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Sex education is a critical feature of treatment programs 
for adolescents adjudicated for illegal sexual behavior 
(AISB) (ATSA, 2017). Many AISB have cognitive dis-
tortions and misinformation concerning sexual topics, 
making it di�  cult to establish appropriate boundaries 
and form healthy relationships (Dwyer & Boyd, 2009; 
Seto & Lalumiere, 2010). Data recently presented from 
this population showed those AISB who reported the 
highest amount of child sexual abuse indicated they had 
learned about sex through witnessing or experiencing 
a sexual act, potentially a sexually abusive act (Evans 
& � ompson, 2020). Yet, most standard comprehen-
sive sex education curricula for teens are inadequate at 
meeting the unique clinical needs of this speci� c pop-
ulation, making clear the need for a more tailored ap-
proach to sex education for AISB. � is research project 
summarizes these needs and introduces a newly imple-
mented approach for use in secure residential facilities 
called the HEalthy Adolescent Relationship Training 
(HEART) curriculum. 

� e HEART curriculum was designed to meet the-
needs of this clinical population by � tting within a larg-
er mental health treatment model including additional 
group formats for social skills building and emotion 
regulations alongside intensive individual therapy ses-
sions. According to best practices in the � eld, this type 
of multifaceted treatment program should include trau-
ma-focused therapy, applied behavioral analysis, cog-
nitive-behavioral therapy, and family therapy to meet 
the diverse clinical needs of AISB (ATSA, 2017). � is 
allows youth to gain basic knowledge and skills about 
healthy sexuality at a similar rate to other cognitive and 
emotional issues being addressed in treatment at large.

While a group format for sex education serves as an 
ideal means to build social skills and a source of peer 
critique and input that is critical for this population 
(Dwyer & Boyd, 2009), many residential facilities were 
unable to conduct group formats during theCOVID-19 
pandemic due to enhanced safety protocols. Table 1 

summarizes topics covered and learning goals for the 
HEART curriculum with optional activities that can 
be completed in either group or individual sessions as 
needed. An important feature distinguishing this pro-
gram from other sex education curricula is its focus on 
appropriate media use and establishing healthy bound-
aries with pornography and masturbation. A recent 
fact sheet on pornography summarizes best practices 
in regard to this debated topic (ATSA, 2020). Exposure 
to pornography and masturbation are common expe-
riences for adolescents (Lim et al., 2017). While por-
nography can in� uence sexual behaviors, practices, at-
titudes, and perceptions of what “sex looks like,” its role 
in developing and maintaining abusive sexual behavior 
remains unclear (Pratt & Fernandes, 2015). Responses 
to pornography and masturbation with this population 
must be realistic, balanced, rational, and individual-
ized (Prescott & Schuler, 2011). � us, a psychoeduca-
tional approach that focuses on teaching healthy sexu-
al boundaries and positive practices, as shown here, is 
encouraged over an abstinence-based approach (ATSA, 
2020). Overall, this research highlights the need for a 
tailored approach to working with AISB and one cre-
ative solution to providing sex education in this type of 
setting.

Statement of Research Advisor
Hannah’s research was supported by a year-long un-
dergraduate research fellowship awarded through the 
College of Liberal Arts and the O�  ce of Undergraduate 
Research. Hannah’s research highlights some of the cre-
ative work from the Accountability Based Sex O� ense 
Prevention Program (ABSOPP), an evidence-based 
treatment program for youth adjudicated for illegal 
sexual behavior in the state. She assisted the ABSOP 
program by translating the above-described group psy-
choeducation curriculum into one that could be used 
entirely during individual therapy sessions.
-Kelli R. � ompson, Psychology



Auburn University Journal of Undergraduate Scholarship

References
Association for the Treatment of Sexual Abusers 
(ATSA). (2017). Practice Guidelines for Assessment, 
Treatment, and Intervention with Adolescents Who Have 
Engaged in Sexually Abusive Behavior. https://www.
atsa.com/Members/Adolescent/ATSA_2017_Adoles-
cent_Practice_Guidelines.pdf

Association for the Treatment of Sexual Abusers 
(ATSA). (2020, August). Understanding and Respond-
ing to Pornography Use Among Adolescents Who Have 
Engaged in Sexually Abusive Behavior: Facts and Con-
siderations for Practice. https://www.atsa.com/Public/
Adolescent/UnderstandingRespondingtoPornogra-
phyUseAmongAdolescents.pdf

Dwyer, R., & Boyd, M. (2009). Sex Education for 
Male Adolescent Sex O� enders in a Group Set-
ting Led by General Psychiatry Residents: A Liter-
ature Review and Example in Practice. American 
Journal of Sexuality Education, 4(3-4), 208-224. doi: 
10.1080/15546120903408925

Evans, H. R., & � ompson, K.R. (2020, October). Ex-
ploring Sources of Sex Education and Sexual Develop-
ment in Adolescent O� enders. Paper presented at 39th 
Annual ATSA Research and Treatment Conference, 
Online.

Lim, M. S. C., Agius, P. A., Carrotte, E.R., Vella, A.M., 
& Hellard, M.E. (2017). Young Australian’s use of 
pornography and associations with sexual risk be-
haviours. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public 
Health. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1111/1753-
6405.12678

Pratt, R., & Fernandes, C. (2015). How Pornography 
May Distort Risk Assessment of Children and Adoles-
cents Who Sexually Harm. Children Australia, 40(3), 
232–241. https://doi.org/10.1017/cha.2015.28

Prescott, D. S., & Schuler, S. A. (2011). Pornography and 
its place in the assessment and treatment of adolescents 
who have sexually abused. NEARI Press.

Seto, M. C., & Lalumière, M. L. (2010). What is so 
special about male adolescent sexual o� ending? A re-
view and test of explanations through meta-analysis.
Psychological Bulletin, 136(4), 526–575.https://doi.
org/10.1037/a0019700



Auburn University Journal of Undergraduate Scholarship

Table 1. Summary of topics covered in HEART curriculum.


