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By the end of this workshop, participants will be able to: 
● Assess tradeoffs required when developing a tech-based sex 

education curriculum.
● Develop strategies for balancing breadth and depth when using 

short-form story-based content.
● Describe the power of youth-centered storytelling as a teaching 

tool.
● Identify strategies to incorporate trauma informed approaches to 

digital sexual health interventions.

Learning Objectives
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Digital sex 
education: Wave 

of the future 



● Get “a lot” of their health information online
● Prefer using the internet for health info (except 

when it’s an immediate health concern of their 
own)

● Turn to the internet seeking supportive, 
validating communities, and relevant, accurate 
information

○ This is especially true for LGBTQ+ youth
● Feel positively about using mobile apps and SMS 

texting to receive sexual health information

The desire for digital sex education
The Research tells us that Teens…



How might we deliver 
personalized sex 
education to middle 
school students using 
mobile technology?

Getting started with digital sex ed

● Schools are not where teens 
want to learn about sex and 
relationships

● Concerns over privacy, safety, 
and credibility of information

● Mobile apps are preferred 
over computers/browsers

What we heard from Young People



Real Talk app

Real Talk is a mobile app 
using storytelling and 
technology to improve teen 
mental, emotional, 
and behavioral health.  

Real Talk provides a safe 
space for youth to share 
their stories and access 
relevant, accurate resources 
to support their health and 
wellbeing.



benefits
● Innovative approach
● Responds to youths’ 

needs & preferences
● Accessibility 

limitations
● No human interaction
● Recruitment and retention
● Concerns of privacy, 

credibility, safety  

Digital sex education Innovation



Strategies for 
digital content 

delivery



● Fuzzy trace theory: stories are 
easier for teen brains to recall 
compared to facts and stats

● Culturally relevant programs 

● Skill-building based approaches

Effective Digital Content
What the Research Tells Us What we heard from Young People

● Prefer text messages over prose, 
videos, and images

● Don’t want to feel like they’re in school 
and being lectured at - don’t want to 
take quizzes and read long articles

● Prefer information through stories 
rather than facts

● Teens like reading stories from 
different perspectives



Putting the 
data into 
practice



Lesson Development Activity

Find a partner
1. Together, review the in-person 

lesson plan 
2. Decide what key information should 

be included in a digital intervention 
- remember, effective digital 
interventions use short form 
content



Lesson Development Activity

With your partner, find another pair 

3. Discuss and compare how each 
of you adapted the content from 
the in-person lesson plan for a 
digital intervention.



Lesson Development Activity

Share out!



Large group discussion

What other strategies could you use to cover 
content you didn’t include in written format?



Let’s Look at 
an Example



An adaptation of Real Talk
Safespace



● Week 1: Healthy Relationships
● Week 2: Identity
● Week 3: Adolescent Development
● Week 4: Sex & Anatomy
● Week 5: Preventing STIs/HIV
● Week 6: Pregnancy Prevention
● Week 7: Decision Making & Boundaries
● Week 8: Personal Safety
● Week 9: Communication Skills
● Week 10: Accessing Healthcare Services

Program Topics and Resources



1 authentic youth story 
on aligned topics

3 high quality online 
resources to learn more

3 key facts written by 
sexual health experts

Reflection activity to apply 
knowledge and skills

Lesson Structure



● Storytelling

● Text message style

● Key takeaways

● Drop downs

● Additional resources

short-form Content Strategies 



● Rolling start vs. batched start 
● Gamification
● Social media style progress bars 
● Reflection opportunities
● Reminders & in-app notifications

Digital Engagement Strategies



Storytelling as a 
teaching tool



thinking back to when you were a 
teen, raise your hand if… 

● You remember hearing a story about sex/relationships
● You shared stories about your own experiences with 

your peers



We’re going to continue to think about the stories we 
heard when we were younger…

1. Individually, write down your top 1-3 answers for 
each of the following questions (one per post-it note)

Reflecting on Stories



Reflecting on Stories
1. From whom did you most often 

hear stories about sex or 
relationships? (yellow)

2. Whose stories did you seek out? 
(pink) 

3. Where did you go to hear them? 
(blue)

4. Whose stories did you want to 
hear? (green)

5. Whose stories stayed with you? 
(purple)

1. Individually, write down your top 
1-3 answers for the following 
questions (one per post-it note)



Reflecting on Stories
1. From whom did you most often 

hear stories about sex or 
relationships? (yellow)

2. Whose stories did you seek out? 
(pink) 

3. Where did you go to hear them? 
(blue)

4. Whose stories did you want to 
hear? (green)

5. Whose stories stayed with you? 
(purple)

2. As a table, have each person share 
their top 1-3 out loud

3. Once everyone has shared, look at 
all your post-it notes and cluster 
similar ideas or themes

4. Be prepared to share with the 
group 



Reflecting on Stories
1. From whom did you most often 

hear stories about sex or 
relationships? (yellow)

2. Whose stories did you seek out? 
(pink) 

3. Where did you go to hear them? 
(blue)

4. Whose stories did you want to 
hear? (green)

5. Whose stories stayed with you? 
(purple)

Share Out!



The power of storytelling 

● Stories are powerful, long lasting, and effective! 
● Storytelling is a method that has been used 

throughout history and continues to be used today 
○ Stories are told in interviews, narratives, memoirs, 

and more 
○ We learn from the experiences of others 



The power of storytelling 
● The power to storytelling was confirmed with end users for Real Talk 

○ Youth prefered stories over facts, images, and videos 
○ Youth wanted to learn about others, especially those different from 

them 
● Stories can be used in combination with other materials to provide an 

inclusive, comprehensive understanding of sexual health topics 



"Occasionally with my significant other there 

have been situations where one of us wanted 

to have sex and the other one wasn’t 

interested. I’m really glad we can openly 

communicate about the fact that we might 

not want to at a certain point in time and 

that nothing needs to change or be weird 

because of that. You’re not always going to 

have the same desires as the other person, 

which is why it’s so important to get consent 

before anything happens. I was accepting of 

the rejection and we kept hanging out." 

Sample Story



Evidence of Impact
● Alignment with the CDC’s 

National Health Education 
Standards (NHES)

● Developmentally appropriate 
content for high quality health 
education programming 

● Engagement & impact
○ Real Talk improves 

socio-emotional 
competencies, knowledge, 
skills, and other positive 
health behaviors.  



Trauma-informed 
approaches in digital 

interventions



Table Brainstorm
Using the paper at your table..
1. Draw a line down the middle 

of your paper
2. Label the left side “in-person 

sex education” 
3. Together, list 

trauma-informed 
approaches used in 
in-person sex education

In-person Sex 
Education



Table Brainstorm
Using the paper at your table..

4. Together, discuss whether 
these trauma-informed 
approaches and strategies 
could be used in digital 
interventions. What are the 
challenges? 

In-person Sex 
Education

Discuss out loud 
with your table!



Table Brainstorm
Using the paper at your table..

5. Label the right side digital sex 
education 

6. First, list approaches that can 
carry over from in-person to 
digital

7. Together, brainstorm 
additional trauma-informed 
approaches that could be 
used in digital sex education

In-person Sex 
Education

Digital Sex 
Education



Trauma-informed Approaches

● Safety
● Trustworthiness and transparency
● Mutual collaboration
● Peer support
● Empowerment, voice, and choice
● Cultural, historical, gender issues



Safety 
● Content warnings
● Escape button
● Response to reflection prompts

SafeSpace trauma-informed Approach



Trustworthiness and Transparency
● App designation (health or education)
● Notifications
● Information about mandatory reporting
● Preview of what’s coming next
● Description of specific topics
● Crisis hotline information & other resources

SafeSpace trauma-informed Approach



SafeSpace trauma-informed Approach

Peer Support
Collaboration and Mutuality
● Youth storytelling
● Normalizing feelings
● Providing relevant resources and support specific to the content



SafeSpace trauma-informed Approach

Empowerment, Voice, Choice
Cultural, Historical, Gender Issues
● Language around consent and choice
● Language and stories from youth of diverse gender and sexual 

orientations
● Opportunities for reflection



Breathing 
exercise to  

close



Reflection



On separate post-it 
notes, please 

write…

● 3 things you learned about 
storytelling and digital sexual health 
interventions

● 2 things you will do to integrate 
youth stories into your work

● 1 thing you still wonder about with 
regards to digital interventions
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