
The sooner the better: 
The impact of early exposure to abuse prevention on high school sexual 

assault education 
 

Summary 

How do we raise teens’ understanding of sexual assault?  Based on this study of one rape crisis 

center’s prevention education program, the answer is to start educating about abuse at the 

elementary school level in order for teens to fully grasp and retain key prevention information.  

Considering that 38% of acquaintance rape victims are between the ages of 14-17 years old 

(according to the Illinois Coalition Against Sexual Assault, 2009), the data presented here on the 

effectiveness of prevention education are valuable in the context of how to combat this 

disturbing statistic. This is a unique study in the area of prevention education that could be a 

valuable model to agencies seeking to reduce victimization in their communities, as it examines 

a comprehensive program that address many age groups.  The results of this study show evidence 

of the program being effective in terms of communicating knowledge about sexual violence to 

high school students.  Additionally, students retain this information not just a week after the 

presentation but even after a month to six weeks later. 

Teaching kids safety awareness such as “stranger danger” or emergency preparedness, for 

example when and how to call 911, is far from a novel idea in many school or community 

settings.  However, educating children and teens about sexual violence is rare. Even though the 

odds of sexual abuse (1 in 3 girls, and 1 in 6 boys are sexually abused before the age of 18 

according to Russell, 1988) are much more likely than being abducted by a stranger (only 1 in 

347,000 reports DeLuca).   Parents and other leaders know that one isolated talk is hardly 

sufficient to truly educate and guide youth in important life skills and decisions.  Many life 

lessons, from money management (i.e. allowances, helping a parent shop at the grocery store, 



etc.) to body care (hand-washing, bathing, nutrition) bring age-appropriate discussions and 

lessons along the way, building cumulative knowledge and expanding as the child grows and 

matures. Learning everyday life skills is an important part of growing up but learning about how 

to protect oneself from sexual violence could prove to be even more important. 

Unfortunately, sexual violence is a reality for many teens. According to the Center for 

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), almost one-third of rapes occur before age 12. Based on 

this information, it is essential that we reach out to young people, especially before sexual 

violence occurs. Furthermore, the CDC and other experts agree that in approximately 8 out of 10 

cases, the victim knew the perpetrator. So, clearly “stranger danger” type education will not 

bring about sufficient awareness or address the complications and emotional conflict that may 

occur when sexual abuse is caused by a family member or other trusted adult.  In such cases of 

child sexual abuse, a rape crisis center often becomes involved and advocates for the child in the 

hospital or court setting.  

In Illinois, many rape crisis centers work under the umbrella of ICASA (Illinois Coalition 

Against Sexual Assault) to provide prevention education services to schools and community 

groups.  They educate youth and adults in recognizing what sexual abuse is, what to do if it 

happens, and who can help. As many attitudes and beliefs are formed early in life, it is best to 

confront myths, stereotypes and prejudiced attitudes before adulthood.  In doing so, we can 

create safer, healthier communities, prepare students with knowledge of how to recognize sexual 

violence, what to do if it happens, and prevent such violence. Supported by Congress’ Violence 

Against Women Act, the Center for Disease Control and Prevention has a program, called Rape 

Prevention and Education, which awards funding for agencies that provide awareness and 

address attitudes and beliefs that perpetuate sexual violence.  



For those unfamiliar with this notion of prevention education, sexual assault prevention 

education is not teaching self-defense or merely exposing statistics on sex crimes. In fact, the 

root of most prevention is in debunking myths, getting students to critically think about 

responsibility, explaining the role of power and control in sexual violence, and giving students 

local resources. While acknowledging that people sometimes make unwise or unsafe choices, the 

focus of responsibility for the assault is placed where it really belongs, on the perpetrator.  It is 

emphasized that if someone chooses to rape, they are responsible for their own actions.   

 

About the Programs 

In this study, data from one center, the YWCA Metropolitan Chicago West Suburban 

Center, now the YWCA Metropolitan Chicago Patterson and McDaniel Family Center located in 

Glendale Heights, Illinois, was analyzed by three graduate students at Loyola University upon 

request of the prevention education staff who wanted to know more about how their program 

was working.  Within the prevention education department, the most common programs 

presented were Child Abuse Prevention at the elementary school (K-5) level. An example of the 

topics covered in this program include the right to say ‘No’, good versus bad secrets, and 

identifying appropriate and inappropriate touch. The two other programs frequently presented at 

schools are Teens Taking Charge at the middle grades (6-8), which includes themes on sexual 

harassment, healthy relationships and empowerment, and the Acquaintance Rape program at the 

high school level.  

Overall, the following are the objectives of the Acquaintance Rape program:  to describe 

the local rape crisis center's advocacy services; define confidentiality status of rape crisis center 

staff; discuss what makes the 14 to 24 year old age group most vulnerable to sexual assault; 



discuss statistics surrounding sexual assault; define the difference between force and consent; 

discuss the motivation behind sexual assault; identify common societal myths surrounding the 

issue of sexual assault; discuss prevention strategies; identify resources and how to help a friend 

that has experienced sexual violence.  

The Acquaintance Rape program is presented by trained facilitators in a classroom setting 

and engages students in discussions and group activities about attitudes and situations that can 

lead to sexual assault. Students are asked to identify the different ways a person can be forced 

into doing something (s)he doesn’t want to do, in order to educate students that emotional forces, 

like trust or blackmail, can be just as coercive as physical force.  The definition of consent is also 

covered, and legal concerns about consent and age are often discussed.  Often a video clip or 

short story which describes a date-rape scenario is used to further an interactive conversation 

with the class about where blame is placed and why victims might not report the assault. 

Students are educated about issues such as force and consent, as well as what makes them 

vulnerable to sexual violence, guided by the principle that this awareness and knowledge can 

help students to identify unsafe situations, protect themselves, and know who to contact if an 

assault occurs.   Given the known statistics, facilitators are aware that some of the students in the 

classroom are likely to have been victimized in the past.  A small pocket-sized card with local 

hotline numbers is distributed to everyone in the class in order to provide students with resources 

if they or someone they know has been hurt, or if they have any further questions.  While the 

educators do not assume that anyone in the class is a perpetrator, they explicitly make it clear 

what types of behavior would qualify as sexual assault under Illinois state law, such as having 

sex with someone who is under the influence of drugs or alcohol (and thus unable to legally 

consent to sex).  It is hoped that by addressing rape myths while educating teens on how sexual 



abuse and assault is legally defined, this will influence potential perpetrators to rethink their 

actions and also influence future bystanders to be allies and to speak up when they see someone 

in a potentially dangerous situation.  

However, the prevention facilitators wanted to know how effective their program was in 

teaching the students about sexual violence.  Did the students learn and retain new information 

from the presentation?  Is the program teaching students anything they are not learning at home 

or in health or sex education classes at school?  If the program is successful, the post test scores 

based on the key concepts in the program should show an increase in their knowledge of sexual 

abuse. Also, of key interest was the question of whether there was a difference in students who 

had received the education at all three levels or only in high school. Only some of the schools 

that participated in the Acquaintance Rape program also participate in the elementary and middle 

school programs. The reasons that these elementary and junior high schools did not receive K-8 

prevention programming are varied, but often depend on school administration, district politics, 

or the crisis center’s lack of funding for prevention staff to facilitate these presentations. 

In order to know if the students who received the programming in the younger grades 

understood key concepts (such as consent, coercion, or how to respond to a friend’s assault) 

better than the students who didn’t have exposure to their K-8 programs, pre- and post-test scores 

were analyzed and grouped according to how much prior exposure to the prevention 

programming the students had.  Three evaluators analyzed the pre-test data that was given before 

the presentation and the post-test data that was given after the presentation.  The test data was 

originally collected by the YWCA prevention education staff members who present the 

Acquaintance Rape prevention program to over 4,000 high school students each year throughout 

DuPage County.   



About the data 

A total of 9,861 tests were collected between 2003 and 2008 from six different high schools 

were examined in this study. The raw data used in this study was originally collected by the 

YWCA West Suburban Center with assistance from high school health teachers. The prevention 

facilitators only give out the tests to approximately half of their audiences, based on time 

limitations and budget constraints.  The purpose of the six item tests were to determine whether 

the program was effective in terms of the students’ understanding and retention of the material 

presented. These tests were distributed and collected by the students’ health teachers. The pre-

test was administered approximately one week to one day before the programming. The 

Acquaintance Rape program is presented to the students by trained educators from the YWCA.  

The post-test is given one to four weeks after the presentation, and an additional post-test was 

given at selected schools over a month after the presentation.  

 

The evaluation 

In order to assess the effectiveness of this program, this study compared the effect of this 
program on two sets of high school students: those receiving the program only at the high school 
level (Group A) and those receiving the program at the high school level having received related 
sexual abuse education once during elementary school and once during junior high (Group 
B).  The following questions were used to guide an evaluation of the program’s effectiveness: 

1. As a whole, do students gain new knowledge about sexual violence from the 

program? If the program is effective, the post program test scores should be higher than 

the pre-program test scores that measured the baseline level of knowledge prior to 

experiencing the Acquaintance Rape presentation, to show that all students (regardless 

of having prevention programming at an earlier level) will demonstrate an increase in 

knowledge from the program.  



2. Do those with prevention programming at elementary and junior high levels 

(Group B) do better on the pre-test? If so, the pre-test scores of Group B would be 

significantly higher than those of Group A. This would mean that these students retained 

some of the concept related to sexual violence prevention and are ahead of other 

students in understanding the key points that will be presented in the Acquaintance Rape 

program. 

3. Do students without earlier exposure (Group A) and those with prior programming 

(Group B) end up learning the same amount from the presentation? If post-test 

scores are on average the same between Group A schools and Group B schools, that 

would mean that despite earlier programming all students end up learning the same 

amount from the program.  

What the data reveals 

Chart 1.  Change in Scores after Acquaintance Rape Program 

 



Students from all schools gained new knowledge about sexual violence from the 

program. Post-test scores were higher than the pre-test scores, as shown in Chart 1 (above).  

Overall, students (regardless of having prevention programming at an earlier level or not) 

demonstrated an increase in knowledge after taking part in the program. Across all schools, the 

average post-test score of 4.08 was significantly higher than the average pre-test score of 3.17, 

[F(1, 20) = 179.61; p<0.01]. Regardless of whether students have received the intervention at an 

earlier level or not, the scores on the post-test are a significant improvement on the pre-test 

scores. So, we can be certain that all students who receive the intervention are, in fact, learning 

and retaining concepts from the Acquaintance Rape program presented at the high schools.  

 

Chart 2.  Pre-Program and Post-Program Test Scores 

 

 



High school students who had prevention programming at elementary and junior 

high levels (Group B) were ahead of other students in understanding the key points that 

were to be presented in the Acquaintance Rape program. The pre-test data shows Group B 

scored significantly higher (3.53) than students in Group A (2.96), [F(2, 20) = 8.01; p<0.01]. So, 

these students appear to have retained some of the concepts related to sexual violence prevention 

and are ahead of others students in understanding concepts in the program, even before the 

program begins. 

Additionally, high school students with prior exposure to prevention programming 

(Group B) ended up learning even more from the exact same presentation that Group A 

received. Group B scored significantly higher (4.51) than students in Group A (3.94), [F(2, 20) = 

8.13; p<0.01]. Despite witnessing the same programming and being presented with the same 

Acquaintance Rape curriculum, students do not end up learning the same amount from the 

program.  It could be that prior exposure to related concepts, such as empowerment and a general 

understanding of abuse, have primed the students to be more receptive to the high school 

program. Or it could be that the earlier program influenced developing attitudes or provides 

knowledge to counter victim-blaming myths.  The exact reasons were not proven or examined in 

this study, only whether the program was effective and if the level of prior exposure was 

relevant.  

 

Thinking critically about the group differences 
 

But, how do we know these effects are because of the program? What if the Group A and 

Group B students differed in cultural beliefs? Or if one of the group’s schools had more 

resources? Or maybe the students from one group were just better at taking tests in general?  All 



these factors might influence the pre- and post-test scores.  So, in order to see whether this 

wasn’t an effect of the high schools themselves (instead of an effect of the prevention education 

itself) the characteristics of the schools were compared against each other while also considering 

the change in test scores in a statistical analysis. All data regarding the school characteristics is 

publicly available and was retrieved from the Interactive Illinois School Report Card.   

Not surprisingly, the schools differed on some characteristics and were similar on others.  

For example, the high schools examined here varied greatly in size. The smallest school had a 

population of 573, the largest 3,124. There also was a sizeable range in the percent of low-

income students in the schools ranging from 4% to 28%.  Considering the low-income 

population (as defined by living at 200% of the Federal Poverty Level) for the county where this 

study took place is 11%, this range of 4% to 28% shows a good representation of schools from 

both high- and low-income communities were represented.  Likewise, schools varied in their 

racial demographics, especially concerning the Latino population which ranged from 2% at some 

schools, up to 42% in another school. All schools had Caucasian students as the largest racial 

group (ranging from 48% to 84%) that comprised the student population, however in DuPage 

county this is representative of the local population and typical in most schools.  

Concerning test-taking abilities, the ACT was used as proxy for general test-taking skills. 

If students scored better on the ACT, would they do better on the Acquaintance Rape pre- and 

post-tests? The school in Group B, which had an average ACT score of 21.2, was slightly below 

average compared to the other schools in this study which had average ACT scores of 20.5, 22.8, 

23.3, 24, and 25. So, it wasn’t that these students in Group B were better test-takers and that this 

characteristic allowed them to do better on both the pre- and the post-tests. 



Thankfully, the use of certain statistical techniques allows for controlling these 

differences in school characteristics while analyzing the test results, to see if our results are 

associated with the programming. Looking at the schools’ demographics such as student-to-

teacher ratio, and average student family income (which can effect school funding) it was found 

that despite the variance in school resources and the student body that these characteristics do not 

strongly impact these test scores. Additionally, the schools’ difference in racial composition was 

analyzed, and a racial difference in test scores was not found.  Basically, what was found is that 

the prior programming at the earlier school levels was related to this positive outcome of better 

pre- and post-test scores. For these curious about the analysis, Hierarchical Linear Modeling was 

the method utilized in this analysis; please contact the author for a more thorough discussion of 

the results and specific statistical findings.  

 

Other Considerations  

It is important to remember although these results are very encouraging; there are many 

outcomes of the program that were not measured by the pre- and post-tests.  In addition to the 

students gaining an accurate understanding of what sexual abuse is, it is hoped that students will 

be empowered to make healthy choices, contact available resources if sexual abuse is occurring, 

and that this will contribute to healthier relationships and an overall reduction in sexual violence 

over time as attitudes and norms begin to change.  Class conversations and educational 

presentations can be a powerful start to awareness.  However, it is ideal that these conversations 

will continue in peer-to-peer dialogue and students will decide to share this information with 

others, or further discuss with a trusted adult, but it is unknown to what extent this is occurring.  

Based on the center’s crisis hotline usage, students are learning new resources.  Typically, after 



these presentations there is a increase in the hotline’s call volume and these callers report 

receiving the center’s phone number from the presenters at their school. Callers typically contact 

the hotlines in order to seek counseling, medical or legal referrals, or to talk to someone to 

process their feelings. 

  Due to confidentiality and other legal and ethical concerns, we did not attempt to 

measure any change in the rate of sexual assault between the groups or within the community as 

a result of the prevention program.  Examining the rate of change of sexual assault is beyond the 

scope of this study, however it is suggested that future research be done in collaboration with law 

enforcement to explore this topic. As sexual violence is one of the least reported crimes, with 

less than 40% of victims reporting the assault to the police (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2002), 

this would be a complex project to undertake.  

Other Related Findings 

On the post-test, the students were asked if they knew someone who has been a victim of 

sexual assault.  The data in Chart 3 reveals that about one-third of the students knew someone 

who has been the victim of rape.  In interpreting this information, please keep in mind that 

students were filling out this information in typical close classroom style seating and although 

the post-test were anonymous – students may not have felt comfortable revealing sensitive 

information, especially when sitting close to a classmate. Given this, the students’ reports of 

assault are lower than predicted by other research (such as The National Criminal Victimization 

Survey).  However, it still tells us that far too many of our youth have been affected by sexual 

assault. 

 

 



Chart 3. School Students (N=4764) who know a victim of sexual assault. 

 

 

Limitations 

There are some limitations with this data and research, specifically that individual student 

information could not be analyzed, as the test were anonymous and only linked to the classroom.  

Many individual level factors such as gender, specific age, and socioeconomic status of student 

were unknown.  This information is often difficult to acquire for minors and given the sensitive 

nature of the questions, it seemed unnecessary to risk any breach in confidentiality.  Ideally, the 

evaluation design could be improved by having a comparison group of students who were not 

exposed to the Acquaintance Rape program that also represented each of the schools in this 

study.  Also, as only one school served in Group B, there could be an unknown variable that is 

causing this effect that is unique to the culture of this school. Additionally, we are only able to 

discuss the students’ demonstrated level of knowledge, but not how the program affects actual 

behavior.  



Conclusion 

To summarize, Group B students (who had the prior exposure to prevention 

programming) answered more questions correctly than Group A students both before the 

intervention on the pre-test and they also answer more questions correctly after the 

programming. Again, the data show that all students clearly learn new information from the 

intervention, but those without prior exposure to prevention education do not catch up to their 

peers who had related curriculum twice in earlier grade levels.  This suggests that exposure to 

abuse education at the elementary grades results in a better knowledge base of the subject and 

that the material is received and retained at a higher rate.  

The results indicate that the program does increase students’ knowledge regarding sexual 

violence. However, exposure to related topics, such as the right to say “No”, or identifying 

appropriate vs. inappropriate touch, at earlier grade levels results in an even higher 

comprehension of the material presented.  This information is valuable for conversations with 

school districts and parents on the importance of increasing programs at the elementary level.  

For those involved in prevention education, this evaluation confirms what many have been 

thinking all along - that early exposure is best. 
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brenda.arsenault@gmail.com 

Acknowledgments:  The author would like to thank Nayantara Abraham and Julia Fredrickson 
for their valuable contributions to the evaluation upon which this article is based. Additional 
gratitude is due to the YWCA Metropolitan Chicago Patterson and McDaniel Family Center 
Prevention Department for their cooperation and encouragement in this project. A final thank 
you goes to the staff in the prevention department, especially Kathy Kempke, Melanie Morong, 
Lorrie Brenneman, and Laurie Flanagan, who work effortlessly to reduce sexual violence in 
children’s lives and help those who have survived this trauma.  

 



References and Resources 
 
Abraham, N., Arsenault, B.,  Morillo, J. (2009). Effects of Prior Exposure on Sexual Abuse 

Prevention Education. Unpublished manuscript. 
 

Bureau of Justice Statistics. (2002) Rape and Sexual Assault: Reporting to Police and Medical 
Attention. 1992-2000. http://bjs.ojp.usdoj.gov/index.cfm?ty=pbdetail&iid=1133 

DeLuca, Lisa. http://child-abuse.suite101.com/article.cfm/statistics_on_child_abduction 
 

DuPage County Demographics (2008). http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/17/17043.html 
 

Illinois Coalition Against Sexual Assault (2009): www.icasa.org  
 

Interactive Illinois Report Card: http://iirc.niu.edu/ 
 
Center for Disease Control and Prevention. www.cdc.gov/ncipc/pub-res/pdf/RPE%20AAG.pdf   

 
National Archive of Criminal Justice Data.  National Criminal Victimization Survey. 

http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/NACJD/NCVS/ 
 

Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network (RAINN): http://www.rainn.org/  
    National Sexual Assault Hotline at 1.800.656.HOPE 

 Russell, Diana E.H. 1988. The Incidence and Prevalence of Intrafamilial and Extrafamilial 
Sexual Abuse of Female Children. In Handbook on Sexual Abuse of Children, ed., 
Lenore E.A. Walker.  Springer Publishing Co. 

 
YWCA Metropolitan Chicago Patterson and McDaniel Family Center 
www.ywcachicago.org 

 Chicago Area Rape Crisis Hotlines: 
      888-293-2080 in Metro Chicago  
     630-971-3927 in DuPage County 
       708-748-5672 in the South Suburbs    
 


