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“...television, magazines, and the internet are often the only sex education young kids have.”
“Sex-filled media    encourages young girls to show skin, wear heavy make-up, and wear too-tight clothing.”
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“Both boys and girls have been known to be the perpetrators of sexual harassment.”

“Any behavior that you may think is unwanted by the person on the receiving end should be considered harmful.”

“The reality is that if you pick any female student in your classroom, chances are she has been sexually harassed by a peer.”

“By stopping harassment the moment you see it, you decrease victimization which is often times what causes girls to be a perpetrator (Fineran & Bolen, 2006).”

“Sex, in one form or another, is on the internet, on television, and in magazines and it undoubtedly makes its way into the classrooms.”

	Meet Allison
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Allison is a fifth grader who is more physically developed than the other girls in her class are. Although she wears sports bras and loose clothing in an attempt to hide her shape, she is still visibly different from the other girls. Allison has no problem getting along with the other girls in her class but tries to avoid being around the boys. Too frequently, Allison’s physical education teacher, Ms. Dillon, has overheard her male students say very inappropriate things to Allison and even going as far as to ask Allison if they could feel her breasts. Recently, Ms. Dillon reported hearing two remarks made to Allison. For the most part, Ms. Dillon hasn’t said anything because of her fear that she will embarrass Allison further. Usually, she would use redirection to try to avert the boys’ attention. However, hearing these comments was the last straw for her.
“You can’t be on our team! You can’t even run ‘cuz your boobs will bounce all over the place!”

“Her boobs are even bigger than my mom’s!”

Sometimes, Allison will defend herself by telling the boys to “shut up”. More often, she pretends not to hear the comments and suffers silently inside.
At home, Allison refuses to go shopping for clothes with her mom because she can never wear the same kinds of clothes the other girls are wearing. She chooses to sit in her room on the computer instead of going outside to run around with the neighborhood kids. During summers, she misses pool parties to avoid going out in a bathing suit. She grows more distressed as she realizes there is nothing she can do about her development and she understands that her curves are the cause of a lot unwanted, hurtful attention from boys. Her self-esteem continues to decrease and she feels ashamed of herself.

Sexual Harassment : What:
Sexual harassment in the grade level classroom is a phenomenon that has been around for decades. Today however, as in the case of Allison, girls are developing at earlier ages and boys are taking notice, causing harassment to be more severe and negatively consequential. This is not to say that girls are the only victims of harassment. It is important to remember that boys are also victims, but the typical form of harassment endured by the different sexes tends to differ. Not only are kids developing at faster speeds than ever, but also today’s society is full of all kinds of media that inundates kids and adolescents with sex. Sex-filled media encourages young girls to show skin, wear heavy make-up, and wear too-tight clothing. Our young boys are being encouraged to act a certain way towards these girls, often times in ways that are disrespectful and hurtful. These behaviors are often times a result of “media-based myths about sexuality and sex role behaviors” (Fogarty, 2006). Unfortunately, the myths fed to youth every day through television, magazines, and the internet are often the only sex education young kids have.
The particular types of harassment that tend to interfere with  early adolescents’ school performance include uninvited letters and calls, uninvited pressure for dates and, especially, uninvited sexual teasing, jokes, remarks or questions (Roscoe, 1994). Both boys and girls can be the perpetrators of sexual harassment. For girls, the harassment endured tends to be in the form of unwanted physical contact and sexual comments that the girls themselves describe as inappropriate, invasive, and disruptive and causing a hostile environment that affects their ability to learn (Roscoe, 1994). For adolescent males, who are usually not ready for romantic relationships, the harassment comes in the form of unwanted telephone calls, letters/notes, pressuring to go on dates and sexual advances (Roscoe, 1994). However, in one study, adolescent males did not report that these behaviors interfere with their ability to learn. An interesting fact regarding the two sexes is that while males usually harass females, males are harassed by both males and females (Roscoe, 1994). The male on male harassment usually takes place in the form of “horsing around” such as “wedgies and shuckies” but also includes grabbing one another’s genitals and buttocks (Roscoe, 1994). While boys did report that this behavior was unwanted and not enjoyed, they did not claim that it created an offensive environment for them (Roscoe, 1994). 

While you may think that student perpetrators attempt to hide these behaviors and harass others only in circumstances where there are no teachers around to witness it, studies have shown that sexual harassment in schools has become public and expected; the harassment takes place most commonly in front of others and most adults who witness it do nothing to stop it (Stein, 1999). There may be various reasons why teachers often do nothing when witnessing a student receiving harassment. Perhaps you may pass the behavior off as a “normal part of growing up” or “just their way of dealing with their hormones and their confusions about their bodies.” Conversely, maybe you are more proactive and attempt to talk to the children to find out if they are being hurt in any way or if they would like you to do something about what you have seen. While this action is commendable, it is often just not effective. 

As an adult working closely with children, certainly you know that students often hesitate to tell on their peers because they fear their situation will only get worse. Unfortunately, with matters of sexual harassment, victims often retaliate by becoming perpetrators. This particular behavior forms a cyclic phenomenon, where in most cases; boys who harass girls create a perpetrator who then harasses them and others. In fact, one study has found that the only factor that seemed to lead to boys’ victimization was their history of perpetration (Fineran & Bolen, 2006). This is not to say that the only reason girls have for being the perpetrator is that they are currently victims, or were victims in the past. In a study of early adolescents, several factors were given as reasons why adolescents behaved in harmful ways to one another including “peer pressure; it is fun; to get the victim’s attention; do not recognize the behaviors as being unwelcome; do not know other ways to show people of the opposite sex that they are interested in them” (Roscoe 1994, p. 520). So, how do you differentiate between sexual harassment, simple flirting, or harmless repartee? You should consider any behavior you may think is unwanted by the person on the receiving end as harmful. If it is unclear whether the attention is wanted, assume it is not. Many researchers believe that any unwanted sexual attention including sexual gestures, sexual leers, and sexual name-calling, victimizes children and should be considered sexual abuse (Whealin, 2002). Other examples of unwanted behaviors that should always be considered sexual harassment include:

· Sexual advances

· Touching of a sexual nature

· Graffiti of a sexual nature

· Displaying/distributing sexually explicit drawings and pictures

· Sexual (dirty) jokes

· Pressure for sexual favors

· Spreading rumors about other students’ sexual activities

· Taking about one’s sexuality or sexual activity in front of others (Office for Civil Rights, 2005)

Sexual Harassment: So What:
So what does this mean to you as a teacher? It means that you work in an environment (the school) that is a setting where sexual harassment occurs. Most students report being harassed everywhere from the busses and parking lots to the locker rooms and classrooms (Fineran & Bolen, 2006). The reality is that if you pick any female student in your classroom, chances are a peer has sexually harassed her. This is not an acceptable reality. A very disturbing finding by researchers is that receiving unwanted sexual attention is an experience that is nearly universal for girls across all different settings (Whealin, 2002). It is not just a phenomenon experienced by certain races or income levels. 

The best way for you to decrease the frequency of sexual harassment is for you to intervene EVERY time you witness it. By stopping harassment the moment you see it, you decrease victimization, which is often what causes girls to be a perpetrator (Fineran & Bolen, 2006). Other variables that closely relate to greater sexual harassment perpetration happen outside of the school for the most part. These variables include “greater personal power, delinquency, family violence, and family victimization” (Fineran & Bolen, 2006, p. 1169). Reported risk factors that make students bigger targets for sexual harassment are also uncontrollable. For girls, physical maturity seems to increase their potential for being harassed and for boys, not having the stereotypical masculinity about them increases their potential (Fineran & Bolen, 2006).

The effects of sexual harassment are not to be downplayed or overlooked. It goes much deeper than causing a student to have a bad day or getting into an embarrassing argument with a classmate. One way that sexual harassment affects students in a way that teachers and schools encounter directly is a drop in confidence and ability to do schoolwork, especially for girls (Fogarty, 2006). In fact, it has been recorded that girls who are victims of sexual harassment report not wanting to talk much in class or not wanting to go to school at all (Whealin, 2002). It is arguable that this drop in school performance may be the least of worries in the end. 

Immediate and short-term effects of sexual harassment for girls include fear, embarrassment, anger, and low self-esteem (Whealin, 2002; Timmerman, 2004). The fear can ignite from threats, usually from boys, for future contact. In the case of girls, when a threat is received from a boy who she perceives as more powerful physically and socially, it can provoke a fear in her that can make her avoid coming to school at all (Whealin, et al., 2007). Unfortunately, for girls the harassment endured is more severe, frequent, and upsetting than it is for boys. Their reaction to this behavior should be taken seriously It has been found that girls reactions to unwanted sexual attention is just as severe to their reactions to actual unwanted contact (Whealin, 2002). For girls, the effects of being sexually harassed are also long term and can affect the way they live their lives as adults (Whealin, 2002). All sexual comments made about girls’ bodies, no matter how harmless or even complimentary they may seem, have the potential to be harmful for a girl’s psyche. These girls eventually internalize these comments and other’s negative thoughts about their physical selves eventually become their own (Whealin, 2002). Unwanted sexual attention during childhood often led to poorer self-concepts in women (Whealin, 2002), which can lead to lower levels of confidence that can cause them to not live up to their potential. A more severe outcome is the greater potential for female adolescents who were sexually harassed as children to commit suicide. There is a greater potential for frequent harassment victims to attempt suicide compared to those with no history of being sexually harassed (Timmerman, 2004).

For boys, sexual harassment tends to be a slightly different phenomenon considering how it takes place and how they react to it. To begin, it is probably safe to assume that boys are not reporting sexual harassment as often as they experience it. Researchers found that boys are hesitant to report harassment because they do not want to play the role of a victim and they may feel it is shameful (Whealin, et al., 2007). Additionally, it is likely with all of the media’s sexual content, that boys may feel this early sexual experience and experimentation is normal and admirable, even if they are not enjoying it (Whealin, et al., 2007). When dealing with boys as victims of sexual harassment from girls, it is important to remember that their victimization is often a result of their perpetration (Fineran & Bolen, 2006). This is not to say that they deserve harassment as a form of revenge, but you may want to consider this when asking boys about their experiences. Their history of perpetration may explain why boys tend to have a less severe reaction to harassment than girls do. They may realize that the girls’ hurtful behavior is a result of earlier harassment from boy to girl.  

One form of harassment from girl to boy that many view as innocent is simple flirting and pressure to date. Most adolescent boys are not ready for romantic relationships and although these behaviors do not reportedly hinder boys’ ability to learn, the attention from girls is unwanted (Roscoe, 1994). The type of harassment that should definitely always be of concern is harassment from male to male. Males’ reactions to harassment when another male is the perpetrator are much more severe and negative when compared to reactions when the perpetrator is a female (Whealin, et al., 2007).

The important thing to take away from this section is that sexual harassment is a very real and alarmingly common phenomenon with very detrimental effects to the victims as well as the perpetrators. It happens to males and females and both sexes are capable of being a perpetrator. Our popular media is full of sexuality aimed at younger viewers and our kids can not escape it. Sex, in one form or another, is on the internet, on television, and in magazines and it undoubtedly makes its way into the classrooms. Young girls now have stores just for them that are full of tight, low-cut tops and short skirts. Young males are targets if they can not claim some type of sexual experience or knowledge. Kids have virtually no choice but to live in a sex-filled culture. Part of your job as a teacher is to try to make sure that this sex-filled culture does not hinder your students’ learning and well-functioning inside the school.
Sexual Harassment: Now What:
Now that you are aware of how widespread of a problem sexual harassment is in the school, you are probably imagining possible situations and how you should handle them. Most forms of sexual harassment you have probably already encountered. Teasing a student because it is rumored they like someone in a romantic sense or rumors about some sexual act between Dick and Jane are all common. Now you know that just because you hear it everyday as a teacher, it does not mean the kids are used to and unaffected by it. Here are some tips on how to handle the more common situations as well as more severe and disturbing scenarios.

As a teacher:

· When you hear something, make it clear to all parties involved that it is NOT funny, and is NOT tolerable. It is important to make an office referral EVERY time and make sure the students receive punishment accordingly. Students must understand the severity of their actions.

· When talking to students involved in an incident, it is important to remember that it may not be a good idea to attempt to talk to them as a group. The feelings you are trying to get your students to discuss are extremely personal and there may be things going on you are not aware of that would best be kept between you and the student.

· Make sure your students know your no-tolerance stance on sexual harassment from the beginning. Most students think this behavior is funny and not a big deal. Make it clear that even if the victimized student does not make a formal complaint, it is your responsibility to report the behavior.

· Do not forget that there are federal laws against sexual harassment that protect children in the classroom. (See resources for these laws at the end of this newsletter.)
As a school:

· Develop and conduct a mandatory training session for school staff that heightens awareness and clarifies the actions taken when there is a reason to suspect sexual harassment.
· Survey students to find out whether any sexual harassment is occurring at the school (Office for Civil Rights, 2002). Make sure that students know that this is extremely confidential and encourage them to be truthful. It is probably best to list scenarios they may have experienced and tell them to select the ones that apply to them instead of asking open-ended questions. Be sure to ask about behaviors they have experienced as a victim as well as a perpetrator.

· Have assemblies for students that teach them how to deal with sexual harassment and conduct periodic AGE-APPROPRIATE sexual harassment awareness training for students (Office for Civil Rights, 2002).
· Make sure parents are aware of the school’s sexual harassment policy. You can also conduct awareness trainings for the parents
· We know some reasons why students resort to sexual harassment as a form of expression. Teach them healthy alternatives. For example, teach them healthy ways to express their romantic interests in each other as well as how to deal with rejection. In addition, make sure they understand that retaliating with the same behavior will only make things worse.

Helpful Resources for You!

Please take some time to review these resources. They provide extremely helpful information for school staff, parents, and students.

http://www.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/sexharassresources.html
A part of the Office for Civil Rights webpage, this link provides answers to frequently asked questions, provides checklists, and provides other links that can be resourceful.
http://www.blr.com   
The Business and Legal Reports website has resources in “plain English” that will help you deal with many issues, including one specifically for sexual harassment in the school.

http://www.ehow.com/how_2140065_educate-children-sexual-harassment.html
This link is to eHow.com’s article regarding how to educate kids about sexual harassment. It provides very helpful systematic instructions about how to talk to your kids.

http://school.discoveryeducation.com/lessonplans/programs/sexualharassment/
This link takes you to a complete lesson plan for sexual harassment including objectives, materials, suggested readings and discussion questions

http://www.siecus.org/pubs/biblio/bibs0022.html
This will take you to an annotated bibliography of sources and manuals for dealing with sexual harassment in schools.

http://www.equalrights.org/publications/kyr/shschool.asp
This link will take you to the Equal Rights Advocates webpage. It gives detailed legal descriptions of sexual harassment as well as a list of personal rights and legal resources.
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	Annotated Bibliography
Fineran, S. & Bolen, R.M. (2006). Risk factors for peer sexual harassment in schools. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 21 1169-1190.


The authors did a set of analyses that compared histories of perpetration and victimization by gender. They also looked at the relationship between risk factors and perpetration or victimization. They found that for girls, delinquency and family victimization have a relationship to their victimization. For boys they found that only perpetration history was related to their victimization. From their study, the authors found that girls who were victimized were put at a greater risk to perpetrate sexual harassment (usually in retaliation), while boys who perpetrate sexual harassment are put at a greater risk for victimization.



Greater personal power, delinquency, family violence, and family victimization were the variables found to be directly related to greater sexual harassment perpetration. The authors suggest the development of more egalitarian models of cultural and personal power in schools and making an environment where sexual harassment is not tolerated. This model would result in a feeling of protection among the students where they would no longer need to resort to sexual harassment as a way of self-defense or retaliation.

Fogarty, K. (2006, October). Teens and sexual harassment: making a difference. Retrieved February 25, 2008, from University of Florida IFAS Extension Web site: http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/FY850.
This is a publication from the University of Florida’s webpage entitled “Teens and Sexual Harassment: Making a Difference’. It is part of a series of discussions whose aim is to aid in understanding teen sexuality. This particular part of the series is relevant to my newsletter because it provides teachers with an understanding of how central of role things related to sex play in a teenager’s life. It provides examples from music lyrics to family members in an effort to show how teens are inundated with sex each day. The publication suggests reasons as to why unhealthy sexual harassment can be such a common thing that is often ignored and why teens rarely do anything to stop it even when it takes on a toll on their daily lives. 


The publication also brings into light the dilemma some young females have when it comes to skin exposure. For the most part, provocative clothing is a staple in most Junior departments of stores and skin is what is shown as “in” on most television programs. If girls did not dress this way, they run the risk of being unaccepted by other females because they do not know how to dress. At the same time, the clothing that makes them feel attractive is often what attracts the undesired sexual attention.

Office for Civil Rights, (2005, March 15). Sexual harassment: it is not academic. Retrieved February 25, 2008, from U.S. Department of Education's ED.gov Web site: http://www.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/ocrshpam.html.


This is a resource from the U.S. Department of Education’s website. It is entitled “Sexual Harassment: It’s not Academic”. It provides a pamphlet that can be used by school administrators, teachers, etc. as a reference to help them recognize and deal with sexual harassment. It gives a legal explanation of what is to be considered sexual harassment and provides a lot of information in a question and answer format. The webpage also features direct quotes from victims of sexual harassment who share the way it has affected them during childhood and into adulthood.  

Roscoe, B., Strouse, J.S., & Goodwin, M.P. (1994). Sexual harassment: early adolescents’ self-reports of experiences and acceptance. Adolescence, 29 (115) 515-23.


The authors surveyed 218 females and 280 males from an intermediate Midwest school. The survey consisted of having the students select any behaviors they may have experienced and a rating scale for their level of acceptance of each behavior. Their findings were very interesting in the sense that they discovered that the types of unwanted sexual behavior males received from other males were often nor perceived as “harassment” because they have been come to be recognized as normal adolescent behavior (wedgies, grabbing genitals and buttocks, etc.). Although the boys reported these behaviors as unwanted, they did not claim that it interfered with their ability to learn. The unwanted behavior males received from females was usually in the form of love letters, phone calls, and the pressure to date. The authors believe that this was a result of females being developmentally ready for romantic relationships earlier than males.


One last interesting and alarming find from this article is that although these adolescents all reported these behaviors as unacceptable and offensive sexual harassment, they did nothing to stop it.

Schwartz, W. (2000, 12). Preventing student sexual harassment. ERIC Digest number 160. Retrieved February 25, 2008, from ERICDigests.org Web site: http://www.ericdigests.org/2001-3/preventing.htm.


This author focuses more on how harassment affects the academic lives of those who are victimized instead of focusing solely on mental consequences. She gives suggestions on how to educate students, school faculty, and family members about sexual harassment and how to prevent it. She makes sure to stress the importance of handling sexual harassment so that it is age and maturity level appropriate for all of those involved. The author also stresses the importance of paying very close attention to the victim and the perpetrator instead of focusing on one more than the other as well as finding out from the victim themselves how they would want the situation to be handles. For instance, forcing the perpetrator to apologize to the victim may not be the best way to handle the situation and may be more stressful to the victim than helpful. 

Timmerman, G. (2004). Adolescents’ psychological health and experiences with unwanted sexual behavior at school. Adolescence, 39 (156) 817-25.

The author set out to examine the relationship between experiences with unwanted sexual behavior at school and adolescents’ health. Students from 22 different schools filled out questionnaires that asked questions regarding students’ gender and type of school, home situation, psychological health, and experiences with unwanted sexual behavior. The author found that victims of unwanted sexual experiences report more health problems with the strongest relationship between self-esteem and psychosomatic problems.

Whealin, J.M. (2002). Women’s report of unwanted sexual attention during childhood. Journal of Child Sexual Abuse, 11 (1) 75-93.


This author gave a questionnaire to a group of college women and found that childhood unwanted sexual attention is a universal experience for girls across different settings and is a significant source of anger and fear for them. Although these women also reported harassment from sources outside of school, the author reported that almost all of the women reported having received unwanted attention within the school from other children. The author also finds that childhood reactions to unwanted sexual attention are just as severe to actual unwanted sexual contact and are often perceived as hostile and offensive and in turn, harassing and abusive. The author also did a follow-up study of the women and found that the unwanted sexual attention during childhood may have a long-term impact on victims.

Whealin J.M., Zinzow, H.M., Salstrom, S.A., & Jackson, J.L.(2007). Sex differences in the experience of unwanted sexual attention and behaviors during childhood. Journal of Child Sexual Abuse, 16 (3), 41-58.


The author had 200 male and female undergraduates complete the Exposure to Sexual Attention Scale and the Emotional Reaction Checklist. She found that almost all respondents reported unwanted sexual attention and behavior during childhood and comparable rates were reported from both sexes in regards to unwanted attention and behavior within a school setting. She also found that girls have a more stressful reaction to the behavior than boys do (although this may be due to the reluctance of boys to show vulnerability). Another interesting find in this study is that males were reported of perpetrating the unwanted behavior toward females while both males and females perpetrated the unwanted behavior toward males. Males showed stronger negative reactions when the perpetrator was another male.
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