models
of consent but also leaves room to manoeuvre when questions or discussion turn to examples

that lack clarity.

5. Teach beyond the binary of ‘yes’ and ‘no’

Education which aims to cultivate a more consensual sexual culture must consider how
communication and negotiation happens, using real life examples that are both sexual and non-
sexual. Educators need to explore what negotiation looks like that is verbal, non-verbal, explicit
and implicit. This can help to develop young peoples’ vocabulary for recognising and describing
the range of thoughts and feelings that someone might have when thinking about, negotiating
and doing sex — and how this might interact with those of another/others. It is important to
acknowledge that awkwardness is a key part of the process for negotiation and working together

to find an outcome that is good/ok for all involved.
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Educators who wish to develop some knowledge and confidence for teaching in a way that
attends to the above should access the free online Brook Learn training modules which also offer
free recourses and lesson plans. The Brook Learn course on consent has been developed from
this research and provides a timely and accessible way to think about the nuances of consent in

a way that is appropriate for formal and informal educational settings.

THE MEANING OF CONSENT

So, what does 'sexual consent’ really mean?

In the eyes of the law, consent is the agreement between

participants to have sex or engage in a sexual activity.

Al brvolved must have the fneedom and Capacity 1o make that decision.
Engaging in a sexual act withaut the person’s consent is a criminal ‘
offerice and is considered saxual assault or rapa, i

The wording of the law stll doesn adequately distinguish bebween
wanting something snd giving in to it What's more, it introduces

further probilems by saying there must be freedom and capacity to
make that decision withowt e-pLaming what that really meaans —
Don't worry - we'll invastigate this
further in the naxt module!

# 15 THE WORD ‘CONSENT' APPROPRIATE?

B brook US ) vome == menu

UNIVERSITY
OF BUBBEX

Figure 25 example of Brook Learn course taken from module 1 'The meaning of consent’

8.5 Where next?

The recommendations above are the result of participatory work with over 100 young people
and 12 practitioners. The co-production and collaborative nature of this project has been a
strength, as well as challenging aspect of the research. The applied nature of the work has
enabled the findings to quickly contribute to educational resources. However, there is still more
theoretical and practice-based work to be done in this area. It is important to encourage a
departure from legalistic and binary conceptions of consent and enable conversations about
ethics and the ambiguous and awkward realities of sexual communication and negotiation. This
research raises questions about how this can be done within societal and institutional structures
that reproduce intergenerational, gendered and racialised inequalities. More exploration into
sexual agency is a vital part of intellectual and educational agendas for promoting a more ethical
sexual culture. It may be possible to build on existing work about sexual competence by applying
practice theory to ‘sex’, in a way that may perhaps contribute to changes in policy and

educational content that is more youth centred and attends to intersecting axes of oppression.
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As outlined in Chapter Seven, awkwardness, ambiguity and ambivalence are pervasive, but not
always problematic. Stevilackson has said that ‘it's what we say, not what we do behind closed
doors’ that matters when people are teaching and talking about sex with others (1999). This
suggests that as long as academics and practitioners working in the field of education enhance
a discourse around positive, pleasurable and ethical sexual interaction then changes in sexual
practice will occur. Having spent four years talking and researching about sexual consent, |
suggest it is important to move beyond this statement. While strengthening a discourse of more
ethical and communicative sex needs people to ‘talk the talk’, it also requires people to walk the
walk and share their shortcomings and awkward experiences. Young people in this research
responded well to practitioners and peers sharing experiences where sexual interactions and
attempts at ‘doing good consent’ were awkward, did not go to plan or where they experienced
rejection. | suggest that campaigns and educational programmes that present an ‘ideal’ example
of enthusiastic and explicitly communicative consent need to be complimented by messages
that acknowledge how difficult and awkward navigating consent can be for everyone (not just
young people). Young people in particular need reassurance that people do sometimes get
sexual negotiation wrong and can talk about and learn from this. Research and practice, that
provide space for, and encourage this are of particular importance in the present socio-political

climate.

While this project has worked with and responded to the knowledge and interests of young
people aged 13-25 it is important for future research to address questions of consent, decision
making and sexuality to younger age groups still. Children and young people learn how and when
to say or perform ‘no’ in ways that are socially acceptable from early ages, thus it is essential to
explore how dissent, resistance and consent are cultivated and restricted throughout a person’s
childhood. Judith Butler highlights the interplay between vulnerability and resistance (2012)
and so work that seeks to understand how this is framed and enabled within the context of SRE

and more broadly would contribute to a more critical pedagogy for sex education.

In addition to rethinking consent and dissent the process and findings from this project have
highlighted some of the difficulties of doing participatory and youth lead research using existing
structures of research support and ethics. During this project, it has become clear that
contemporary research guidelines and processes to gain research funding or ethical approval
are rooted in traditional and restrictive ideas about what constitutes research and therefore

how to conduct it ethically. The film project and work with the citizenship class has highlighted
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the challenges involved in participatory work where anonymity is impossible and where the

researcher has to develop plans and think on their feet.

Participatory approaches should be seen as representing a different stance within qualitative
research (Fine et al. 2001), providing a valid alternative to positivist research by focussing on the
co-creation of experiences and findings rather than on generating generalisable data. It is
important to work with those directly affected by the topics under research — particularly if the
aims of the research are to develop solutions and recommendations for changes in practice and
provision. Participatory research is a “political statement as well as a theory of knowledge”
(Reason and Bradbury, 2011:10) and as such is personally challenging and a ‘learning curve’ for
all involved. Academics argue for the validity of situated knowledges shaped by marginalised
positions relating to gender, race, disability and sexual orientation. Yet academics often struggle
to extend this to age, with younger researchers and children and young people rarely being able
to set the agenda and to directly communicate their situated knowledges to those in power.
The project described above was developed and designed with young people in order to ensure
that the research, findings and outputs can usefully reflect their agendas, interests and everyday
experiences and concerns. Participatory approaches to research with young people is vital to
challenging adult and risk informed agendas in research and policy. More work is emerging
which seeks to recognise and address this and | hope this thesis and work that follows it can

contribute to this.



[208]

Reference List

1.

Aggleton, P. and Campbell, C. (2000) 'Working with young people —towards an agenda for
sexual health', Sexual and Relationship Therapy, Vol. 15(3), pp. 283 —296

Albury, K. Crawford, K, Byron, P. and Mathews, B. (2013), Young people and sexting in
Australia: Ethics, representation and the law: final report. ARC Centre for Creative
Industries and Innovation/ Journalism and Research Centre, The University of New South

Wales, Australia. Available from: https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/30677128.pdf

Alderson, P. (2004) Ethics, in Fraser, S. Lewes, V. Ding, S. Kellett. M. and Robinson, C. (Eds)

Doing research with children and young people, London, Sage, pp. 97 — 112.

Alderson, P. (2007) Competent children? Minors’ consent to health care treatment and

research. Social Science and Medicine, Vol. 65, pp. 2272—-2283.

Alderson, P. and Morrow, V. (2004) Ethics, social research and consulting with children

and young people, Barnardos, llford

Alderson, P. and Morrow, V. (2011) The ethics of research with children and young people:

a practical handbook. SAGE Publications Ltd. London

Alldred, P. (2018), Sites of Good Practice, In Sanjakdar, F. and Yip, A. (eds) Critical
Pedagogy, Sexuality Education and Young People: Issues about Democracy and Active

Citizenry. Peter Lang, New York, pp. 83-98

Alldred, P., and David, M. E. (2007) Get real about sex: The politics and practice of sex

education. Open University Press, Maidenhead.

Allen, L. and Carmody, M. (2012), 'Pleasure has no passport': re-visiting the potential of

pleasure in sexuality education, Sex Education, Vol. 12 (4), pp. 455 - 468.


https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/30677128.pdf
file:///C:/Users/elsiewhittington/OneDrive%20-%20University%20of%20Sussex/PhD%20stuff/FINAL%20write%20up%202018/Alldred

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

[209]

Allen, L. (2007) Keeping Students on the Straight and Narrow: Heteronormalising
Practices in New Zealand Secondary Schools. New Zealand Journal of Educational

Studies, Vol. 41 (2), pp. 311-332

Anderson, M. (2005), Negotiating Sex. Southern California Law Review, Vol. 41, p. 101,
2005; Villanova Law/Public Policy Research Paper No. 2005-9. Available at SSRN:

https://ssrn.com/abstract=782367

Bambanani Group (2012), Memory box project, what are body maps? Available at:

http://www.memorybox.co.za/index.php?option=com content&task=view&id=16&Itemi

d=37

Banks, S. (2001). Ethical dilemmas for the social professions: work in progress with social

education students in Europe. European Journal of Social Education, Vol. 1, pp. 1-16.

Banks. S, Craig. G, Pain, R. Summebell, C. (2011) Community-based Participatory
Research: Ethical Challenges, Durham Community Research Team, Centre for Social
Justice and Community Action, Durham University, available from

https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/beacon/CCDiscussionPapertemplateCBPRBanksetal7No

v2011.pdf

Baraitser, L. (2009). Maternal encounters. Routledge, London

Barker, M., Gill, R. and Harvey, L. (2018). Mediated intimacy. Polity Press.

Bates. L, (2014) Everyday Sexism, Simon and Schuster, London

Batsleer, J. (2014). Against Role Models: Tracing the Histories of Manliness in Youth
Work, The Cutural Capital of Respectable Masculinity. Youth and Policy: the journal of

critical analysis. Vol. 113(3)

Batsleer, J. (2008). Informal learning in youth work. SAGE, London,


https://ssrn.com/abstract=782367
http://www.memorybox.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=16&Itemid=37
http://www.memorybox.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=16&Itemid=37
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/beacon/CCDiscussionPapertemplateCBPRBanksetal7Nov2011.pdf
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/beacon/CCDiscussionPapertemplateCBPRBanksetal7Nov2011.pdf
http://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/596708/
http://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/596708/

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

[210]

Batsleer, J. (2010a). Youth workers as researchers: Ethical issues in practitioner and

participatory research. In: Ethical Issues in Youth Work: Second Edition. pp.178-191.

Batsleer, J. (2010b). Feminist webs: A case study of the personal, professional and

political in youth work. In: Critical Practice with Children and Young People, pp. 217-232.

Batsleer, J. (2011). Voices from an edge. Unsettling the practices of youth voice and
participation: arts-based practice in The Blue Room, Manchester. Pedagogy, Culture &

Society. Vol. 19(3), pp.419-434.

Batsleer, J. (2012). Dangerous spaces, dangerous memories, dangerous emotions:
informal education and heteronormativity — a Manchester UK Youth Work

vignette. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education. Vol. 33(3), pp.345-360.

Batsleer, J. (2013). Youth work, social education, democratic practice and the challenge of

difference: A contribution to debate. Oxford Review of Education. Vol. 39 (3). pp. 287-306.

BBC 1 (2017), [TV Programme]: Three Girls BBC. First aired May 2017.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b08rqd5n/broadcasts/2017/05

BBC News (2013), ‘PM rejects call to lower age of consent to 15’
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-24976929

Becker. H, (1967), ‘Whose Side Are We On?’ Social Problems, Oxford University Press Vol.

14(3), pp. 239-247

Beres, M. (2007), ‘Spontaneous’ sexual consent: An analysis of sexual consent literature’,

Feminism & Psychology, Vol. 17(1), pp. 93—108. doi: 10.1177/0959353507072914.

Berriman, L., and Thomson, R. (2015). Spectacles of intimacy? Mapping the moral

landscape of teenage social media. Journal of Youth Studies, Vol. 18(5), pp. 583-597.


http://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/75573/
http://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/75573/
http://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/281572/
http://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/281572/
http://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/281573/
http://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/281573/
http://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/281573/
http://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/315918/
http://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/315918/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b08rgd5n/broadcasts/2017/05
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-24976929
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=oup

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

[211]

Bessant, J. (2001). From sociology of deviance to sociology of risk: Youth homelessness

and the problem of empiricism. Journal of Criminal Justice, Vol. 29(1), pp. 31-43.

Biesta, G. (2013). Making Pedagogy Public: For the public, of the public, or in the interest
of publicness. In J. Burdick, J. A. Sandlin, and M. O’Mally (Eds.), Problematising public
pedagogy, Florence: Taylor and Francis, pp. 15-25

Biesta, G. (2015). The Rediscovery of Teaching: On robot vacuum cleaners, non-egological
education and the limits of the hermeneutical world view. Educational Philosophy and

Theory, 48(4), pp.374-392.

Biesta, Gert, (2005), Against learning. Reclaiming a language for education in an age of
learning. Nordisk Pedagogik, Vol. 25, pp. 54—66. Oslo. Available from:

https://www.ltu.se/cms fs/1.123949!/file/Article+Biesta+against+learning.pdf

Bland, L. (2002) Banishing the Beast: Feminism, Sex and Morality, (2nd edition), IB Tauris

Boddy. J, and Oliver. C, (2010). Research governance in children’s services: the scope for
new advice, Research Report DFE-RR0O72, Department for Education, HM Government.
Available from:

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/182165

/DFE-RRO72.pdf

Bordo, S. (1990), Feminism, postmodernism and gender scepticism, in Nicholson L (Ed)

Feminism/Postmodernism, Routledge, London, pp. 133-156

boyd, d. (2014). It’s complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens. New Haven, CT:

Yale University Press.

Brady, G., Lowe, P., Brown, G., Osmond, J. and Newman, M. (2017). ‘All in all it is just a
judgement call’: issues surrounding sexual consent in young people’s heterosexual

encounters. Journal of Youth Studies, Vol. 21(1), pp.35-50.


https://www.ltu.se/cms_fs/1.123949!/file/Article+Biesta+against+learning.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/182165/DFE-RR072.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/182165/DFE-RR072.pdf

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

47.

[212]

Braun, V. (2013). ‘Proper sex without annoying things’: Anti-condom discourse and the

‘nature’ of (hetero)sex. Sexualities, Vol. 16(3-4), pp.361-382.

Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2006). Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology. In: Qualitative
Research in Psychology. Vol. 3(2). pp. 77-101

Britzman, D. (1998). Lost subjects, contested objects. Albany: State University of New York

Press.

Brook (2009), Brook’s strategic framework: Guiding the Network over the next ten years
2009-2019, available from:

http://www.brook.org.uk/attachments/Strategic Framework 2009-

19 single page version FINAL.pdf

Brook and FPA, (2013), Brook and FPA briefing on sex education and relationships

education, Available from: http://www.fpa.org.uk/sites/default/files/sre-briefing-brook-

fpa-september-2013.pdf

Brook, (2014), Good sex?: Building evidence based practice in young people’s sexual

health. http://www.brook.org.uk/index.php/more/participation/qgood-sex-project

Brook, PSHE Association, and Sex Education Forum. (2014). Sex and Relationships
Education (SER) for the 21st century: Supplementary advice to the sex and relationship

education guidance, DfEE (0116/2000).

Brown, S., Cromby, J., Harper, D., Johnson, K. and Reavey, P. (2011). Researching
“experience”: Embodiment, methodology, process. Theory & Psychology, Vol. 21(4),
pp.493-515.

Brydon Miller, M. and Maguire, P. (2001) ‘Why action research?’, Action research, Sage
publications, Vol. 1(1), pp. 9-28.


http://www.brook.org.uk/attachments/Strategic_Framework_2009-19_single_page_version_FINAL.pdf
http://www.brook.org.uk/attachments/Strategic_Framework_2009-19_single_page_version_FINAL.pdf
http://www.fpa.org.uk/sites/default/files/sre-briefing-brook-fpa-september-2013.pdf
http://www.fpa.org.uk/sites/default/files/sre-briefing-brook-fpa-september-2013.pdf
http://www.brook.org.uk/index.php/more/participation/good-sex-project

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

[213]

Butler J. (1997) Sovereign Performatives in the Contemporary Scene of Utterance, Critical

Inquiry, Vol. 23, (2), pp. 350-377

Butler, J (1988) Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: an essay in phenomenology

and feminist theory, Theatre Journal, Vol. 40(4), pp. 519-531

Butler, J. (2006). Gender Trouble. London: Routledge.

Butler, J. (2011). Bodies that matter. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.

Butler, J. (2012). Sexual consent: Some thoughts on psychoanalysis and the law. Columbia

Journal of Gender & Law, Vol. 21(3), 405.

Cahill A. (2001), Rethinking rape, Cornel university press, London

Cahill, C. (2007a) ‘Doing Research with Young People: Participatory Research and the
Rituals of Collective Work’, Children's Geographies, Vol. 5(3):297-312

Cahill, C. (2007b). The Personal is Political: Developing new subjectivities through

participatory action research. Gender, Place & Culture, Vol. 14(3), pp.267-292

Calder, G. (2004). The language of refusal: sexual consent and the limits of post
structuralism, In M. Cowling and P. Reynolds (Eds.), Making sense of sexual consent

Abingdon, Ashgate, pp.57-72

Cameron, C. and Moss, P. (2011), Social pedagogy: Current understandings and
opportunities. In Cameron, C. and Moss, P. (Eds) Social Pedagogy and Working with
Children: Engaging with Children in Care. Jessica Kingsley, London, pp.7-32

Cameron, D. (2015), ‘Preventing child sexual exploitation: PM speech’ , Downing street
summit, Prime Minister's Office, 10 Downing Street 03/03/15 Transcript. Available from:

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/preventing-child-sexual-exploitation-pm-

speech


https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/preventing-child-sexual-exploitation-pm-speech
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/preventing-child-sexual-exploitation-pm-speech

59.

60.

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

[214]

Cameron-Lewis, V. and Allen, L. (2012), Teaching pleasure and danger in sexuality

education, Sex education: Sexuality Society and Learning, Vol. 13(2), pp. 121-132

Cammarota, J. and Fine, M. (2008) ‘Youth Participatory Action Research: A Pedagogy of
Transformational Resistance’, in Cammarota, J. and Fine, M (Eds) Revolutionizing

Education: Youth Participatory Action Research in Motion, Routledge, London, pp. 1-12

Carmody, M. (2003). Sexual ethics and violence prevention. Social and legal studies, Vol.

12(2), pp. 199-216.

Carmody, M. (2004). “Sexual ethics and the erotics of consent”. In In M. Cowling and P.

Reynolds (Eds.), Making sense of sexual consent Abingdon : Ashgate. Pages 45-56.

Carmody, M. (2006). Preventing adult sexual violence through education? Current Issues

in Criminal Justice, Vol. 18(2), pp. 342—-356.

Carmody, M. (2009). The sex and ethics violence prevention program. Melbourne:

Palgrave Macmillan.

Carmody, M. (2013), Young men, sexual ethics and sexual negotiation, Sociological

Research Online, vol 18(2), Available from: http://www.socresonline.org.uk/18/2/22.html

Carmody, M. (2015). Sex, ethics and young people, Critical Studies in Gender, Sexuality

and culture series, Palgrave Macmillan, Hampshire

Carmody, M. and Carrington, K. (2000), Preventing sexual violence? Australia and New

Zealand Journal of criminology, Vol. 33(3) pp. 341-361

Carmody, M. and Ovenden, G. (2013), Putting ethical sex into practice: Sexual
negotiation, gender and citizenship in the lives of young women and men, Journal of

Youth Studies, Vol. 16(6), pp. 792—-807.


http://www.socresonline.org.uk/18/2/22.html

69.

70.

71.

72.

73.

74.

75.

76.

77.

[215]

Cashmore, J. (2002), Promoting the participation of Children and Young people in Care,
Child Abuse and Neglect, Vol. 26, pp. 837 - 847.

Centre for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), (2012) 'CDC Global HIV/AIDS
Milestones: On the Path to an AIDS-Free Generation',

https://www.cdc.gov/globalaids/Global-HIV-AIDS-at-CDC/AIDS-Free-generation.html

Chambers, R. (2004) Participatory Workshops: A Sourcebook of 21 Sets of Ideas and

Activities, Earthscan, London

Christensen, P. and Mikkelsen, M. (2008). Jumping off and being careful: children's
strategies of risk management in everyday life. Sociology of Health & lliness, Vol. 30(1),

pp.112-130.

Christie, B. (2016). I've seen the future of Sex education and it’s privatised. The Guardian,

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/feb/20/bridget-christie-sex-education

Clapton, G., Cree, V. and Smith, M. (2013), Moral panics, claims-making and child
protection in the UK, British Journal of Social Work, Vol. 43(4), pp. 803—-812.

Clarke, K. (2018) ‘Nudity, Sexting and Consent: Finding Opportunities for Critical Pedagogy
in Tagged and Caitlin Stasey’, In Sanjakdar, F. and Yip, A. (Eds), Critical Pedagogy, Sexuality
Education and Young People: Issues about Democracy and Active Citizenry. Peter Lang,

New York, pp. 131-145

Coghlan, D. and Brydon-Miller, M. (2014). The Sage encyclopaedia of action research.
SAGE. Los. Angeles, Calif

Conservative Manifesto (2010) Available from:

https://www.conservatives.com/~/media/files/activist%20centre/press%20and%20policy

/manifestos/manifesto2010



https://www.cdc.gov/globalaids/Global-HIV-AIDS-at-CDC/AIDS-Free-generation.html
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/feb/20/bridget-christie-sex-education
https://www.conservatives.com/~/media/files/activist%20centre/press%20and%20policy/manifestos/manifesto2010
https://www.conservatives.com/~/media/files/activist%20centre/press%20and%20policy/manifestos/manifesto2010

78.

79.

80.

81.

82.

83.

84.

85.

86.

87.

[216]

Cook, T. (2009), The purpose of mess in action research: building rigour though a messy

turn, Educational Action Research, Vol 17(2), 277-291, DOI:10.1080/09650790902914241

Corbin, J. and Strauss, A. (2008). Basics of qualitative research: techniques and procedures

for developing grounded theory. SAGE, California

Cornwall, A. (2003). Whose Voices? Whose Choices? Reflections on Gender and

Participatory Development. World Development, Vol. 31(8), pp.1325-1342.

Correa, S., Petchesky, R. P., and Parker, R. (2008). Sexuality, health and human rights.

Sexuality, Culture and Health Series. London: Routledge.

Corteen, H. (2017) 'Schools need brave teachers for sex and relationships education’,

Schools Week Blog, Available from: https://schoolsweek.co.uk/schools-need-brave-

teachers-for-sex-and-relationships-education/

Cowling, M. (2002), Should communicative sexuality be written into the English law on

rape?, Contemporary Issues in Law, Vol. 6(1), pp. 47-63

Cowling, M. (2004), Rape, Communicative Sexuality and Sex education, in M. Cowling and

P. Reynolds (Eds.), Making sense of sexual consent, Abingdon, Ashgate, pp. 17-28

Cowling, M. and Reynolds, P. (2004), Introduction, In M. Cowling and P. Reynolds (Eds.),

Making sense of sexual consent Abingdon, Ashgate, pp.1-16

Coy, M, Kelly, L, Elvines, F. Garner, M. and Kanyeredzi, A. (2013), “Sex without consent, |
suppose that is rape”: How young people in England understand sexual consent.
Children’s Commissioner’s Inquiry into Child Sexual Exploitation in Gangs and Groups.

Office of the Children’s commissioner

Coy, M. (2016). Joining the dots on sexual exploitation of children and women: A way

forward for UK policy responses. Critical Social Policy, Vol. 36(4), pp. 572-591.


https://schoolsweek.co.uk/schools-need-brave-teachers-for-sex-and-relationships-education/
https://schoolsweek.co.uk/schools-need-brave-teachers-for-sex-and-relationships-education/

88.

89.

90.

91.

92.

93.

94.

95.

96.

97.

[217]

Cree, V., Clapton, G. and Smith, M. (2014), The presentation of child trafficking in the UK:
An old and new moral panic?, British Journal of Social Work, Vol. 44(2), pp. 418-433. doi:
10.1093/bjsw/bcs120.

Crown Copy Right, (1998), Section 28 amendment to Local Government Act 1988

David. M, Edwards. R, and Alldred. P, (2010), Children and School-based Research:

‘informred consent’ or ‘educated consent’?, British Education Journal, Vol. 27(3):347-365

Davies. B, (2009), In Defence of Youth Work, ‘The open letter’,

https://indefenceofyouthwork.com/the-in-defence-of-youth-work-letter-2/

De Cruz, S. P. (1987), Parents, Doctors and Children: The Gillick Case and Beyond, Journal
of Social Welfare and Family Law, Vol. 9(2), pp. 93—-108.

Diamond, L. M. (2006). Introduction: In search of good sexual-developmental pathways

for adolescent girls. Special Issue: Rethinking Positive Adolescent Female Sexual

Development, New directions for child and adolescent development, Wiley, Vol. 112, pp.
1-7

Dictionary.com (2013) Available from:

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/consent?s=t

Ditum, S. (2017). Sex education is too important to be left to Pornhub. The New

Statesman. [online] Available at: https://www.newstatesman.com/science-

tech/internet/2017/02/sex-education-too-important-be-left-pornhub

Dobson, A. and Ringrose, J. (2016), Sext education: Pedagogies of sex, gender and shame

in schoolyards of Tagged and Exposed, Sex Education, Vol. 16(1), pp. 8-21

Easton, M. (2013). Uncomfortable truths of child exploitation. BBC News [online].
Available from: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-22522232



https://indefenceofyouthwork.com/the-in-defence-of-youth-work-letter-2/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/15348687/2006/2006/112
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/15348687/2006/2006/112
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/consent?s=t
https://www.newstatesman.com/science-tech/internet/2017/02/sex-education-too-important-be-left-pornhub
https://www.newstatesman.com/science-tech/internet/2017/02/sex-education-too-important-be-left-pornhub
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-22522232

98.

99.

100.

101.

102.

103.

104.

105.

106.

107.

[218]

Edwards, R. and Alldred, P. (1999). Children and Young People's Views of Social
Research. Childhood, Vol. 6(2), pp.261-281.

Ehrhardt, A. (1996). Our view of adolescent sexuality—A focus on risk behaviour without

the developmental context. American Journal of Public Health, Vol. 86, pp. 1523-1525.

Ellen, B. (2013). Keep the age of consent at 16 — for children's sake. The Guardian. [online]

Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jan/13/age-of-consent-

is-right-at-16

Ellis, C., Adams, T. and Bochner, A. (2011). Autoethnography: An Overview. Qualitative-

research.net. Available from: http://www.qualitative-

research.net/index.php/fgs/article/view/1589/3095#gref

Emerson, R., Fretz, R. and Shaw, L. (2011). Writing ethnographic fieldnotes. Chicago: The

University of Chicago Press.

Erickson, F. (2011). Uses of video in social research: a brief history. International Journal

of Social Research Methodology, Vol. 14(3), pp.179-189.

European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms
(1950), as amended by Protocols Nos. 11 and 14, Council of Europe, 4 November ETS 5.

https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Convention ENG.pdf

Faludi, S. (1991), Backlash: The undeclared war against American women, Crown, New

York

Fenton, R. A., Mott, H. L., McCartan, K. and Rumney, P. (2014). The Intervention Initiative.
Bristol: UWE and Public Health England. Online at:

www.uwe.ac.uk/bl/research/InterventionInitiative

Fincham, B. (2016). The Sociology of Fun, Palgrave Macmillan, London.


https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jan/13/age-of-consent-is-right-at-16
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jan/13/age-of-consent-is-right-at-16
http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/1589/3095#gref
http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/1589/3095#gref
https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Convention_ENG.pdf
http://www.uwe.ac.uk/bl/research/InterventionInitiative

108.

109.

110.

111.

112.

113.

114.

115.

116.

117.

[219]

Fine, M. (1988). Sexuality, schooling and adolescent females: The missing discourse of

desire. Harvard Education Review, Vol. 58(1), pp. 29-53.

Fine. M, (2008), ‘An Epilogue, of sorts’, in Cammarota, J. and Fine, M. (Eds)
Revolutionizing Education: Youth Participatory Action Research in Motion, Routledge,

London pages 213-134

Finlay, L. (1998). Reflexivity: An essential component for all research?, British Journal of

Occupational Therapy, Vol. 6110, pp. 453—456.

Flicker, S. and Guta, A. (2007), Ethical approaches to adolescent participation in sexual

health research, Journal of adolescent health, Vol. 42, pp. 3-10

Formby, E., and Willis, B., (2011), Tackling homophobia and transphobia in settings
supporting young people: What are the barriers and facilitators? Findings from a South

Yorkshire study. Project Report, Sheffield, Sheffiled Hallam Univesity.

Formby, Eleanor (2015), Limitations of focussing on homophobic, biphobic and
transphobic ‘bullying’ to understand and address LGBT young people’s experiences within

and beyond school. Sex Education: sexuality, society and learning, Vol. 16(6), pp. 626-640

Foucault, M. (1981). The history of sexuality volume one: An introduction.

Harmondsworth: Penguin.

Freire, P. and Ramos, M. (1996). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Harmondsworth: Penguin.

Frost, L. (2003), Researching young women’s bodies: values, dilemmas and contradictions,

in Bennet, A., Cieslik, M. and Miles, S. (eds), Researching Youth, Palgrave, Basingstoke

Gagnon, J. and Simon, W. (1974), Sexual Conduct: The Social Sources of Human

Sexuality, Aldine Press, Chicago


http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4137-6592
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/10330/
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/10330/
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/10330/

118.

119.

120.

121.

122.

123.

124.

125.

126.

127.

[220]

Garfinkel, H. (1996), An overview of ethnomethodology's program, Social Psychology
Quarterly, Vol. 59, pp. 5-21

Gavey, N. (1992), ‘Technologies and effects of Heterosexual coercion’, Feminism &

Psychology, Vol. 2(3), pp. 325-351.

Gavey, N. (2005). Just sex?, Taylor & Francis Ltd, London

Gilbert, J. (2017). Contesting consent in sex education. Sex Education, Vol. 18(3), pp.268-
279.

Gill, P., Stewart, K., Treasure, E. and Chadwick, B. (2008). Methods of data collection in
qualitative research: interviews and focus groups. British Dental Journal, Vol. 204(6),

pp.291-295.

Gillick V West Norfolk, (1984), United Kingdom House of Lords Decisions, Gillick v West
Norfolk & Wisbech Area Health Authority [1985] UKHL 7 (17 October 1985)
URL: http://www.bailii.org/uk/cases/UKHL/1985/7.html .

Gold, R. (1958). Roles in Sociological Field Observations. Social Forces, Vol. 36(3), pp.217-
223.

Graf, G. and Schweiger, G. (2017). Ethics and the Endangerment of Children's Bodies.

Cham: Springer International Publishing.

Greene, J. C,, ed., and Caracelli, V. J. (Eds.). (1997) Advances in mixed-method
evaluation: The challenges and benefits of integrating diverse paradigms. New Directions

for Evaluation, Issue 74

Greening, J. (2017), Sex and Relationships education: written stament - HCWS509.
Department for Education made by Justine Greening (Secretary of State for Education and

Minister for Women and Equalities)


http://www.bailii.org/uk/cases/UKHL/1985/7.html

128.

129.

130.

131.

132.

133.

134.

135.

[221]

https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-

statements/written-statement/Commons/2017-03-01/HCWS509/

Greer, C. and MclLaughlin, E. (2013). The Sir Jimmy Savile Scandal: Child Sexual Abuse and
Institutional Denial at the BBC. Crime Media Culture: An International Journal, Vol. 9(3),

pp. 243-263

Greer, G. (Forthcoming, 2018), On Rape, Melbourne University Publishing

Hall, D. 1995. Consent for sexual behavior in a college student population, San
Francisco: The Institute for Advanced Study of Human Sexuality. Unpublished doctoral

dissertation

Haney. W and Briton Lykes, M (2009), ‘Practice, Participatory Research and Creative
Research Designs: The Evolution of Ethical Guidelines for Research’ in Luttrell, W. (Ed)
Qualitative educational research: readings in reflexive methodology and transformative

practice. 1st edn. New York, NY: Taylor & Francis, pp. 108-122

Heath, S. Brooks, R. Cleaver, E. Ireland, E. (2009) Researching young people’s lives, Sage
publications, Available from http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781446249420.n4

Hennessy, E. and Heary, C. (2009). The Development of Children’s Understanding of
Common Psychological Problems. Child and Adolescent Mental Health, Vol. 14(1), pp.42-
47.

Her Majesty’s Government (2018), Working Together to Safeguard Children: A guide to
inter-agency working to safeguard and promote the welfare of children, Available from:

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachme

nt data/file/729914/Working Together to Safeguard Children-2018.pdf

Her Majesty’s Stationary office, Sexual Offences Act 2003, Chapter 43 Available from:

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2003/42/contents



https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-statement/Commons/2017-03-01/HCWS509/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-statement/Commons/2017-03-01/HCWS509/
http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/view/creators_id/chris=2Egreer=2E1.html
http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/view/creators_id/e=2Emclaughlin.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781446249420.n4
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/729914/Working_Together_to_Safeguard_Children-2018.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/729914/Working_Together_to_Safeguard_Children-2018.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2003/42/contents

136.

137.

138.

139.

140.

141.

142.

143.

144.

[222]

Herdt, G. (2009). Moral panics, sex panics. New York University Press, New York

Herzfeld, M. (2010). Anthropology: a practice of theory. International Social Science
Journal, Vol. 49(153), pp.301-318.

’

Hickman S. and Muehlenhard L. (1999) “By the semi-mystical appearance of a condom”:
How young women and men communicate sexual consent in heterosexual situations,

Journal of Sex Research, Vol. 36(3), pp. 258-272

Hirst, J. (2008) ‘Developing sexual competence? Exploring strategies for the provision of

effective sexualities and relationships education’, Sex Education, Vol. 8(4), pp. 399-413

Hirst, J. (2013). ‘It's got to be about enjoying yourself’: young people, sexual pleasure, and

sex and relationships education. Sex Education, Vol. 13(4), pp.423-436.

Hlavka, H.R. (2014) ‘Normalizing sexual violence’, Gender & Society, Vol. 28(3), pp. 337—-
358.

HMSO, (2003) Her Majesty’s Stationary office, Sexual Offences Act 2003, Chapter 43

Available from: http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2003/42/contents

Hoby, H. (2017). Harvey Weinstein: fall of Hollywood player they once called ‘God’. The

Observer. [online] Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/film/2017/oct/08/harvey-

weinstein-fall-of-hollywood-player-once-called-god

Holland, J. Ramazanoglu, C., Scott, S., Sharpe, S., Thomson, R. (1993) ‘Don't die of
ignorance -- | nearly died of embarrassment: condoms in context.” In: Women and HIV /
AIDS: an international resource book. Information, action and resources on women and
HIV / AIDS, reproductive health and sexual relationships, written and edited by Marge

Berer with Sunanda Ray. Pandora Press, London, pp. 197-202.


http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2003/42/contents
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2017/oct/08/harvey-weinstein-fall-of-hollywood-player-once-called-god
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2017/oct/08/harvey-weinstein-fall-of-hollywood-player-once-called-god

145.

146.

147.

148.

149.

150.

151.

152.

153.

[223]

Holland, J., Bell, R., Henderson, S., McGrellis, S., Sharpe, S., and Thomson, R. (2001). Youth
values and transitions: young people’s participation in the research process, in Clark, J,
Dyson, A, Meagher, Robson, E, and Wooten M, (eds) Young People as Researcher’s:

Possibilities, Problems and politics, Youth Work Press, Leicester

Holland, J., Ramazanoglu, C., Sharpe, S. and Thomson, R. (1998), The male in the head:

young people, heterosexuality and power, Tufnell Press London

Holland, J., Ramazanoglu, C., Sharpe, S., and Thomson, R. (1994). Power and desire: The

embodiment of female sexuality. Feminist Review, Vol. 46, 21-38.

Home Office. (2000). Setting the boundaries: Reforming the law on sex offences. London:
Home Office. Retrieved November 7, 2015 from

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.homeoffice.gov.uk/documents/

vollmain.pdf?view=Binary

hooks, b. (1994). Teaching to transgress. Routledge, New York

Hughes, K (1999), Young people’s Experiences of relationships, Sex and Early Parenthood:

Qualitative research, London Health Education Authority.

Ingham, R. (1998). Exploring international competence: Comparative data from the
United Kingdom and The Netherlands on young people’s sexual development. Paper
presented at the 24th Meeting of the International Academy of Sex Research, Sirmione,

Italy.

Ingham, R., & Mayhew, S. (2006). Research and policy in young people's sexual health. In

R. Ingham, & P. Aggleton (Eds.), Promoting Young People's Sexual Health; International

Perspectives (pp. 209-225). (Sexuality, Culture and Health). Routledge, London

Ingham, R. (2005). ‘We Didn't Cover That at School’: Education against Pleasure or
Education for Pleasure?, Sex Education, Vol. 5(4), pp. 375—-388.


http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.homeoffice.gov.uk/documents/vol1main.pdf?view=Binary
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.homeoffice.gov.uk/documents/vol1main.pdf?view=Binary
https://eprints.soton.ac.uk/cgi/eprintbypureuuid?uuid=a3559e59-c549-4007-88d7-a7379ef52102

[224]

154. Ingham. R, and Aggleton. P, (2006), Promoting young people’s sexual health; International

perspectives, Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, London

155. Jackson S, (2008) 'Ordinary Sex’, Sexualities, Sage publications Vol. 11 (1), pp. 37-40.

156. Jackson, S. (1999). Heterosexuality in question, SAGE,. London

157. Jackson, S. (2006). Interchanges: Gender, sexuality and heterosexuality: The complexity

(and limits) of heteronormativity. Feminist Theory, Vol. 7(1), pp.105-121.

158. Jackson, S. and Scott, S. (2004) Sexual Antinomies in Late Modernity’, Sexualities, Vol. 7
(2) pp. 241-256

159. Jackson, S. and Scott, S. (2007) ‘Faking Like a Woman: Towards an interpretive

theorization of sexual pleasure’, Body and Society, Vol. 13 (2).95-116

160. James, A. and Prout, A. (1997). Constructing and reconstructing childhood. London:

Routledge Falmer.

161. Johnson, A., Wadsworth, J., Wellings, K., and Field, J. (1994). Sexual attitudes and

lifestyles, Blackwell Scientific Publications, London

162. Jorgensen, D, (1989), The Methodology of Participant Observation, SAGE Publications
Inc., Thousand Oaks, CA, pp. 12-26,.

163. Kehily, MJ. (2002) Sexuality, gender and schooling: shifting agendas in social learning,

Routledge, London and New York

164. Kelly L. (1987) The Continuum of Sexual Violence. In: Hanmer J., Maynard M. (Eds)
Women, Violence and Social Control. Explorations in Sociology (British Sociological

Association Conference Volume series). Palgrave Macmillan, London



165.

166.

167.

168.

169.

170.

171.

172.

173.

[225]

Kelly, L. (1993). Surviving sexual violence. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Kelly, L. and Radford, J. (1990) ‘“Nothing really happened”: The invalidation of women’s

experiences of sexual violence’, Critical Social Policy, Vol. 10(30), pp. 39-53

Kesby, M., Kindon, S. and Pain, R. (2005) ‘Participatory’ approaches and diagramming
techniques, in: Flowerdew and Martin (Eds) Methods in Human Geography: A Guide for

Students doing a Research Project, London: Longman, pp.144-166.

Kirby P. (2004), A Guide to Actively Involving Young People in Research: For researchers,

research commissioners, and managers. INVOLVE ISBN: 0-9541215-3-8

Kirk. S, (2007), ‘Methodological and ethical issues in conducting qualitative research with
children and young people: A literature review’, International journal of Nursing Studies.

Vol. 44, pp. 1250-1260

Kitzinger, C. and Frith, H. (1999), ‘Just Say No’? The Use of Conversation Analysis in
Developing a Feminist Perspective on Sexual Refusal, Discourse & Society, Vol. 10(3), pp.

293-316.

Kitzinger, J. 1994. “The Methodology of Focus Groups: The Importance of Interaction

between Research Participants.” Sociology of Health and lliness, Vol. 16(1), pp. 103-121.

Kotsko, A. (2010). Awkwardness. Zero. Winchester

Lader, D. (2009), Contraception and Sexual Health 2008/09 Opinions Survey Report No. 41
Contraception and Sexual Health, 2008/09: A report on research using the National
Statistics Opinions Survey produced on behalf of the NHS Information Centre for health
and social care Office for national statistics. National office of statistics Available from:

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lifestyles/contraception-and-sexual-health/2008-

09/index.html



http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lifestyles/contraception-and-sexual-health/2008-09/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lifestyles/contraception-and-sexual-health/2008-09/index.html

174.

175.

176.

177.

178.

179.

180.

181.

182.

183.

184.

[226]

Lee, R. and Renzetti, C. (1990), ‘The Problems of researching sensitive topics: An overview

and introduction’, Sage, Available from: http://abs.sagepub.com/content/33/5/510

Lees, S. (1993) Sugar and Spice: Sexuality and adolescent girls, London, Penguin.

Lees, S. (1994) 'Talking about sex in sexuality education', Gender and Education, Vol. 6(3),

pp. 281-292.

Levine, J. (2002), Harmful to Minors. The Perils of Protecting Children From

Sex. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press

Love, K. (2011), Little known but powerful approach to applied research: community-

based participatory research, Geriatric Nursing, Vol. 32(1), pp. 52-54.

Lovell, T. (2003). Resisting with Authority: Historical Specificity, Agency and the
Performative Self. Theory, Culture & Society, Vol. 20(1), pp.1-17.

MacDowell and Mitchell (2006) ‘Sexual Health Communication: Letting Young People
Have Their Say’ in Ingham. R, and Aggleton. P, (Eds), Promoting young people’s sexual
heath; International perspectives, Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, London, pp. 174-

191

MacKinnon C. (1989) Towards a feminist theory of state, Harvard university press,

Harvard.

MacLure, M. (2013). The Wonder of Data. Cultural Studies <> Critical Methodologies, Vol.
13(4), pp.228-232.

Marston C, Juarez F. and lIzazola A (2004) Young unmarried men and sex: Do friends and

partners shape risk behaviour? Culture, health and sexuality, Vol. 6(5), pp. 411-424

Marston, C. and King, E. (2006) ‘Factors that shape young people's sexual behaviour: a

systematic review’, The Lancet, Vol. 368(9547), pp. 1581-1586


http://abs.sagepub.com/content/33/5/510%20Accessed%2001/04/14

185.

186.

187.

188.

189.

190.

191.

192.

193.

[227]

Mauthner, N. and Doucet, A. (2003). Reflexive Accounts and Accounts of Reflexivity in

Qualitative Data Analysis. Sociology, Vol. 37(3), pp.413-431.

McGeeney, E. (2015). A focus on pleasure? Desire and disgust in group work with young

men. Culture, Health & Sexuality, Vol. 17(2), pp.223-237.

McGeeney. E, (2013) ‘What is good sex?: Young people, sexual pleasure and sexual health
services’, PhD Thesis with amendments, Faculty of Health and Social Care The Open

University. Available from: http://goodsexproject.files.wordpress.com/2014/03/ester-

mcgeeney-theses-with-ammendments.pdf

McGeeney, E. and Hanson, E. (2018), Digital Romance: A research project exploring young
people’s use of technology in their romantic relationships and love lives, CEOP and Brook.

Report available from: https://www.brook.org.uk/data/DR _REPORT FINAL.pdf

McGregor J, (2004) Is it rape? :on acquaintance rape and taking women's consent

seriously, Aldershot, Ashgate

MclLeod, J. and Thomson, R. (2009), Researching Social Change: Qualititive Approaches,
SAGE

MclLeod, J. and Yates, L. (1997). Can we find out about girls and boys today—Or must we
settle for just talking about ourselves? Dilemmas of a feminist, qualitative, longitudinal

research project. The Australian Educational Researcher, Vol. 24(3), pp.23-42.

McNeill, T, (2013) ‘Sex education and the promotion of heteronormativity’ Sexualities,

Vol. 16, pp. 7826-846

Mercer, N. and Hodgkinson, S. (2008), Exploring Talk in School: inspired by the work of

Douglas Barnes. London: Sage


http://goodsexproject.files.wordpress.com/2014/03/ester-mcgeeney-theses-with-ammendments.pdf
http://goodsexproject.files.wordpress.com/2014/03/ester-mcgeeney-theses-with-ammendments.pdf
https://www.brook.org.uk/data/DR_REPORT_FINAL.pdf

194.

195.

196.

197.

198.

199.

200.

201.

202.

[228]

Mercer. C, Tanton. C, Prah. P, Erens. B, Sonnenberg. P, Clifton. S, Macdowal. W, Lewis. R,
Field. N, Datta. J, Copas. J, Phelps. A, Wellings. K, and Johnson. A, (2013) ‘Changes in
sexual attitudes and lifestyles in Britain through the life course and over time: findings
from the National Surveys of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (NATSAL)’, Lancet, Vol. 2013
(382), pp. 1781-94

Moore A. and Reynolds P. (2004), Feminist approaches to sexual consent: a critical
assessment, in Cowling, M. and Reynolds, P. (Eds), Making sense of sexual consent,

Ashgate publishing Itd. England, pp. 29-44

Moore, A. Reynolds, P. (2018) Childhood and Sexuality: Contemporary Issues and Debates,

Palgrave Macmillan, London

Moore, J. (2004) ,Living in the basement of the ivory tower: a graduate student’s
perspective of participatory action research within academic institutions, Educational

Action Research, Vol. 12(1), pp. 145-162.

Moosa-Mitha, M. (2005). A difference-centered alternative to theorization of children’s

citizenship rights. Citizenship Studies, Vol. 9(4), pp. 369-388.

Moran-Ellis, Jo (2013), Children as social actors, agency, and social competence:

sociological reflections for early childhood. Neue Praxis, Vol. 43 (4). pp. 303-338.

Morrow, V. (2008) ‘Ethical dilemmas in research with children and young people about

their social environments’, Children's Geographies, Vol. 6:1, pp.49-61.

Morrow, V., (1999)’ “We are people too”: Children’s and young people’s perspectives on
Children’s rights and decision making in England’, The international journal of children’s

rights, Vol. 7, pp. 149 -170

Muehlenhard C. and Peterson Z (2005) ‘Wanting and not wanting sex: the missing

discourse of ambivalence’. Feminism and Psychology, Vol. 15(1):3-23



203.

204.

205.

206.

207.

208.

209.

210.

211.

[229]

Muehlenhard C., Powch, I., Phelps, J. and Giusti, L. (1992), Definitions of rape: Scientific

and political implications. Journal of Social issues, Vol. 48(1), pp. 23-44

Muehlenhard, C. and McCoy, M. (1991), The Sexual Double Standard and Women's
Communication about Sex, Psychology of Women Quarterly, Vol. 15(3), pp. 447-461.

National Children’s Bureau (NCB), (2014) The Sex educational supplement: the consent
issue, published by the Sex Education forum and National Children’s Bureau, Issue 2,

London

National Union of Students (NUS), (2010), Hidden marks report, A study of women
students’ experiences of harassment, stalking, violence and sexual assault, Available

from: https://www.nus.org.uk/global/nus hidden marks report 2nd edition web.pdf

NATSAL, (2014). NATSAL: The Third National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles.

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mfsq-Hd7srE [Accessed 9 Jun. 2018].

Nolas, S.-M. (2011), Reflections on the enactment of children’s participation rights
through research: Between transactional and relational spaces, Children and Youth

Services Review, Vol. 33(7), pp. 1196-1202.

Nolas, S.-M. (2015) ‘Children’s Participation, Childhood Publics and Social Change: A
Review’, Children & Society, 29(2), pp. 157-167. doi: 10.1111/chs0.12108.

Nolas, S.M. and Varvantakis, C. (under review) ‘Metaphors we experiment with in

multimodal ethnography’, International Journal of Social Research Methodology.

Nolas. S. M. (2014) ‘ Joining up the dots on children's participation in public life:
Theoretical and methodological challenges’, CIRCY seminar series, University of Sussex

Seminar recording available from: https://connectpro.sussex.ac.uk/p55117787/


http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/pwqu.1991.15.issue-3/issuetoc
https://www.nus.org.uk/global/nus_hidden_marks_report_2nd_edition_web.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mfsq-Hd7srE
https://connectpro.sussex.ac.uk/p55117787/

212.

213.

214.

215.

216.

217.

218.

[230]

NSPCC (2015), Gilick, Competency and Fraser Guidelines, available from

http://www.nspcc.org.uk/preventing-abuse/child-protection-system/legal-definition-

child-rights-law/gillick-competency-fraser-guidelines/

O’Sullivan, L. and Allgeier, E. (1998), Feigning sexual desire: Consenting to unwanted
sexual activity in Heterosexual Dating Relationships, Journal of sex research, Taylor and

Francis Vol. 35(3):234- 243

Ofsted (2013) ‘Not yet good enough: personal, social, health and economic education in
schools Personal’, social and health education in English schools in 2012, viable from:

http://www.surreyhealthyschools.co.uk/downloads/not _yet good enough pshe ofsted

2013.pdf

Padgett, D. (2012) ‘Qualitative and Mixed Methods in Public Health’'.
D0i:10.4135/9781483384511.

Pain, R, Whitman. G, and Milledge. D, (2011) ‘Participatory Action Research Toolkit: An
Introduction to Using PAR as an Approach to Learning, Research and Action’, Centre for
Social Justice and Community Action, University of Durham. available from:

https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/beacon/PARtoolkit.pdf

Palmer, M.J., Clarke, L., Ploubidis, G.B., Mercer, C.H., Gibson, L.J., Johnson, A.M., Copas,
A.J. and Wellings, K. (2016), Is “Sexual Competence” at First Heterosexual intercourse
associated with subsequent sexual health status?, The Journal of Sex Research, Vol.54(1),

pp. 1-14.

Palmer, T. (2013), Sex and Sexual Violation in the Criminal Law: Research findings.
Available at: https://tanyavpalmer.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/sex-and-sexual-
violation-in-the-criminal-law-june-2013.pdf (Accessed: 22 March 2015).


http://www.nspcc.org.uk/preventing-abuse/child-protection-system/legal-definition-child-rights-law/gillick-competency-fraser-guidelines/
http://www.nspcc.org.uk/preventing-abuse/child-protection-system/legal-definition-child-rights-law/gillick-competency-fraser-guidelines/
http://www.surreyhealthyschools.co.uk/downloads/not_yet_good_enough_pshe_ofsted_2013.pdf
http://www.surreyhealthyschools.co.uk/downloads/not_yet_good_enough_pshe_ofsted_2013.pdf
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/beacon/PARtoolkit.pdf

219.

220.

221.

222.

223.

224.

225.

226.

227.

228.

229.

[231]

Palmer, T. (2017) Distinguishing Sex from Sexual Violation: Consent, Negotiation and
Freedom to Negotiate. In: Reed, Alan, Bohlander, Michael, Wake, Nicola and Smith,
Emma (Eds.) Consent: domestic and comparative perspectives. Substantive issues in

criminal law . Routledge, Oxon, pp. 9-24. ISBN 9781472469953

Pearce J. (2013), A Social Model of ‘Abused Consent’. In: Melrose M., Pearce J. (Eds.)
Critical Perspectives on Child Sexual Exploitation and Related Trafficking. Palgrave

Macmillan, London

Peterson Z. and Muehlenhard C. (2007), What Is Sex and Why Does It Matter? A
Motivational Approach to Exploring Individuals' Definitions of Sex, Journal of Sex

Research, Vol. 44(3):256-268

Phipps, A., and Young, I. (2015). ‘Lad culture’ in higher education: Agency in the

sexualisation debates. Sexualities, 18(4), 459-479.

Pink, S. (2007). Walking with video. Visual Studies, Vol. 22(3), pp.240-252.

Pink, S. (2013). Doing visual ethnography. SAGE, Los Angeles, California.

Plummer, K. (1992), Telling sexual Stories: Power, Change and Social Worlds, Routledge,

London

Powell, A. (2009) Sex, power and consent. Cambridge University Press (CUP), Melbourne,

Australia

Powell, E. (2008) 'Young people's use of friends and family for sex and

Knowing/Unknowing Bodies, Blackwell, Oxford

Powell, M. and Smith, A. (2009) ‘Children’s participation rights in research’, Childhood,
Vol. 16(1), pp.124-142

PSP (2017), publicscienceproject.org, The Public science project, CUNY



230.

231.

232.

233.

234.

235.

236.

237.

238.

239.

[232]

Puffet, N. (2017), Government to make SRE compulsory from 2019, Children and Young

People Now, https://www.cypnow.co.uk/cyp/news/2003276/government-to-make-sre-

compulsory-from-2019

Punch. S, (2002) Interviewing strategies with young people: the ‘secret box’, stimulus

material and task based activities, Children in Society, Vol. 16(1) pp. 45-56

Rabinow, P (1997), Michel Foucault: Ethics, the Essential Work. Allen Lane, The Penguine

Press, London

Rabinow, P., and Rose, N. (2003). Introduction: Foucault today. In Paul Rabinow, and
Nikolas Rose (Eds.), The essential Foucault: Selections from the essential works of

Foucault, New Press, New York, pp. 1954-1984.

Rafalovich.A, (2006) ‘Making Sociology Relevant: The Assignment and Application of

Breaching Experiments’, The American Sociological Association, Vol. 34(2) pp. 156-163

Ramazanglu C, (1993), Up against Foucault: Explorations of some tensions between

Foucault and feminism, Routledge, London

Ramazanoglu, C. and Holland, J. (2002) Feminist methodology: Challenges and choices.

Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage Publications Ltd.

Rayside, D. (1998). On the fringe: Gays and lesbians in politics. London: Cornel University

Press.

Reason, P. and Bradbury, H, (2011). Introduction: Inquiry and Participation in Search of a
World Worthy of Human Aspiration, in Reason, P. and Bradbury, H. (Eds), Handbook of
action research. London: SAGE, pp. 1-14

Reckwitz, A. (2002). Toward a Theory of Social Practices. European Journal of Social

Theory, 5(2), pp.243-263.


https://www.cypnow.co.uk/cyp/news/2003276/government-to-make-sre-compulsory-from-2019
https://www.cypnow.co.uk/cyp/news/2003276/government-to-make-sre-compulsory-from-2019

[233]

240. Renold, E. and Ringrose, J. (2008). Regulation and rupture, Feminist Theory, Vol. 9(3), pp.
313-338.

241. Richardson, L (2001). Getting personal: Writing-stories. International Journal of
Qualitative Studies in Education, Vol. 14(1), pp. 33-38.

242. Ringrose, J. and Renold, E. (2014). “F**k Rape!”. Qualitative Inquiry, Vol. 20(6), pp.772-
780.

243. Robinson, K. (2012), 'Difficult citizenship' : the precarious relationships between

childhood, sexuality and access to knowledge, Sexualities, Vol. 15 (3-4), pp 257-276

244. Robinson, L (2007), Gay men and the left in post-war Britain: How the personal got
political. Critical labour movement studies. Manchester University Press. ISBN

9780719074349

245. Robinson, N. (1999). The use of focus group methodology - with selected examples from

sexual health research. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 29(4), pp.905-913.

246. Robinson, 0. (2013). Sampling in Interview-Based Qualitative Research: A Theoretical

and Practical Guide. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 11(1), pp.25-41.

247. Rophie K. (1993), The morning after: Sex fear and Feminism, Hamish Hamilton, London.

248. Royce, T. D. and Bowcher, W. L. (2006), New Directions in the Analysis of Multimodal

Discourse. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Inc. United States.

249. Ruben, G. (1984). Thinking sex: Notes for a radical theory of the politics of sexuality. In C.
S. Vance (Ed.), Pleasure and danger: Exploring female sexuality, London: Routledge, pp.

267-293.

250. Sanjakdar, F. and Yip, A. (2018), Critical Pedagogy and the Re-imagining of Sexuality
Education: and Introduction. In Sanjakdar, F. and Yip, A. (Eds.) Critical Pedagogy, Sexuality



251.

252.

253.

254.

255.

256.

257.

258.

259.

[234]

Education and Young People: Issues about Democracy and Active Citizenry. Peter Lang,

New York. Pages: 1-16

Sassen. S, (2013), "Before Method: Analytic Tactics to Decipher the Global—An Argument
and Its Responses, Part I", The Pluralist, Vol. 8(3), pp. 79-82

Sex on trial, is this rape?, (2015). [TV programme] BBC 3: BBC. First aired November 2015

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p03jvh8b

Sharpe, S. and Thomson, R. (2005) All you need is love: The morality of sexual

relationships through the eyes of young people, National Children's Bureau, London.

Shaw, R., (2007) Memory Frictions: Localizing the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in

Sierra Leone, The International Journal of Transitional Justice, Vol. 1(2), pp. 183-207

Shove, E., Pantzar, M. and Watson, M. (2012). The dynamics of social practice. SAGE,

London

Skelton, T. (2008) ‘Research with children and young people: exploring the tensions
between ethics, competence and participation’, Children’s geographies, Vol. 6(1) pp. 21-

36

Smith, L., Bratini, L., Chambers, D., Jensen, R. and Romero, L. (2010). Between idealism
and reality: Meeting the challenges of participatory action research. Action Research, Vol,

8(4), pp.407-425.

Sriranganathan, G., Jaworsky, D., Larkin, J., Flicker, S., Campbell, L., Flynn, S., Janssen, J.
and Erlich, L. (2010). Peer sexual health education. Health Education Journal, Vol. 71(1),
pp.62-71.

Staksrud, E. and Livingstone, S., (2009) Children and online risk: powerless victims or
resourceful participants?, Information, Communication and Society, Vol. 12(3). pp. 364-

387.


http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p03jvh8b

[235]

260. Stone and Ingham (2006), in Ingham. R, and Aggleton. P, (Eds), Promoting young people’s

sexual heath; International perspectives, Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, London

261. Thames Vally Police, (2015), [video], Consent is like a cup of tea, First published

November 2015. Available from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pZwvrxVavnQ

262. The Proclamation of Teheran (1968), Proclaimed by the International Conference on
Human Rights, Teheran, Iran, 13 May 1968 The International Conference on Human

Rights,

263. Thompson, S (1995) Going all the way: Teenage girls’ tales of sex, romance and

pregnancy, New York, Hill and Wang.

264. Thomson R. (2004a) ‘An Adult thing? Young people’s perspectives on the heterosexual
age of consent’, Sexualities, 7(2):133-149

265. Thomson, R. (1995). Unholy alliances: The recent politics of sex education. In Dawtrey, E.,
Holland, J., and Hammer, M (Eds) Equality and inequality in Education, A reader,

Multilingual Matters, in association with the Open University, Clevendon, pp. 281-299

266. Thomson, R. (2004b) 'Sexuality and Young People: Policies, Practices and Identities', in

Carabine, J. (ed), Sexualities: Personal Lives and Social Policy, Polity Press, pp. 407-427

267. Thomson, R. (2009). Unfolding lives. Bristol Policy Press.

268. Thomson, R. and Holland. J, (2005) ““Thanks for the memory”: memory books as a
methodological resource in biographical research’, Qualitative Research, 5(2), pp. 201—

219.

269. Thomson, R. and McLeod, J. (2009) Researching Social Change: Qualitative Approaches.
SAGE Publications Ltd., Thousand Oaks, Calif.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pZwvrxVavnQ

270.

271.

272.

273.

274.

275.

276.

277.

278.

[236]

Thomson, R. and Blake, S. (2002). Editorial: Two steps forward and one step back - the

changing context for sex education. Sex Education, Vol. 2(3), pp. 187-193.

Thomson, R., Bell, R., Holland, J., Henderson, S., McGrellis, S. and Sharpe, S. (2002)
‘Critical moments: Choice, chance and opportunity in young people’s narratives of

transition’, Sociology, Vol. 36(2), pp. 335—-354.

Thomson, R., Berriman, L. and Bragg, S. (2018). Researching everyday childhoods: Time,

Technology and Documentation in a Digital Age. 1st ed. London: Bloomsbury.

Thomson. P, and Gunter, H. (2007) ‘The methodology of students-as-researchers valuing
and using experience and expertise to develop methods’, Discourse: Studies in the

cultural politics of education, 28(3)327-342

Thurschwell, P. (2016), Bringing Nanda forward, or acting your age in The Awkward
Age. Critical Quarterly, Vol. 58 (2). pp. 72-90.

Tierney, W. G. (1994) ‘On Method and Hope’ in Gitlin, A. (ed.) (1994) Power and method:

Political activism and educational research. London: Routledge.

Tolman D. (2002) Dilemmas of desire: Teenage girls talk about sexuality. MA: Harvard

university press, Cambridge

Tolman, D. L., and McClelland, S. I. (2011). Normative sexuality development in
adolescence: A decade in review, 2000 —2009. Journal of Research on Adolescence, Vol.

21 (1), pp. 242 -255.

Torre, M. and Fine, M. (2006) ‘Participatory Action Research (PAR) by youth’, in Youth
Activism: An International Encyclopedia, edited by L. Sherrod, Greenwood Publishing

Group, 456-462.


http://oro.open.ac.uk/11690/
http://oro.open.ac.uk/11690/

279.

280.

281.

282.

283.

284.

285.

286.

287.

[237]

Trudel, B. (1992), Inside a ninth grade sexuality classroom: the process of knowledge
construction, In Sexuality and the Curriculum, Edited by: Sears, J. Teachers' College Press,

New York

Trudel, B. (1993), Doing Sex Education: gender, politics and schooling, London: Routledge.

Tullis Owen, J., McRae, C., Adams, T. and Vitale, A. (2008) Truth Troubles, Qualitative
Inquiry, Vol. 15(1), pp. 178-200

UKYP (2007), 'SRE, Are you getting it?: A report by the UK Youth Parliament, London, UK
Youth Parliament, Available from:

http://www.ukyouthparliament.org.uk/wpcontent/uploads/AreYouGettinglt.pdf

UNESCO, (2009), International guidelines on sexuality education: an evidence informed
approach to effective sex, relationships and HIV/STI education . Available from:

http://www.fpg.com.au/21st/pdf/InternationalGuidelinesSexualityEducation.pdf

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989), United Nations

Convention on the Rights of the Child, Availbe from: https://downloads.unicef.org.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2010/05/UNCRC united nations convention on the rights of the ch

ild.pdf

Vaismoradi, M., Jones, J., Turunen, H. and Snelgrove, S. (2016). Theme development in
qualitative content analysis and thematic analysis. Journal of Nursing Education and

Practice, Vol. 6(5), pp. 100-110

Waites, M. (1999). The age of consent and sexual citizenship in the United Kingdom: A
history. In J. Seymour and R. Bagguley (Eds.), Relating intimacies: Power and resistance,

Macmillan. London. pp. 91 -117

Waites, M. (2004). Age of consent and sexual consent. In M. Cowling and P. Reynolds

(Eds.), Making sense of sexual consent, Ashgate, Abingdon, .p. 73-92


http://www.ukyouthparliament.org.uk/wpcontent/uploads/AreYouGettingIt.pdf
http://www.fpq.com.au/21st/pdf/InternationalGuidelinesSexualityEducation.pdf
https://downloads.unicef.org.uk/wp-%20content/uploads/2010/05/UNCRC_united_nations_convention_on_the_rights_of_the_child.pdf
https://downloads.unicef.org.uk/wp-%20content/uploads/2010/05/UNCRC_united_nations_convention_on_the_rights_of_the_child.pdf
https://downloads.unicef.org.uk/wp-%20content/uploads/2010/05/UNCRC_united_nations_convention_on_the_rights_of_the_child.pdf

288.

289.

290.

201.

292.

293.

294.

295.

296.

297.

[238]

Waites, M. (2005). The age of consent. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Walker, S. (1997), When "no" becomes "yes": Why girls and women consent to unwanted

sex, Applied & Preventive Psychology, Vol. 6, pp. 157-166.

Weeks, J. (1995) Invented Moralities: Sexual Values in an Age of Uncertainty. Polity Press,

Cambridge.

Weeks, J. (2007) The world we have won: The remaking of erotic and intimate life. Taylor

& Francis, London

Weekes, D. (2002). Get Your Freak on: How black girls sexualise identity. Sex Education,

2(3), pp.251-262.

Wellings, K. and Johnson, A. M. (2013) Framing sexual health research: adopting a
broader perspective, The Lancet, Vol. 382(9907), pp. 1759-1762.

Wellings, K., Nanchahal, K., Macdowall, W., McManus, S., Erens, B., Mercer, C.H.
Johnson, A.M. (2001), Sexual behaviour in Britain: Early heterosexual experience. The

Lancet, Vol. 358(9296), pp. 1843-50.

Weston, A. (2010). A practical companion to ethics. 4th ed. Oxford University Press, New
York

Whittington. E, and Thomson. R, (2018) Education for consent: beyond the binary. In
Sanjakdar, F. and Yip, A. (Eds) Critical Pedagogy, Sexuality Education and Young People:

Issues about Democracy and Active Citizenry. Peter Lang, New York, pp. 49-64

Wight D. (1992) Impediments to safer heterosexual sex: a review of research with young

people. AIDS Care, Vol. 4(1), pp. 11-23.



298.

299.

300.

301.

302.

[239]

Wiles, R., Coffey, A., Robinson, J. and Heath, S. (2012). Anonymisation and visual images:
issues of respect, ‘voice’ and protection. International Journal of Social Research

Methodology, Vol. 15(1), pp.41-53.

Willmott, R., 1999: »Structure, Agency and the Sociology of Education: rescuing analytic

dualismc«. British Journal of Sociology of Education, Vol. 20(1) 5-21

Wolf, N. (1993), Fight fire with Fire: New female power and how it will change the 21*

Century, Chatto and Windus, London.

Worth, N. (2016). Feeling precarious: Millennial women and work. Environment and

Planning D: Society and Space, Vol. 34(4), pp.601-616.

Young, P. D. (2018), Informal Sex Education: Forces That Shape Youth Identies and
Practices. In Sanjakdar, F. and Yip, A. (Eds) Critical Pedagogy, Sexuality Education and
Young People: Issues about Democracy and Active Citizenry. Peter Lang, New York,

pp.149-165

Word Count: 84,944(including titles, tables, footnotes and references)



[240]

Appendix A

Summary of Brook

The following information has been summarised from brooks website and can be viewed in full
at www.brook.org.uk

What is Brook?

Brook is the UK's largest young people's sexual health charity. They have been providing sexual
health services, support and advice to young people under the age of 25 for 50 years.

According to their charitable constitution Brook exists to:

promote the health, particularly sexual health, of young people and those
most vulnerable to sexual ill health through providing information,
education and outreach, counselling, confidential clinical and medical
services, professional advice and training.

Brook’s mission is to ensure that all children and young people have access to high quality, free
and confidential sexual health services, as well as education and support. To enable them to
make informed, active choices about their personal and sexual relationships so they can enjoy
their sexuality without harm.

Brook Services:

Clinical and support services

Education and training

Advocacy, campaigning, lobbying and influencing

Brook offer these services in 20 regions throughout the UK.

The clinical and support services offered by Brook work within a quality assurance. Everything
they do is informed and designed with the help of young people. They run ‘Ask Brook’, a
confidential web chat and interactive text service which acts as a signposting service to inform
young people about sexual health services in their area. It provides basic information and
support on sexual health topics such as contraception, emergency contraception, pregnancy
testing, abortion and sexually transmitted infections.

Brook seeks to influence opinion formers and the public about the reality and complexity of
young people's lives, and to encourage a climate and culture in which young people's sexual
health issues can be discussed openly and positively. They run training for professionals and
actively lobby and campaign for sexual health services and sex and relationships education to
continue improving. Brook also produces a range of publications for use by teachers, parents,
youth workers and young people themselves on a broad range of sexual health issues.


http://www.brook.org.uk/
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Project Description

This research project will take a participatory action research approach to examine the structures and
impact of youth participation at the sexual health charity Brook young people (hereafter Brook). This
will be done through working with a group of young people on the identified issue of sexual consent.
This research project comprises of two key stages.

The first will consist of running a six month participatory action research project on consent as part of
Brook's participation provision. We will recruit between 6 and 12 young volunteers to participate in this
project. | will seek to co-produce an account of sexual consent and negotiation that is rooted in young
people's experiences and understandings by collaborating on a 'social action project' supported by
Brook. This project idea has been developed collaboratively with the young volunteers at Brook and
their participation workers. The project will be entitled 'My rules' and aims to develop 'everyday
interactive ways of thinking about consent that are more practical than theoretical. They will have an
emphasis on learning your own boundaries and developing interpersonal skills'. We (the young
volunteers collaborating with me in this project) expect to make and produce 3 short films that can be
used as part of an educational or training resource. The young volunteers who are recruited to take
part in the 'my rules' project will be supported by me and the participation team at Brook to develop the
project in a way that is meaningful to them and their everyday understandings of consent.

This project has been informed by the principles of PAR which involves the co-production of the
research process. The project is underpinned by a robust ethical framework that is informed by the
current state of best ethical practice in both research and youth participation as outlined in the ethical
frameworks | have consulted in in planning this project such as ESRC guidelines, BSA ethics
guidelines, Sussex research governance website, Brook safeguarding and participation policies and
the NCB advice on research and working with children and young people.

The second stage of the research involves observation and analysis of the extent to which

institutional and individual transformation around consent has or may occur as a result of the 'my
rules' participation exercise. It is my intention to use the my rules project as a case study of how and
to what extent 'youth participation' within Brook shapes it's institutional agendas and practices. The
outcomes, emergent themes and findings from the 'my rules' project will be used as stimuli for
interviews and focus groups/workshops with staff in different departments and areas of Brook. These
will be arranged through the CEO and training teams in Brook. This approach was used by Ester
McGeeney in an ESRC knowledge exchange project to disseminate the findings of her mixed methods
research project on good sex to staff throughout Brook (2013).

My research aims and questions relating to this are as follows:

- To what extent do young people have an input in the policies and practice agenda of Brook? (What
are the obstacles?) &bull; Can the participation opportunities in Brook provide a space for critical
reflection and input into the services Brook delivers?

- How does the organisation's definitions and teaching on consent relate to young people's understandings
and negotiations of consent?
- Can findings from the project on consent contribute positively to Brook's work and to the promotion of
sexual health?
In order to answer the above questions | expect to employ a variety of methods with staff, practitioners and
volunteers within Brook these will be outlined in more detail bellow. The outcome of this research will form the
basis of my PhD this and will also be fed back to Brook to to enable evidence based practice and institutional

development.



Ethical Review Form Section A (ER/EW99/4)

Question

>> Checklist

A1. Will your study involve participants who are
particularly vulnerable or unable to give informed consent
or in a dependent position (e.g. people under 18, people
with learning difficulties,

over-researched groups or people in care facilities)?
A2. Will participants be required to take part in the study

without their consent or knowledge at the time (e.g. covert
observation of people in non-public places), and / or will
deception of any sort be used? Please refer to the British
Psychological Society Code of

Ethics and Conduct for further information.
A3. Will it be possible to link personal data back to

individual participants in any way (this does not include
identifying participants from signed consent forms or
identity encryption spreadsheets that are stored
securely separate from research

data).
A4. Might the study induce psychological stress or

anxiety, or produce humiliation or cause harm or
negative consequences beyond the risks encountered
in the everyday life of the

participants?
A5. Will the study involve discussion of sensitive topics

(e.g. sexual activity, drug use, ethnicity, political
behaviour, potentially

illegal activities)?

A6. Will any drugs, placebos or other substances (such as
food substances or vitamins) be administered as part of
this study and will any invasive or potentially harmful
procedures of any kind will

be used?

A7. Will your project involve working with any substances
and/or

equipment which may be considered hazardous?
A9. Will financial inducements (other than reasonable

expenses, compensation for time or a lottery / draw ticket)
be offered to

participants?

>> Risk Assessment

A10. If you have answered 'Yes' to ANY of the above
questions, your application will be considered as HIGH
risk. If however you wish to make a case that your
application should be considered

as LOW risk please enter the reasons here:

Response

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

No

No



Ethical Review Form Section C (ER/EW99/4)

Question

Response

>> Risk Checklist - Participants

C1. Does the study involve participants who are
particularly vulnerable, or unable to give informed
consent, or in a dependent position (e.g. children
(under 18), people with learning difficulties, over-
researched groups or people in care facilities,
including

prisons)?

Yes

C1. Is DBS clearance necessary for this project? If
yes, please

ensure you complete Section C.23a below.

Yes

C3. Will participants be asked to take part in the
study without their consent or knowledge at the
time (e.g. covert observation of people) or will
deception of any sort be involved? Please refer
to the British Psychological Society Code of
Ethics and Conduct for

further information.

No

C4. Could the study induce psychological stress or
anxiety, or

produce humiliation, or cause harm or
negative consequences beyond the risks
encountered in normal life?

No

C2. Are alcoholic drinks, drugs, placebos or
other substances (such as food substances or
vitamins) to be administered to the

study participants?

No




C3. Can you think of anything else
that might be potentially harmful to
participants in this research?

Discussing sexual practice is considered a high risk or
sensitive topic by the ethical review board. Although
sex can be seen as a sensitive topic, the risk and level
of sensitivity associated with discussing sex with young
people will be lower with those aged 14+ than with
younger groups where child protection laws would
require immediate disclosure and action.

While many people consider sex to be a sensitive and
personal subject there is evidence that sex is becoming
less of a taboo subject and that young people talk about
it often and are exposed to sex through friends, family,
relationships, school sex education, mainstream media
and highly accessible pornography to name just some
avenues. | am not suggesting that the subject of sexual
health, consent and sex should be approached without
caution and sensitivity, but | feel confident that the
sensitivity and risks associated with this topic can be
managed, particularly given my background in sexual
health youth work and rape crisis support, and the fact
Brook specialise in working on sex education and
provision with young people, and will be supporting me
to develop and facilitate this group research.

In exploring consent | must anticipate that the
possibility that the space will be used by young people
for disclosure of

non-consenual and traumatic experiences. This has
been planned for, with clear ground rules concerning
internal confidentiality within the group and clarity
regarding my and Brook's participation workers
responsibilities re safeguarding. | have considerable
experience and training in this area and would be well
positioned to refer young people for support as well as
to access support for myself in the event of a disclosure.

The participation and education structures at Brook
offer a good space for conducting ethical research
particularly with reference to safeguarding the young
participants. | will be strictly adhered to their
safeguarding practices in order to keep participants
safe. It should be noted that a full time member of the
participation team has been working with me and will
be present in sessions.

>> Risk Checklist - Researcher(s) Safety and
Wellbeing




C4. Does the project involve working with No
any substances and/or equipment which
may be considered hazardous? (Please
to of

refer the University's Control

Hazardous Substances Policy).

C5. Could the nature or subject of the
research potentially have

an emotionally disturbing impact on the
researcher(s)?

Yes

Cha. If yes, briefly describe what measures will
be taken to help the researcher(s) to manage
this.

There is always a chance that a young person may
become upset and make a disclosure that could,
on top of the issues related to the participant,
affect me emotionally. | have had safe guarding
training and dealt with disclosures in past work
and know that they can at times have an
emotionally disturbing impact. | have experience
working an a rape crisis charity offering support,
listening and signposting services and am
confident | can raw on my experience and training
for this in the event that there is a distressing
disclosure. | will have a disclosure procedure in
place and will be able to access support from my
supervisors and the

participation workers at Brook.

C6. Could the nature or subject of the research
potentially expose the researcher(s) to threats of
physical violence and / or verbal

abuse?

Yes




Cé6a.
measures will be taken to mitigate this.

If yes, briefly describe what

It is highly unlikely that this will happen however,
there is always a chance when working with a
group of young people, and given the subject of
research that an element of informal 'bullying' or
abuse could be directed towards me from the
young people.

There are a number of ways to manage this, but
the main way is through presenting the research
and myself in an accessible and non threatening
way and gaining a working rapport allowing the
group to focus quickly on the task in hand rather
than give time for the participants to pick up on
any areas where they may be able take
advantage of the research setting to cause upset.
| have wide experience in working with children
and young people from a range of backgrounds
and feel confident that | can manage a research
group. If however | feel threatened or
uncomfortable | will terminate the workshop and
call for assistance from the staff at Brook, my co-

facilitators, or any other support staff present.

Working independently with a group of young
people can be stressful and hard work at times. In
order to minimise any stress, or difficulty in
running the workshop and engaging the
participants | will have a member of the
participation team sporting and

co-facilitating with me who is known to the young
people, but who is not in too senior role to feel

threatening or imposing to the participants.

C7. Does the research involve any fieldwork -
Overseas or in the

UK?

Yes

C7a. If yes, where will the fieldwork take place?

The field work will take place in London at

different venues owned, used and
maintained by Brook.

These venues are likely to be community rooms,
meeting rooms and offices at Brook, who have
a number of sites throughout

London.

C8. Will any researchers be in a lone working
situation?

No

C8a. If yes, briefly describe the location, time of
day and duration

What
measures will be taken to ensure safety of the

of lone working. precautionary

researcher(s)?




C9. Can you think of anything else
that might be potentially harmful to
the researcher(s) in this research?

Working independently with a group of young people
can be stressful and hard work at times. In order to
minimise any stress, or difficulty in running the
workshop and engaging the participants | will have a
support person from the institution with me who is
known to the young people, but who is not in too senior
role to

feel threatening or imposing to the participants.

>> Data Collection and Analysis (Please
provide full details)

C10. PARTICIPANTS: How many
people do you envisage will participate,
who are they, and how will they be
selected?

The 'My rules' project:

The core group of 6-12 young people involved in the
participatory action research will be between the ages
of 14 and 25 - these are the ages that Brook specialise
in working with. This is a wide age, however it will be
beneficial to the research and inter-generational
learning to have a variety of experience and knowledge
of current education, and the different needs of young
people. It is likely given the current demographic of
young people who work alongside Brook on
participatory project hat the majority of these
participants will be aged 16+ however | (and Brook)
would like the opportunity to be open to all. All
participation in the my rules project will be voluntary
and supported by the participation workers and
volunteers key contacts at the organisation.

Upon completion of the My rules project the 2nd phase
of the research will involve recruiting adult
practitioners with in Brook. Currently the number of
adults who will be involved in this phase is unclear
however it is hoped, by me and the CEO of Brook, that
Brook Staff from different departments and regions will
attend interviews and workshops as part of this
participatory action research project - as shown below
informed consent and voluntary elements of
involvement will be given consideration to ensue either
participation and any data elicited is done so openly
and ethically. Since | will be based within Brook and
working alongside the organisation, | will approach
potential collaborators in the project by email,
telephone or face-to-face depending on how
introductions are made as | is integrated into the
organisation. Any face-to-face or telephone
introductions will be followed up by email.




C11. RECRUITMENT: How  will
participants be approached and recruited?

The My rules proejct: These young people will be
recruited via Brooks volunteer recruitment process
and word of mouth. The project 'My rules' they will be
involved in has been developed in conjunction with
other young people, but it will be made clear in
recruitment material that this is a project that they will
develop further once they begin. (see overview of the
my rules project document for more details)

The participation opportunity will be advertised on
Brooks website and existing user group mailing lists.

Young people will be invited to join the group if they
apply, and meet the participant requirements - which
are outlined in the supporting material. We will invite
around 12 young people to participate with the
expectation that numbers will drop over time, leaving
group of around 6-8 'young project coordinators'.

The activities and work involved with the 'my rules'
project may involve working with other, already
established, groups of young people to gain input on
the consent videos and educational resources. In the
event that this happens it will be made clear which part
of their participation (if any) will be recorded for
research data, they will be given the opportunity to opt
out and/or request their data is not used. It will also be
made clear that the project is a research project as
well as a participation project so that gatekeepers and
groups understand what their involvement may
involve.

Upon completion of the 'my rules' project the outcomes,
emergent themes and findings will be used as as stimuli
for interviews and focus groups/workshops with staff at
Brook. Focus groups/workshops with staff in different
departments and areas of the organisation will be
arranged through the CEO. This approach was used
by Ester McGeeney to disseminate the findings of her
mixed methods research project on good sex to staff
throughout Brook as part of a knowledge exchange
project (2013). Recruitment of large numbers is likely to
be difficult given time constraints of staff, the
geographical diversity of work locations and a chance
that staff may be unwilling to work with a researcher,
who despite being embedded in the participation team,
may be considered an outsider. | will make every effort
to ensure the sessions are at times and in venues




convenient to staff as well as endorsed and
encouraged by the CEO and heads of departments.
Since | will be based within Brook and working
alongside the organisation, | will approach potential
participants in this phase of the project by email,
telephone or face-to-face depending on how
introductions are made as | is integrate into the
organisation. Any face-to-face or telephone
introductions will be followed up by email.

Running these focus groups with adult practitioners as
a workshop is once again informed by my participatory
action approach, but may make informed consent to
participate an issue if they take place as part of
mandatory training session possible informed consent
from all participants will be gained, so | can record the
workshops and use individuals responses to the visual
data generated in the 'my rules' project as data for
analysis. In the event that | cannot or do not get
consent from all participants | will write up field notes,
and reflect on the sessions. The very fact that the
sessions were supported and enabled by Brook will in
themselves be evidence of the institution making an
effort to learn from youth participation. Equally if focus
groups and workshops cannot be arranged, or are not
attended this can also be considered as evidence
regarding the obstacles to young people setting the
agenda within Brook.




C12. METHOD: What research method(s)
do you plan to use; e.g. interview,
questionnaire/self-completion questionnaire,
field observation, audio/audio-visual
recording?

My approach to this research draws from both practical
and theoretical characteristics of feminism, social
pedagogy and youth work. | would argue that these
have a number of complementary and interconnected
values not least a critical awareness of structural and
social power dynamics and a commitment to social
justice and social change. My commitment to these
values in research and my interactions so far with
Brook, and the young people they work with have
encouraged me to take participatory action research
(PAR) approach to my research. By taking a PAR
approach It is my intention to combine research and
practice to create a transformational model of
participation ... which gives young people a voice and
aims to 'generate dialogue and critical reflection on the
possibilities and limitations of problems being
addressed' (Nolas 2011:1196), in this case the concept
and embodiment of sexual consent, and youth
participation at Brook. Being embedded within Brooks
participation team provides me with the ideal
environment and structures to enable this.

The my rules volunteers will be seen as collaborators
in the research seeking to understand consent in the
everyday and find new ways of communicating this to
wider audiences. PAR is collaborative research,
education and action used to gather information to use
for change on social or environmental issues. It
involves people who are concerned about or affected
by an issue taking a leading role in producing and using
knowledge about it.

I'm using PAR because:

-it is driven by participants (a group of people who
have a stake in the issue being researched), rather
than an outside sponsor, funder or academic
(although they may be invited to help),

- it offers a democratic model of who can produce,
own and use knowledge,

- it is collaborative at every stage, involving
discussion, pooling skills and working together,

- it is intended to result in some action, change or
improvement on the issue being research

See: Pain, Whitman and Milledge (2011)

The collaborative planning and feedback from the
young people and participation staff | have worked
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alongside so far has allowed me to develop a research
project which | think will manage the expectations of
the different stakeholders in the research, have a
transformative outcome for us all and which has a
realistic and manageable time scale and expectation
of commitment from the young people and the
participation workers who will become my co-
researchers.

PAR projects often employ visual and creative methods
to create 'temporary publics and spaces for critical and
reflective engagement with and data generation for
certain topics' (Nolas 2015). | will use visual and
creative methods as they can be more inclusive and
'young person friendly' and also allow for a more
embodied and visual methodology than is provided by
more traditional research methods (Thomson and
Holland 2005).

The My Rules project will consisting of meeting with the
volunteers regularly over a period of up to 6 months.
The number of sessions will depend on the availability
of the volunteers. The methods currently planned for
the 'my rules' project are - brain storming, focus
group/workshops, group body mapping, film making,
photo elicitation. Audio and visual recording of sessions
and the production of 3 short films. Field observation.

The second phase will involve a combination of, focus
groups/ workshops, 1-2-1 unstructured interviews and
field observation, the outlines for these will be
developed alongside my young collaborators as issues
and key themes emerge from the My rules findings.
Data from the 'my ruels' project will be anonymised,
reanimated and used as stimuli for discussions,
learning and group interviews with staff as in
McGeeny's knowledge exchange project.

C13. LOCATION: Where will the project e carried | At different Brook centers across London, and at
out e.q. public place, in researchers office, in |time in public spaces. | will be based At Brook

private office at proanisation?

and at an office in Sussex.

== Ethical Considerations (Please provide full

details)




C14. INFORMED CONSENT: Please describe
the process you will use to ensure your
participants are freely giving fully informed
consent to participate. This will usually include
the provision of an Information Sheet and will
normally require a Consent Form unless there is
justification for not doing so. (Please state this

clearly).

The project will involve the researcher working
collaboratively with various young volunteers and
staff members at Brook. Each stage of the project
will involve group work and the creation of audio
recordings and visual outputs. As such informed
consent will be sought from participants in all
activities and stages of the research. The initial
consent from will be used as a prop for
conversations about consent and participation in
the project to ensure that the participants
understand the project, and the research element,
the realities of filming and withdrawal; and to
begin thinking together about what consent
means to them.

Throughout this work | will ensure that participants
are fully informed and able to consent freely to
involvement in the research, by developing clear
information about the research to go on the
websites and to be used as 'information sheets'
during recruitment (see supporting documents).
This will state clearly the intentions of the
research, the types of activities and research
methods volunteers will be involved in, and their
freedom to choose whether or not to participate in
the first place and their right to withdraw and opt
out of activities they do not feel comfortable taking
part in. The nature of PAR and group work can
make it difficult to gain informed consent, when
the direction and exact activities of the research
are not yet decided, hence the information sheet
provides only an overview of the project and
activities. There are arguments that rather than
this being problematic it can increase respect and
informed consent as a continuous process
(Alderson and Morrow 2011:102). In addition to
an informed consent | and Brook will gain form for
individual participation it is my intention to create
a group consent and working agreement which is
devised and signed by all participants (Banks et
al 2011). This will be visible at all times so that it
can be referred to, and adapted in response to
new activities, each session, ensuring continuous
informed consent. Collectively creating a group
agreement regarding consent, confidentiality, and
anonymity should help to think through the
realities of participation and sharing information to




establish a safe space for self and group reflection
and therefore informed and collective
participation.

The aims of the project will be fully explained and
discussed with all Brook staff and volunteers
participating in each phase of the project.
Participants will be informed that we are creating
audio-visual materials that will be made publicly
available and that if they consent to appearing in
these materials we cannot ensure their anonymity.
Participants will also be informed that they can
choose to participate in the project without
appearing in the films if they wish to remain
anonymous (i.e. through contributing to the design
of the materials but not appearing in the films).
Interested parties will be given written information
about the project and will be asked to give their
informed consent and complete a consent form.

| recognise that | and Brook have a duty of care
towards young volunteers that we will be working with and that
they may be wulnerable due to their age or due to other
circumstances in their lives. This wil be taken into
consideration when negotiaing consent initially and for the
duration of the project as resources are being developed and
reviewed. Volunteers at Brook are well trained and supported
by the organisation, and the My rules volunteers will receive
the same support. The project will comply with Brooks DBS
and child protection policies. As such we will also seek
parental consent from participants under aged 18 - attachedis
a copy of the parental consent from that Brook use amended
slightly to include the research

Consent documents for phase 1:
Volunteer application form (to register interest) Parficipant

consent form for all My Rules participants Parental consent
form (under 18s)

Phase 2: Practitioner consent form




C15. RIGHT OF WITHDRAWAL: Participants
should be able to withdraw from the research at
any time. Participants should also be able to
withdraw their data if it is linked to them and
should be told when this will no longer be
possible (e.g. once it has been included in the
final report). Please describe the exact
arrangements for withdrawal from participation

and withdrawal of data for your study.

Participants will be clearly informed of the
voluntary nature of this project, their participation
is not mandatory and they do not have to attend
every session. It will be made clear that volunteers
may opt out of any activities and that they can stop
attending the group at anytime they choose.

The group nature of the data generation will make
it difficult for participants who withdraw to request
the full withdrawal of all of their data however in
the event that a participant withdraws and
formally request that their data is not used every
effort will be made to remove data that they
provided and which is identifiabley their

contribution to the group.

| will make it clear that | can and will delete any
individual contributions that they made to the
project, discussions or feedback sessions.
However due to the group nature of the project
their group input will be more difficult to delete. In
writing up | will not refer to them directly and
where possible not use data, or refer to small

group activities in which they were working.




C16. OTHER ETHICAL ISSUES: If you
answered YES to anything in A.1 above you
must specifically address this here. Please also
consider whether there are other ethical issues
you should be covering here. Please also make
reference to the professional code of conduct
you intend to follow in your research.

PAR can be more ethical and inclusive than
traditional research approaches and methods as
it takes greater account of issues of power, rights
and responsibilities, and the role of all
stakeholders (Banks 2011:6). This is not
automatic however and an active process of
reflection, inclusion and transparency needs to be
undertaken to ensure that the research is ethical
and genuinely engaging to and with the research
community (Cahill 2007, Kesby et al. 2005).
There are some ethical challenges and
considerations that are specific to PAR, such as
the ethical tensions of group work, the often
sensitive or political nature of the topic of study,
collaborators researching their own community,
and the tensions around anonymity, privacy and
confidentiality within a collaborative and public
project (Banks et al 2011, Love 2011).

My research will have to negotiate the above
tensions due to the sensitive subject matter, the
age of potential participants and the group/public
nature of the research intervention. Sexual
consent is a sensitive and potentially high risk
subject to be exploring with young people. Asking
ourselves and young people what we think
consent means is revealing (NCB 2014:2).
Worries about disclosures, however should not
stop people teaching and talking about consent
(2014:12). As pointed out by Lee & Renzetti
(1990:252) we cannot safeguard people by
avoiding sensitive or controversial research.
There is a general public and political belief that
teaching about consent can be a way of safe
guarding children and young people from sexual
exploitation and sexual violence.

The group nature of the research adds an
additional dimension to worries about disclosures
however | think that the group dynamic of the
research is at the core of PAR approach
particularly from the point of view of
transformation and knowledge exchange.

Collectively and publicly exploring consent,
legitimises it as a topic for public discussion,
breaking the act of silence that contributes to the
perpetuation of sexual violence (Fenton et al
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2014).

Recognising that consent is a sensitive issue is
important for ethical practice. In spite of the
sensitive nature of the topic | think it important
that this research is conducted as the potential
benefits out way the risks. The context
dependent nature of PAR means that is can be
difficult to fit it within institutional review
frameworks, which have generally be set up with
more traditional research methods in mind
(Flicker and Guta 2008, Love 2011). In order to
limit and mitigate for the risks | will ensure that
supportive structures are in place and that my
research fulfils the expectations for ethical
practice as outlined by the BSA and the Sussex
ethical review board. See info above about
consent forms and see addition documents on
recruitment and consent.

as noted in C1 my study involves participants who
are considered vulnerable, and there are debates
around whether those under 18 can give
legitimate informed consent to takepart in
research. | will have to undergo a DBS check for
my research - | will address this in section C.6.

With reference to the age of my participants |
would argue that working with a younger age
group is a positive ethical response to adult
centred research and ethics. There is a significant
body of literature which calls for young people to
be more actively involved in research that is
about, or which may affect them.

There are supporting studies that show that many
children and young people agree with this, but
they feel there are not adequate opportunities for
them to be involved. | acknowledge that my
project will work with both a sensitive subject and
a group which are considered vulnerable. | think
that the project has been designed and
developed in conjunction with staff and young
people at Brook in such away that way that it is
manageable, ethical, participatory and attentive
to potential needs and sensitivities




>> Data Protection, Confidentiality, and
Records Management

C17. Will you ensure that the processing of
personal information related to the study
will be in full compliance with the Data
Protection Act 1998 (DPA)?

(http://www.sussex.ac.uk/ogs/policies/inform
ation/dpa)

Yes

C17a. If you are processing any personal
information outside of the European
Economic Area (EEA) you must explain
how

compliance with the DPA will be ensured.

C18. Will you take steps to ensure the
confidentiality of personal

information?

Yes
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http://www.sussex.ac.uk/ogs/policies/information/dpa)

C18a. Please provide details of
anonymisation procedures and of physical
and technical security measures here:

Questions concerning anonymisation will be discussed
and negotiated with participants. | will explain to
participants why the anonymisation of data form part of
a model of good practice in social research as detailed
by ESRC and BSA enabling academic independence
as well as protecting participants from the
consequences of their contributions being in the public
realm. | will however also recognise and explore
whether and how participants might wish to be
recognised as co-producers of the project outputs. My
starting point is that there may be particular aspects of
the research outputs in which participants identity is not
hidden (for example video) and aspects where their
identity is masked. Strategies for the animation of
participant voices in social research are currently a site
of innovation and these possibilities will inform our
discussions (examples of such work are McGeenys
Good sex project
https://goodsexproject.wordpress.com/good-sex-the-
film/ and the Dole Animators
https://doleanimators.wordpress.com/play-film/ work).
Care will be taken to ensure that links between
anonymised and non-anonymised outputs do not
undermine promises made to participants. Absolute
confidentiality will not be promised and participants will
be encouraged to think through the potential risks and
pleasures of being involved in the research.

In addition to an informed consent form a group
agreement will be devised taking into consideration all
of the issues above and ensuring that we all think
through what individual and group expectations are as
to how we work together, share our findings and
experiences and ensure our own and others
boundaries safety is upheld. An example of a group
contract | have done in similar groups before is
attached in the supporting documents. | find these
agreements a useful tool for managing expectations of
the group and unwanted behaviour it also enables
group accountability and young people are also able to
refer others to the agreement when they feel
boundaries are being pushed or crossed. Additionally
because it is had written and will be present in every
session it can be amended and developed in moment
when unexpected situations or conversations occur.
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C19. Will all data related to this study be
retained and shared in a form that is fully
anonymised (separated from information
that can

identify the participant)?

Yes

C19a. If you answered "no" to the
above question you must ensure that
any limitations to full anonymity are
detailed in the Information Sheet and
that participant consent will be in place.
If

relevant, please outline limitations here:

C20. Will the Principal Investigator take
full responsibility during the study, for
ensuring appropriate storage and
security of information (including
research data, consent forms and
administrative records) and, where
appropriate, will  the  necessary
arrangements be made in order to
process copyright material

lawfully?

Yes

C20a. If you answered "no" to the above
question, please give

further details:
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C21. Who will have access to personal
information relating to this study?

The work done with the young people on the My rules
project will be administrated through Brooks participation
team and so the team will hold the young peoples details
in accordance to their policies, which also adhere to the
data protection act. The project staff will work in
accordance with Brook's Child Protection procedures and
any child protection concerns or serious crimes disclosed
during the project will be reported to the relevant
authorities in accordance with organisational procedure.
This will be explained to all participants. | will not ask for,
or hold any unnecessary personal information beyond
what Brook requires of all young people they wok with (see
Brook volunteer application form).

The later part of the research involving adult practitioners
is also likely to be administrated to some degree through
Brook - however through a different department and any
information | gain during the sessions with them will be
kept private and confidential.

The consent form will explain the limits of the confidentiality
that we can promise to participants in the face of any
serious concerns about safety.

C22. Data management responsibilities
after the study. State how long study
information including research data,
consent forms and personal identification
will be retained, in what format(s) and
where the information will be kept.

All physical outputs from the study - such as spider
diagrams, body maps, discussion outputs/write ups will
be photographed and the originals destroyed due to a
lack of physical space to keep them securely.

Any other data collected - the digital records of the
physical outputs, transcriptions etc will be stored securely
in a password protected file, separately from any
information that might make the participants identifiable.
The personal information will be kept securely and in
accordance with the data protection act, both by Brook
and the Researcher.

The films will be kept as part of the research data and
records as above but also will be used by Brook who will
keep an archival record available to sexual health
educators and young people (and any interested public)
via the website or attending educational sessions.
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>> Other Ethical Clearances and
Permissions

C23. Are any other ethical clearances
or permissions (internal or external)
required? Please see the help text (i)
for further details

No

C23a. If yes, please give further details
including the name and address of the
organisation. If other ethical approval
has already been received please
attach evidence of approval, otherwise
you will need to supply it when ready.

I will be applying for new DBS checks through Brook and
Sussex. Brook are able and willing to complete my DBS
application and have already provided me with
safeguarding and child protection training relating to their
polices and practice (see certificate attached).

| have contact with and regularly work with children and
young people through East Sussex county council, Briton
Yearly Meeting, United World Colleges of Great Briton and
| also do some independent youth and child care work. All
of these organisations and working environments have
required me to undergo an enhanced CRB/DBS check,
many of which will still be in date at the time of research. |
am independently Ofsted resisted and am on the childcare
register.

My experience of the new online DBS system has been
positive so far and | have usually gained clearance within
2-3 weeks. So it is unlikely that, if | need a new DBS
certificate, this will hold up, or be problematic to my
research my research.

| can provide the CRB/DBS certificate numbers for the
above organisations if required.




Appendix C

Sites and Activities

KEY
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education team

Work done Work done
with/ alongside | independently with
Brook groups accessed

independently — pilot

Regular attendances and
sessions at P+ Nov 2014-
June 2015.

Continued contact with

piloting and development; scenario
development; social action project
planning; tweeting

[outline of activities and workshops
documented in report for Brook]

session

Research Time frame People directly involved Activities Data collected
site
Brook September-October 2014 | CEO Meetings Field notes
initial Participation manager
contact

1% meeting 24" October | Brook Participation worker Field note reflections; Group | Field notes

2014 — 9 Young people age 17-25: 3 | discussions; Definition activities; | Participant outputs

young men, 6 young women | body mapping; game/activity - Spider diagrams

Consent Definitions

Body maps

Scenarios

Why don’t people do consent
Game/workshops plans

team and last feedback Film ideas
from P+ 28" July 2016
22" Nov 2014 2 x Brook Participation | Field note reflections; Group | Field notes
worker discussions; Definition activities; | Participant outputs
and some follow up with | 11 young people age 18-25: 3 | consent  continuum  activities; - Continuum

participation workers

young men, 8 young women

scenario development; tweeting
[outline of activities and workshops
documented in report for Brook]

Consent Definitions
Scenarios
Social action project ideas
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November — December
2014

Two sessions

Brook Participation worker
& young people age 16: 2
young men, & young women

Field note reflections; group
discussions; handshake activity and
adaptations; definition tasks.

Field notes
Participant outputs:
Consent definitions

Youth November 2015 3 x volunteer leaders Field note reflections; handshake - Field notes

Eroup 13 young people: 6 young | game; discussion groups; mind

(BTN) 1 session men, & young women, 1 non- | mapping; developing campaign

[pilot binary ideas

group]

Waomen's | April 2015 5 young women ages 22-25 Field not reflections; group | Field notes

qroup discussion: definition tasks; mind

(BTN) 1 session mapping; scenario development; | Participant outputs

[pilat body mapping; focussed discussion; - mind maps

group] feedback on activity. - Consent definitions

Body maps
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Brook
Education
team

October 2015 — July 2016

(First contact with A late
September 2015, Last
contact 29% July 2016)

Education team lead

2 x education staff

5 x education sessional staff
2 x YP's on work experience:
young man age 17, young
woman age 15

Contact with Education team
initially for access youth
sites/venues =* link with school and
Youth club secured (see school and
¥ C rows)

Week of shadowing education
workers. = participant observation
easier in training spaces and ‘back
stage’ like office — rather than
watching them work... also proved
V difficult to get a person and a day
to watch anything...

Participant observation — in the
office. Informal conversations with
education staff

Planning and developing consent
sessions with work experience
people.

Shadowing/delivery of session at
willow house, and school
Attendance at session  worker
training/check in session — followed
by focus group. —audio recorded

Field notes

Participant outputs form planning
session with work experience young

people
- Spider diagrams
- MNotes form discussion

Motes form training session

- Focus group transcript

Brook
Willow
House

Feb 2016

1 session

Education team lead
Sexual health nurse
4 young men age 18

Participant observation — that
turned into an ethnography/
session participation

Field note reflections

Field notes
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October 2015 —
Feb 2016

Weekly session
(minimum})

1 x Citizenship teacher
27 young women: age 14-15

Delivery of consent ‘lesson’ to whole
class/ interactive research workshop
including definition tasks, and discussion.

Records of correspondence with teacher
and regular ‘debrief’ after sessions.

Support the students to develop ideas
and do activates towards ‘active
citizenship’ project on consent

Small group sessions — consisting of
group work, discussions, and project
activity — audio recording
- ldrew on scenarios, prompts,
recent documentaries and
videos, amongst others things to
stared discussion
- I helped them to plan and find
helpful information through
sights and campaigns | am
already aware of.
- They showed me videos and sites
they used/found useful

Farticipant observation at school consent
conference = participant observation +

session delivery for half an hour.

Field not reflections on all the abowve

Field notes
Participant outputs form full class
session
- Definitions (10 words or fewer)
- Reflections from the session

Participant outputs form group sessions
- Film made by group x
- Blog made by group 1
- Posters and info made by grp 3

Small group session transcripts

Photographic  data/evidence  from

sessions and conference.
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(first contact
13 October
2015)

January 2016 —

April regular
attendance at
Youth club
follow up until
June

Final film
showing and last
session 17+
June 2016

4 x youth workers: 3 women, 1
man

22 young people age 13-18: 12
young men, 10 young women

1 camera man

Ethnography/ participant observation

Group discussion with youth workers in
main club.

Film project — small group discussions.
Small group (4 max) and individual
interviews — audio and visual recording
over 6 weeks. Young people were involved
in filming and interviewing each other,
and me.

Valentine's day activities in conjunction
with Brook shadowing week.

Launch of the film and pizza night.

Field notes on all of the above

Field notes

Transcripts from discussions, on and off
camera.

Some visual data — where discussion
have been edited together as a cut
screen. [film maker deleted unused
footage]

Consent film

Photo evidence of activities
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Appendix D
- Explanation of O2 Think Big

Think Big from 02 gives money and support to young people to help them make a difference in
their community. Brook Particpation workers supported me to Access think big, and think
bigger funding in order to finance the social action video project.

The criteria for Think Big funding is that a project will be based in the UK and the person applying
for the funding is aged between 13-25 years old. Initially someone can apply for think big
funding for £300, and then have the opportunity to apply for £2,500 Think Bigger funding.

Think Big will support ideas that:
e Can be made into realistic and achievable projects
e Will have a positive impact to people outside of the project team

The project application for Think Bigger was as follows:

This time a lot more money, support and training are on offer so tell us about your project

idea. What's it about and why does it need to happen? Why can Think Big help?

Based on our Think Big project we've decided we'd like to do a social action project about
consent that raises awareness for other young people and which can be used to help people
teach and talk about consent. Consent is a really importation issue for young people and it
is something that isn't taught very well in schools. Also Brook have very little accessible
importation about consent on their website and we'd like to develop information that is
young person friendly because it has been created by young people. There has been lots of
stuff about consent in the media recently and we'd like to do something which helps us and
other young people know more about it, how to have respectful relationships and add to

research and evidence that shows that young people care about consent.

We've planned to create a group called 'my rules' where we work together to develop
'‘everyday interactive ways of thinking about consent that are more practical than
theoretical. There will be an emphasis on learning your own boundaries and developing
interpersonal skills'. We hope to make and produce 3 short films that can be used as part of
an education or training resource and raise awareness to staff and practitioners at Brook
about what young people want and need from consent education. We will work alongside
the Brook participation worker and a youth researcher to do this and the outcomes of our

project will go up on the Brook website.
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This idea has come out of the consent consultation workshops we've done this year. We
want to develop our ideas and the activities we've made up so that they can be used at
Brook to help teach about consent.

We will consult with other young people about what they think consent is and make 3 short
films based on this. We want the films to be about different examples of everyday consent

so that they can be watched by lots of different people.

To do this we need:

To recruit more volunteers to for the 'my rules' project and then will be able to make more
clear plans about the content of he videos and educational resources we want to make.
A space to work - we will use rooms at Brook but might hire a room for running workshops

or making our films

A budget for travel expenses so no one is out of pocket for being involved

Someone who can volunteer their time to help make the videos

A budget to buy materials for the project - eg. lots of big paper and pens for group and

creative work, snacks, props for the videos,

-

We will run a website or blog to advertise the project and keep it up to date with
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Appendix E

- Scenarios

Developed with P+ and Brook Participation works for use in discussions.

1. Tom and Molly have been drinking at a house party and both are very drunk. They go
to a room together to take drugs and end up having sex that neither of them
remember but other people saw and told them about. This isn’t the first time this has
happened. Is there an issue with consent? What is it?

2. Jenny is homeless and has been sleeping on the streets for 3 months, its starting to get
cold and she is regularly shouted at and propositioned by men late at night. Duncan is
a young man in his early 20’s who occasionally stops and talks to her, one night when
it is very cold he offers for her to sleep on his sofa. She askes him what the catch is but
he says there isn’t one. He buys her pizza and they have a few drinks on his sofa. Then
he says she can sleep in his bed if she likes. Jenny says the sofa is fine. Duncan insists
that she sleeps in his bed or back on the streets, she needs to show him how grateful
she is by giving him a blow job at the very least. She does, he’s nice about it and give
her breakfast in the morning and says she can stay whenever she likes so long as she’s
grateful. Is there an issue with consent? What is it?

3. Jenny moves her usual sleeping place and avoids the area for a while, It get’s even
colder, she’s hungry and has a really bad few nights. She goes to Duncan’s giving him a
blow job is better than the streets and other men. Is there an issue with consent?
What is it?

4. Mark and Nina have been married for nine years and have sex every night before they
fall asleep. It is very routine and they never talk about. The sex is over as soon as Mark
comes and Nina never has an orgasm. Nina would rather read before sleeping but has
decided having sex with Mark is worth it as it makes the relationship smoother. Is
there an issue with consent? What is it?

5. Kerry’s 14 years old and has been told by all her friends that anal sex is the best sort of
sex (although they’ve said it hurts a lot). They also said that if she doesn’t try it she’ll
never really understand sex. This has made her really keen to try it but very nervous.
When her new 19 year old boyfriend Stu tells her it’s time that they try it out, she says
yes even though she is unsure whether she wants to do it. Is there an issue with
consent? What is it?

6. Harrison and Mohamed have been in a relationship for 3 years and things are on the
rocks. They’re on holiday together, trying to get a bit of quality time and salvage the
relationship, but they end up arguing a lot and decide that when the holiday is over
the relationship is over. Mohamed has decided he doesn’t want to have sex for the
rest of the holiday as it might make things complicated. Harrison tells him this makes
him feel undesirable, ugly and even worse about the whole thing. He hasn’t paid £200
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to go away and have a horrible time! They agree to try and have a nice time and go to
museums and on some of the activities they had booked. When they are in groups
and doing things they get on well. One night Harrison asks if it's ok to cuddle in bed
because he’s upset and confused, Muhammad is happy to do this and they fall asleep
cuddling. In the morning Mohammad wakes up to Harrison stroking and caressing
him. He get’s hard pretty quickly and Harrison takes this as a sign to carry on.
Muhammad feels really awkward because he knows how upset Harrison is, but this is
not what he wants. He turns over instead of saying stop, Harrison carries on and is
getting excited and quite physical Mohammed doesn’t have the energy to stop it and
lets Harrison do what he wants. After all they’ve had sex loads of times, what’s once
more going to do? Is there an issue with consent? What is it?

Jay and Fola both have learning difficulties, they are both living with their parents but
attend the same care centre after school. They’ve been going out for a few months
and are now publicly displaying affection for each other, they are getting quite
physical, and the staff at the centre are concerned. They think that the couple might
not understand the dangers of sex, and talk to Fola’s family about putting her on
hormonal contraception. The family agree that this is a good idea and Fola is taken to
the doctors for the implant. After this the staff worry much less about Fola, and the
relationship in general. Jay’s family invite Fola over sometimes and have, on Jay’s
request, been leaving them unsupervised in his room. Jay can be quite controlling st
times but he seems very happy around Fola so they leave them to it. When ever they
are alone Jay suggests that they look at each others gentiles. He always shows Fola his
and then tells her that it’s not fair if she doesn’t show hers. Is there an issue with
consent? What is it?

After a few more weeks Jay suggests that they have sex because that’s what people in
relationships do. Fola agrees because she doesn’t want to upset Jay and likes doing
things that ‘normal’ people do. Is there an issue with consent? What is it?

Joanne and Alexa have been together for a few months. They love their sex life
together! One time after sex, when they are lying down relaxing, Alexa decides she
wants to have sex again and starts to give Joanne oral sex. Is there an issue with
consent? What is it?

Kirsty met Pete at a club and went back to his after they’d kissed in the club. He
fingered her in the taxi and then when she got back to his house she realised she had
changed her mind and didn’t want to sleep with him after all. When she told him he
told her that she was a tease and she could at least give him a blowjob. She felt bad so
she did. Is there an issue with consent? What is it?

Taylor and Alex have been together for 12 months. They have an active sex life and
often spend the night at each other’s houses. One night when they are having
penetrative sex Taylor asks Alex to stop because it hurts. Alex is just about to come
and carries on. Is there an issue with consent? What is it?
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Appendix F
- Before the method log

Date, group, | Activity (and) summary Completed? Brief summary
and Title
18 Mow 2hr session on thinking about the body and
2014 consent.
P+ London - Brainstorming consent Did a brain storm on consent, followed by small
Body - Individual body maps of the | ‘my day’ body maps to introduces the idea of
mapping day thinking about how you feel, physically and
consent - Body Mapping emotionally throughout the day and why.
- Draw round bodies
- }E\Ssign each body a position | 4 Full size body maps and a silent discussion,
within the negation of considering the body in consent
consent Each body:
- Silent 'discussion’ —writing | One seeking consent
and drawing thoughts, One being ‘asked’ for consent
feelings and actions on to One in the middle of a sexual act who wants to
the bodies withdraw consent

- Full discussion on what
everyone had put up, how
the task made them feel

One body that is feeling sexy.

Interesting conversation about what is explicit
‘non- verbal’ consent? Clearly it happens but
what does it look like? and is it cultural? -is it
actively guiding someone to do something?

Lots of discussion around the difficulty of
withdrawing consent — and the practicalities of
it.
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zznd
2014

Mow

Be sax
Positive
group from all
over UK

Defining
consent  and
continuum
work

Brainstorming Consent.
Defining consent:

Looking at the dictionary definition
of consent and thinking about how it
relates to sex

Take words from the definition and
place them on a continuum of non-
consent — positive/active consent.
Discussions around what counts as
consent when js it good and active
and when is it passive?

Group came up with additional
words and then scenarios for certain
words/levels of consent

Discussed mainstream ways of talking about
consent. Very hetero when we talk about it —
how can we have a positive and inclusive
conversation about consent (this informed a lot
of my BERA presentation)

Really interesting discussion about which words
they associate with consent and how there is a
difference and a clear spectrum from non-
consent to passive consent to active consent.

Highlighted that it's a negotiation — look into this
further?

Points about regret came up — follow up with in
grey area stuff?
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207 Jan,
2015

Brixton  Hill/
CHIP group

Day to talk about consent and plan a
way of informing and engage other
young people about it at their stallin
college on the 3™ Feb

Brain storming consent — thinking
about why it's important and what
they might want to inform other
people about

Looking at scenarios and seeing if
there is a problem with consent in
them

Planning a guiz to engage students in
consent at the Stall. It will find out
what the other students already
know about consent and if they think
it's an important issue.

Came up with definitions of consent
to help them iffwhen people ask
them questions about ]

Mixed responses to the scenarios —all were very
sex positive in their language. Good mix of real
life scenarios and different types of
relationships. Group had reasonable
understanding of consent — an issue that was
very new to them when Susy stated to work with
them... could seem them developing
understanding of why something might be an
issue in the scenarios.

Some really nice definitions came up — and was
good that this group explicitly acknowledged the
importance of communication. Can't have
consent without communication. Also an good
discussion on how body langue is important but
also can be misleading at times eg. drunk.
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3™ Feb 2015
Brixton  Hill
group, Sexual
health stall at
college

The group will run an information
stall, give out the C card and do the
quiz with students.

I was ill for this but got sent feedback from
participate worker.

People engaged well with the questionnaires as
a good way of making people think about what
they know and don’t know about consent.

The group facilitating the stand had a really
positive experience. and engaged positively with
students asking for help to fill in the
guestionnaire.

24% Feb 2015
P+ London

Developing
consent
related
games

Try out 3 games that can be used to
make people think about the
practicalities of consent. The
aim/learning outcome of each one
is that they make you think about:
How to say now

How to receive a no

How to ask (without being pushy?)
How to consider different personal
boundaries.

Hand shake game as explained in
MCB sex education supplement 2014

Body touch game

And the relationship intimacy game

Great session! Young people enjoyed the interactive nature of it all and requested another session
to develop more games.

The hand shake game - well and was a great stimuli for discussions about how it feels to say yes/no.

Body touch —in parterres one person asking to touch different parts of the body, the other person
has to respond using yes or no. Lots of laughing. And again really great discussion. Also worked on
adapting the game to see how it would work if you say ‘maybe’, don't say anything. Do the
‘conversation” without speaking. How does the dynamic change when you ask ‘why’ someone said
yes or not to being touched.

The intimacy game — This game was the least developed, and most ‘inappropriate’ of the three and
as such we decided to explain the game and give an example of how it might go with me and the
participation worker. The aim/learning outcome of it wasn’t clear

Finished the sesisn with a discussion about other learnignoucomes it would be good to considder
when develop games in the future. Also discussed how the handshake game and body touch game
could be encourporated ans therire learnignoutcomes were the same.
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Get feedback on the games in terms
of how fun and informative they are.
How could they be adapted or
developed?

Meed to find another date to do more games.

107" March Workshop om exploring the grey

F+ London areas of consent. CANCELLED DUE TO BROOK MOVING OFFICE
body language
The role of ambiguity
Establishing/assuming
regret/hindsight

21 April Looking though the NUS | <3 consent | Cancelled due to another organisation needing
campaign. to use the group for a consultation

P+ Lanon We will look through and critique
and adapt hits of it based on the

I <3 consent | workshops we've done previously

which will {hopefully) have engaged
participants in issues of consent
enough to be critical ‘consumers’ of
the workshop design and content...
Which bits might we want to use to
teach about consent?
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19 May
P+ London

Group design

Session,/ working group to design the
‘consent project’ opportunity.

Design a programme for the project;
Choose atheme or activity for each
session;

Come up with a name for the group ;
Decide who they want to be
involved? —will it be an open/drop in_
group or a closed one?

Figure out how much the young
people want to be involved in
facilitating the sessions?;

Decide how we will advertise the
opportunity etc.;

Talk about how we will record our
progress.

develop a blog? the use of twitter
and other social media platforms —
who will keep these up to date?
Make a Budget for the project

Elsie and participation worker will
then submit the ©2 funding
application

This was done over two session. | sent a series of
guestions and ideas to the group and they
discussed how they would like to approach the
topic and came up with a series of ideas about
what the projects could involve and what they
think it's important to consider when thinking
about and teaching consent to other young
people.

Then | met with the Participation worker to go
through their ideas and think about what might
be ‘doable’ as a research project. We also
discussed the extent to which it would be
possible to work with a less ‘well informed grou’.

Following this | did a session with the group
where we planned ‘my rules’ social action
project.

The participation worker then supported me to
apply for 02 Think bigger funding.




Appendix G

- Overview Developing Film project with P+:

This overview of planning for the My Rules/Social action project was written in 2015 to support
the Ethical review and also a version was sent to Brook staff in order to keep them up-to-date
with the project

The current outline of my PhD project is split into two main activities. The first is the social
action project on consent, which as | will show below has been, and will continue to be,
developed in collaboration with young volunteers at Brook. The second activity for my research
is to evaluate the extent to which the process and outcomes of the social action project align
with and potential impact upon Brooks institutional practices, polices and strategic aims.

The first element of the project will be supported by brook as a ‘social action’ project. They have
committed to supporting me to develop and run a project on consent in conjunction with current
and newly recruited young volunteers. My role in this project will be both facilitator, researcher
and young volunteer. This has been made clear to the groups | have worked with already and
will be formally and informally flagged up in any recruitment material and throughout the
project.

Below is an overview of the ‘my rules’ project which will form the basses of phase one of my
research. Recruitment material will be developed in accordance to Sussex ethical review
expectations and Brooks young volunteer recruitment policy. Informed consent will be at the
heart of this. The development, name, outline and person spec uses much of the original langue
and ideas from the young people in Brooks's participation groups. Over the past 6 months | have
been attending and facilitating sessions with the participating groups that focus on consent.
Gaining insight into what young people already know, what they want to know and developing
activities and methods for teaching, talking and researching consent with young people.

The last two sessions have been dedicated to formulating a ‘ social action’ project that will be
both a participation opportunity within Brook, and a participatory action research site for me
and the young people I'm collaborating with. Working alongside the participation worker and
building on the learning we have experienced during my consent sessions so far the young
people have created an outline for the project.

The first session was run by the participation worker, acting as a gatekeeper/intermediary for
the project and ensuring that my presence wouldn’t pressure the young volunteers into thinking
too much about my research agenda. | sent some information, ideas and question to the
Participation worker detailing the aims | have for the research so that she could plan a session
based on this and gain input and feedback from the young people.

In the first session with the participation worker the group did a number of activities to get them
thinking about consent, why people do and don’t’ do consent and what the barriers are to
learning. They were then invited to think about what their ideal project on consent would be,
and did a variety of activates informed by the questions on the information sheet.
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Following this session the participation worker and | met to discuss the ideas, and pull out key

ideas and themes from the planning session to present back to the group and gain more detail
for the project.

Figure 26 — pulling together the ideas from last week Figure 27 - Ideas for names and role title. My rules
to create a brief/description of the group. will be the project title

In the second session we worked with the young people to get a clear idea of the project, a
name, role descriptions for recruiting people for the next project and idea for the inputs and

outputs they hoped for. Working from the key ideas pulled out of the work they’d done the
previous week.
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| Activities
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Figure 28 - logic mole to help us think about what will be involved in the project, and what
will the outcomes be

Figure 29 - neat visual of the 'mryﬂleslrbroject
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Figure 31 - neat (but not final) write up of project brief

The pictures above show some of the methods that have been used so far to develop the
research project idea. These methods and collaborative and creative ways of working will be
maintained throughout the ‘my rules’ project. All of the information and the outlines from this
work will be typed up and presented on the Brook website and used to help advertise the ‘my
rules’ project and generate interest so that people will volunteer to participate. See
http://www.brook.org.uk/our-work/category/involving-young-people The aim of the project is
that we may be able to create a website page specifically for ‘my rules’” and share out ideas and
learning with a wider audience than those who participate in the ‘my rules’ project, similarly to
how the ‘be sex positive’ campaign/project is currently set up see
http://www.brook.org.uk/old/index.php/sex-positive-home



http://www.brook.org.uk/our-work/category/involving-young-people
http://www.brook.org.uk/old/index.php/sex-positive-home
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Appendix H
- Blog write up from Body Mapping session in Brighton

Mapping consent on the body.

Last week | held a workshop on consent and the body at the Art schizm gallery in Brighton. |
was joined by five wonderful young women who consented to take part in my pilot and help me
to develop my ideas and methods for thinking about and working with groups around the subject
of sexual consent.

Once we had all arrived, moved the art stands from the centre of the room and got out cushions
and blankets for making the space comfortable, we began by introducing ourselves and saying
why we’d come to the workshop. 1, of course, was there to practice facilitating the session, gain
feedback, and also to hear about different people’s ideas and experiences of consent. Going
around the circle it became clear that everyone was enthusiastic if a little unsure about what
they were going to learn, be expected to say, or not, and that they were all intrigued about body
mapping. Body Mapping is a method | have engaged with through development studies,
particularly in relation to people’s journeys and experiences of HIV and the use of antiretroviral
drugs. It has been used successfully as an educational tool and providing social support and
personal awareness.

What | will describe as ‘body mapping’ later is quite different from the process mentioned above,
however | still term it ‘body mapping’. This is in part because | don’t currently have the
confidence to name it anything else, but also because the term describes exactly what we are
doing; Mapping (in this case consent) onto bodies, explicitly recognising the body as the starting
point of everything. Without the body we could not bring thought and feeling into materiality.
Body mapping, | think, can provide a method by which to recognise and articulate, to some
degree, the complexities of and relationship between thought, emotion, physical responses
(affect), and action. Thinking, feeling and doing.

Back to the workshop. We collectively
drew up a group agreement of how we
were going to work that evening,
taking into consideration issues of
confidentiality, photo taking, the
sensitive nature of the topic and
balancing it with having fun and not
being too serious. Following this we
brainstormed ‘consent’” and very
quickly came to the conclusion that it
is an ambiguous and complex term,
but also is something that we do, often
without thinking, in so many areas of
life. We considered how, in relation to
sex, we think of consent in terms of
something a women has to give to a man (we briefly highlighted that consent, when we think
about it is often gendered and heteronormative), prompting questions about whether it is active
or passive. One contribution to the discussion which has stuck firmly in my mind, not only
because it spoke to my experience but it seemed that all of us in the room could relate to it in
some way, was “I'm an adult woman and / don’t know when I've consented to things...



http://www.artschism.net/
http://www.memorybox.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=16&Itemid=37
http://www.memorybox.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=16&Itemid=37
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sometimes | look back and think ‘actually did | want that? Was it ok?’ ”. By this point we hadn’t
been going for very long, but it seemed that collectively we’d created a space where sharing our
self-reflections could happen quite naturally.

Following these discussions and brainstorming we worked in pairs to come up with a definition
of consent. Asentence, if possible, starting with ‘Consent is...”. Oooof it was difficult. How could
we fit 20minutes of interesting conversation, in which we’d already highlighted the ambiguity,
and tensions within the everyday acts of consenting to things, into one sentence? I've set this
task at a few workshops before, but had never actually done it. My partner and | really struggled;
we cheated and went for bullet points in the end as we couldn’t think of a neat way of
encapsulating what we thought in a sentence. The outcome of this exercise was fascinating, all
of us struggled with it, but there we common themes in all three suggesting that maybe consent
might have a few core threads. Something for me to think about later. The words and phrases
people chose were brilliant. Having spent the best part of two years thinking about and reading
about consent it was refreshing to hear other people’s definitions which made more sense than
the one on the dictionary, and which recognised that sex is different every time.

Consent is: ‘fluid’, ‘constantly renegotiated’, ‘communicated, verbally and non-verbally’.

Now we had some definitions it was time to think about consent in action. We have sex with
our bodies — we do sex. | think, we also ‘do’ consent. We had established that consent is
communicated/negotiated/experienced both verbally and non-verbally, so then the body is a
key part of the process of consent. Now for the body mapping. It took me sometime to explain
what | hoped for this part of the session, and thanks to the feedback and the experience of doing
it, 1 think I've got a better idea now for how to introduce it in the future. In other body mapping
the body you draw and work on is you. It is very personal and an individual practice in self-
reflection, so although there may be many people in the room you work alone until it comes to
sharing what you have done. My aim in this workshop was to create a safe space in which we
could consider consent collectively, as in reality consent is often relational. | wanted a space for
sharing knowledge and experience but with out pressure to (over)share personal experience.
In this, and in future workshops, | never have much more than an hour and a half with any group
I’'m working with so there will rarely be time to create a space in which personal body mapping
can be done ‘safely’. This is something that | am thinking about more and hope to write about
elsewhere. In short | wanted to put the body at the centre of discussion but didn’t want to make
people feel uncomfortable talking about their own bodies and experiences of consent.

Given our conversations throughout the first half of the session we decided that we would
consider the experience of two bodies. One on each ‘side’ of the same familiar scenario many
people have experienced. One body had taken someone home with them, but did not want to
have sex. The other body, we decided, had come home with that person and wanted sex. We
decided to leave them genderless, however as we discussed later in the workshop we had
subconsciously assigned them a gender when we assigned them the role, further highlighting
the heteronormativity that permeates our understandings of consent, but also reminding me of


http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/consent%20?s=t
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how hard it is to be ‘neutral’ and inclusive if something is not explicitly LGBTQ focused. Not
assigning a gender or sexuality leaves us open to assigning them according to the social scripts
ingrained with in us. Of course the body who wanted sex was the man and of course the body
who didn’t and who was ‘having’ to communicate a ‘no’ was the woman. How can | run these
sessions in a way that actively allows or encourages us to disrupt these scripts, but which also
doesn’t put people off taking part and engaging with the issues?!

Anyway back to the bodies... | asked everyone to draw or write on each body any thoughts,
emotions, physical feelings or responses they thought might be occurring for/in each body. |
also suggested that they draw or write any external pressures they thought might be acting upon
the bodies, outside of the body (I’'m not convinced | explained that bit so well). We did this
activity in silence, so that we had time to reflect, put ourselves in their shoes and respond how
we wanted without worrying about how it came out.
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After 10 minutes or so of silent(ish) expression, we brought the two bodies side by side and
discussed some of the things we had written and drawn. Emotions, questions, and thoughts
were the main things written and depicted on the bodies. What struck me about the bodies and
our conversations was the similarities between each body despite being considered on different
‘sides’ of a situation. Both bodies felt, or were unable to communicate. They seemed to be
silencing themselves, or being constrained by social scripts and expectations, worries about
offending the other or ruining the mood. Something many of us could relate to but found
ourselves surprised both we’re silenced by the same pressures for different reasons. So
communication wasn’t happening. Both bodies were nervous, in their stomachs. Both flushed,
with embarrassment or horyness, perhaps a bit of both... There was so much going on inside the
bodies that in everyday sexual interactions are un-communicated and perhaps
uncommunicable?
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Despite setting up the activity in a way that frames the body as the canvas, the key component
even, for framing sexual consent | was surprised how little acknowledgment or depiction there
was of ‘the body’ within these bodies. | don’t know why this surprised me, there is so much
research which shows societally we are ill prepared to recognise ourselves as bodies, take
ownership of and embody our desires and actions (Holland et al. 1994). It’s hard. How often do
we think about what is going on in our bodies, and even if we do think about it we are limited
by language in what we can articulate. As Holland et al. so eloquently pointed out our dominant
culture has no ‘acceptable’ “ways of discussing sex which are not clinical, obscene or childish...
The available language is one couched in terms of relationships [...] or in euphemisms and
obscurities [...] in which bodily sexual activities become veiled” (24).

The body mapping provided a visual representation of a body. The exercise allowed us to write
and draw on the bodies. Interestingly the emotions and the thoughts were all written, but the
few references to the body, the physical, were drawn. | think this is a practical demonstration
of the limits of language Holland et al. are referring to.

So what was going on physically? The obvious things were there — an erection/an excited or
throbbing vulva, flushed cheeks, stiffness and tense muscles, a nervous tummy. A number of
these were added by me, so perhaps my comment above just shows that after two years of
thinking about consent and the body you might be able to articulate the body through pictures,
but | suspect that they would have been there if | hadn’t got there first! Next time I'll make an
effort not to jump straight in and draw a willy so someone else can.

But what wasn’t there? There was a whole body to look at, to fill in. So far we’d gone quite
surface, quite external only the depiction of butterfly’s in the stomach, and tense/stiff muscles
were physically internal. I’'m not expecting an anatomically correct drawing of the intricacies of
the body but surely there is more going on, we just don’t know how to tune into is and
acknowledge it. What about our breath — that gets faster, shallower when we are in the midst
of navigating consent and sex. Our chests might get tight, our mouths may become dry with
anxiety or excitement, parts of us might itch, twitch, tingle or throb? There are lots of things
that happen so lots to think about, but we don’t — and we didn’t, even when the body mapping
exercise in theory provides an ‘ideal opportunity’ to think about and articulate the body. But
perhaps it’s not the ideal opportunity.. and perhaps, well not perhaps, it takes time and practice.
I’'ve only thought about these things while reflecting on what wasn’t represented, so maybe
that’s the starting point for next time | do this. The first question after discussing the significance
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of what we have written and drawn will be to ask ‘What is not there?’ ‘What have we missed?’,
and discuss more and then add to the bodies. Something we did a little this time around but not
as much as perhaps we could have, but it all takes practice. I'm learning as | type right now,
reflecting on what we did and considering how to make it better and generate more knowledge,
collectively and constructively.

Back in the room - after our discussions we closed the session by going around and saying one
thing we’ve learnt, or that surprised us in this session, and something that we might take away
and try to practice or be more aware of in our everyday lives. It was lovely to hear that everyone
had enjoyed the session and found it a great opportunity to discuss something that we don’t
often discuss in everyday conversation. It seemed we had all learnt something new and
approached consent in a new way. We'd considered how consent is present in so many areas
of lives apart from sex and how it can be difficult to navigate, and sometimes recognise. We'd
given visual representation to how consent and desire can ‘get lost in confusion and in your own
body’ before we even get to the point of communicating to someone else... It was such an
interesting session, and it felt like we all had lots to take away and think about. | felt compelled,
when we finished, to say that consent is difficult and that we don’t and can’t always get it right,
for ourselves or the other person/people. Seeking consent and considering what we actually
want makes us vulnerable. And while it can be a sign of strength to do this it’s not easy and how
we do this, and how we feel about it, will differ from time to time.

So there we have it... a session on consent and the body. What a way to spend a Wednesday
evening. After this we had about 20minutes to feedback in which we discussed what worked,
what didn’t work so well and whether or not there was enough space for self-reflection as well
as group reflection. We discussed running a session building on this one, where we did more
personal work, and also doing the workshop as a mixed group, and perhaps me running the
session with a group of men. All things for me to think about and see what happens. Then as
with any good workshop, | got everyone to help me tidy up. Upon leaving we had some jokes
about if an how we wanted to hug each other goodbye, with some ‘enthusiastic yes’s’ giving
way to embraces all round.

Thanks to those who participated in this workshop, | hope that what I've written is a fair
representation of what happened.
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Appendix |

- Ethical review amendment

From: Antony Walsh

To: Janet Boddy; Elsie Whittington

Cc: Jayne Paulin; Rachel Thomson

Subject: RE: Ethical review amending - Elsie Whittington
Date: 22 April 2016 13:34:36

Attachments: image001.png

Dear Janet

I am happy to approve the proposed approval of the amendment as stipulated. Kind regards

Antony

US

UNIYEREITY
DF SLESEX

Dr Antony Walsh

Research Governance Officer Research and Enterprise Services University of Sussex

E: antony.walsh@sussex.ac.uk T: +44(0)1273 872748

Internal Extension: 2748 http://www.sussex.ac.uk/staff/research/governance

Falmer House University of Sussex Brighton BN1 9QF

From: Janet Boddy

Sent: 22 April 2016 13:28

To: Elsie Whittington <ew99@sussex.ac.uk>; Jayne Paulin <J.E.Paulin@sussex.ac.uk>

Cc: Rachel Thomson <R.Thomson@sussex.ac.uk>; Antony Walsh <Antony.Walsh@sussex.ac.uk>

Subject: RE: Ethical review amending - Elsie Whittington Dear all
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Thanks for passing this on to me. While we cannot issue a retrospective approval (this is
university policy) | think the key point here is the need to make a situated ethical decision in the
field, and that this was the basis for including the three 13 year old participants. In the
circumstances, and given that all the CREC approved procedures were followed with these
three participants, my judgement is that it would be ethically appropriate to include their data.
To exclude them would arguably raise a different ethical problem (in that Elsie would not be
doing what she promised when they gave consent). | would therefore recommend that (a) you
go ahead and include the three participants’ data and (b) that you could include this email
correspondence as part of the record of ethics approval for your thesis, so the decision is
transparent for your examiners.

| should, however, also note that | work with Elsie in our research centre, CIRCY, and so while |
am not involved in her PhD research | am not wholly independent. For that reason, Antony,
could you add a view please as RGO, to confirm whether you are happy with my proposed
approval of this amendment.

With thanks and best wishes Janet

Janet Boddy
Professor of Child, Youth and Family Studies
Director, Centre for Innovation and Research in Childhood and Youth (CIRCY)

School of Education and Social Work, University of Sussex, Brighton BN1 9QQ

Tel: +44 (0)1273 872 768

Web: http:/ /www.sussex.ac.uk/esw/circy

See my latest paper, What Kind of Trouble? Meeting the Health Needs of “Troubled Families’
through Intensive Family Support in Social Policy and Society, available at

http:/ /journals.cambridge.org/action/ display Abstract?
fromPage=online&aid=9989852&fulltextType=RA &fileld=51474746415000494

From: Elsie Whittington
Sent: 22 April 2016 12:20

To: Jayne Paulin <J.E.Paulin@sussex.ac.uk>

Cc: Rachel Thomson <R.Thomson@sussex.ac.uk>; Janet Boddy <J.M.Boddy@sussex.ac.uk>;
Antony Walsh <Antony.Walsh@sussex.ac.uk>
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Subject: RE: Ethical review amending - Elsie Whittington
Ok thank you,

Janet and Antony please let me know your thoughts and how best to proceed. | hope to hear
from you soon

Elsie

From: Jayne Paulin
Sent: 22 April 2016 12:09

To: Elsie Whittington <ew99@sussex.ac.uk>

Cc: Rachel Thomson <R.Thomson@sussex.ac.uk>; Janet Boddy <J.M.Boddy@sussex.ac.uk>;
Antony Walsh <Antony.Walsh@sussex.ac.uk>

Subject: RE: Ethical review amending - Elsie Whittington
Elsie

Thanks for the email. | think you would need to take advice from the Chair of the CREC or the
University’s Research Governance Officer, particularly if you are asking for retrospective
changes.

Jayne

From: Elsie Whittington

Sent: 22 April 2016 11:48

To: Jayne Paulin <J.E.Paulin@sussex.ac.uk>

Cc: Rachel Thomson <R.Thomson@sussex.ac.uk>

Subject: Ethical review amending
Dear Jayne,

I’'m writing to ask advice about my research ethical review for ‘Participatory processes with
young people: an exploration of consent’, and to see if it may be possible to amend a small
section of it retrospectively.

| gained ethical approval for my participatory research project with young people last July, and
have since worked with around 100 young participants.

When | originally submitted my form | put the age of my participants as 14-25. One of the sites |
have worked on was a youth club attended by young people aged 11-23. The project that | was
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supported by Brook to run here was an open one. The youth club staff encouraged me to make
my project open to anyone who was interested and were keen that some of the 13 year olds
they work with should be involved as it would provide a good learning opportunity for them. As
you will have seen in my application for ethical review | think that research is a public good, and
have developed this research in a way that it can provide teaching and learning spaces for
young people. My experiences as youth worker means that | have worked with a wide age range
over time and with hindsight | feel | should have applied for approval to work with young people
aged 13 and up rather than aged 14.

This particular section of the project at the youth club was run in such a way that young people
involved understood the research nature of the project and parental consent for young people
under 16 was sought from all involved. Of the 28 young people | worked with directly at this
site 3 were aged 13 (1 boy and two girls). | know that my application stated that | would work
with 14 and up but in the context of this project |, and the youth workers supporting me, felt
thatit would be unethical to exclude these three young people from participating in the
project.

| followed the same process with these 3 young people as | did with other participants and they
enjoyed their involvement in the projects and contributed a lot towards the final output, which
at this site was a film.

| am now editing the film for use by Brook, and | am also beginning my data analysis. | wanted to
know if you would advise that | exclude the data produced by the 13 year olds or if | might be
able to amend my application to include their contributions. Brook works with young people of
any age and they, and the youth club | worked in support me to ensure that the research
project was delivered in an ethical and participatory way. While 13 can be considered ‘young’
to be involved in a project about sex and consent there is no legal, ethical or safeguarding
reason to exclude 13 year olds from this project. And the young people involved have fedback
that they enjoyed the process and have learnt a lot from working with me and other young
people.

If the ethical committee require me to | can exclude these three young people from my data
and analysis. It would be useful to get your feedback and or a decision about amending my
ethical review form, or excluding the 13 year olds data as soon as possible so that | can move
forward with my project and analysis.

| hope to hear from you soon Elsie

Elsie Whittington
Teaching and Research Assistant
Centre for Innovation and Research in Childhood and Youth School of Education & Social Work

Essex House - Room 131 University of Sussex Brighton BN1 9QN, UK 01273 872845 (x2845)
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Appendix J

- Film Questions

These were the questions that the young people chose and askes on another for the film

project.

What is consent?

What is the minimum age someone can give consent?

Are there any non-verbal ways to give consent?

Are you able to take back consent once it’s given it?

Can some one give consent if there drunk?

(What if they are both drunk? What if one is drunk and the other isn’t?)

What age should young people learn about consent?

As a young person can you come up with a universal definition of consent?

What do you think it’s important other young people know about consent?
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Appendix K
- Safeguarding Certificate

Certificate of Attendance N—

This is to certify that

Elsie Whittington

has attended
Level 1 Safeguarding Training

on Monday 3rd November 2014

Signed: Simon Blake & Sue Burchill Date 3/11/2014
Name Simon Blake & Sue Burchill

Position Chief Executive & Regional Nursing Lead (South)
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Appendix L

- Example Consent forms

Example of participant consent form used with different participant groups. The title, and some
of the contact information was changed according to the venue.

University of Sussex

Centre for Innovation and Research .
in Chilelhoodd and Yourh

CONSENT FORM
School Citizenship Consent Project

Mame of University Researcher: Elsie Whittington email: ew23@sussex.ac.uk
Name of Project Supervisor: Rachel Thomson email: R Thomson@sussex.ac.uk
Mame of Participation Worker: Susy Langsdale email: 5 Langsdale@brook.org.uk

Elsie is @ researcher at the University of Sussex in Brighton who is working with Brook to find out what
young people know and think about sexual consent. One of the aims of her project is to develop an

understanding of consent by working with young people in different settings and supporting them to
actively think and talk about consent.

Information gathered by Elsie when she is working with young people is likely to go on Brook's website
and will be shared with staff at Brook for training and development. [f you are identifiable in this
information Elsie will check with you first if this is ok.

The activities, discussions and outputs that you and Elsie are involved with will be part of the Research.
They will be written up and analysed for the PhD Thesis and in future publications for other academics,
youth workers, adults and young people working in sexual health education and provision.

We will go through and discuss this form together to make sure that you and the researcher both
know what is expected of each other during this project, and what you feel comfortable discussing
and taking part in.

Please tick or initial each box and sign on the other side of the paper:
1. Il understand Elsie’s role as a researcher in this project, and that she will record and document

bits of the project for her research.

2. lunderstand that parts of this project may be put on the Brook website, and used in a blog or on
social media

3. lunderstand that my participation in this project is voluntary and that | am free to withdraw from
it at anytime without giving any reason.

4. | understand, if | decide to withdraw, it may be difficult to remove all my input from the project
but that anything that could be identified as mine will be deleted

B.T.O
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5. | acknowledge that anonymised extracts of what | say during sessions with Elsie might be used in
work with Staff at Brook and in academic publications and presentations or similar. |:|

6. |am willing to have more discussions about my consent and participation in the Elsie’s research
to make sure that all the volunteers have come up with and upheold the group boundaries and
expectations. I:I

7. lagree to be respectful of other people taking part and maintain the confidentiality of the session

8. 1am willing to take part in this research and social action project. D

By signing below | consent to the processing of my personal information for the purposes of this
research study. | understand that my personal information will be treated as strictly confidential
and handled in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998,

Signed:

Print name Date

By signing below | agree to support this project and uphold any agreements and boundaries that we
create (now or during future discussions). | will do my best to keep you informed about the research
and what is happens to the information | collect after .

Researcher signature

Print Name Date

Any notes or comments from going through the form:

Elsie Whittington

Department of Social Work,

University of Sussex,

Essex House, Falmer, Brighton, BN1 500

Telephone: 07865700483 2
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Appendix M

- Photo/video release form

Digital media consent form

I give my permission for a photograph/video

wuww. brook.org.uk

of me to be taken by Brook as Part of Elsie Whittington's PhD research. |
understand that this digital media will be used by Brook and Elsie, and ifs chosen
representatives, in publicity materigls and also in the medioc.and that | will be
identified as a user or beneficiary of Brook's services.

lam years old.

If you are happy to have your name used in publicity materials, please tell us

how you would like fo be referred fo. If you are not happy, please leave this box

blank:

Signed: Date:

Consent from parent/carer (if under 14)

Mame of parent/carer:
Signature: Date:

FOR BROOK USE:

Name:
Signature: Date:

Photo release form ] 2014
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Appendix N

- Film project poster

Sex and Consent

Information, Activities and Film Making

What is sexual consent?

We want to know what young people
think about sex, consent and
relationships.

Is it important? Is it difficult? How can we do it?

Come and join us at the drop in session to do activities and
make a short film as part of a research project about what
young people think of sexual consent.

Wednesday February 17th
o pm-8pm
At LIFT Youth Hub
45 White Lion Street | London | N1 9PW
Free Pizza,
Free condoms,

Lots of information about sex and relationships.
You don't have to be on film if you don’t want to be.
Come for the activities and pizza anyway.

For more info email Elsie — ew99@sussex.ac.uk

|m- @ ioeas. kg,

u.llnulhmul:.wg.ldi BE"JI] ||l|IIII | |-r|rh”l —
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Appendix O

- From Findings to Practice: Brook Learn

In collaboration with Ester McGeeney, Laura Hamzic, Brook, One Click, Rachel Thomson and Ben
Fincham, and with Funding from Sussex Impact Acceleration Fund the work presented in this
thesis has also contributed to four modules as part of Brook’s online training course for
educators called ‘Brook learn’. The content of the Brook Learn modules seeks to provide
reassurance that teachers can and should deliver more critical sessions that explore the values,
morals and ethics around sex and relationships as much, if not more, than the legalistic and
public health framings of ‘risk’. Each module directly relates to a key finding from this research
and draws on activities, data, and learning that have been co-produced during this PhD research.
| encourage readers to sign up to the module to get a feel for the resource. This can be accessed
via: https://learn.brook.org.uk/. | will briefly outline each module as follows and show how the

findings from this research have been put into practice.

Module 1: The meaning of consent:

The Thesis has established that consent is an ambiguous concept and it is useful to deconstruct
itin educational sessions. This module addresses the questions of ‘what is consent? what is sex?
How does gender play a role? and why is it all so complicated?’. The key messages in this module
and the learning objective for the session plans provided are about acknowledging that consent
is an ambiguous term and that the ways we talk about sex and consent are gendered. In
particular the findings and activities presented in chapter five and six are put to work in this
module. My findings related to the persistence of heteropatriarchal norms in the narratives that
young people draw on are addressed in this module through activities which highlight the terms
that are used to judge people of different genders and how this may influence decisions to
engage in sexual activity. This provides educators with confidence to acknowledge that consent
is a complicated subject but that it is important to engage with it more critically.

THE MEANING OF CONSENT

So, what does ‘sexual consent’ really mean?

In the eyes of the law, consent is the agreement between
participants to have sex or engage in a sexual activity.

Allinvolved must have the freedom and capacity to make that decision
Engaging in a sexual act without the person’s consent is a criminal 4
offence and is considered sexual assault or rape

The wording of the law still doesn't adequately distinguish between
wanting something and giving in to it. What's more, it introduces

further problems by saying there must be freedom and eapacity to
make that decision, without explaining what that really means pe

Don't worry - we'll investigate this
further in the next module!

#° IS THE WORD ‘CONSENT” APPROPRIATE?

@ brook us iy ome = wenu

UNIVERSITY
OF SUSSEX


https://learn.brook.org.uk/
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Module 2: Myths and the law

This thesis has highlighted the limitations of consent education that starts with and focuses
predominantly on the legal standard of sexual consent. However, the literature and policy
highlighted in chapters two and three, and the findings presented in chapters five and six suggest
it is necessary to engage with and explain the law clearly. This module provides a timeline of
consent and shows how we have come to the present legal definition. It also provides a series
of myth busting activities which highlight the misconceptions related to consent, gender and
age. Educators need to know and feel confident about the legalities of consent and how young
people’s competence to consent is considered differently according to three age brackets. This
can help them to acknowledge youth sexuality as ‘legal’ but also address safeguarding concerns
relating to competence and power relations across different ages. This module contributes to
neat and tidy definitions of what consent is before deconstructing it and moving towards a
conversation about negotiation in different contexts.

»

MYTHS AND THE LAW

Busting the myths: Consent FCT

MYTH: @

The Sexual Offences Act states that a child under 13 does not

@ have the capacity to consent to sex under any circumstances Under 16s
and that sex under 16 is ‘unlawful’. This means that there is a ‘cannot consent
grey area around sex between 13 - 15 years. It is widely judged [0S R

that most 13 - 15 year olds can consent to engage in sexual
activity with a partner of a similar age.

Legally speaking, people who are drunk FACT:
high 't it t Th

D e ;‘:":fs;‘s;:;’;cw‘i‘w . There are many different ways of having sex with
e oy g i someone - many of which don't involve penetration.
e s MYTH: You need cansent for all types of sex. The law isn't

. B - always helpful here, defining ‘rape’ as penetration by
high to understand what is happening is You only need to someone with a penis. People of all genders need to
rape, as they cannot consent. i

Pe, as they consent when it comes ask for consent. And consenting to one act does not

to penetrative sex mean you have consented to everything

@ brook us ) Home = menu

UNIVERSITY
OF SUSSEX

Module 3: The Consent Continuum

The consent continuum developed in this thesis is a significant contribution to both academic
and practice literature. In this module the continuum is used to help people understand the
limitations of a yes/no model of consent and to scaffold discussion about the different shades
of grey that young people are interested in exploring. The activities in this module are based
on scenarios written by and with young participants and provide everyday and less extreme
examples of sexual violation for consideration. The continuum enables educators to take the
‘risks” associated with engaging with grey areas and ‘what if’ questions. The continuum is an
ideal tool for encouraging young people to think critically about where they might place a
scenario and why, and encourages attention to context. Rather than suggesting a placement is
‘incorrect’ it is possible to ask or consider what might need altering for the encounter to be
moved up or down accordingly. While developing this module we have acknowledge the
concerns teachers may have about engaging with grey areas and not providing ‘clear’ answers
about whether something is consensual or not. The training, based on this research, advocates
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that engaging in the grey areas is a key part of building young people’s skills for recognising and
communicating boundaries and desires.

THE CONSENT CONTINUUM

Building your Consent Continuum

Think about where you feel the yellow behaviours belong within the new Consent Continuum categories.

] oumasin s
\7 7777777777 1 | 1
e _ N :
77777777777 1 1
| | |
e __ N :
___________ 1 1
| |
%> [ !
Communication and Sex may have been unwanted
DRAG AND DROP THE FOLLOWING DESCRIPTIONS negotiation occurs o bt i ek ket Tnere s musialdesire
INTO WHERE YOU FEEL THEY BELONG... et B e Eiem T
from at least one person s neither sought nor given obliged to have sex

Aversion to sex was cit resistance Consent Is explicitly
not made explicit and/or use of force sought and given R R

@ brook llS m Home E Menu

UNIVERSITY
OF SUSSEX

Module 4: Communicating consent

The final module focuses on communicating consent and recognises that people rarely seek or
give explicit verbal consent. In providing scenarios, that were developed by Ester McGeeney and
Educators at Brook, this module highlights the different ways that people can and do
communicate desire, ambivalence, disinterest and unsureness. This module encourages people
to think about what feelings may be occurring in different interactions and shows how feelings
and desires can be communicated and negotiated verbally, non-verbally, explicitly and implicitly
as suggested by Muelenhard and Peterson 2005, and confirmed by my participants. While
produced under the title of ‘consent’ this module draws on the finding from chapters six and
seven and focuses on process of sexual negotiation. The scenarios in this module showcase
awkwardness, ambiguity and ambivalence as elements of sexual negotiation.

COMMUNICATING CONSENT

What do YOU want?

Let's start with you. Practising good consent
involves checking in with yourself and thinking

about your feelings, emotions and body. '

CLICK ON THE BUTTONS FOR EXAMPLES OF HOW SOMEONE
MIGHT FEEL WHEN THEY'RE ABOUT TO HAVE SEX E

@
Q
0

US  yiome = e

UNIVERSITY
OF SUSSEX

(3 brook
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The findings | have presented and their incorporation in training materials and teaching
resources are timely given the success of recent campaigns and research that has called for Sex
and prelateship’s education to be compulsory. The Social Work Bill comes in response to
pressure from these campaigns and as part of a more integrated approach to safeguarding’s
where SRE has been cited as one way in which young people can be equipped with the skills and
knowledge to protect themselves from, or recognise if they are subject to exploitation, grooming
or violence (Greening 2017). However, this research has foregrounded the importance of
conversations and educational intervention that focuses on the less extreme and more
mundane element of consent, and sexual violation. The modules above can contribute to a wider
project in safeguarding however they do so by focusing on ‘ordinary’ sexual encounters that
young people can relate to.

“If sex education is going to ask young people for something more than compliance, if
we imagine that sex education could host a conversation about the varieties of yes-
saying and no-saying (Butler 2011), then we will need to begin with a conceptualisation
of sexuality that ventures into the realms of surprise, uncertainty, ambivalence, love and
violence; otherwise there is no difference between education and the law.”

(Gilbert 2018:277)

These modules are not without their limits, and do not incorporate all of the research findings.
However it is hoped that they will encourage educators in all kinds of institutional contexts to
depart from teaching about consent based on binary and legalistic frameworks and give them
the confidence and tools to enable more critical and youth centred consent education. While
there is much more to be done to make SRE fit for the 21 century this thesis and more
practically the outputs produced in collaboration with young people and educators have
contributed to an evolving body of knowledge and practice that seeks to cultivate a more ethical
sexual culture. | look forward to building on this work.
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