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Space to explore the complexities – 

Real-life relationships are complex and helping young people navigate 
them safely requires more than simply offering a list of ‘do and don’ts’. 
For example, although there are risks, there is a difference between 
the willing sharing of sexual images between two people who trust, 
care and take responsibility for one another and a person putting 
pressure on their unwilling partner to provide such a similar image. It is 
the nature of the relationship as much as the behaviour that constitutes 
the risk. There are laws concerning the sharing of sexual images of 
underage young people and these should be clearly understood (see 
UKCCIS guidance: Sexting in schools and colleges: Responding to 
incidents and safeguarding young people). These complexities are 
best explored through discussion and that requires ensuring sufficient 
time. 

Openness –

It is important to facilitate and enable an open discussion about abuse. 
This may mean managing opinions or views that may be challenging, 
inappropriate or unacceptable. Rather than simply blocking them, 
provided comments do not breach the agreed ground rules (for example 
referring directly to another individual in the group), it can be better to 
explore them by inviting others in the class or group to respond. It can 
be useful to explore what the immediate, short and long term conse-
quences of such views or opinions may be, who might be affected if they 
are enacted and if there might be legal consequences. 

‘Distancing the learning’ – 

Because of the sensitivity of this issue it is important not to ask young 
people to explore issues in the ‘first person’ (‘Imagine this was happen-
ing to you’). Instead it is safer to distance learning by moving any 
stimulus for discussion to a ‘third person’ position (‘Imagine someone 
told you...and asked you for help’). Not only is this emotionally safer it 
also offers greater opportunity to explore strategies for helping others. 

Safeguarding -

It is essential to ensure pastoral support is available for any young 
person who may be vulnerable and adults regardless of role should 
follow their school, college or other setting’s safeguarding and child 
protection policies and protocols for any young person thought to be at 
risk. The difficulty of recognising and acknowledging that a relationship 
is abusive and feeling able to share this with someone else should not 
be underestimated. It may take young people some time to process this 
learning and they may request support either for themselves or for 
others sometime after undertaking this work. 

A non-judgemental approach -

 Strategies for managing or terminating an abusive relationship may 
seem easy or obvious to the person being abused’s friends or family, yet 
it may be extremely difficult for the individual to act. Abuse is never 
‘justified’ and it is essential to challenge any suggestion of ‘victim 
blaming’ either for the abuse or for feeling unable or unwilling to leave 
an abusive relationship.  

A ‘gender neutral’ approach –

 Every young person should feel this work has relevance to them. It is 
important to reinforce the fact that abuse can happen in any relation-
ship and that both young men and young women may experience 
abuse from their partners. 

LGBT young people may be at additional risk especially if they have 
yet to share their sexual orientation with people other than their 
immediate partner. For this reason, it is helpful to use terms that are 
gender neutral for example ‘their partner’ rather than ‘their boyfriend’ or 
‘their girlfriend’. It is important to focus on behaviour - what is said and 
done and the immediate, short and long term consequences rather 
than identity - who the individuals may be.

Work has also been carried out, working closely with the Department 
for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport on the upcoming Online Safety 
Bill so it can strengthen safeguarding controls for children and young 
people to protect them from viewing online explicit material and 
engaging in harmful sexual behaviour using social media platforms.
Please see links below for the presentation of the Ofsted review of 
sexual abuse in school and colleges:

• Download the slides
• Download the audio transcript
• Review of sexual abuse in schools and colleges
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/16kpN3D4jCP988_Q8y-o3ZmTMibDyroW1/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1mLx__V5GBbgaQCTV7eFHr8f6jhu601L8/view
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges



