
SEX LIVES 

SECRETS  

alking through 
the doors of the 
school I'd just 
travelled half-
way around the 
world to attend, 

I felt alone, jet-lagged and not quite 
sure I'd made the right choice in tertiary 
education. My first impression was that 
the building was old, plain and stuck 
in a 1960s time warp; the front window 
was a mishmash of plastic plants, 
and, for a moment, I wondered if I'd 

accidentally stepped into a florist. 
Looking closer, I noticed random objects 
placed artistically amid the faux foliage: 
dildos, lube containers, and Barbie dolls 
with penises. "Right," I thought. "Looks 
like this is the right place, after all." 

Inside the Institute for Advanced 
Study of Human Sexuality in San 
Francisco, 1 quickly found my way into 
a darkened amphitheatre, where about 
20 students had gathered for the 
semester. Everyone was lounging around 
on large felt seats. This was very different 

from my past academic experiences, but 
I listened attentively as the head of the 
school ran through his orientation 
speech. The campus's golden rule? Do 
not p,ostitute yourself at the front of 
the building. I duly took note. 

I turned to the woman seated next to 
me and introduced myself. She looked 
the same age as me and her long blonde, 
curly hair made her appear very sweet 
and kind of innocent. "Hi, I'm Jennifer," 
she said in a friendly American accent. 
"I work as a sex surrogate." My jaw .... 
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dropped as she candidly described 
having sex with clients for the sake of 
therapy. I knew such a thing existed, 
but had never come face to face with 
someone actually working in that field. 

Over the next few I met the 
other students I'd be spending the better 
part of the next couple ofyears ofmy life 
with. They were from a wide range of age 
groups and nationalities and covered an 
intriguing mix of occupations, from GPs 
and gynaecologists to sex workers and 
professional dominatrices. The class was 
80 per cent female, most of whom were 
bisexual or lesbian, with a handful of 
males, again mostly gay or transgender ... 
nothing was surprising. But I suppose 
that's what you can expect when you 
sign up for a doctorate in sexology. 

The school was a world away from 
my normal upbringing on Queensland's 
Gold Coast. Although I'd been a little 

I met an American woman who fabu-
lously referred to herself as a "pleasure 
coach". It wasn't a cheeky label for 
a prostitute; she was an educated woman 
who'd found a unique way to help others 
by improving their sex lives. I spoke to 
her for hours about sexuality and hang-
ups, and how people were so unhappy 
with their sex lives. It was a real light 
bulb moment for me. I left Paris with her 
letter of recommendation to the San 
Francisco school and, a few months-later, 
after a lengthy admissions process, I was 
accepted into the two-year course. 

The first part of the course was by 
correspondence, and the exercises were 
far from anything I'd encountered in 
traditional academia. Back in Australia, 
I had to watch lectures about erotology 
(tJ:,1e study oferotic behaviour), anatomy, 
physiology, legal and ethical issues, and 
hours of sexually explicit media from the 

learnt how to put on 
a condom with my mouth, and I know all 

there is to know about 
sheltered, I was able to talk to my parents 
about anything. When I first became 
sexually active at 17, I told my mum, who 
quickly marched me to the doctor to get 
a prescription for the pill. I even brought 
my dad up to speed; leaving the house 
one day, I turned round and yelled out, 
"Dad, I'm having sex!" I never looked 
back to see the expression on his face. 

After finishing high school in 2003, 
I wanted to change the world by helping 
others, so naturally I ended up studying 
psychology and counselling. After get-
ting a job in family mediation, I soon 
came to realise that divorce was rife and 
too many people were unhappy in their· 
relationships. My own fairytale wasn't 
working out,either. At 22, I'd been with 
my partner for nearly six years. I felt I 
was living a life that was way beyond my 
years.As the relationship ended, I slipped 
into depression. I craved a change, both 
professionally and personally. 

To jump-start my listless life, 
I booked a six-week trip to Europe a 
move that would shape my future inways 
I could never have imagined. While in 
-Paris and attempting to learn French, 

."j/ 

'70s and '80s (not a Brazilian in sight). 
This was not porn, but short research 
clips and movies of different ways people 
have sex, from couples and lesbian groups 
to orgies and fetishes. It's important that, 
as a sexologist, we not only learn from 
text and lectures, but are exposed to it all 

the good, the bad and the sometimes 
ugly. Some of these movies can be offen-
sive to some, but ifs also important to 
know what pushes our buttons and why. 

My homework was a heady mixofthe 
conventional - reading textbooks and 
writing essays- and the not-so-standard. 
For example, I had to practise and write 
about different masturbation techniques 
(including masturbating to music, with 
breathing exercises, and with different 
temperatures, such as ice and candle 
wax), as well as review male homosexual 
erotic literature, and explore my sexual 
fantasies and report back to the class. 
You're notforced to share your innermost 
sexual thoughts, however, it is encour-
aged as part of the learning process. 

In June 2010, after a few months of 
solo study, I flew to San Francisco eager 
to attend my first on-campus session and 

meet the other students and lecturers. 
These thrice-yearly sessions were an 
intensive four weeks of back-to-back 
lectures, practical exercises and debrief-
ing sessions (often held in the on-site hot 
tub). Some school days lasted from 9am 
until 9pm, and students hung out 
together and often lived together in 
dormitories or hotels. This was also 
a new experience for me as I'd never had 
that American life. At times, it 
was challenging, as sexologists aren't 
always an easy bunch to live with. There 
were times in our paper-thin-walled dor-
mitories where I was kept awake all night 
by my classmates and their sexual antics. 

The course was also emotionally 
draining. The first subject in particular 

Sexual Attitude Restructuring 
(SAR) - was very demanding. Its purpose 
is to knock out of you every preconceived 
idea you may have about whafs consid-
ered sexually normal. It remains one of 
the most confronting things I've ever 
done. In SAR, your buttons are pushed 
in ways you never thought possible - by 
consuming confronting media and 
exposing you to things ofa sexual nature 
you never dreamt existed, from bestiality 
to scatology (the study of faeces). Your 
belief system is challenged. You're 
expected to feel uncomfortable at 
times and put yourself into unfamiliar 
situations (I was once handcuffed in 
class for an entire BDSM - bondage, 
domination, sadomasochism -lecture). 

At first, watching sexually explicit 
movies in class with other men and 
women was somewhat disturbing (and 
slightly arousing), but now I don't even 
think When I'm watching sexually 
explicit media I see it for what is, and 
analyse it on a deeper level than most. 

When it comes to practical class 
work, studying sex is a little different 
from most other professions. Asked to 
make an artistic representation of a 
crotch, I produced a creative clay model 
of my vulva (which, I'm proud to say, is 
still in a glass display case at the school). 
I've stood in a G-string in front of 19 of 
my peers for a body imagery exercise in 
which I had to look at myself in a mirror 
and describe my likes and dislikes. (We're 
all expected to have done any of the 
exercises we may ask future clients to 
perform.) While I knew I was in a sup-
portive environment, I was extremely'" 
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nervous, but warmed to the occasion 
once my self-consciousness receded. 

I also sat through an immersive 
media experience called "The 
Fuckarama", where the "falls of the 
lecture theatre were completely covered 
with films or stills of sexual imagery. We 
were then asked to reveal what turned us 
on or what repulsed us. (1 could barely 
watch the bestiality film, but I found 
myself drawn to a film of a group of 
people rubbing cake allover their bodies 
and then having sex among the cream 
and icing.) I've learnt how to put 
a condom on with my mouth during a 
safe sex demonstration, and I feel I know 
all there is to know about the world of 
lubricants. 1also participated in numer-
ous debriefing sessions where we were 
safe to talk about our feelings and 
reactions to what we were learning, and 
possibly even each other in the infa-
mous hot tub alongside six of my naked 
female classmates and the male teacher. 
(1 spent the first session very scared 
about accidentally touching something!) 

Being naked at school is something 
I never expected. I remember reading 
my first course outline about the school 
and the hot tub, and the words "bathers 
optional", which was worrying. I did pack 
my bathers, but I ended up not wearing 
them. Being naked in front of people has 
taught me so much about my own body 
- toembraceitand its uniqueness instead 
of hating it - and the fact we come in all 
shapes and sizes. I also started to see the 
naked body not as something necessarily 
sexual, but natural and normal. 

We were encouraged to continue 
our education through extracurricular 
activities suitable places were easy 
to find in San Francisco. We attended 
BDSM dungeons and transsexual strip 
clubs, and a barbecue for an asexual 
support group. At the annual Pride 
festival I witnessed live man-on-man 
anal sex (itwas like watching a car crash; 
1 couldn't look away). I also had an 
interesting. excursion with my peers 
to a spanking class where I learnt there 
is more to tl}e art of smacking someone 
than meets the eye (you can't strike on 
the kidneys, and a whack on the backside 
from an oar really hurts). 

The first sex club 1 went to (for 
research purposes, of course, where sex 
on the premises is allowed) was a real 

eye-opener. I was convinced someone 
would pressure me into something I 
wasn't ready for. I'd imagined naked bod-
ies everywhere and being dragged into an 
orgy. The reality was quite different: a 
bunch of normal, everyday people sitting 
around in what looked like a Las Vegas 
strip club, with outdated furniture, sticky 
carpet, a long stage with a ubiquitous 
stripper pole and strategically positioned 
mirrors. It reeked of stale beer and ciga-
rettes hardly a sexual nirvana. • 

After watching a few people getting 
flogged in the torture chamber, I sought 
respite with a friend on a dark balcony 
that overlooked the club. I thought I was 
safe until I looked over my shoulder to be 
greeted by a man, pants round his ankles 
and his penis standing erect. I ran! 

I later learnt that such clubs are run 
by strict rules of permission and consent, 
and the words "no thank you" hold a lot 
of power. Later that night, I attended 
a run-of-the-mill nightclub, and after 

the best secrets to a great sex life is tolove 
yourself first. The course has taught me 
to be brave and courageous and try new 
things, but also to be strong about stand-
ing up for what I believe in even if it is 
outside society's norms and conventions. 

Among all this growth was the 
pressure of getting through a real 
doctorate; the work is treacherous and 
intensive, and sometimes exhausting. 
We have 40 books to read, reports to 
write, research to conduct and exams 
to take. The costs were also immense; 
between the accommodation, airfares 
back and forth from Sydney to San 
Francisco and the tuition fees, this has 
been a costly jqurney, and I have had to 
keep up some counselling practice and 
freelance writing to help fund the dream. 

Still, being a graduate in sexology has 
its drawbacks, and it has certainly made 
my love life a little more challenging. 
Men sometimes find me intimidating 
and are scared that if they go to bed with 

naked in front of  
people has taught me so much about my 

body - to embrace its 
being hit on by a guy and saying "no", he 
proceeded to grab my breasts! What I'd 
feared would happen in the sex club 
ended up occurring in the place I was 
supposed to feel somewhat safe. It was a 
key learningmomentfor me and I refused 
to be fearful about sex clubs again. 

It's not the only way I've changed 
since starting the course. Initially, as 
I was coming out ofa long-term relation-
ship, I wanted to do what was naughty, 
forbidden and faboo by most people's 
standards. But once you realise that 
taboos are sometimes only fun because 
they're wrong in society's eyes, you tend 
to get over it. I've now come full circle 
and understand that great sex comes 
from a connection with someone. It's not 
about how they look, or what they earn. 
I don't discriminate anymore; it's about 
the person inside that really counts. 

I never expected the course to teach 
me so much about life, but sexuality is 
a huge part ofour lives. It's not just about 
what goes on between the sheets; it's also 
abouthowwe feel about ourselves. One of 

me, I'll criticise their performance. 
Others think I'm using them for research 
purposes, and even though a big part of 
me is still somewhat traditional at times, 
I get concerned whether I'll ever find 
someone who accepts my liberal views 
and all that comes with them. 

I also know that my level of normal is 
different from most women's, but I know 
that sex education and knowledge ofhow 
our bodies work helps relationships 
thrive. For me, sex school magnified 
how repressed we are as a society, which 
is a shame because when people are 
comfortable and confident about their 
sexuality, they beam, and I truly believe 
they have a better quality of life. 

Now that I've graduated, I don'1 
know where this profession will takE 
me. But I'm being approached all thE 
time to talk about this subject. Mos 
graduates end up in sex coaching, se: 
therapy or teaching of some sort, bu 
I'm trying to work out where I can mak, 
my mark. One thing's for sure: it wi] 
never be dull. Watch this space. 
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