
Quick guide for education staff 
Sexual threats and harmful  
sexual comments

Over two-thirds of 13–17 year olds experience sexual victimisation 
through words or gestures at school.*

This guide supports education staff to respond effectively to secondary 
school pupils making sexual threats or harmful sexual comments to other 
pupils, whether in-person or online. 

This guide is not tailored for primary school or specialist school staff.  
For further advice and support, contact Stop it Now on 0808 1000 900  
to book a schools callback.

 *�Findings from a Scottish student survey (N = 638) assessing past 3-months school-based victimization and perpetration prevalence 
(Sweeting et al 2022).
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What this guide covers

Using our ‘Six R’s’ framework, this guide can help you manage incidents of 
sexual threats and harmful sexual comments. 

Step 1
Recognising
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Step 2
Responding

Step 3
Recording

Step 4
Reporting

Step 5
Risk 

management

Step 6
Reflecting

The Six R’s Framework 
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A sexual threat is any statement or action that implies or expresses an intention to 
sexually harm someone else.

Harmful sexual comments include sexual statements that are disrespectful, 
offensive, or cause discomfort, fear, or harm to someone else.

They may be expressed in class or overheard 
by staff. They may be reported by the child who 
received the comment or by a child who witnessed 
what happened. The behaviour may be verbal but 
could also be written or expressed online. 

When you are concerned about comments a child 
has made, it is important to understand wider 
context, including the frequency and persistence 
of the behaviour, and how it was experienced by 

the child on the receiving end. Do not view the 
behaviour in isolation. 

A traffic light tool can help you identify how 
serious a sexual comment or threat is. But please 
note, these tools should not take the place of 
professional judgement. Context can determine 
whether a behaviour is assigned to the green, 
amber or red category. 

Examples of sexual comments in green, amber, or red categories

Traffic light category	 Example 

Green – consensual, mutual, reciprocal, 
developmentally expected (normative) 

A 14-year-old tells their friend ‘she must be 
good in bed’ when looking at pictures of a 
fashion model online.

Amber – socially unexpected, inappropriate, 
problematic, outside safe and healthy 
behaviours if they persist

A 13-year-old shouts across the classroom to 
another pupil, ‘suck my d*ck’.

Red – intrusive, victimising intent, coercive, 
abusive, violent

You are made aware that a 15-year-old pupil has 
been messaged by a peer, saying ‘you’re going 
to get raped if you don’t do what I want’. 

To assist you in determining the right category, 
consider:
•  �the relationship between the children involved, 
•  �the frequency of comments and,
•  �any signs of escalation or links to other 

behavioural concerns. 

Resource
You can access our in-depth traffic light tool on 
our website, covering a wide range of sexual 
behaviours in addition to sexual threats and 
harmful comments. 

Step 1: Recognising     Step 1: Recognising     

https://www.lucyfaithfull.org.uk/advice/concerned-about-a-child-or-young-persons-sexual-behaviour/helping-parents-and-carers-understand-the-sexual-behaviour-of-teenagers/
https://www.lucyfaithfull.org.uk/advice/concerned-about-a-child-or-young-persons-sexual-behaviour/helping-parents-and-carers-understand-the-sexual-behaviour-of-teenagers/
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“But it’s only a joke”

It is important to respond proportionately to the comment or threat, depending on the context - 
but never leave it unchallenged. 

Even green behaviours (in the traffic light tool) warrant a response. Children often defend threats 
or abuse as humour. Even when a child describes them as a joke, they can still cause harm. Sexual 
jokes often stem from attempts to impress peers or copying others. 

Appropriate responses might include: “In school, everyone must feel safe and respected.”  
If appropriate, use reflective questions to challenge their thinking, such as: “What made you 
choose that joke?” or “How do you think others might feel hearing it?” 

All children can be harmed by sexual threats and harmful comments, but girls are more likely to be 
targeted by boys with this form of harm. The diagram below highlights how even green behaviours 
can form the basis for a culture of gender-based violence.

Resource
To help you recognise if there is an underlying problem of sexual harassment in school, use the 
step-by-step guide to prevent harm in your school on our schools prevention webpage.

Male 
violence

Misogyny, 
harassment 

and coercion

Cultural 
norms

Rape, femicide, trafficking, 
sexual assault, domestic 
violence, child sexual abuse

Image-based abuse, coercion, 
stealthing, gaslighting, sexual 
harassment, sexual hazing, 
exploiting age gaps or power 
dynamics

Changing room banter, 
anti-woman song lyrics, 
objectification in advertising, 
catcalling, rape ‘jokes’,  
gender stereotypes,  
victim blaming

http://our schools prevention webpage
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If you witness a threat or language that has caused harm, intervene immediately.  
De-escalate the situation by removing the child who displayed the behaviour from other 
pupils. This flow chart can help guide your next actions. It can also be used in situations 
where you have been made aware of the threat after the incident has occurred.

Step 2: Responding     Step 2: Responding     

Speak to the child threatened or 
harmed 

If they are aware of the threat or comment – ask 
them whether anything can be done immediately to 
support them (e.g. the company of a friend, quiet 
time away from other children). Ascertain whether 
this is part of a pattern of threats. This could be 
from the child who has alleged to have caused the 
harm, but also others.

Record their account of what has happened.

If they are not aware of the threat or comment – 
consider whether informing them of the threat is in 
their best interests.  

If the legitimacy of the threat is uncertain, weigh 
up the risk of causing fear against the benefit of 
awareness. If you feel the threat is credible, ensure 
appropriate safety, support and preventative 
actions are in place and make the young person is 
aware of the threat and what is being done to tackle 
this. Sharing this information may give the child the 
opportunity to disclose further concerns and help 
them feel empowered in the safety planning as well 
as recognise that it is being taken seriously. 

Speak to the child who has made the 
threat or harmed  

Record their account of what has happened.

Tell them what steps you are going to take 
next. This may include putting temporary safety 
measures in place, such as keeping them away 
from their peers or allocating them to another 
class. 

Speak to the parent/carer of the child 
who has made the threat or harmed 

Reassure them about how the school is responding. 

If appropriate, agree on alternative arrangements 
for the child to get home. 

Note: be mindful of disclosing personal information 
relating to sexual orientation or gender identity. 

Speak to the parent/carer of the child 
threatened/harmed

Reassure them about how the school is responding. 

If appropriate, agree on alternative arrangements 
for the child to get home. 

Note: be mindful of disclosing personal information 
relating to sexual orientation or gender identity. 

Provide support and education – see 
Risk management section 

Find a solution that focuses on safety for those at 
risk while being proportionate and recognising the 
rights of all children involved.  

INCIDENT
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Your response should be proportionate to your level of concern, and a traffic light tool can help with this.

Examples of incidents, with a proportionate response

Traffic light category	 Example 	 Response

Green – consensual, mutual, 
reciprocal, developmentally 
expected (normative). 

A 14-year-old tells their friend 
‘she must be good in bed’ when 
looking at pictures of a fashion 
model online.

A teachable moment, giving an 
opportunity for conversations 
about boundaries, respect, 
context and the impact of such 
language. Challenge stereotypes 
around masculinity, femininity and 
entitlement.

Resource
For more comprehensive guidance on responding to incidents of harmful sexual behaviour, use 
the Centre of Expertise in Child Sexual Abuse (CSA Centre)  ‘Safety planning in education’ guide for 
professionals supporting children following incidents of harmful sexual behaviour. 

Amber – socially unexpected, 
inappropriate, problematic, 
outside safe and healthy 
boundaries if they persist.

A 13-year-old shouts across the 
classroom to another pupil, ‘suck 
my d*ck’.

Refer to the school’s behaviour 
management policy – consider 
appropriate sanction.

Consider the safety, wishes and 
feelings of the child the comment 
is aimed at.

Consider a proportionate safety 
plan to prevent further incidents 
(see Step 5, Risk management).

Consider the most appropriate 
education tools/resources  
(see Step 5, Risk management).

Red – intrusive, victimising  
intent, coercive, abusive, violent.

You are made aware that a 
15-year-old pupil has been 
messaged by a peer, saying 
‘you’re going to get raped if you 
don’t do what I want’. 

Refer to the school’s behaviour 
management policy – consider 
appropriate sanction.

Consider the safety, wishes and 
feelings of the recipient of the 
threat.

Consider a proportionate safety 
plan (see Step 5, Risk management).

Likely need to refer for external 
support/reporting to statutory 
services.

Consider the most appropriate 
education tools/resources  
(see below).

https://www.csacentre.org.uk/research-resources/practice-resources/helping-education-settings-identify-and-respond-to-concerns/
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“Why did they say that?”

It is important to try to understand what has driven the child to make a sexual threat or harmful 
sexual comment. Consider: 

•  �Do they understand the meaning of the word/gesture they used. For example, do they 
understand what the word “rape” means?

•  �Explore where they got the idea from. Are they evidencing exposure to harmful content online 
around misogyny or prejudice? Does their behaviour suggest that they themselves may have 
experienced maltreatment in the home, community, or online? 

•  �What did the child hope to achieve out of making the threat or comment e.g. be perceived as 
‘cool’ by peers, gain attention from the other child, cause distress to the other child? 

•  �If you are concerned the child may be reacting to their own experience of sexual abuse, you can 
use the CSA Centre’s signs and indicators template to build a clearer picture.

•  �Keep accurate records of any sexual threats, language or behaviour.  
Follow your school’s safeguarding procedures.

•  �Capture the details and context of the incident as clearly as you can.  
Use direct quotations. Do not use euphemisms. Try to avoid including your opinions 
or assumptions. Record facts. If it is helpful to record your opinion, ensure you are 
clear that this is your perspective of the incident and not an objective fact. 

•  �Use the traffic light tool to help highlight why you have chosen to respond as 
you have, dependent on the level of concern, e.g. ‘this was a green behaviour on 
the traffic light tool. While developmentally expected, it allowed for a teachable 
moment about boundaries.’ 

•  �In cases where your recording system does not allow for this level of detail,  
consider reviewing your recording system.

Step 3: Recording     Step 3: Recording     

https://www.csacentre.org.uk/research-resources/practice-resources/signs-and-indicators/
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Internal reporting: Inform your child protection lead/designated safeguarding lead 
as soon as possible after you become aware of the concern.

External reporting: Behaviours that fall under the category of abusive or violent  
(red on the traffic light tool) should likely result in a referral to children’s social care.  
You may also need to make a police report. 

Sexual threats and harmful comments that 
you will need to report to children’s social 
care may include but are not limited to:

•  �Specific threats directed at a child or children 
where there is a concern the threat will be 
acted upon.

•  �Threats that have been made in secret 
towards a child.

•  �Threats that have been made towards 
younger children. 

•  �Comments that suggest someone has been 
sexually harmed online or offline. 

Behaviours that are inappropriate or problematic 
(Amber on the traffic light tool) may also require 
external referrals, including to early intervention 
services and therapeutic support.  

If in doubt, you can contact Stop it Now on  
0808 1000 900 or your local children’s social 
services for advice on whether to report.

 

Step 4: Reporting      Step 4: Reporting      
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You can manage risk and prevent harmful incidents from occurring or escalating by 
creating safety plans and educating pupils about healthy relationships, consent, and 
challenging gender stereotypes.

Step 5: Risk management     Step 5: Risk management     

Safety plans

Create a plan for all children involved. These are 
most impactful when co-created with the child.

Any plan made with a child who has been harmed 
should:

•  �Focus on the child’s needs and empower them.
Ensure they understand what will happen next 
and let them have some control over decisions to 
avoid further disempowerment. 

•  �Prioritise their safety. If they feel unsafe, create 
a plan that practically highlights actions that can 
be taken to safeguard them. Listen to their specific 
needs (e.g. I want a named support person). If their 
request can’t be met, use it to understand what 
they need (e.g. safety, justice, reassurance) and 
act where possible. Consider specifically what is 
needed if the child who has been harmed is likely 
to be in contact with the child who harmed them.

•  �Offer additional support. Signpost or refer to 
appropriate services based on age and individual 
need (e.g. school nurse or counsellor, Childline, 
Rape Crisis).

My Good Lives Plan

Your name:

Date:

What is the Good Lives Model?
The Good Lives Model was created by Professor Tony Ward and has been adapted for young people by 
an organisation called G-MapG-Map. It helps us to understand our behaviour and make positive choices for the 
future. 

What are the five needs:
The Good Lives Model explains that everyone as fundamental needs in five different areas and, in order 
to feel good and lead a happy life, we need to meet these needs in a positive way. 

1) Having fun and achieving
2) Being healthy and safe
3) Having a purpose and making a difference
4) Being my own person
5) Having people in my life 

All of our behaviour is motivated by meeting one or more of these needs. For example, playing in a 
football team could help someone meet their need for having fun and achieving, being healthy and having 
people in their life.  

How does the Good Lives Model help us to understand harmful sexual behaviour?
Sometimes, if you don’t find healthy ways to meet your needs, you might use unhelpful or harmful ways 
instead. This may help you feel better in the moment but these behaviours can hurt other people and 
yourself. Harmful sexual behaviour can be a person’s way of trying to feel better about parts of their life 
where their needs aren’t being met.

Sometimes, if you don’t find good, healthy ways to meet your needs, you might use unhelpful or harmful 
ways instead. This may help you feel better in the moment but these behaviours can hurt other people 
and yourself.

Using this plan can help you figure out what needs your harmful sexual behaviour was meeting for you 
and how you can meet your needs in new healthy and positive ways. It can be helpful to complete this 
plan with someone who supports you, like a parent, carer or teacher.

Safety plan templates you can use

We have two templates you can use to create a plan to respond to the child who has shown harmful 
and inappropriate sexual behaviours.  

•  �Education safety plan to identify the needs of a child who has displayed inappropriate sexual 
behaviour in school.

•  �If the harmful behaviour is repetitive and becoming a significant concern – consider using our 
good lives plan to help address the underlying drivers of the behaviour.

 https://www.lucyfaithfull.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/A1.-Education-Safety-Plan.pdf
https://shorespace.org.uk/topic-article/what-is-the-good-lives-model/


Quick Guide for Education Staff: Sexual threats and harmful sexual comments

 10	 Lucy Faithfull Foundation         

You can tailor all these resources to deliver in a group or on a 
1-1 basis. For behaviours that are green or amber on the traffic 
light tool, whole class responses are likely to be proportionate. 
A class-wide approach may also be less stigmatising, particularly 
where the concerns suggest an unhealthy culture within a peer 
group. Red behaviours are more likely to need a 1-1 input.

Only offer 1:1 input after:

•  �Immediate safety is assured, there is no immediate danger, and 
the child feels calm enough to talk.

•  �The police are not currently pursuing any clear criminal line of 
enquiry.

•  �You have parental consent.

•  �If the child asks for privacy, or if addressing the topic in a group 
setting is likely to cause an escalation in the issue. 

Education resources 

Normalising healthy discussions around sexual behaviour is a great way to address concerning behaviour 
occurring within your school. If pupils feel comfortable discussing these behaviours, it will help them to 
understand and challenge inappropriate and harmful behaviours. 

We have created a safe online space, Shore, for teenagers worried about sexual behaviour.

These specific pages on Shore 
may be particularly helpful 
following a sexual threat or 
inappropriate comment:

•  �You’re worried you’ve harmed 
someone sexually 

•  �You’re worried about a friend’s 
sexual behaviour

Other organisations have also 
created lesson plans to support 
you to address this:

•  �NSPCC – talk relationships 
lesson plans
We recommend these: 
•  �For ages 11-12  

Hurtful behaviour
•  �For ages 12-14  

Sexual harassment and 
harmful sexual behaviour

•  �For ages 14-16  
Unhealthy relationships 

•  �Childnet – Just a joke lesson 
plan 

	 •  �For ages 9-12  
For sexualised online bullying 

In partnership with: nspcc.org.uk/learning  learning@nspcc.org.uk 

0116 234 7246 NSPCC Learning 

© NSPCC 2025. Registered charity England and Wales 216401. Scotland 
SC037717. Jersey 384. 

Lesson three: 

Hurtful 
behaviour 

Ages 11-12 

Lesson overview: 

This is the last of three lessons that focus on protecting and empowering young 

people as they enter new stages of their lives and form new relationships. This 

lesson explores the right everyone has to be treated with respect, the nature of 

sexualised hurtful behaviour and what is acceptable and unacceptable. It also 

explores how young people can respond and challenge hurtful behaviours and 

where to get support if needed. 

NB: The phrase ‘hurtful behaviour’ is used in this lesson as an umbrella term for 

behaviours which may be considered unacceptable, inappropriate, or unkind. 

Although it may refer to behaviours which are physically hurtful, it is also used to 

describe behaviours which are emotionally hurtful or in other ways abusive. At 

times in the lesson, the terms ‘disrespectful/respectful’ and 

https://www.shorespace.org.uk
https://shorespace.org.uk/what-to-do-if/youre-worried-youve-harmed-someone-sexually/
https://shorespace.org.uk/what-to-do-if/youre-worried-youve-harmed-someone-sexually/
https://shorespace.org.uk/what-to-do-if/youre-worried-about-a-friends-sexual-behaviour/
https://shorespace.org.uk/what-to-do-if/youre-worried-about-a-friends-sexual-behaviour/
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/services/talk-relationships?modularPage=ages-11-to-12
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/services/talk-relationships?modularPage=ages-11-to-12
https://www.childnet.com/resources/just-a-joke/
https://www.childnet.com/resources/just-a-joke/
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Reflecting on incidents of inappropriate or harmful sexual behaviour, and learning 
from them, is one of the most important things a school can do to strengthen its 
culture of safety.

Step 6: Reflecting      Step 6: Reflecting      

Make time for reflecting when:

•  �You’ve completed your response actions. This applies for both 
serious incidents and patterns of repeated low-level concerns 
(even if each one seems minor, the pattern may reveal something 
important).

•  �Staff express uncertainty or discomfort (reflection helps clarify 
expectations and improve confidence).

Who should be involved:

•  �Relevant staff directly involved.

•  �Designated child protection or safeguarding lead to ensure 
compliance with policy.

•  �Headteacher or senior leader for oversight, accountability, and 
resource decisions.

•  �External agencies (where appropriate).

Children and parents should not be part of the internal reflection 
meeting, although their experiences will inform your reflection. 

It is also good practice to reflect with your pupils, both those who 
were harmed and who have shown the behaviour, to help them 
move forward safely and ensure their voice is heard. 

Use these tools to help staff and pupils reflect on incidents: 

•  �Reflections with staff

•  �Reflections with the pupil who has harmed

For further advice and support, you can contact Stop it Now on 
08081000 900 to book a professional school call back.

“Gender matters!”

Boys’ behaviours are too 
often minimised as “banter,” 
while girls face higher levels 
of harm, stigma and shame. 
Examining these patterns 
can help your school 
challenge inequality, address 
power dynamics, and 
protect all children more 
effectively. 

https://www.lucyfaithfull.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/Staff-Reflection-Sheet_11MAY26.pdf
https://www.lucyfaithfull.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/Student-Workbook_11MAY26.pdf


Visit our website to find out more about our work 
or to donate and help us keep children safe  
lucyfaithfull.org.uk

Find out about our Stop It Now services:  
stopitnow.org.uk 

Our Shore website provides a safe space for teenagers  
worried about their own or a friend’s sexual behaviour: 
shorespace.org.uk

Facebook: @LucyFaithfullFoundation 

Instagram: @lucyfaithfullfoundation

X (Twitter): @LucyFaith_Wales

YouTube: @Lucy_Faithfull_Foundation

LinkedIn: The-Lucy-Faithfull-Foundation

The Lucy Faithfull Foundation  
2 Birch House, Harris Business Park, Hanbury Road, 
Stoke Prior, Bromsgrove, B60 4DJ

Telephone 01527 591922 

The Lucy Faithfull Foundation is a registered Charity No. 1013025, and 
is a company limited by guarantee. Registered in England No. 2729957. 
Registered office: 2 Birch House, Harris Business Park, Hanbury Road, 
Stoke Prior, Bromsgrove, B60 4DJ.

Important note: All images within this document are for illustrative 
purposes only. 

https://www.lucyfaithfull.org.uk/
https://www.stopitnow.org.uk/
http://www.shorespace.org.uk
https://www.facebook.com/LucyFaithfullFoundation/
https://www.instagram.com/lucyfaithfullfoundation/
https://x.com/LucyFaith_Wales
https://www.youtube.com/@Lucy_Faithfull_Foundation
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-lucy-faithfull-foundation/

