Case Study: Implementing a comprehensive
institution-wide response to sexual violence using
blended learning at Australian National University
Background
The Australian National University (ANU) strives to provide a safe,
supportive, and caring environment for all students and staff.
The university has a number of educational initiatives, reporting
processes, and services in place to raise awareness of inappropriate
behaviours, help promote a safe environment at all times, and
ensure that anyone who experiences sexual violence receives the
appropriate support.
ANU has taken a leading role in Australia to eradicate sexist and
harassing behaviour and to ensure their University is a safe place
for all students, staff, and visitors. Since 2005, ANU has run annual
face-to-face training with the Canberra Rape Crisis Centre for senior
residents in its colleges and has more recently partnered with the
ANU Students Association and the Postgraduate and Research
Students Association to provide improved on-campus counselling
services for survivors of sexual assaults and harassment.
In 2017 ANU became the first among the Group of Eight universities
to pilot online training to promote a positive change across the
institution and also the first in Australia alongside the University of Newcastle.

Education and Prevention – an institution-wide approach
After press attention due to reports of misconduct on campus, particularly in residential colleges, and with the eye opening
publication of the results of the Australian Human Rights Commission Survey in August 2017, promoting positive change is at
the forefront of ANU’s agenda.
ANU made the decision to pilot online training as part of an ‘Education and Prevention’ initiative. This training fits into the
larger respectful relationships campaign across ANU, along with enhanced and more visible student support and reporting
services.
The use of online tools support ANU in addressing sexual violence by:
• Efficiently and effectively scaling up training across the institution – helping to reach more staff and students than just faceto-face workshops alone.
• Helping to ensure institutions provide consistent training and responses.
• Providing a safe space for students and staff to learn about these sensitive issues.
• Offering quick, accessible, and flexible interactive training for staff and students.
• Supporting existing workshop initiatives and reinforcing these with blended learning.
• Ensure students and staff are more confident in stepping into uncomfortable situations and responding to disclosures in line
with best practice.
• Demonstrating commitment to promoting institution-wide change.
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Collaboration

ANU began trialling an online approach by rolling out the
Epigeum online course Consent Matters: Boundaries,
Respect and Positive Intervention to students living in
residential colleges in order to eradicate sexual harassment
and sexist behaviour.
Consent Matters is a short interactive course exploring
the nature of sexual consent, relationships, and bystander
intervention. Written by Brook advisory service and Dr
Alan Berkowitz, the course tools are evidence-based and
make use of well-proven methodology. The course coaches
students in the importance of good communication, clear
boundaries and mutual respect. Grounded in social norm
theory, students learn how to recognise difficult situations
and identify a variety of ways of stepping in.

As anyone within a higher education institution could
receive a disclosure of sexual violence it is evident that an
appropriate response is important to minimise the impact
on the individuals involved, the student community,
and the institution. The online initiative has has been
supported by Professor Marnie Hughes-Warrington,
Deputy Vice-Chancellor of ANU saying “There is a strong
argument for making this type of training compulsory for
all our staff and students”.
During the period the online consent training was rolled
out, the university worked in collaboration with an
international group of universities and experts to develop
an online course to support staff and student leaders
in responding to disclosures of sexual violence. The
resulting Responding to Disclosures of Sexual Violence
course published in June 2017 and was made available to
ANU staff in August 2017.

This initiative was supported by senior stakeholders within
the university including Professor Brian Schmidt the ViceChancellor of ANU who said “Understanding consent may
seem basic, but it really matters”.

Consent Matters has been a great addition to our
educational programming! We piloted the programme
this year with our ﬁrst year residential students and
have received terriﬁc feedback from our students and
staﬀ. To support learning, an important aspect of our
delivery has been to include follow up sessions in our ﬁrst
year inductions and the resources provided by Epigeum
supported this blended approach to delivery. Over the next
six months, we aim to deliver the module to all students
at ANU and our student leaders have been involved to
support a peer to peer approach. Epigeum have been
terriﬁc to work with and have provided support throughout
implementation.

The Responding to Disclosures of Sexual Violence
course is a tool to help ensure all university staff and
student leaders provide a consistent response across
an institution. Developed in collaboration with an
international range of higher education experts and
professional practitioners, the course provides uniquely
high-quality, interactive and comprehensive training on
the first response to disclosures. The material empowers
staff and student leaders across a wide range of roles and
departments to manage this sensitive and complex issue,
providing them with the skills to respond appropriately,
empathetically, and confidently.

Tania Willis – Deputy Director, Access, Inclusion and Wellbeing &
Head, Griffin Hall, Division of Student Life, The Australian National
University
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The wider context

Implementation

ANU partnered with Universities Australia (UA) and other
institutions across Australia in a national campaign
called Respect. Now. Always. to prevent sexual assault
and harassment. As part of this initiative, the Australian
Human Rights Commission (AHRC) conducted a large-scale
prevalence survey to understand more about the nature and
scale of these issues.

Approach

In August 2017 the Australian Human Rights Commission
survey released the largest ever report into sexual assault
and harassment at universities. Revealing that 51% of
student respondents were sexually harassed at least once in
2016, and that 6.9% were sexually assaulted on at least one
occasion in 2015 or 2016. In response to the findings, the
AHRC has made a total of nine recommendations which focus
on five areas of action:

As a phased in approach, Consent Matters has been fully
supported by all residences with several ensuring it was
compulsory and/or included in their first year induction
programs in semester 1 in 2017. Several residences, including
the affiliated colleges, enrolled all students and actively
encouraged their residences to complete prior to the beginning
of semester. Those that made it compulsory, kept track of
completions and emailed students who had not yet completed.

1. Leadership and governance

The Responding to Disclosures of Sexual Violence course was
made available to all residential and frontline staff (including
HDR supervisors and LGBTIQ Allies) in August 2017, aligning with
the publication of the AHRC results.

2. Changing attitudes and behaviours
3. U
 niversity responses to sexual assault and 		
sexual harassment
4. Monitoring and evaluation
5. Residential colleges and university residences
ANU is a community which values respectful relationships, and
the release of the report spearheaded a renewed focus on their
values as a university and they have made a commitment to
accept all of the recommendations from the report.
Professor Brian Schmitt supports this commitment to the
survey results saying “I’ve been asked why we wanted to be
part of a survey that is going to tell us things that are not good
about our campus…. It is an important step for real change. It
means we do have to become more comfortable with difficult
conversations about sex, about consent and about what it
means to have respectful relationships with our peers, our
classmates, our colleagues and our friends…..Guided by this
data, and by the stories of students who have been subject to
sexual harassment and sexual assault, we can develop even
better support services, education, policies and practices to
help reduce these incidents.”

ANU has taken a mandatory approach making the training
available to students of all backgrounds, genders, and
sexualities. To begin with ANU piloted Consent Matters with all
incoming residential students in Semester 1, 2017. They are now
working towards having all students complete consent training.

Integration
The online training has been integrated using an institutionwide approach to help reach more people across the institution,
supporting the online material with face-to-face support.

Promotion
The online courses have been widely promoted across the
university, using the following methods:
• W
 orking with the communication and marketing teams to
launch a ‘Respectful Relationships’ campaign which was
added to with outcomes of the HRC report.
• T
 he university developed a new website which is a repository
for all information related to sexual assault and sexual
harassment on campus.
• S
 upport and commitment from senior stakeholders within
the university. This included the following message from the
Vice Chancellor: “I urge all students who are yet to complete
the course to spend some time over the next few weeks to
complete the module.”
• A
 ll students from Semester 2, 2017 receive direct
communication making them aware of the values of the
University and where to access information and support.
• T
 here is also a specific ‘Education and Prevention’ webpage
providing information about the programmes which promote
social change and elimination of sexual violence through
inclusive education and campus wide collaboration.
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Consent Matters results:
To date, just under 6,000 ANU students have completed Consent
Matters, with over 2600 first year undergraduates completing
the course.
A recent survey indicated the following outcomes:
• 7 1% of participants rated their overall experience with the
course as highly satisfied or satisfied.
• W
 hen participant students were asked about their
understanding of consent of those that advised that they had
little or no understanding of consent prior to doing the course,
91% indicated that the course increased their understanding
of the concept of consent.
• 88% found the course easy to follow
• 73% were highly satisfied or satisfied with course activities
• 8 0% of participants stated that they were highly satisfied/
satisfied with the information and resources to get help for
themselves or for a friend.

Responding to Disclosures of Sexual
Violence results:
The first iteration of the course was piloted with a targeted
group of staff and student leaders. The course was completed
by 110 people and they were asked to send feedback after
completion of the course.
Around 65 individual responses were received.

Quantitative feedback:
‘The fact it was easy to follow and accessible was great as it was
useful at informing those who thought they knew everything
about consent already, i.e. it was useful at providing an excellent
reminder and the timing was also great - at the commencement
of the university calendar before o week’
‘It starts a dialogue in the minds of people who perhaps don’t
always consider the full complexity or importance of consent
in their lives. The message of awareness and thoughtfulness is
more important than the specifics of the content. Further, the
discussion of our responsibility to the people and community
around us -- to take action rather than be passive bystanders –
is incredibly important to de-stigmatizing the reality of sexual
assault and influencing positive change in our society as a
whole.’

‘First of all, I would like to thank you for putting such a
detailed training course. This has been really informative and
I believe I now have the tools to handle that kind of situation.’
(Professional staff member)
‘Overall the consensus was that the module is very good. It
is informative, detailed and addressed everything necessary
for a student leader. Thanks for all the hard work on this! It
wasn’t heteronormative and displayed same sex relationships
(a big positive). The range of scenarios and activities ensured
the content was practical and engaging (another big positive).
That’s it for me. I think the module is very helpful, especially for
people who never deal with this kind of stuff. But even I found
myself getting some good refreshers and good knowledge. Just
like Consent Matters, the more side links that are explored, the
better the experience.’ (Professional residential staff member).

Challenges to overcome
Some specific challenges were identified with implementing the online training across the university:
1. Tracking engagement – Ensuring that students engage with the content to guarantee the course doesn’t become a tick and
flick exercise.
2. Evaluation of behavioural change – How to measuring the long term impact of the resources. These courses are not
standalone and must be embedded into all aspects of student and staff leadership.

Next steps
ANU aim to have all their students complete the consent training, and frontline residential and support staff to complete
Responding to Disclosures of Sexual Violence which went live in August 2017.
The university is also working with the MATE Bystander facilitator program to provide training to increase the capacity of staff
and students with the development of high quality face-to-face follow up sessions, ensuring a best practice blended learning
approach.
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