
How does sexual health education affect the way
college students think about sex and relationships?
Welcome back to the Community College Health Study newsletter! In this issue, we
look at how sexual health education may affect the way students think about safe sex
behaviors and healthy relationships.

As a part of the Community College Health Study, community college students were
randomly assigned to take a sexual health education course, Media Aware or Health
Aware, or were not assigned to a sexual health course (No Sex Ed). The Media Aware
course presented information about sexual health and relationships as well as media
literacy while the Health Aware course presented information about sexual health and
relationships, but not media literacy.

After taking (or not taking) a sexual health education course, students filled out
questionnaires that assessed their attitudes towards risky sexual behaviors, their
confidence in practicing safe sex behaviors (self-efficacy), and ideas about how their
peers experience sex and relationships (normative beliefs).

While our study collected information from students who took Media Aware, Health
Aware, or no sexual health course, this newsletter focuses exclusively on the findings
comparing the Media Aware and the No Sex Ed groups. More specifically, we will look
at the attitudes, self-efficacy, and normative beliefs of students who completed Media
Aware with those who have not yet taken the course. With this information,
stakeholders may better understand the ways in which providing sexual health
education to college students affects their ideas about and confidence in practicing
safe sex behaviors.
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Community College Health Study Design

Students’ Attitudes Toward Sexual
Health Behaviors

This newsletter shared findings that students who took a sexual health education
course, Media Aware, had more positive attitudes towards safe sex behaviors, greater
confidence in their ability to practice safe sex behaviors, and healthier normative
beliefs about their peers compared to students who did not take the course.

These are important findings because The Theory of Planned Behavior  suggests that
young adults’ attitudes and self-efficacy about safe sex and relationship behaviors
can influence their future health decisions. In addition, according to Social Norms
Theory , young adults’ views of their peers’ behaviors (normative beliefs) also
influence their behavior as they may imitate their peers to fit in. As such, promoting
healthier attitudes, self-efficacy, and normative beliefs may improve the likelihood
that young adults will make healthy decisions in their future sexual or romantic
relationships.

Previous newsletters reported that many students have not yet received
comprehensive sex education. Findings from this newsletter suggest that by
providing sexual health education to their students, community colleges may be able
to promote healthier ideas about sex and relationships and confidence in practicing
safe sex among their students.

Explore Programs

Explore Media Aware

Stay Informed

If your colleagues are interested in receiving future newsletters, they can complete
the form below to be added to the listserv.

Below, we outline the set-up and timeline of activities in the Community College
Health Study. This newsletter presents findings from the post-test, or the immediate
changes in student attitudes and beliefs just after they complete their assigned online
sexual health program.

Participants

18-19 year old community college students.

Randomization

College campuses were randomized to 3 different intervention groups.

Media Aware No Sex EdHealth Aware

An online sexual health
program that includes media

literacy education. 

An online sexual health
program.

No access to online
sexual health program

until a later date.

Pretest

Students shared their demographic information and described their current
sexual health behaviors and beliefs.

Intervention

Media Aware No Sex EdHealth Aware

Students in these groups were given 2 weeks to
complete their assigned program.

Follow up

Media Aware Health Aware

Students described what they liked/disliked about the
program and what they learned from the program.

Post-test

4 weeks after the pretest, students from all groups described their sexual health
attitudes and beliefs.

Short-term & long-term follow up

6 months and 12 months after the pretest, students from all groups
described their sexual health knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors.

No Sex Ed

After the last follow up,
students were given access to

Media Aware and the post-
program feedback survey.

This newsletter compares the post-test findings
between the Media Aware and No Sex Ed groups.

Students’ attitudes towards risky sexual behaviors were measured by asking
students to respond to statements like “It is okay to use alcohol or drugs before or
during a sexual encounter” on a scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree
(4). As such, a lower score on this scale represents less agreement with risky sexual
behaviors.

Student’s average agreement with statements about risky sexual
health behaviors. 

1 (Strongly
Disagree)

4 (Strongly
Agree)

No sex educationNo sex education

Media Aware

2.32.2

Overall, students who took Media Aware reported less agreement with risky sexual
behaviors as compared to students who had not yet taken the course.

Students’ Self-Efficacy in Practicing
Safe Sexual Health Behaviors

Students were also asked to describe their confidence in their ability to practice safe
sex behaviors. They responded to statements such as “I can use a dental dam
correctly or explain to my partner how to use a dental dam” on a scale from strongly
disagree (1) to strongly agree (4).

“I can use a dental dam correctly or explain to my partner how to use a
dental dam.”

1 (Strongly
Disagree)

4 (Strongly
Agree)

No sex educationNo sex education

Media Aware

2.2 2.5

Students who took Media Aware reported higher confidence in being able to use a
dental dam as compared to students who had not yet taken the course.
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Students’ Normative Beliefs

To measure students’ normative beliefs about their peers’ sexual health behaviors,
students were asked to estimate what percentage of their peers they believe are
engaging in risky sexual health behaviors. For example, students were asked
questions like “What percentage of people your age have had unprotected sex” and
“What percentage of people your age have had sex while high on drugs or
intoxicated?"
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"What percentage of your peers have had unprotected sex?"
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"What percentage of your peers have had sex while high on drugs or intoxicated?"

49.1%

43.7%

No Sex Education Media Aware

As a part of the Media Aware program, students were encouraged to think critically
about how media can normalize unhealthy sexual health behaviors (i.e., make these
behaviors seem more common). Students were also provided with information that is
often left out of these media messages, such as statistics about how many of their
peers actually report engaging in risky sexual behaviors. As a result, students who
took Media Aware reported that they thought a lower percentage of their peers have
had unprotected sex or have practiced risky sexual behaviors, such as having sex
while intoxicated, compared to students who had not yet taken the course.
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Read About Our Recent Presentation

Members of iRT recently attended the Fact Forward Adolescent Health Spring Summit
and presented information on Media Aware.

Read More

Media Aware is an evidence-based comprehensive sexual and relationship health
promotion program designed to fill gaps in previous sex education and meet the

unique needs of young adults.

Questions? You can email our study team at:
CCHStudy@iRTinc.us.
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