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How to address sexualised behaviours in the classroom
Adopted children, children living in foster families or in the community, and unaccompanied minors may have

experienced di!erent kinds of early adversity in their life course. Even if they are currently experiencing a
protective/safe situation and the traumatic events have ended, these children may manifest situations of distress and
su!ering through their behaviour. When a child has experienced trauma related to sexualisation they may, over time,
manifest sexualised behaviour in the classroom and the teacher may feel unable to deal with the situation. There are

strategies that teachers can adopt to help themselves and the children to deal with these situations.

Teachers can observe the children on a daily basis and build a relationship of trust with them, becoming repositories of their pleasant stories as well as their painful experiences. They
can also detect the children’s aggressive or oppositional behaviours, often signs of abuse, and take steps to assist them.

In many cases, children who have had traumatic experiences in their past may display
strong emotional suffering. This distress may be expressed through inappropriate
behaviour in the classroom, both towards their peers as well as their teachers.

Among the various forms of violence to which a child may be subjected, sexual abuse
is the most difficult to detect and is also the most unthinkable for an adult to imagine.
This is especially true because children often do not speak about sexual violence but
instead express themselves through their behaviours.

For these reasons, when a teacher is confronted with a child who shows, for example,
sexualised behaviour, he or she may feel cornered and not know what to do.

The teacher may experience a spectrum of emotions, from anguish and anger to a
feeling of powerlessness or excessive emotional detachment. It is important to
recognise that all of these feelings are valid, and that understanding them is a first step
in the process of assisting the child.

KEY QUESTIONS
What skills do teachers need to better cope with these sensitive situations?
How can they successfully manage their feelings and avoid becoming harmful?

In order to help the teacher and the school organisation to respond to these situations it is important:

TO RECOGNISE

what child sexual abuse is;
the consequences it can have in the short and long term;
their own emotions and know how to manage them;

TO UNDERSTAND THAT

no child is born “bad”,
he or she can express inadequate behavior as a result of the traumatic experiences he or she has gone through
this child can be helped;
teachers should not act alone but share their observations with the school management in order to define what is needed;
if necessary, a support network (social services, school psychologist, or other professionals who already know the child or who could take care of him/her) can be activated.

What is child sexual abuse?
Child sexual abuse is the involvement of a child in sexual activities, even if not characterised by explicit violence.

It can be made by an adult who is almost always an authority figure for the child, both within the family and in non-family relationships (places of aggregation, sports activities,
school).

Child sexual abuse can include touching, kissing and oral sex: sexual abuse isn’t just penetrative.

Non-contact abuse is where a child is abused without being touched by the abuser. This can be in person or on line (showing pornography, exposing a child to sexual acts, making
them masturbate).

Behaviors as indicators of sexual abuse
The child often uses BEHAVIOURS instead of words to ask for help. He/she identifies people close to him/her to communicate the abuse in which he/she lives

The teacher is most frequently this adult chosen by the abused child.

Furthermore, it is important to observe the child attentively and collect all the indicators that could be worrisome and that could require a more incisive intervention.

When children have been abused or exposed to sexuality that is inappropriate for their age, they experience sexuality in a precocious and distorted way and can act on it through
behaviours that are inappropriate for their age.

Some examples:

strong early sexual knowledge,
sexually oriented drawings,
sexualised behaviour that creates embarrassment requires specific attention from the teacher.

The emotional dimension of the teacher
Child sexual abuse is unthinkable: the adult usually reacts with emotions that are difficult to recognise and understand. The emotions involved are generally painful and unpleasant.
There are many feelings that the teacher may experience:

distress;
feeling of inadequacy;
frustration;
helplessness;
failure;
anger;
resentment;
disgust.

Faced with such emotions, teachers try to protect themselves through subconscious attitudes and defence strategies. These reactions are normal, but they can interfere with the
possibility of being helpful to the child.

It is important to be aware of these emotions, to look at them and share them with other professionals.

Strategies? Networking to support the teacher
When a teacher is confronted with a child in the classroom who is very unwell, it can be quite difficult to understand what to do, especially in cases of suspected sexual abuse.

For these reasons it is crucial NOT TO ACT ALONE.

In particular, situations of suspected sexual abuse cannot be dealt with on one’s own, both because of the emotional reactions that can arise, and because of the complexity of the
situation.

In all these situations, the teacher can:

SHARE the child’s situation with the Head Teacher;
SHARE the child’s situation with other professionals if the child is already followed (e.g. psychologist, social service, educator);
ACTIVATE A NETWORK

 

When a child manifests strong discomfort, it is usually a cry for help. For these reasons, it is necessary activate a support network to help the child.

By sharing information with the school management and talking to professionals, teachers can be supported in their work and in properly dealing with pupils who are showing signs
of distress.

This collaboration is necessary in order to build an integrated intervention solution to better assist and support children with traumatic experiences.

Recommendations for teachers
Take information:

ask the parents or caregivers about the child’s family history and any traumas they have suffered.

Stop sexualised behaviour:

when a child engages in sexually inappropriate behaviour in the classroom, it can create discomfort for both the teacher and the children. It is
important to stop this behaviour immediately, trying to use a calm tone of voice.

Express one’s concern in an individual report:

after stopping the sexualised behaviour, it is important to talk to the child (not in front of the whole class) and express your concern to the child about
what he/she has done.

Create a relationship with the child and not judge the child.

Take time to stay with the child.
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