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      ‘Safe Sexting: Th ere’s No Such Th ing’. Or so says a 2009 information brochure 
produced by the New South Wales (Australia) Department of Education. Just 
as decades of research demonstrates that abstinence-only sex education is at 
best ineff ective and at worst results in negative health outcomes (Alford  2007 ), 
there is no reason to suspect that policies and pedagogies that focus on sex-
ting abstinence will be any more eff ective. But what are the alternatives? Th is 
chapter draws on recent research and pedagogical practice to move away from 
‘just say no’ approaches to sexting and toward a contextualized understand-
ing of young people’s media practices. Th e authors draw on recent research 
on representations of sexting in mass media, educational campaigns, and the 
law (Hasinoff   2015 ); empirical research seeking young people’s responses to 
‘sext education’ (Albury et al.  2013 ); and new media pedagogies (Senft et al. 
 2014a ) to recommend alternative approaches to shame and fear-based sexting 
education. Th roughout, we maintain that an educator’s goal should not be 
to eliminate sexting practices, but instead to teach young people to promote 
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the same affi  rmative consent standard for picture sharing that they would for 
other forms of sexual behavior. In the pages that follow, we off er some new 
pedagogical practices for teaching these principles, based on student-image 
production exercises and case study assignments, and drawing on research 
traditions such as photovoice. 1  

 Our recommendations are grounded in Albury et al.’s ( 2013 ) interviews with 
sex educators, policymakers, and young people in Australia where we learned that 
terminology matters. Most adults understand sexting to be either the exchange of 
text messages that are sexually suggestive or explicit, and/or the sharing of naked 
and semi-naked images via online and mobile media. In mass media coverage, 
education, and policy, however, the focus is almost exclusively images (Albury 
et al.  2013 ). However, focus groups conducted with 30 young people 16–26 
years old indicated that young people themselves are unlikely to use the term 
‘sexting’ to describe what they do, as the word signifi es to them adult ‘overreac-
tion’, or moral panic (Albury et al.  2013 ; Albury and Byron  2014 ). Instead, they 
speak of naked or semi-naked pictures produced and shared among intimates or 
peers as ‘nudes’, ‘selfi es’, or simply as ‘pictures’. For this reason, we suggest that 
educators seeking to discuss ‘sexting’ should seek to embed this conversation 
within a broader exploration of a range of digital picture-sharing practices. 

    Sexting, Selfi es, and Schools 

 Sex education about ‘sexting’ is often reactive, responding to negative inci-
dents rather than emerging from a positive vision about appropriate sexual 
practice. In many high schools in both Australia and North America, educa-
tors and resource offi  cers begin their discussion with students about sexting 
in response to a particular incident of a sexual privacy violation. In many 
cases, one or more girls’ sexual images have circulated among peers, and adults 

1   Participatory action researchers in the fi elds of both health and education have utilized photovoice—a 
method that invites research participants to create photographs that represent problems in their com-
munities in order to discuss these issues and collectively develop solutions (Wang and Burris  1997 ). 
Given that sexual violence and sexual harassment are endemic problems in schools at all levels (American 
Association of University Women  2001 ), sex educators could consider using selfi es as part of a photovoice 
technique for addressing gendered and sexual violence in schools. For example, in her research on sexual 
cultures in schooling, Allen invited school-aged participants to take (non-explicit) photographs that 
documented their experience of sexuality in school ( 2009 ,  2011 ). As students discussed these pictures, 
they explored the ways that their school cultures and school rules (e.g. prohibitions against kissing or 
hugging) created implicit understanding of how sex and gender ‘should’ be performed at school (Allen 
 2009 ). Without asking young people to share explicit photos, there is still space for productive conversa-
tions about how they use mobile media to produce their own ‘sexy’ images and texts, and the ways in 
which they might be challenging the sexism of the commercial media industries as well as reproducing it. 
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scramble to respond. Th ey tend to use the occasion to advise young people 
that sexting is a serious crime and that they should never participate in it. 
Indeed a review of ten offi  cial sexting education campaigns demonstrated 
that abstinence is the most common approach (Döring  2014 ). While such a 
message may seem logical, simple, and appealing to adults, this strategy will 
undoubtedly be ineff ective in curbing sexting. Young people are well aware 
of the risks of sexting but many choose to participate regardless (Sex and 
Tech  2008 )because they enjoy it and they trust their partners. Adults who are 
appalled by sexting and suggest that no young person should ever participate 
in it will lose the trust and respect of many teens, as studies demonstrate that 
around one-third of youth under 18 years old are sexting, and the practice 
is even more common among young adults aged 18–24 years (Drake et al. 
 2012 ; Drouin and Landgraff   2011 ; Englander  2012 ; Strassberg et al.  2013 ). 

 Educators often counsel abstinence by emphasizing the worst-case scenarios, 
which are intended to communicate the seriousness of the potential legal and 
personal consequences of sexting. However, telling young people whose private 
images have been distributed that their future job, college, and relationship 
prospects are ruined, and that child molesters are viewing their images, creates 
unnecessary fear and shame. While further research is needed, private studies 
indicate that in cases in which images are distributed without permission, they 
are rarely if ever uploaded to public websites (Cox Communications  2009 ; 
Gatti  2009 ). Focusing on the potential (though unlikely) consequences for the 
victim of a privacy violation diverts attention from the perpetrator and autho-
rizes the victim-blaming that survivors of all types of sexual violations often 
experience. Th ese common approaches to ‘sexting education’ are not working 
well, either for young people or for educators, according to our research. On 
this basis, we have identifi ed a number of diff erent approaches that stand more 
chance of engaging young people, and allowing them to develop skills to pro-
mote critical and informed responses to sexualized digital communications.  

    Responding to Sexting 

 It is important that schools do have in place strategies for dealing with negative 
incidents, even though this should not be the totality of their education around 
sexualized selfi es. An evidence-based approach developed from our conversa-
tions with educators and young people suggests that incident response in schools 
should focus on the privacy violators and actively discourage slut-shaming—the 
common practice of blaming or undermining female victims who are deemed to 
have ‘asked for’ abuse by displaying sexual curiosity, or active desire. 

26 Sexting, Young People and Education 529



 Our fi rst recommendation then is that rather than waiting to respond 
(reluctantly) to specifi c incidents, schools should develop a proactive abuse 
prevention strategy extending across online and offl  ine communities. Ideally, 
this process would focus on building networks between schools and informa-
tion services for young people who are questioning their sexuality or gender 
identity; youth legal services, and support services for victims of abuse and 
assault. Th ese networks could then support teachers introducing discussions 
of sexting and selfi es into sex education and media literacy curricula (ideally 
from Year 5 onward). As with other kinds of evidence-based sex education, 
messages about sexting should avoid shaming or blaming, and take a harm- 
reduction approach that includes conversations about how to weigh the risks 
and benefi ts of sharing sexy selfi es. 

 Our second recommendation is that educators should focus on developing 
students’ skills in recognizing and negotiating affi  rmative consent (the model 
that ‘no’ is the default and that both parties need to engage in a process of 
negotiating voluntary, meaningful, and explicit consent). As many anti-rape 
advocates have explained, discussions about consent are vital for an eff ective 
sex education program (Carmody  2005 ). Sexuality educators can view class-
room discussions about sexting as an opportunity to open broader conversa-
tions about sexuality, privacy, and consent. In the context of digitally mediated 
sexual interactions, students are especially in need of skills and practice in 
identifying and discussing consent. Texting and image-sharing eliminate the 
nonverbal cues that many people—accurately or not—rely on for in-person 
sexual contact. As such, educators have an opportunity to promote affi  rmative 
consent as a standard both in sexting and, ideally for all sexual interactions. 

 Th is means that before sending a photo to another person, the subject of 
the picture should make sure that their recipient wants to receive a sexual 
image. Similarly, any person should be able to refuse a request for a sexy 
picture without having to justify or defend their choice, and recipients of 
consensually shared pictures should never share a picture with a third party, 
or forward it, without the explicit permission of the person depicted. In other 
words, educators can encourage students to think about the process of pro-
ducing and sharing sexy selfi es as an intimate or sexual activity, and make sure 
they have enthusiastic consent from their partners before they create or share 
an image. In this context, producing and sharing images can be integrated 
into broader conversations about negotiating consent within friendships and 
relationships—an approach which refl ects media researchers’ fi ndings regard-
ing the way young people themselves understand their participation in online 
and mobile media cultures (boyd  2014 ; Albury and Crawford  2012 ; Ito et al. 
 2009 ).  
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    Sexting and Double Standards 

 Since 2009, a range of ‘sexting awareness’ media campaigns and teaching 
resources have been produced and circulated for use by educators in Australia, 
North America, and the UK (Albury et al.  2013 ). Th ese practices have focused 
on the ‘risks and consequences’ associated with producing and sharing naked 
and semi-naked pictures (i.e. ‘sexts’), and less explicit images (i.e. selfi es). While 
these resources are clearly well meaning, many have attracted criticism for vic-
tim-blaming and/or simplistic abstinence approaches   (Döring  2014 ).  Educators 
should encourage students to refl ect on their personal expectations of privacy 
and challenge them to resist the instinct to blame victims of privacy violations. 
In one study (Hasinoff  and Shepherd  2014 ), researchers found that some survey 
respondents indicated that they believed privacy violations were never or rarely 
acceptable in a variety of sexting scenarios, but nonetheless left optional written 
comments blaming the victims of such violations. Other studies reveal that such 
contradictions are also present in attitudes about sexual violence, since while 
most people denounce rape, many still hold victims responsible (Suarez and 
Gadalla  2010 ). Just as anti-rape activists have been working to dismantle victim-
blaming myths for decades, this work is equally important in sexting education. 

 Sexting highlights the need for educators to work on dismantling the dou-
ble standard that sexuality is encouraged or tolerated for boys but shamed and 
pathologized for girls. For example, privacy violations involving sexual images 
can harm girls more than boys because peers are particularly likely to respond 
to female victims with victim-blaming and slut-shaming. Indeed, adults may 
inadvertently support this kind of harassment, since abstinence-only mes-
sages about sexting communicate that sexting is always wrong and shameful 
without distinguishing consensual sexting from acts of deliberate harm and 
humiliation (Hasinoff   2015 ). 

 Our third recommendation addresses this issue. Classroom discussions and 
activities can enable students to see the unfairness of the sexual double stan-
dard. For example, generating a list of words people generally use to describe a 
person who has many sexual partners reveals that most of the feminine words 
are negative (e.g. slut, whore) while many of the masculine words are neu-
tral or positive (e.g. stud, player). Such anti-sexist educational interventions 
have the potential to reduce the likelihood of harassment for the next student 
whose images are distributed without her permission. Further, we suggest that 
rather than framing young people’s online and mobile media practices (such 
as social networking, and producing and sharing selfi es) as ‘risk behaviors’, 
sexuality educators should strive to integrate contemporary media cultures 
with their learning and teaching practices.  
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    Mediated Sexual Cultures 

 Social networking services, online gaming, and online chat sites can provide 
productive opportunities for young people to socialize, fl irt, and ‘play’ with 
friends and intimate partners. As Pascoe ( 2011 ) observes, online and mobile 
media can assist young people in overcoming feelings of vulnerability when 
establishing new relationships. For gender variant and sexually diverse young 
people, online and mobile media technologies can provide anonymous access 
to explicit information, fl irtations, or peer-to-peer conversations that are not 
otherwise available in school, family, or local geographical settings (Hillier 
and Harrison  2007 ; Albury and Byron  2014 ; Gray  2009 ). 

 It is important, however, to avoid claims that online relationships are 
somehow safer than ‘real life’ relationships. While adult fears regarding online 
‘stranger danger’ are often unjustifi ed (Livingstone and Smith  2014 ), these sites 
may facilitate some peer-to-peer aggression. Th e online disinhibition eff ect 
(Suler  2005 ) likely enables some people to send unwanted sexts or to pressure 
others for nude images. Our fourth recommendation is that educators should 
discuss this eff ect with students so that they understand how new media can 
amplify these forms of gender- and sexuality-based harassment, though one 
study suggests that coerced sexting is still less common than coerced physi-
cal sexual behaviors such as kissing or sex (Drouin  2014 ; Drouin and Tobin 
 2014 ).As such, the online disinhibition eff ect may be capitalized on whereby 
girls could be encouraged to be more assertive and confi dent in expressing 
their sexual needs and desires though digitally mediated communication than 
in-person. As Tolman notes, girls are still trained to be sexual gatekeepers and 
to subordinate their own desires to others ( 1994 ,  2005 ). As Pascoe points out, 
‘mediated gender practices look a lot like nonmediated gender practices in the 
objectifi cation of women and defi nitions of masculinity as homophobic and 
dominant’ ( 2011 , p. 15). In school cultures where physical bullying and gen-
der aggression is common, peer cultures of digital bullying and online sexual 
harassment may coexist (Ringrose et al.  2012 ). For this reason, we suggest 
that any school community seeking to promote safe and respectful online/
digital practices must also address school cultures. By taking this approach, 
online safety education can be seen as a complement to other programs pro-
moting respectful relationships on and off  school premises. 

 Our research suggests that any education program that does not acknowl-
edge young people as media producers in their own right is bound to fail, 
which leads to our next recommendation. A range of recent studies have 
pointed out that young people are quite adept at fi nding what Ito et al. ( 2009 ) 
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term ‘back-channels’ and ‘work arounds’ when adults restrict their access to 
sexual information and sexual banter on these sites (Marwick and boyd  2014 ; 
Pascoe  2011 ). Th ese studies demonstrate a need to rethink older media stud-
ies research models, in which scholars focused on how audiences absorbed, 
interpreted, and reacted to commercially produced media content (sometimes 
termed the ‘media eff ects’ model). 

 Ito et al. suggest that young people’s contemporary media cultures are best 
understood within the context of media practice, or as they phrase it, ‘modes 
of participation’ ( 2009 , p. 37). As they explain, media practices and mediated 
identities are not fi xed, nor are they fully explained by generational categories 
such as ‘digital native’. Rather, they ‘are constantly under negotiation and fl ux 
as people experiment with new modes of communication and culture’ (Ito et al. 
 2009 , p. 37). Although educators need not (nor could they) be up to speed on 
every new development in participatory media practice, they need to understand 
that these practices are dynamic and evolving, and conversations that resonated 
six months ago may need to be reshaped today. Consequently, our fi fth recom-
mendation suggests that educators embrace pedagogical strategies that recog-
nize students as media producers, not just passive recipients of ‘empowering’ or 
‘harmful’ media messages. In the next section, we off er some background on this 
idea, and in the following sections some suggestions as to how to do this.  

    Teaching About Media Versus Teaching 
 with  Media 

 To date—within the fi eld of sexual education, at least—the term ‘educational 
media’ has been largely synonymous with mass media, and this has limited 
how educators have used media resources to promote learning about sexual-
ized selfi es. For instance, educators interviewed as part of the  Young People, 
Sex, Love and the Media  project and the  Young People and Sexting in Australia  
project supported the use of media in sexuality education but tended to frame 
and understand ‘educational media’ in terms of professionally produced for-
mal resources. Th ese include ‘Public Service’ content, (such as the  Megan’s 
Story  video and teaching package discussed in Albury and Crawford  2012 ), 
commercial news items, professional pop music videos, or entertainment tele-
vision programs such as  Glee  (see Albury  2013 ). Popular social and mobile 
media forms were notably absent from the list of examples off ered. 

 While implicit or explicit notions of ‘media literacy’ were common to sexu-
ality educators in the studies above, it was apparent that such literacy was 
generally equated with students demonstrating an ability to ‘read’ (view and 
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interpret) media imagery, rather than ‘write’, or produce their own texts (see 
Buckingham and Sefton-Green  1994 ). Taken at face value, this might seem 
surprising, given the ubiquity of smartphones, and young people’s widespread 
access to, and active participation in digital cultures that demand an element 
of self-refl exivity and literacy in relation to self-representation. As Parker 
observes in the preface to  Teaching Tech-Savvy Kids  (based on the Macarthur 
Foundation study also published as Ito et al.  2009 ), digital media cultures 
are centered on ‘specifi c friendship-and-interest-based practices’, and can be 
highly engaging for students ( 2010 , p. xii). 

 However, Allen ( 2009 ,    2011  ,  2015 ) and Albury ( in press ) have noted, while 
mobile phones (increasingly smart phones) are becoming ubiquitous within 
contemporary youth cultures, they are generally considered as disruptive to 
classroom discipline, and are consequently subject to a great deal of suspi-
cion among teachers and school authorities. Educators may be concerned 
that young people will use their personal data plans and smartphones to cir-
cumvent school fi re walls and access inappropriate material in class (Albury 
 2013 ).We would like to suggest, however, as Parker observes, that ‘if all we see 
from our students are behaviours that appear foreign or are prohibited by the 
school e.g. cell phones and texting, then we are missing out on myriad ways 
to connect with our students and youth culture’ ( 2010 , p. 9). 

 One understandable concern an educator might have with media produc-
tion exercises that engage with issues of sexuality and gender through practices 
of self-representation is that young people will produce images of themselves 
(or their peers) that might be classifi ed as ‘child pornography’ (Albury  2013 ). 
Other educators may worry that such practices could be construed as unethi-
cal, or otherwise unsafe for students who are already vulnerable to gendered 
bullying and/or sexual harassment. While such concerns are understandable, 
we believe that when both individual teachers and the school community are 
aware of local laws as they apply to both visual and written texts, and are sup-
ported and resourced to seek legal advice if necessary, risks can be managed in 
class (see Tallon et al.  2012 ). 

 It is important to acknowledge, too, that many young people view their 
social networking spaces as ‘private’ (even if they appear to adult onlookers 
to be public), and do not necessarily  want  adults to participate in (or even 
discuss) media practices with them in formal educational spaces (Parker  2010 ; 
Byron et al.  2013 ; Pascoe  2011 ; boyd  2014 ). Given, however, that one of 
the primary risks for young people who produce and exchange sexual images 
privately and consensually is potential prosecution under child pornography 
laws (Albury et al.  2013 ), it seems appropriate that extended discussion of 
such laws should form part of any ‘sexting education’ program.  
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    Taking on the Challenge: Teaching with Selfi es 

 As noted above our fi fth recommendation is that educators explore ways of 
integrating media literacy-based activities into sexuality education classrooms. 
While this practice may be challenging, there is an increasing body of evi-
dence suggesting that online/mobile media technologies and environments 
are already sites of informal sexual learning for many young people (see Pascoe 
   2011  ). It would seem to make sense, then, that sexuality educators might also 
engage with these technologies and spaces as sites of formal education. 

 In the fi nal section of this chapter, then, we suggest some approaches 
for initiating classroom discussions of practices of sexed and gendered self- 
representation (including sexy selfi es). Th ese approaches draw on the legacy of 
pre-digital media literacy education practices (particularly Buckingham and 
Sefton-Green  1994 ), recent academic research using photography to investi-
gate young people’s sexual cultures (Allen  2009 ,  2011 ), and ‘Teaching with 
Selfi es’, a Creative Commons syllabus developed by Senft et al. ( 2014a ). We 
also discuss approaches adopted by our colleagues in the Selfi es Pedagogy 
Group, and the broader Selfi es Research Network (Senft et al.  2014a ). 

 As noted above, we have found it particularly useful to discuss sexting by using 
the language of selfi es—but this does not mean that all selfi es are implicitly or 
explicitly sexual (Albury et al.  2013 ). It is clear that while all selfi es refl ect aspects 
of identity, they do not necessarily depict a subject’s face or identifi able aspects 
of their body—for example a ‘felfi e’ depicts a subject’s feet, while a ‘shelfi e’ is an 
image of a bookshelf which is deemed to represent an aspect of the photogra-
pher’s ‘self ’. We suggest sexuality educators can draw on young people’s existing 
literacies regarding selfi es to create classroom exercises that open up space for 
nuanced discussions of a range of issues that are often glossed over in ‘sexting 
education’. For example, while students should not be asked to create or share 
sexually explicit photos, educators could ask students to explore and analyze 
online sites that both promote and critique normative notions of beauty and/
or attractiveness (see e.g. Th e Body Is Not An Apology  2015 ), and contextual-
ize images of themselves that they believe are attractive as well as some that they 
think are unattractive in relation to the images and texts on these sites. 

 A consideration of Facebook profi le pictures can serve as a springboard for 
a discussion of gender norms. Students could also be asked to create a series 
of photographs of themselves that depict, for example, masculinity, feminin-
ity, and androgyny in order to discuss and understand the social construction 
of gender. Such exercises are not new or radical. In their account of a simi-
lar student project conducted with UK high school students in the 1990s, 
Buckingham and Sefton-Green recount an assignment in which students 
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were invited to create an ‘identity portrait’ or photo collage, and ‘consider the 
ways in which individuals display a variety of identities or images in diff erent 
contexts, and to consider how these can be conveyed by using diff erent cloth-
ing, poses and gestures’ ( 1994 , pp. 85–86). 

 For educational purposes, the diff erence between a Facebook-oriented 
exercise and the more traditional photo-oriented one described above lies in 
decisions regarding publishing, or sharing pictures. Th is is something that par-
ticipants in the  Young People and Sexting in Australia  study spoke of frequently, 
noting that there are ‘public’ selfi es (which might be comfortably shared on 
social networking platforms), and ‘private’ selfi es, which are intended primar-
ily for the purposes of self-examination and self-refl ection (Albury  2015 ). 

 One practice that can yield particularly interesting results is combining 
traditional photo exercises with ones that involve decisions regarding online 
publication. For instance, Buckingham and Sefton-Green recount an exercise 
in which students drew on celebrity images to refl ect on their own identity:

  For the fi rst of these, students were asked to take three photographs of them-
selves: one as they ‘really’ are, one as they would like to be and one as others see 
them. Th ey were then asked to combine these images into a ‘media identity 
poster’, juxtaposing images of themselves with their favourite media stars or 
personalities. Finally, they were asked to write an account of their work using a 
series of directed questions. ( 1994 , p. 153) 

   In the Teaching with Selfi es syllabus, students were asked to recreate their 
favorite (or least favorite) celebrity selfi es, and refl ect on the process. While 
the Buckingham and Sefton-Green assignment encouraged students to use 
images to think from the ‘inside out’ about themselves, an exercise requir-
ing students to reproduce celebrity iconography allows them to think more 
deeply about how images—including sexualizing ones—infl uence from the 
‘outside in’. Th is sort of thinking can then be combined with conversations 
regarding how and when we decide to distribute photos of ourselves, using 
exercises like the one below.

  Locate four photos of yourself on your phone, computer or posted to social 
networks you think are fl attering. Locate three photos of yourself that you fi nd 
to be unfl attering, funny or embarrassing in some way. Label your four photos 
A-D, and then write a photo essay in which you explain which pictures would 
be the best and worst to use for the purposes below. In your explanations, be as 
specifi c as you can (e.g. don’t say ‘this photo looks professional’, explain how 
and why you came to that conclusion, based on signifi ers like clothing, back-
ground details, and so forth.)
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•    Facebook profi le page  
•   Company profi le for someone who works in a bank  
•   Dating site profi le page  
•   History book showing what everyday life was like in 2014 in your country    

 … 

 Now we are going to engage in a thought experiment: Pretend you are an arche-
ologist from, say 5000 years from now, and these photos are the only existing 
records of human culture from 2014. What would you know about culture, 
based solely on these photos? What important information about our culture 
would be missing? (Senft et al.  2014b ) 

   Th is assessment task deliberately off ers students a range of ‘distancing strat-
egies’ to allow them to minimize the risk of overexposure to adults and peers (a 
key ethical consideration when engaging with student’s self-representations). 
Th e exercise was trialed in both senior high school and junior university class-
rooms in North America and Europe in late 2014, with a positive response 
from students. While it doesn’t directly address issues of sexuality or gen-
der, it has the potential to open up conversations regarding diff erent contexts 
for self-representation, and the ways that every social media user (educators 
included) monitors or curates the visible markers of their public identity.  

    Selfi es and Mediated Sexuality 

 In discussing selfi es and sexting, educators have an opportunity to raise 
broader issues of consent and respectful relationships, and think with young 
people about how they represent, and are represented as, ‘sexual’ via social 
media practices. Th is exercise from the Selfi es Syllabus suggests that students 
research both media and academic reports on sexting and selfi es in order to 
answer the following question:

  How do you explain/describe the anxiety regarding young people’s production 
and circulation of sexy selfi es? If you were designing a class exercise on ‘safer 
sexting’ for a mixed-gender group of 16 year olds, what activities, tactics, and 
discussion starters would you suggest? Why? How would you explain your ratio-
nale to a group of concerned parents and teachers? (Senft et al.  2014c ) 

   Th is exercise could be used to explore various models of learning, and 
consider the ways that adults and young people might bring quite diff erent 
assumptions to ‘commonsense’ terms like risk, safety, and privacy in regards 
to social media settings.  
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    It’s About Privacy: Using Celebrities 
as Case Studies 

 As before, the diff erence between classical education tactics using photography 
and ones we advocate here turn on the issue of online distribution. Educators 
who counsel abstinence from sexting on the grounds that all sexts will be distrib-
uted will lose the attention and respect of their audiences, whose personal experi-
ences likely demonstrate that sexts are in fact not routinely distributed to third 
parties, especially in voluntary sexting among intimate partners. To be sure, the 
distribution of private sexual images without the senders’ consent can cause seri-
ous harm and trauma (Powell  2010 ; Ringrose et al.  2012 ), yet this behavior 
is relatively uncommon. One large peer-reviewed study estimates that around 
10 % of people who sext report that their images have been forwarded to at least 
one-third party without their permission (Mitchell et al.  2012 ). Yet, another 
study found that wide distribution was signifi cantly more common (36 % of 
sexters) with images obtained though pressure or coercion (Englander  2012 ). 

 In that context our sixth recommendation is that sexuality educators can 
and should reinforce the widely shared norm that forwarding a personal sex-
ual image without permission is a violation of privacy (Hasinoff  and Shepherd 
 2014 ).From this perspective, educators can lead discussions asking students 
to consider how they know if an image they receive is intended to be private 
or if it’s okay to pass on to their friends. Discussing scenarios with young peo-
ple (e.g. Jane receives a suggestive image from her boyfriend; is it ok for her 
to share it with a few people?) may be an eff ective way to assess and reinforce 
students’ normative and ethical sense of privacy in sexting. 

 Again, this issue can be depersonalized by referencing broader media 
events, such as the recent mainstream media debate following the digital theft 
of celebrity nudes. In August 2014, naked and semi-naked pictures of a range 
of North American celebrities, notably  Hunger Games  star Jennifer Lawrence, 
were shared on the social media platform/message boards Reddit and 4chan 
(  Selby   2014 ). Th e incident was known on Reddit as ‘Th e Fappening’ (a play 
on ‘fapping’—a slang term for masturbation). Th e pictures had not been 
shared by their subjects, but were stolen when digital cloud storage was hacked 
by a (still unknown) person. While some public commentators on the event 
(including celebrities such as Ricky Gervais) blamed the victims of the theft 
for taking the pictures in the fi rst place, these comments were in the minority. 
Th e executive director of the US-based Future of Privacy forum said the theft 
and subsequent sharing of the pictures ‘should be treated like a sex crime, a 
privacy invasion taken to an extreme’ (  Isaac   2014 ). 
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 Th e event triggered a shift in the debate about sexting (or naked/semi- naked 
selfi es). Th e practice of taking naked pictures was discussed not as a shame-
ful and implicitly individualized moral lapse, but in the broader social and 
political context of digital privacy and security. Celebrity blogger Perez Hilton 
expressed regret for sharing the pictures (Isaac  2014 ), and other celebrities 
encouraged audiences not to search for, or click on the leaked pictures, argu-
ing that to do so perpetuated the violation of Lawrence’s (and others’) privacy. 
Th e broader ethical role of media and IT organizations came into question, 
and reporters and editors of publications such as  Forbes  and  Th e New York 
Times  began to debate the level of responsibility that developers and manu-
facturers of smartphones and apps held in relation to their users’ security 
(Manjoo  2014 ; Hartzog and Selinger  2014 ). 

 Th is media debate could be used to inform student research projects, and/
or a classroom discussion of ‘teen sexting’ in the context of broader cultural 
understandings of digital privacy, and the ethics of information sharing. For 
example, students might collect a selection of offi  cial educational materials 
and mainstream media commentary on young people’s sexting (or the pro-
duction and sharing of sexy selfi es). Th ey could then compare this material 
to mainstream discussions of ‘Th e Fappening’. Refl ection prompts might 
include questions such as:

  Why is the debate so diff erent when adults’ pictures, rather than teens’, are 
shared without permission? (Points to consider might include that age of con-
sent, laws regarding child pornography, or other factors identifi ed by 
students.) 

 Why did celebrities and media commentators refer to this non-consensual 
 sharing as ‘abuse’? Why was there such a strong response against commentators, 
such as Ricky Gervais, who suggested the subjects of the hacked pictures should 
not have taken them in the fi rst place? Do you think the response would have 
been diff erent if the pictures were shared by an ex-boyfriend or ex-girlfriend of 
one of the celebrities? Why? Why not? 

   In classes directly addressing issues of online privacy, students could be 
asked to explore the following:

  It has been suggested that ‘Th e Fappening’ was a result of a security fl aw in 
Apple’s Cloud storage. How was this issue addressed in the commentary you 
have read? How does this discussion compare to other reports of major security 
breaches or hacks, such as the hack of Sony PlayStation Network users’ credit 
card details and passwords in 2011 (Schreier  2011 ). Who was deemed respon-
sible for security in these cases? Th e individual using the service? Th e service 
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themselves? Someone else? If diff erent parties were held responsible for securing 
data in diff erent circumstances, how do you explain this? 

   Students can be encouraged to investigate and discuss the commercializa-
tion of personal information, and the challenges to privacy in digital media 
environments alongside the strategies that young people currently use or 
might consider using to manage their online presence. For example, students 
can Google one another and discuss why their personal information is avail-
able online, what it implies about them, and who profi ts from it. Online 
reputation management should be off ered as a strategy to achieve particular 
ends (such as getting a job or getting into college) rather than through sham-
ing young people for revealing too much or supposedly having no sense of 
privacy. Many studies demonstrate that young people do indeed value pri-
vacy, though these values take forms that may be unfamiliar to some adults 
(Marwick et al.  2010 ),and assessment tasks and class discussions should take 
a strength-based approach in acknowledging these existing strategies, rather 
than assuming a defi cit. Finally, we suggest that schools, educators, and par-
ents should seek to model the respect for privacy in digital spaces they aim to 
foster in the young people in their care.  

    What’s ‘Appropriate’ Sexuality? Thinking 
Critically About Context 

 Our seventh recommendation is that educators help students to explore 
platform- specifi c or contextual appropriateness for online images. Educators 
may wish to specifi cally focus on the ways diff erent social networking plat-
forms and apps defi ne ‘appropriate’ and ‘inappropriate’ sexual representations, 
or images of naked and semi-naked bodies. Two assessment tasks, adapted 
from the Selfi es Syllabus (Senft et al.  2014c ) encourage students to critically 
analyze notions of online and offl  ine locale-based appropriateness. 

 In the fi rst, students are asked to go to a social media platform of their choice 
(e.g. Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat) and look up its Terms of Service and Terms 
of Use. Th ey are asked to search for sections in which sexuality is mentioned in 
relation to the kinds of language that can be used, or the kinds of images that 
can be posted on the site. Th ey are then asked to answer these questions:

  What kinds of sexual representations do the Terms of Service and Terms of Use 
allow? What kinds of representations are disallowed? What policies are there and 
how do they create conditions for particular kinds of image sharing? Pay specifi c 
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attention to the language used. Do these meet your standards for promoting 
consent, minimising risk and promoting safety online? Why? Why not? If they 
do not meet your standards, re-write the Terms of Service and Terms of Use, and 
explain why these new versions are an improvement on the original versions. 

   Another exercise from the Selfi es Syllabus asks students to visit sites such 
as the ‘lactivists’ page on Facebook (  https://www.facebook.com/lactivistpage    ), 
where discussions rage about whether an image of a woman nursing a child 
ought to be considered sexually explicit material. Against this discussion, one 
might suggest students undertake a Google search for the words ‘Kara Walker 
sexually explicit selfi es’. Th is search produces slew of articles, whose authors 
critique a series of pictures taken by (predominately white) individuals at Kara 
Walker’s installation,  Th e Subtlety  (which was housed in the old Domino Sugar 
factor and featured a massive sphinx like fi gure made out of sugar with the fea-
tures of a nude Black woman, an homage to the slave bodies who produced the 
substance). Following study of these articles, students can suggest reasons why 
so many visitors to the installation chose to take and share photos in which 
they pictured themselves performing sexually suggestive acts ‘on’ the central 
sculpture, while laughing, and why critics (and the artist herself ) found this 
behavior to be disrespectful. Classroom discussions such as these can be used to 
draw out students’ understandings of contextual sexual appropriateness—that 
is, an appreciation that cultural codes and conventions relating to both nudity 
and sexual behavior are in fact not universal, but context dependent.  

    Conclusion 

 In this chapter, we have articulated a range of strategies that educators might 
use in discussions with young people about sexting. Th roughout, we have 
maintained that anti-sexting strategies with ‘youth-oriented’ language (e.g. 
in a recent Australian ‘Say No to Selfi es’ promotion) are wrongheaded, in 
that they tend to emphasize worst-case scenarios, victim-blaming, and slut- 
shaming. Instead, we advocate a model that emphasizes privacy protection, 
harm reduction, and affi  rmative consent, where ‘no’ is the presumed the 
default, and individuals need to seek and negotiate voluntary, meaningful, 
and explicit consent before and during sexual interactions. As researchers and 
educators, we have had the most luck with discussion prompts and peda-
gogical exercises that invite young people to think of photos they produce for 
themselves and photos they release to the world; sexualized images of celebri-
ties and privacy violations that celebrities regularly receive; and case studies 
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where nude bodies (in science, art, nursing, etc.) are subjected to a media-
sphere where they are sexualized out of context. We have also found that it 
in order to have meaningful conversations with minimal risk to all parties, it 
is important that we honor young peoples’ language choices regarding what 
they do with the photos they create, receive, post, and forward. In closing, it 
is worth noting that the Selfi es Research Network welcomes new members. 
Individuals wishing to contribute to their ongoing pedagogy initiative are 
welcome to visit their site at   www.selfi eresearchers.com    .     
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