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NEWS & VIEWS

Rape culture prevails in elite private
boys’ schools. So what’s the answer?

I

n the film “Promising Young Woman” our heroine, Cassie Thomas (Carey Mulligan) is
avenging her best friend who died by suicide a few years after being raped by a man
named Al Monroe while they were in med school.

When Cassie utters her friend’s name to those she believes are responsible for her death, she

by Jessie Tu

is met with the same blank gaze.
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“Who?”
Nobody remembers her name. Everybody remembers Al Monroe though. Women are often
erased from history — especially women who are victims of male crimes.

Stay Smart, Get Savvy!

In the film, Al Monroe has become a successful doctor and is about to get married. His life is
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wonderful and clean. Nina’s life has completely been erased. She was Cassie’s best friend.
In real life, things don’t look much different. Little to no forms of justice exist for women and
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girls who are attacked by men buoyed by their wealth, status and pedigree, and in our
society, the most concentrated cesspools of wealth, status and pedigree are the elite private
SU B SC RIB E

schools within Sydney’s richest suburbs. Think Cranbrook, Scots, Shore and Waverley.
“Once a Scots boy, always a Scots boy.”
It’s not surprising then, that an online petition which went viral a few days ago has ‘boys’
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from these colleges sprayed across 72 pages of testimonials from their female victims.

I stopped housework for 6 months but the

Last Thursday, Chanel Contos took to her Instagram account to ask her friends (she has a
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following of over 7,000 people) how many of them had experienced sexual assault from

stay forever

students at all-boys’ schools.

Five lessons from two friends with a shared
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Three quarters of her friends who responded said they or someone they knew had been
victims of assault by these boys.
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Contos, who went to Kambala, one of the wealthiest all-girls’ private schools in Sydney’s
Rose Bay, began a petition calling for more direct education on consent in schools.
Speaking to Rebecca Maddern on the TODAY show, Contos said “the best way to approach
this is to attack the education system because ultimately it’s the education system that failed
us on this.”
“It became very apparent to us that all of us had tens or hundreds of friends who had
experienced sexual assault or harassment” she said from London via zoom.
The inspiration behind the campaign began during a conversation Contos had with her friends
about rape and consent. She discovered one of her friends had been a victim of assault by a
man who’d also assaulted Contos years ago.
“If I knew that was wrong, if I’d done something about it at the time, then that wouldn’t have
happened to that girl,” Contos said. “The boys don’t know. They don’t know any better. How
do we expect them to know better if we don’t teach them?”
Within 24 hours of the petition going live, more than 200 women had reached out to Contos to
share their experiences of rape, assault and harassment by male students from nearby allboys’ schools.
Since the weekend, more than 12,000 people have signed the petition and Contos has
received over 1600 testimonies. In the 72 page testimonial, perpetrators from Riverview were
named 21 times. Scots College, 36 times. Cranbrook, 45 times. Knox Grammar, 8 times.
Waverley College, 13 times. Shore, 13 times.
The women who shared their stories were students from all-girls schools including Kambala
(Rose Bay), Kincoppal-Rose Bay (Rose Bay) Monte Sant Angelo (North Sydney), St
Catherine’s (Waverley), SCEGGS (Darlinghurst), Ascham (Edgecliff), St Vincent’s (Potts
Point), Queenwood (Mosman), Wenona (North Sydney) Loreto (Kirribilli), St Clare’s College
(Waverley) and Pymble Ladies’ College (Pymble).
Contos hopes her petition will draw attention to “the prevalence of rape culture in this very
specific bubble within Sydney private schools.”
She wants all-boys schools to combat slut-shaming and “locker room talk.”
“There needs to be a holistic approach, and single-sex schools need to incorporate factors
specific to their students,” she told The Guardian. “This means addressing slut-shaming in
girls’ schools, and addressing locker room talk in boys’ schools, because that’s the
foundation for this culture.”
In her book, “Boys and Sex”, Peggy Orenstein writes that it is through culture that boys often
learn the truth about power…”about asserting masculinity through the control of women’s
bodies.”
🤍
Our culture still insists on pressuring men
to be sexually active as a way to feel more like “a

man”. Orenstein spoke to over one hundred young boys for her book. A common pattern she
found in her discussions with the boys was their compulsion to be ‘mean’ to girls in order to
feel more like a man.
“The biggest single determining factor (re: masculinity) is assertiveness,” said an eighteen
year old she interviewed. “If I am dominating other people, I am being masculine.”
Another boy, 16, told her, “If you want to get girls, you’ve got to be mean. You’ve gotta be an
asshole.”
Which makes me wonder whether having a one hour lesson at school as a 14-year old boy will
shift your behaviour and attitude toward girls. By the time a boy reaches Year 7 or 8, he’s
already had more than a decade’s worth of cultural lessons from movies and books and
television that teach him how to be a man.
“What we consume becomes part of our psyches, unconsciously affecting how we feel, think
and behave,” Orenstein writes in “Boys and Sex”.
I think of all the movies my straight male friends revere; Kill Bill. Fight Club. The Godfather.

Psycho. Films which promoted hypermasculinity, violence and the degradation of women.
Through this culture, young men learn to see sex as “ impersonal, and female bodies as
vehicles for their own gratification,” Orenstien writes. “The idea of promiscuity is still part of
growing up male.”
If the government listens to Contos and enacts concrete sexual education around consent in
boys’ schools, my next question would be — who’s writing these lesson plans? Who is
teaching them?
I spent almost ten years teaching in all-boys private schools and most of the staff were made
up of male teachers. How do they begin to teach these lessons if they haven’t been taught
how to teach them? How do we know they’re modelling feminist (and therefore, fair)
attitudes?
It’s also hard to change your behaviour if everyone around you continues to perform a socially
valid way of belonging; ways of being a ‘man’ that are passed down from generation to
generation.
The principals of these all-boys schools are very often alumni. They are invested in their own
histories, and given their $38,000 a year education got them to where they are today, why
wouldn’t they?
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Those who have signed this petition have done so because they are sad and
angry that they did not receive an adequate education regarding what amounts
to sexual assault and what to do when it happens. These are uncomfortable
conversations to have with young teenagers but it is far more uncomfortable to
live knowing that something happened to you, or a friend, or perhaps that you
were even the perpetrator of it, and it could have been avoided.
••
As a collective, we call for sexual consent to be at the forefront of educational
issues in schools, from a young age
••
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••
1800 Respect national helpline: 1800 737 732
Lifeline (24 hour crisis line): 131 114
Beyond Blue: 1300 224 636
••
Thank you @zoekhayat for making this for me
•• apologises for typos it’s 7am I’ve been up 24hrs lol
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These are the richest schools in the country. They are often nowhere near the top of the list
when it comes to academic results. So why do parents send them there?
Besides connections, sport and status, money provides you immunity from bad behaviour.
Money shields you from accountability.
Educating young students on consent laws in schools alone will not change things. Women
continue to be nameless and ‘anonymous’ because they know the consequences of putting
their names to these stories.
They’ll lose their jobs. They’ll be tossed into the ‘victim’s bin’. And the men?
“He is now a high profile investment banker,” wrote one rape victim of her perpetrator in the
testimonies.
The films reflect real life. He is the Al Monroe.

1800 Respect national helpline: 1800 737 732
Lifeline (24 hour crisis line): 131 114
Beyond Blue: 1300 224 636
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by Jessie Tu
Jessie Tu is a journalist with Women's Agenda. Her debut novel, A Lonely Girl
is a Dangerous Thing, was published by Allen & Unwin in 2020. She is also a
book critic at Sydney Morning Herald and The Age.

More in News & Views

NEWS & VIEWS

ADVICE

NEWS & VIEWS

I stopped housework for 6 months but the
changed standards and responsibilities
may stay forever

Five lessons from two friends with a shared
mission to eradicate period poverty

The world’s most sustainable cities are led
by female mayors

Young entrepreneurs, Eloise Hall and Isobel Marshall

A global sustainability index has ranked Stockholm, Oslo

If you’re responsible for the majority of the housework,

share five lessons they learned on how to use the power of

and Copenhagen as the three highest performing cites on

what if an injury or something else suddenly prevent you

friendship for good.

sustainability measures.

NEWS & VIEWS

NEWS & VIEWS

WORLD

More must be done to end child marriage
and female genital mutilation in Africa,
UNICEF warns

First Nations mothers are more likely to die
during childbirth. More First Nations
midwives could close this gap

Janine Allis: How small economic
opportunities bring hope to women and
their families

UNICEF is calling on governments and institutions in

Research shows First Nations-led culturally safe

“If we all helped one refugee woman, it would make an

Africa to accelerate efforts to end child marriage and

healthcare could prevent further deaths of First Nations

incredible difference,” writes Founder of Boost Juice,

female genital mutilation.

mothers during childbirth.

Janine Allis.

from doing it?

About us

Want to contribute

Women’s Agenda is published by the 100% female owned and run Agenda

Tips for Contributors

Terms and Conditions

Contact

Advertise

Privacy Policy

Subscribe

Media. Advertising and partnerships support our independent journalism.
Individual readers can also help by becoming an Extra member.

© Women's Agenda 2022. All right reserved. Web Design by Pixel Palace

We acknowledge and pay respect to the past, present and future Traditional Custodians and Elders of this nation and the continuation of cultural,
spiritual and educational practices of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

