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From the editor
Child protection has been high profile 
since the beginning of October starting 
with the Savile case, then the Wales 
historical abuse cases. ChildLine 
reports that calls from children have 
increased and the NSPCC has brought 
forward the publication of advice to 
parents about sexual abuse (see left).

We could not have ignored the Savile 
case, but rather than dwell on whether 
the BBC got it wrong, we have two 
articles that look at the learning we can 
take from these dreadful revelations. 
Turn to page 5 for analysis of recent 
new regulations and whether the Savile 
case brings them into question, and 
advice on managing disclosures of 
abuse. On page 7, Richard Bird discusses 
the need for ongoing vigilance and 
clear codes of conduct.

The NSPCC has recently published 
research on sexting, and I have 
summarised this brilliant piece of 
research and discussed implications for 
schools (page 9). On page 11, read 
Peter’s story. Use this case study in staff 
meetings to discuss domestic violence 
and how to cope when a teenager tells 
us about abuse, but then asks us not to 
do anything. Food for thought!

Fresh inquiry into Welsh 
care home abuse
The government has announced that it 
will be appointing a senior independent 
figure to look into the way that allegations 
of sexual abuse at North Wales children’s 
homes were dealt with in the 1970s and 
1980s.

Allegations of abuse involving almost 
40 children’s homes in Wales began to 
emerge in the 1990s, centred around the 
Bryn Estyn care home in North Wales. 
However, a report commissioned in 
March 1994 by Clwyd County Council 
was never published amid legal concerns.

The Welsh Secretary at the time, 
William Hague, ordered an inquiry into 
the abuse in 1996; over the years this 
heard from 650 people who had been in 
care from 1974. The report of the inquiry 
was published in 2000 by the late Sir 
Ronald Waterhouse.

Some victims of abuse at these 
children’s homes have claimed that the 
original investigation did not go far 
enough and that the inquiry did not hear 
all of the abuse claims.

Keith Gregory, a Wrexham county 
borough councillor, told the BBC he was 

sexually, physically and mentally abused 
at Bryn Estyn in the 1970s, by staff and 
others from the local community. He said 
the abusers included MPs, solicitors, 
judges, factory directors, shopkeepers and 
serving police officers.

Following a Newsnight report that 
featured an abuse victim’s claims, which led 
to a former Conservative MP being wrongly 
linked to abuse in North Wales children’s 
care homes in the 1980s, Chris Bryant, MP 
for Rhondda, said there should be one 
overall inquiry looking into the child abuse 
scandal: ‘We have now got nine inquiries. 
There’s a real danger we won’t learn 
anything, one from another. What we really 
need is one major overarching inquiry that 
has the full power to get to the bottom of 
what went on in this country because for far 
too long, in relation to child abuse, we have 
brushed things under the carpet.’

The Children’s Commissioner for 
Wales says his office has received 38 calls 
since a child abuse victim in North Wales 
in the 70s and 80s first spoke out. 
• See BBC coverage at bbc.in/QnSjCb 
and bbc.in/QnRJUN 

Guidance for parents who suspect abuse
The NSPCC has published guidance for 
parents on how to spot the signs of child 
sexual abuse. Publication was brought 
forward because of the number of calls it 
has received since allegations of abuse 
against Jimmy Savile emerged. 

What can I do? Protecting your child from 
sexual abuse sets out signs that might 
indicate a child is being sexually abused, 
and where to go for information and 
support. It tells parents how to spot signs 
of abuse in their child’s behaviour as well 

as in the behaviour of the abuser, and 
explains why children might not want to 
tell their parents.

The advice points out to parents that 
they should not confront anyone they may 
consider to be an abuser, as this may put 
their child in an unsafe position or give 
the abuser a chance to cover up the abuse. 
It advises parents what to do if they are 
unsure about whether they should report 
someone, and where to go for support.
• Download the advice: bit.ly/Qo7NpH
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We can’t squeeze all of this into your 
newsletter. Make the most of the whole 
Safeguarding Support Service

Protecting Children Update is part of the 
Safeguarding Support Service. That means, 
as a subscriber, you have online access to 
best practice case studies, the latest 
safeguarding news, changed government 
policies and expert support that we can’t fit in 
the newsletter.

Make the most of your subscription —  
don’t miss:

ll  Facebook factsheet: http://bit.ly/XGhPVg

ll  Educating parents on e-safety:  
http://bit.ly/W6WOCB

ll  Back to basics: the effects of domestic violence, 
and what schools can do: http://bit.ly/RDr8QP

Consult the Experts
Our expert panel is available to support you in 
your role. Make the most of your subscription 
and get the expert support you need. Here’s 
how our panel has helped other child 
protection coordinators recently:  

Can a Muslim parent sign a legal disclaimer 
so that his 6 year old daughter does not have 
to wear shorts in gymnastic. Pupils can wear 
leggings for all other aspects of PE but not 
gymnastics for health and safety reasons.  
http://bit.ly/UIL2ss

In the Reference Zone, we stay on 
top of your changing legal obligations 
– helping you keep your policies  
up-to-date.

Here is a sample of the latest revisions:

ll  Whistleblowing model policy: 
http://bit.ly/U40McP

Use the links beginning http://bit.ly to go direct to the 
relevant webpage. Links are case sensitive.
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Extend Troubled Families 
programme, argues council
The government should expand the 
eligibility criteria for the Troubled Families 
programme and extend the initiative, 
according to leaders at Westminster 
Council. They have told CYP Now that the 
authority is petitioning to expand the 
payment-by-results criteria for the Troubled 
Families scheme, so LAs can claim funding 
for tackling issues such as mental health 
and domestic abuse. The national Troubled 
Families initiative will end in 2015, and 
Westminster Council leaders are keen to 
avoid the risk of losing the momentum of 
what they have achieved. One estimate 
shows there are child protection problems 
in over one-third of troubled families. 
Another suggests over half of children who 
are permanently excluded from school in 
England come from these families, as do 
one-in-five young offenders. 

The Family Recovery programme, which 
has been running since 2008, has been 

held up as an example of how LAs should 
carry out intensive intervention projects 
with families that have complex needs. 
These families are characterised by there 
being no adult working, children not being 
in school and members being involved in 
crime and anti-social behaviour. They 
almost always have other, often long-
standing problems that can lead to their 
children repeating the cycle of disadvantage. 
Other issues such as domestic violence, 
relationship breakdown, mental and 
physical health problems and isolation 
make it very hard for families to start 
unravelling their problems. 

The cost associated with these families 
is significant – about £9bn a year – the 
vast majority spent on reacting to their 
problems. And, most of this isn’t providing 
lasting results and changing lives. 
• The Troubled Families payment-by-
results framework: http://bit.ly/Wtq5aQ 

Characteristics of 
children in need
The DfE has published statistics on the 
characteristics of children in need in 
England in 2011-12. There were 369,400 
children in need at 31 March 2012; 
42,900 were the subject of a child 
protection plan; and there were 
605,100 referrals to children’s social 
care services. A child in need is defined 
under the Children Act 1989 as a child 
who is unlikely to reach or maintain a 
satisfactory level of health or 
development, or whose health or 
development will be significantly 
impaired without the provision of 
services, or the child is disabled.

Abuse or neglect continued to be the 
most common primary need of children, 
increasing from 44.0% of new cases last 
year to 45.5% this year. Family 
dysfunction was the second most 
common need, reported at similar levels 
to last year (17.1% in 2011, 18.1% in 2012).
• The full report is available at: bit.ly/
XkiBXQ 

Mismatch in timeframes for social work decisions
One of the most important issues to 
confront in promoting better outcomes 
for abused and neglected children is a 
mismatch between three timeframes: 
those of the developing child; those of 
the courts and those of the local 
authority, according to a report by the 
Childhood Wellbeing Research Centre.

Decision-making within a child’s 
timeframe is an overview of research 
evidence commissioned in response to the 
Family Justice Review recommendation 
for consistent training and development 
for family justice professionals, including a 
greater emphasis on child development. It 
aims to facilitate understanding in areas 
relating to neuroscience on children’s 
cognitive, social and emotional 
development; implications of 
maltreatment on childhood and adulthood 
wellbeing; evidence concerning the 

outcomes of interventions by the courts 
and children’s social care; and timeframes 
for intervening and why they are out of 
kilter with those for children.

Children growing up with parents who 
experience problems such as mental 
illness, learning disability, substance 
misuse and domestic violence are at 
greater risk of being maltreated. Where 
insufficient protective factors are present, 
parents’ problems can inhibit the child’s 
capacity to form secure attachments. 
Healthy child development depends on 
the child’s relationships, and particularly 
their attachment to the primary caregiver. 

Social work decisions concerning 
permanence are made after lengthy 
deliberations. Delays can occur once a 
temporary solution has been found and 
the pressure to resolve a crisis relaxed.
• Read the overview at: bit.ly/RhTRdJ

Attainment 
outcomes for care 
leavers
Too many young people are leaving care at 
age 16, particularly from children’s homes. 
Although many go home, 26% move to 
independent living, according to data 
analysis from the DfE which looked at the 
attainment outcomes of care leavers. 
Findings show that 36% of young people 
leaving care were not in education, 
employment or training at 19, compared 
to 14% of the general population; and 56% 
of young people in children’s homes leave 
care before the age of 18, compared to 37% 
of those in foster care. 

Other key messages in the report are 
that, when young people leave their final 
care placement, the local authority must 
ensure that their new home is suitable for 
their needs and aspirations – for example, 
located near their education or work.

Local authorities need to commission a 
range of semi-independent and independent 
living options, such as supported 
accommodation schemes, foyers, supported 
lodgings and access to independent 
tenancies in the social and private rented 
sectors with flexible support. 
• The Care Leavers in England Data Pack 
is at: bit.ly/XkhjMr 

Child protection guide for African parents
Africans Unite Against Child Abuse 
(AFRUCA) has published a guide called 
Manual on Child Protection for African 
Parents in the UK. With this, AFRUCA 
aims to help reduce the numbers of 
African children being referred into the 
child protection system and ending up in 
care due to allegations of ‘significant 
harm’, sometimes as a result of their 

parents’ cultural and religious practices, 
which can be seen as abusive. It hopes the 
manual will assist parents in their efforts 
to protect their children from abuse and 
bring them up successfully in the UK. 
Issues covered include: child development, 
internet safety and alternatives to physical 
punishment.
• Download the manual at: bit.ly/Uy4ibV 
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NEWS4

Tackling violence through 
public health
Exposure to violence, especially as a child, 
makes individuals more likely to be 
involved in violence in later life, and 
emergency hospital admission rates for 
violence are around five times higher in 
the most deprived communities than in 
the most affluent. These are some of the 
findings of a Department of Health report 
that advocates taking a public health 
approach to preventing violence in 
England. 

The report estimates that violence costs 
the NHS £2.9bn every year but exposure 
to violence as a child can increase risks of 
substance abuse, obesity and illnesses 
such as cancer and heart disease in later 
life. The analysis estimated the total 
economic and social costs of violence in 
2008/09 to be £29.9 billion.

A range of interventions throughout 
someone’s life can reduce propensity for 
violence and ensure that those affected by 
violence get the support that they require. 
Programmes that support parents and 
families, develop lifeskills in children, 
work with high-risk youth and reduce the 

availability and misuse of alcohol have 
proved effective at reducing violence. 
Measures to ensure that appropriate 
identification, care and support 
mechanisms are in place are important in 
minimising the harms caused by violence 
and reducing its recurrence.

The report argues that changes to public 
health and other public structures should 
help facilitate violence prevention. The 
establishment of Public Health England 
and locally accountable health and 
wellbeing boards; the movement of public 
health teams into local authorities and the 
election of police and crime commissioners, 
can be used to create multi-agency plans 
for violence prevention in all localities. 

Such plans should use the strong 
evidence base behind public health 
approaches to violence prevention to 
ensure public sector, private sector and 
community assets all contribute to violence 
prevention and benefit from less violence.

• Read Protecting people Promoting 
health at: bit.ly/UxXH1h 

Demand for child 
protection 
services rises
Levels of demand for child protection 
and care services continue to rise 
nationally, new research from the 
Association of Directors of Children’s 
Services (ADCS) shows, and a majority 
of directors fear that pressures will 
continue to rise in future years. 

The report found that local authorities 
are having variable amounts of success 
in using early help services to reduce 
demand on child protection social 
workers. Those local authorities that had 
seen a decrease in child protection 
activity attributed it to an increase in 
early help services, better multi-agency 
working and children being found 
permanent placements more quickly. 

ADCS president Debbie Jones said: 
‘Services for protecting children are 
part of a wider system, from early help 
through to permanent homes for 
children in care. It is necessary to 
consider the whole system, rather than 
piecemeal reform, in order to 
successfully manage budgets to cope 
with increasing pressure.’

• Read Safeguarding Pressures Phase 
3 at: bit.ly/UxZK5w  

Two chief social workers are better than one
The government’s recent decision to 
appoint two chief social workers – one for 
children and families, and one for adults – 
has been backed by Professor Eileen 
Munro, author of the Munro Review of 
Child Protection.

Writing in The Guardian, Professor 
Munro says: ‘While it would be good if a 
single chief social worker could do this, I 
think the experience of attempting to 
appoint to the post has shown that the 

job is too demanding to be done well by 
one person.’

The British Association of Social 
Workers has attacked the move and 
co-chair of The College of Social Work 
Maurice Bates said: ‘It will be absolutely 
vital that the two chief social workers 
work very closely together as part of a 
single office of the chief social worker, 
otherwise an important opportunity will 
have been lost.’

Safeguarding 
systems fail young 
in prison custody
Children and young people who die in 
prison custody in England and Wales are 
some of the most disadvantaged in society 
and have experienced problems with 
mental health, self-harm, alcohol and/or 
drugs, according to a report published by 
the Prison Reform Trust. 

The report found that these young people 
had significant interaction with community 
agencies before entering prison yet, despite 
their vulnerability, they had not been 
diverted out of the criminal justice system. 
They were placed in prisons with unsafe 
environments and cells, and experienced 
poor medical care and limited access to 
therapeutic services. They had also been 
exposed to bullying and treatment such as 
segregation and restraint. The report states 
that they were failed by the systems set up 
to safeguard them from harm.

• Read Fatally Flawed at: bit.ly/Uy6xvP

Video exposes grooming and manipulation 
techniques
The Association of Chief Police Officers 
(ACPO) and the National Policing 
Improvement Agency have developed a 
training film to help raise awareness of 
child sexual exploitation. 

The 20-minute film, called ‘The Sexual 
Exploitation of Children: Can you recognise 
the signs?’, uses a storyline of ‘Whitney’ to 
explore how children and young people 
can be made vulnerable to grooming and 
sexual abuse. It also highlights the 
grooming and manipulation techniques 
used by abusers. 

Peter Davies, ACPO lead for Child 
Protection and Chief Executive of the Child 
Exploitation and Online Protection Centre 
said: ‘By making this film available on the 
internet we hope to not only reach the 
thousands of police officers who can 
potentially come across this kind of sexual 
abuse but also the thousands of other 
professionals who work in child protection.’

• Watch ‘The Sexual Exploitation of 
Children: Can you recognise the signs?’ 
by visiting: bit.ly/UnFDfV
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The Savile case: what can we learn from it?
Joe and Josephine Public, the BBC, Margaret Thatcher, Prince Charles and even the 
Catholic church were all very successfully groomed by a charity-giving legend, 
Jimmy Savile. What do we learn from this? Jenni Whitehead discusses how sexual 
offenders groom everybody, not just the child, and the implications for schools

October saw the downfall of the legendary, fund-
raising Savile and the endless ensuing debates, first 
about whether the allegations were even true, and 
then regarding who knew. The truth of the matter 
is that we are all shocked when someone we have 
seen in a good light turns out to be involved in the 
sexual abuse of children. I have just finished 
reading the 600 comments on the BBC website in 
response to an article about Savile written by Mark 
Easton (8/10/2012). The range of comments does 
not surprise me, but does confirm for me that 
many people will continue to deny the sexual abuse 
of children despite overwhelming evidence to the 
contrary. Many of the comments go as far as 
suggesting that the victims have only come forward 
now to gain financially, and others even blame the 
victims.

Some years ago a teacher from my own LA was 
convicted of sexual abuse perpetrated against young 
children. The teacher admitted the offences and 
was imprisoned. This particular teacher was very 
well known, and thought to be a brilliant teacher. 
For years after his conviction I would still come 
across professionals who denied that he had 
committed such a gross abuse of his position.

Sex offenders do not just groom the child or 
children they are intent on abusing – they groom 
everybody. Without grooming everybody, the 
offender cannot secure a position in which people 
leave them alone with children. 

Schools are no more immune to an offender’s 
careful manipulation than anywhere else. Vanessa 
George, the nursery nurse convicted of sexual 
abuse of very small children, and Nigel Leat, the 
teacher convicted of abusing pupils over a 15-year 
period, are just two examples of sexual offenders 
who, having secured a position of trust through 
their employment, went on to successfully groom 
those around them to accept, or at least not 
question behaviour that in hindsight is so obviously 
unacceptable. 

Recent changes in legislation and 
guidance
So, why oh why are we all sitting back and accepting 
the changes in legislation and guidance about CRB 
checks, the disclosure and vetting procedures and 
the management of allegations made against 
members of staff? Isn’t it time the government 
made a U-turn? 

You may have read Carolyn Eyre’s article on the 
changes to vetting and disclosure in the November 
issue of PCU (http://bit.ly/RZWyzh), and now 
understand that schools will have to consider very 

carefully which volunteers require a full CRB check 
and which require supervision, and also what 
‘supervision’ actually means.

Jimmy Savile was able to use his fame as a badge 
of unquestionable goodness. His name and 
charitable acts got him through the most prestigious 
doors in the land. At the moment you are probably 
CRB-checking your governors, but the new scheme 
questions the need to check people who are 
volunteers but don’t volunteer to be with children. 
Organisations are told that they must adopt a 
‘sensible’ approach in respect of recruitment and 
ongoing vigilance. I am pretty sure that the BBC 
thought they had adopted a ‘sensible’ approach 
when they invited Savile through their doors. 

I was at one point a school governor for a primary 
school, and I know for a fact that the title got me 
through doors. ‘School governor’ – the name itself 
gives a sense of credibility, someone to be trusted. 
Schools trust their governors, so why shouldn’t 
families?

Anonymity for teachers is now in force, and, 
perhaps more concerning, the threat of criminal 
charges for anyone including parents and young 
people who break the anonymity regulations. I 
wonder how many of Savile’s alleged victims would 
have found the courage to come forward if they 
hadn’t heard of someone else coming forward first.

The October 2012 guidance on managing 
allegations against members of staff states that:

‘Details of allegations that are found to be malicious 
should be removed from personnel records. However, 
for all other allegations, it is important that a clear and 
comprehensive summary of the allegation, details of 
how the allegation was followed up and resolved, and a 
note of any action taken and decisions reached, is kept 
on the confidential file of the accused, and a copy 
provided to the person concerned.’

It goes on to say:
‘The purpose of the record is to enable accurate 

information to be given in response to any future 
request for a reference, where appropriate.’

I am pleased that this new version of guidance 
makes a statement that it is appropriate to share 
some information within references as previous 
guidance has been less than clear on this issue.

Actually, forget what I just said as I have just read 
the next section on references:

‘Cases in which an allegation was proven to be false, 
unsubstantiated, unfounded or malicious should not be 
included in employer references. A history of repeated 
concerns or allegations which have all been found to be 
unsubstantiated, malicious, etc. should also not be 
included in any reference.’

The truth of the 
matter is that we 
are all shocked 
when someone we 
have seen in a good 
light turns out to be 
involved in the 
sexual abuse of 
children
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This causes me great concern. We can keep 
records, and one of the reasons for doing so is to 
help us be accurate when writing a reference, but 
we are then told that information about 
unsubstantiated allegations, and even a history of 
repeated unsubstantiated allegations should not be 
passed on in a reference.

One of the recommendations coming out of the 
Nigel Leat case was that records should be made of 
all allegations and concerns so that patterns of 
worrying behaviour can be recognised. What is the 
point of recognising our concerns, and recording 
our concerns, but not actually sharing them in a 
reference?

I know people are concerned about what can and 
cannot be said in references, but you can put 
statement of fact in a reference. ‘This person was 
the subject of a management investigation that 
resulted in an unsubstantiated finding.’ Or, ‘This 
person was the subject of a management 
investigation in July 2005, May 2006, December 
2009 and June 2010, the result of each of these 
investigations was a finding of, “unsubstantiated”.’

Managing disclosures
In the immediate aftermath of the Savile story, 
ChildLine reported an increase in calls. This may 
be the one good thing to come out of this whole 
nasty affair. The publicity given to this case appears 
to have given quite a number of victims the courage 
to come forward, and not just in respect of Savile’s 
abusive behaviour. 

I was listening to a BBC Radio 5 Live chat show 
recently, and over the course of the show about four 
members of the public rang up to say that they had 
also been victims of sexual abuse in childhood, the 
abuse not being related to Savile. It may mean then 
that we get more children and young people 
coming forward to tell their story. 

Are your staff ready? Do they know how to 
respond? Now’s the time to discuss these issues 
with them.

ll Confidentiality should never be promised 
reagarding of a disclosure of abuse. If a child or 
young person asks before telling, ‘Can I just tell 
you miss?’, staff need to have a prepared sentence 
in their heads, such as: ‘I would like to hear what 
you want to tell me but I can’t promise I will keep 
it secret. I might need to tell someone else to get 
you some help.’

ll However, we should never stop a free-flowing 
account of abuse, so if a child just starts telling we 
do not interrupt by saying, ‘Before you go on any 
further I need to tell you that I can’t promise ...’ 
The most likely result will be that we shut the 
child up.

ll If a child just starts telling, wait until they come 
to a natural end and then inform them, ‘That 
must have been very difficult and I am glad you 
told me. I will need to tell ... so that I can get you 
some help with this.’

ll Avoid leading questions. It is ok to ask questions 
as long as the question asked doesn’t make 

presumptions. ‘Have you been falling off your bike 
again?’ is leading, while ‘tell me about that bruise/
graze’ is not. TED questions are ok: ‘tell me’, 
’explain’, ‘describe’. Personally, I prefer the simple 
‘tell me’, especially with primary-aged children.

ll Don’t expect the disclosing child to want to keep 
eye contact, so sitting opposite is usually not a 
good idea. Children are usually more comfortable 
seated beside an adult, and if possible at the same 
level. Paper and pens or crayons are helpful, as 
the child can doodle while talking and actually 
might draw something that is important.

ll Stay calm, as the disclosing child will feel the 
need to protect you – they have been taught to 
protect adults, which is part of the perpetrator’s 
grooming. Remember that for many children the 
disclosure is a relief; it is the listener, hearing for 
the first time, who is likely to feel shocked and hurt.

ll Make a written record of the disclosure as soon 
as possible after the event, and date and sign it.

ll If the disclosure of sexual abuse is made against 
a family member, seek advice from Children’s 
Social Care before making any contact with the 
parent(s). This is particularly important with 
sexual abuse. Sexual offenders groom everybody, 
and we should not presume at this stage that the 
‘non-abusive’ parent hasn’t been groomed. Telling 
the parent at this stage may cause them to either 
deliberately, or because they simply cannot believe 
the disclosure, shut the child up.

ll Remember that sexual abuse is not usually life-
threatening, but might become so at the point of 
disclosure.

ll Remember the ‘One Chance rule’ – children 
and young people take enormous risks coming 
forward with disclosures of sexual abuse, and may 
only get one chance to do so. Take disclosures 
very seriously, as research shows that very few 
children lie about sexual abuse.

ll Don’t make false promises, such as ‘I will be with 
you all the time.’ Be as honest as you can to children 
who are making a disclosure, and keep reassuring 
them that they have done the right thing.

The publicity given 
to the Savile case 
appears to have 
given quite a 
number of victims 
the courage to 
come forward

Latest questions for our safeguarding 
and child protection experts:

ll Is there any current guidance on ‘checks’ 
or ‘vetting’ regarding host families for pupils 
on school exchange trips - both the UK 
families hosting foreign pupils and families 
abroad hosting UK pupils?
See the answer at: http://bit.ly/Wy0Vb0

ll Should schools transfer records which 
may be several years old to new schools, 
relating to, for instance, previous child in 
need or child protection involvement?
See the answer at: http://bit.ly/Tc4Q7W

Got a question for our panel? Ask by 
visiting www.optimus-education.com/
consult-the-experts
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The importance of ongoing vigilance in the 
light of the Savile affair
However much schools share child protection concerns with other agencies and 
cooperate to deal with wider issues in society, they have a basic duty to be safe 
themselves. Richard Bird discusses the need for schools to use the lessons from the 
Savile affair to promote a culture of vigilance 

Making schools safe is a matter of deterring, sifting 
out and detecting would-be abusers. The deterring 
and sifting can be done by a relatively small 
number of staff in a school. Writing an 
advertisement and job description which makes it 
clear that this school, at least, takes child protection 
seriously, could be the work of one person; and 
making sure the relevant phrase goes into every 
advert and every job description can be made a 
matter of office routine, and be nonetheless 
effective for that.

Similarly, using the request for references and 
the checks with ISA and the CRB (or the Disclosure 
and Barring Service as we are going to have to learn 
to call them) like interviewing, can be the job of a 
small part of the school community and to an 
extent can be made a matter of routine. So, as far as 
the outworks of our fortifications against abusers 
go, we can secure them by training a few people 
and setting down clear procedures. But that will not 
do for detecting. That depends on the culture of the 
school.

School culture
‘Culture’ is an important-sounding management-
speak word for simple things: ‘the way we do things 
round here’ and ‘knowing what’s right and what’s 
wrong in this organisation without being told’. 
However, as we have learned from the appalling 
events revealed in the Serious Case Review into the 
activities of Nigel Leat in Somerset, culture can be 
difficult to establish and an organisation’s culture 
can diminish the chances of detection as well as 
increase them. 

In the Nigel Leat case the single-minded pursuit 
of achievement, as well as a management style 
which discouraged questioning or suggestions, 
were judged to have been a major factor in a 
situation in which although there were 40 incidents 
known to staff and though classroom teachers were 
conspiring together to try to keep vulnerable 
children out of Mr Leat’s class, the number of 
incidents reported to senior management was 11. 
Yet detection and prevention are everyone’s 
business.

Finding ways to get the message across 
to colleagues
All this is very well understood by those with 
responsibility for safeguarding in schools, but the 
person with that responsibility often finds it hard to 

get time for training and hard to get the messages 
of that training over to colleagues. It is all too easy 
for people to nod agreement at a set of abstract 
principles and procedures and to go off and never 
translate them into action. 

Colleagues need uncomplicated tests to check 
the conduct of others. For example, there is the 
‘granddaughter test’: ‘Would you be happy if it was 
your granddaughter?’ If not, there’s likely to be 
something wrong. The duck test: ‘If it walks like a 
duck, quacks like a duck and swims like a duck, it 
probably is a duck.’ In other words, if it looks 
wrong it is at least worthwhile reporting. And then 
there is a need for the willingness to apply the last 
test: ‘Ask someone outside the organisation what 
they make of it.’ Your perception may have been 
distorted.

Using Savile as an example of ‘getting 
away with it’
But tests are not enough to get people on board. We 
need vivid examples. Here we may use, in a 
contrary kind of way, the Jimmy Savile story. Isn’t 
that story all about showbiz? 

The smug recollection of a young BBC producer, 
who replied when his superior said, ‘I don’t want 
that man on television.’ ‘Sorry, baby, but that man 
is box office’ surely says it all? And besides, it was 
in the past, ‘another country where they do things 
differently’. Surely the 1970s were full of confusion 
about the sexual lives of children? Pop stars and 
DJs took advantage of underage groupies; 
songwriters happily wrote songs about underage 
girls. The Little Red Books said that children 
should be allowed to have sex if they wanted to, 
including with adults.

Yes, it was showbiz. Yes, we license show business 
celebrities, at least in British culture, to be 
transgressive, and this applies more to popular 
music than anywhere else. 

The suggestion that Jimmy Savile acted as a kind 
of court jester to Prince Charles, telling him things 
no one else could, somehow encapsulates it. But 
when people were saying, ‘It’s just Jim being Jim’, 
that applies beyond show business. 

The first thing that some abusers do is to create 
an alternative reality. Like Jimmy Savile, they ‘hide 
in the limelight’. Things that no other member of 
staff would do, they will do. They push the 
boundaries, and are privileged. The member of 
staff who just does things that no one else feels 

Culture can be 
difficult to establish 
and an 
organisation’s 
culture can diminish 
the chances of 
detection as well as 
increase them
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comfortable with may be a threat.
There are plenty of other aspects of the Savile 

affair that can be used as an example of grooming. 
For example, the bullying tactic: ‘He’d been a 
wrestler. You didn’t mess with Jim.’ And the 
aggressive bluff: ‘What do you want, young man?’ 
he allegedly asked someone who had caught him in 
flagrante with a young girl. And the response to 
reporters who pushed him too hard, ‘Yes, run the 
story if you want. But think of all the money those 
hospitals won’t get.’ Then there was the appeal to a 
relationship, ‘Think of me as your Uncle Jim.’ Or 
the downright, ‘Who will believe you? I’m Prince 
Jim.’ All these are tactics which those who have 
responsibility for child protection are familiar with. 
Stated in the abstract, these tactics wash over 
people. Given a vivid example, things stick.

And the argument that ‘that was then, this is 
now,’ can also be turned to advantage. After all, is 
it so? For example, when Baroness Butler Sloss 
asked simply, ‘Why did the police and social 
workers not stop the serial abuse of young girls in 
care by gangs of men in Rotherham, Rochdale and 
Derby,’ as a massively experienced judge she must 
have known the answer. It was that the social 
workers were making judgments that the children 
were ‘making a lifestyle choice’ to be abused. That 
sounds very much like the 1970s. It also sounds 
like the view that prevented Ian Huntley from 
being prosecuted when police and social workers 
were told that he was living with an underage girl. 
And to shift the focus for a moment, it sounds very 
much like the confusions revealed by Jeremy 
Forrest online before he made a dash for France 
with his underage pupil. 

And there is one more key lesson from the Savile 
affair. People have asked how he could keep up a 
front and accept a papal knighthood and pretend to 
be ‘a good Catholic.’ The answer is again well 
known to anyone working in the field or observing 
it. He may well, in a large part of his mind, actually 
have seen himself as good. Abusers deceive 
themselves, and then they deceive us. 

New regulations
Changes to disclosure and barring are intended to 
introduce a more proportionate regime and one 
which balances the rights of individuals with the 
desire to protect children. Police officers will at 
least have to think a bit before including every 
allegation in a Criminal Record Certificate. This 
will be good news to, say, a deputy head who breaks 
up a playground fight with appropriately minimal 
force; and might in the past have been faced with 
the career threatening situation that an unfounded 
complaint by a parent, dismissed by the police, 
nevertheless found its way onto a CRB. 

Similarly, the right to challenge such information 
is to be welcomed; and the reduction in the work of 
barring to regulated work and a narrowed definition 
of regulated work is also to be welcomed. But it 
cannot be denied that this may make things a little 
less safe for children. It may be marginally easier 

for abusers to get into schools. The government is 
quite firmly relying on the professionalism of the 
profession. The reduction in detailed advice is 
another example of this. So the importance of what 
happens in school is increased.

School management and staff training 
needs
We know what should happen in school. We need 
to do more for the professional formation of new 
teachers and learning support assistants. While 
some cases of the seduction of pupils is the work of 
calculating abusers, some are cases of new entrants 
to schools who simply don’t understand the correct 
boundaries that separate people with a duty of trust 
and those whose welfare is entrusted to them.

Notorious cases where there have been several 
instances of teenage seduction in a single school 
suggest a further problem: that of a permissive 
‘canteen culture’ where broad remarks can be made 
about the physical attractiveness of pupils. As well 
as teaching people to use simple tests, we also need 
to make sure that people know what to notice. Here 
again, the Savile case may be helpful. 

And we know that the kind of ‘don’t rock the boat’ 
management that might have dealt with Savile 
earlier must be avoided. Easy? As the Nigel Leat 
case shows, the problem is that in order to raise 
standards in some schools, a style of management 
has been used that effectively says to staff, ‘Don’t 
ask questions, just do it.’ Unless a school makes a 
major effort this style may go beyond teaching and 
learning into pastoral matters. It is crucial that 
children can pass their concerns to trusted adults 
(and teachers are the most usual trusted adults in 
this sense), that often junior staff can pass their 
concerns to senior staff; and that these concerns 
are taken seriously. This is not easy in a school with 
a directive style of management. 

The other thing that training should contain is an 
explanation for rules that makes it easier to 
intervene. For example, one classic danger sign is 
putting up sugar paper to obscure the view into a 
classroom. If all staff have had this explained and it 
is a clear rule, then, if a potential abuser tries to 
create his own reality and put paper up, a senior 
leader simply can say, ‘That’s the rule and you 
know why we have it. Just do it, please.’

Training matters, but given the enormous 
number of subjects for training and the very 
limited amount of time available for whole staff 
training, let alone more focused training for new 
entrants, it needs to be vivid, direct and lasting. 
Tying it to something that has grasped so much 
attention may be a way to get it over and to make 
sure that it is remembered, and more importantly, 
of course, applied.

Richard Bird is a former headteacher, and 
acts as a legal consultant to ASCL. He can 
be contacted at insite@richardbird.net

As well as teaching 
people to use 
simple tests, we 
also need to make 
sure that people 
know what to 
notice
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Sexting: is it happening in your school?
A small piece of research by the NSPCC on sexting has a lot to say about peer 
abuse that involves the use of technology. Jenni Whitehead discusses some of the 
findings and the implications for schools

Sexting is defined as: ‘The exchange of sexual 
messages or images’ (Livingstone et al, 2011), and  
also ‘the creating, sharing and forwarding of 
sexually suggestive nude or nearly nude images’ 
(Lenhart, 2009) through mobile phones and/or the 
internet. 

Over the last few years there has been a growing 
interest and concern about young people sexting, 
however as this research points out much of our 
existing knowledge is quantitative. How many 
young people are doing it, how often and at what 
age has been the main focus of such research. 

In May, the NSPCC published ‘A qualitative 
study of children, young people and sexting’ (Jessica 
Ringrose et al, 2012). The authors of this study set 
out to look in more depth at the behaviours 
involved in sexting and to put that into both online 
and offline contexts. A very worrying picture 
emerges.

The researchers used a number of methods to 
understand both what young people were doing 
and the effect of sexting on behaviour and 
understandings of gender expectations.

Focus group interviews were held with 35 young 
people split into smaller groups that were gender 
specific. At the focus groups, participants were 
asked to friend the research group on Facebook. 
The use of Facebook allowed the researchers to 
map the young peoples’ activity online. Then, 22 
young people were selected for more in-depth 
interviews. Key teachers and other staff were also 
interviewed.

The research group acknowledge from the start 
that while they doubted the experiences of the 
pupils interviewed from these two schools is 
unique, they thought it would be unwise to make 
any generalisations from the study because of its 
small scale. However, the experiences across these 
two schools are remarkably similar, and the study 
really points out the need for a much larger piece of 
research.

Putting sexting in context with wider 
aspects and experiences
For me, one of the key learnings from this study is 
that sexting is just one part of a set of behaviours 
that set out to control, bully, coerce and manipulate 
girls and young women in a way that is damaging: 
‘We uncovered a great diversity of experiences, which 
contradicts any easy assumptions about sexting as a 
singular phenomenon. Nor can it simply be described 
in absolute terms – wanted v. unwanted sexual activity, 
deliberate v. accidental exposure – for much of young 
people’s engagement with sexual messages and images 
lies in the ambiguous and grey zone. Few teenagers 

wish to be excluded from the sexual banter, gossip, 
discussion or, indeed, from the flirtatious and dating 
activity endemic to youth culture. But to take part is to 
be under pressure – to look right, perform, compete, 
judge and be judged. 

‘Much of young people’s talk, therefore, reflects an 
experience that is pressurised yet voluntary – they 
choose to participate but they cannot choose to say “no”. 
We also argue that because sexting is not just an 
individual practice but also a group, networked 
phenomenon, its effects are not limited to the actors 
engaged in some specific practice but permeates and 
influences the entire teen network in multiple ways.’

Sexual harrassment and assault on girls
The researchers include recounts of a number of 
conversations with participants and these, though 
often shocking, reveal the reality of sexual 
harassment and actual assault experienced by some 
girls and young women. 

Girls talked about the persistent requests from 
boys for naked/semi-naked images to be sent to 
them via the phone. Images included girls in 
underwear or showing naked breasts, as well as 
images of breasts with words such as: ‘(name of 
boy) owns me’ written across their cleavage in black 
felt tip pen. There were frequent requests from 
boys to, ‘give head’ (to suck their penis), or requests 
to perform other sexual acts.

The boys in the study talk about judging girls on 
what they are prepared to do. Pressuring girls to 
take part in sexual behaviour was seen as a kind of 
test. Girls who relented and gave in to the boy’s 
demand are then labelled ‘dirty’ – not fit for a 
relationship, only fit to have sex with. 

The girls in the study talked about the need to 
resist the coercion and pressure to perform sexual 
acts and sexting, but without appearing to be 
unfriendly for fear of alienation.

One girl described how she would respond to 
requests for sexy pictures by saying she didn’t have 
enough money on her phone rather than say a 
downright ‘no’, or saying she had an image but had 
sent it to someone else and then getting the other 
person to say they had deleted it. Some girls talked 
about other girls in the same derogatory fashion as 
the boys did, blaming the girl for succumbing to 
pressure. 

These stories are difficult to read, but give an 
understanding of the pressure and judgement 
placed on girls. Girls from both schools also talked 
about being frequently groped as they walked 
through corridors, and there are a number of 
examples of groups of boys actually deliberately 
tripping girls up and then sexually assaulting them 

Sexting is just one 
part of a set of 
behaviours that set 
out to control, bully, 
coerce and 
manipulate girls 
and young women 
in a way that is 
damaging
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while they were on the floor. The term ‘daggering’ 
is used to describe experiences of having boys push 
their penises against them over clothing while 
being held on the floor. One of the young people 
commented that some of the groping went on right 
under the school’s cameras, and suggested that 
some boys saw this as particularly daring – almost 
like another badge to achieve.

The boys and girls taking part in this study talked 
about ‘exposure’, the girls fearing exposure and the 
boys using it as a threat to secure further compliance 
with sexual demands.

Should tell, but won’t
The researchers asked the young people if they 

thought they should tell about their experiences; 
interestingly, while a number of girls said they 
should tell the teacher, when asked whether they 
did this the reply was ‘no’. Being labelled a ‘snitch’, 
was viewed as badly as getting involved in the first 
place. The researchers found that the younger girls 
were more at risk than the older girls, but this was 
because over time the older girls had developed 
strategies to avoid being drawn into sexting 
behaviour.

Sexting then is described as one part of a set of 
behaviours that deliberately set out to demine girls 
and young women, and it is essential that schools 
recognise that sexting creates victims.

Main findings in the research
The report lists a number of key findings from the 
research, and areas that can be explored further. 
I’ve summarised a few of them here: 

ll Threat from peers. 
Contrary to popular belief, the primary threat for 
young people is  technology-mediated sexual pressure 
from their peers rather than danger from strangers 
targeting young people online. Where young people 
were approached by strangers they were able to deal 
with it without any apparent difficulties. However, 
warnings about being careful about what you post 
and who you talk to online are rendered pointless 
when the biggest threat is within the immediate peer 
network. According to the report, ‘This poses a 
challenge for school-based awareness strategies as a 
class is likely to contain varieties of victim, abuser 
and bystander simultaneously.’

ll Sexting is often coercive.  
Sexting is often a form of bullying and 
harassment, and anti-cyberbullying strategies can 
be usefully employed to tackle sexting. However, 
for this to be successful, teachers, parents and 
other adults must be willing to discuss sexual 
matters as well as sexual bullying and 
cyberbullying with teenagers.

ll Girls are most adversely affected.  
Sexting is not a gender-neutral practice. Girls were 
more likely to be affected than boys, and this is 
exacerbated by the gendered norms of popular 
culture. The old double-standard of sexually active 
boys being admired and sexually active girls being 
denigrated still appears to be very much in play, 

and for this reason gender-sensitive support is 
needed for girls. On the other hand, the report 
states that: ‘It is important that safety initiatives 
provide gender sensitive support for girls without 
treating sexting as a girl-only or girl-initiated 
problem; the role, responsibility and experiences 
of boys in relation to sexting also deserve more 
research and practical attention.’

ll Technology amplifies the problem.  
Technology cannot be seen as neutral with this 
issue. The report found that mobiles, social media 
and other communication technologies ‘facilitate 
the objectification of girls via the creation, 
exchange, collection, ranking and display of 
images’. The research calls on technology 
providers to do more to create easy-to-use, age-
appropriate tools that allow children and young 
people to avoid sexting, reduce it or seek redress 
for the distress it can cause. 

ll More support and resources are vital. 
The researchers describe a ‘culture of silence’ 
caused by adult embarrassment, and uncertainty 
over changing sexual norms. Adults, particularly 
teachers, need to have opportunities to develop ‘an 
explicit discourse that recognises, critiques and 
redresses the gendered sexual pressures on youth.’ 
Sexting brings these pressures to light and provides 
a way for them to be discussed openly.

Recommendations for schools
The research makes a number of recommendations 
for schools that are very useful when planning the 
PSCHE and citizenship curriculum.

ll While cyberbullying is fairly well established as 
part of the curriculum in secondary schools, it is 
essential that it includes materials and activities 
that address sexting. For many young people, 
particularly girls, there is no clear line between 
bullying and sexting. The pressure to participate 
in sexting while dressed up as ‘fun’ is experienced 
as bullying and harassment.

ll Teachers’ embarrassment about sexual matters 
mirrors the embarrassment of parents, and needs 
adressing. The reluctance to discuss developing 
sexuality with young people means that young 
people are left to their own devices in finding 
strategies to resist the pressure to get involved 
with sexting. Teachers also need  to understand 
that sexual harassment may not come from a 
stranger, but rather from another child in the 
same class. So, it’s possible that they could be 
addressing both perpetrator and victim in the 
same lesson.

ll Young people report that they find realistic, 
filmed scenarios beneficial in that they help them 
think through difficult issues. Seeing a situation 
through the eyes of another and being able to have 
an open discussion about the scenario is 
particularly powerful, and has more influence 
than things such as advice pages, top tips or lists 
of ‘don’t do this’. The report advises that any 
scenario needs to be gender sensitive, non-
moralising, and not implying that girls are 

The researchers 
found that the 
younger girls were 
more at risk than 
the older girls ...
over time, the older 
girls had developed 
strategies to avoid 
being drawn into 
sexting behaviour



rESEarch updatE 11

Pr
o

te
ct

in
g

 C
h

Il
d

r
en

 U
PD

At
e 

l
 is

su
e 

94
 l

 D
ec

 2
01

2-
 J

an
 2

01
3

Peter’s story
The following case study is based on an actual case but details and names have 
been changed. It is presented here for your staffroom discussions

responsible for sexual indiscretion.
ll As sexting can be experienced as a form of 

sexual bullying, it may be more productive to 
address these issues in single sex groups. The 
issues for girls and boys are different and trying to 
tackle the subject in mixed groups may well put 
girls back into the position of victim, scared to be 
labelled a ‘snitch’. The report states: ‘For the boys 
it is essential that they are encouraged to 
recognise (and helped to challenge) the sexual and 
gender double standards by which they first 
pressurise and then judge the girls they target for 
their sexual attentions, online or offline.’ 

Sex and relationship teaching should include 
exploring sexism and violence that exists in popular 
culture and exploring gender roles and expectations 
in culturally sensitive ways. Teachers need to 
recognise that any single year group will include 
young people who differ significantly in their 
sexual experience, so it may therefore also be 
important to work in small groups that allow the 
teacher to try to ensure as far as possible that each 
group is fairly equal. Working in large groups may 
serve to give the more verbal young people a 
platform and hinder the less assertive young people 
in joining in. Avoid giving the idea that everybody 
has experienced either sexting or sex. 

ITC teachers also need to take on the issue of 
sexting as part of the work they do with young 
people, instructing them about both the responsible 
use of technology and the role of technology in 

Use this case study as a starting point for discussions 
about handling a child protection case that involves 
domestic violence. Talk about what the responses 
should be before reading the list we’ve given here.

About Peter
Peter is 16 and has decided, finally, that he is gay 
after a couple of very difficult years experimenting 
with girlfriends and not feeling comfortable. He 
says he has always known he is gay but did not 
want to accept it at first for fear of other peoples’ 
reactions, particularly his father’s.

Peter’s parents are both heavy drinkers, and 
Peter has witnessed domestic violence against his 
mother since he was very young. Peter’s father gets 
aggressive when he drinks and, in Peter’s words, 
‘Mum drinks to numb herself from the abuse.’

Peter has two younger siblings: a brother aged 10 
and a sister aged seven. Peter has become very 
worried about both his mother and his siblings as 
his father’s drinking and aggression seems to be 
getting worse. Peter isn’t particularly worried for 

expressing, negotiating and sharing experiences.
ll Young people do have a legitimate interest in 

their developing sexuality and discussing these 
issues needs to acknowledge this, at the same 
time as dealing with issues of respect, consent and 
reciprocity in sexual relationships, including 
digitial sexual communications. In order to be 
credible with the students, and to promote the 
available safety tools, it is important that those 
who address sexting in schools are as up to date as 
possible with the technology the students are 
actually using. For instance, many young people 
use a Blackberry, and Blackberrys use different 
terminology, have different network capacities, 
and may have different options to produce images 
or exchange, block or delete messages than 
Facebook, SMS or other networks or platforms do.

Finally
I found this piece of research both challenging and 
useful and would encourage people to read it in 
full. I have summarised the main points here with 
the hope you will download the full report and use 
it for staff meeting discussions. The sample group 
is small and only drawn from two schools, but we 
would be foolish to think that ‘sexting,’ couldn’t 
happen in our school.

himself in respect of the violence; he says he used 
to try to intervene but couldn’t stop his father, so 
now he just tries to get his siblings out of the way 
when the violence starts.

The last episode of violence has prompted Peter’s 
disclosure. On this occasion Peter had tried to 
intervene and had managed to drag his father off 
his mother, and this resulted in his father laying 
into him.

Peter is sitting in front of you with a bruised and 
swollen eye, and bruising around his neck. He is 
just about holding himself together but seems on 
the verge of tears. He tells you that his father has 
thrown him out and he doesn’t know what to do.

Discuss Peter’s situation and list the issues you 
need to address.

Some responses and concerns
Don’t cheat, but here are some of the concerns 
from Peter’s situation:

ll The starting place has to be the immediate risk 
to his siblings and his mother. When he left the 

We would be foolish 
to think that 
‘sexting,’ couldn’t 
happen in our 
school

To read the full NSPCC report, go to:  
http://bit.ly/RY9j0o
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caSE Study

house, how did the land lie? Does Mum need 
some help right now? Should the police be called? 
In this case, Peter tells you that he stayed with a 
friend last night, but his brother had texted him to 
say that the situation had calmed down once Peter 
had left.

ll Peter’s distress – it is very difficult sometimes to 
cope with a disclosure of this kind, and demands 
our best listening skills. Peter’s telling is free-
flowing so there is no need to ask him questions. 
However, at points he stops talking to get his 
composure. Try not to fill the gaps. Gaps are 
normal, and so are tears. If we try to fill the gaps 
or stop the tears, the message we can be giving is, 
‘This is just too painful for me to hear.’ Stay calm. 
Use a reflecting back technique if he is really 
stuck. Repeat back the last thing he said: 
Peter: ‘I am just worried for my brother and sister.’ 
You: ‘You are worried about your brother and sister.’ 

Reflecting back allows the young person to see 
you are listening, and often gives permission to say 
more.

ll Peter’s situation is complex and we need to 
separate out all the issues: domestic violence 
between parents; the assault on Peter; the effect of 
domestic violence on Peter and his siblings; Peter 
having been thrown out; Peter’s fear of his father 
finding out that he is gay.

ll Do you need to make a referral to Children’s 
Social Care? Peter says he just needs help with 
housing and doesn’t want you to talk to Children’s 
Social Care. This is difficult – Peter is 16 and of 
an age and level of understanding whereby he can 
be considered ‘Frazer competent’ (able to make 
decisions for himself). However, what Peter has 
told you involves two much younger children, and 
we cannot ignore this fact. Peter is seeing himself 
as a ‘lost cause’; his grief and shock is probably 
not allowing him to think very clearly about the 
situation, but he has, in his disclosure, talked 
about how worried he is about his siblings – this 
is a good starting place. You could say: ‘Peter, you 
have told me that you are worried about your 
brother and sister and I cannot ignore what you 
have told me. I have to speak to Children’s Social 
Care on their behalf, and I am also very worried 
about you and while I understand you are 16 and 
sensible, you need some help too.’

ll Peter may feel a whole range of emotions at the 
point that he is told that a referral will be made. 
He may feel angry, sad and confused, but may 
also feel a sense of relief. All these feelings are 
normal – a reaction to someone saying they are 
going to take action on his behalf and on behalf of 
his siblings. Additionally, Peter may consider that 
despite the domestic violence he has managed so 
far, all by himself, to keep his siblings safe. He 
may feel angry with himself now for having a 
moment of weakness and telling someone outside 
the family. He may feel intense fear of his father 
finding out that he has told about him. He may 
feel that his actions will cause the break-up of the 
family. It is essential that we understand the 

normality of this range of possible feelings.
ll Try to give Peter as much information as you 

can about what you will do and what Children’s 
Social Care can do. Be honest, and don’t make 
false promises.

ll Make a child protection referral and keep Peter 
informed at all stages.

Further points to consider
This is a difficult case. Peter at 16 is capable of 
making decisions for himself and may well refuse 
to give evidence against his father in respect of his 
father’s assault on him, however we now know that 
his father is capable of physical violence against his 
children and there are two children now at home 
without Peter’s protection. Peter has told us that he 
has had to keep his siblings safe, so we can 
presume that Mum has either not been able to 
protect them or that she hasn’t been able, for 
whatever reason, to take on the effect that the 
domestic violence has had on her children. This is 
not to blame Mum for not protecting, but to accept 
that she hasn’t been able to. 

Domestic violence is an abuse of power. Father 
may feel threatened by the fact that Peter is not now 
under his direct control, even though he has 
thrown him out, and so this particular point in the 
situation poses increased risk for those left within 
the home.

What happened next
Peter’s case was referred to Children’s Social Care. 
A social worker came into school to speak to Peter. 
The social worker talked to the school where both 
of Peter’s siblings attend. The other school 
informed the social worker that they had had 
concerns about the children, but their concerns 
were about the children’s behaviour rather than 
any injuries. Peter’s sister is extremely withdrawn: 
‘The kind of child that wants to be invisible.’ Peter’s 
brother has been in trouble, getting into fights 
usually as a result of trying to protect his sister 
from people making fun of her.

The primary school spoke to Mum at the end of 
the school day and told her about Peter’s disclosure. 
She broke down, saying she didn’t know what to 
do. She agreed to speak to the social worker and a 
female police officer. The father was arrested and 
bailed on condition that he move out of the house, 
and Peter was able to go home.

Mum, with the help of the social worker and 
police officer, made contact with a local ‘Staying 
Put’ domestic violence project, and an injunction 
was made on the father to stop him trying to have 
any contact. Peter hasn’t yet told his mum that he is 
gay, but says that this is the least of his worries at 
the moment and will do so once his family is more 
sorted. 

This family has a long way to go, but they have 
made a start. Peter continues to need a time to talk 
and be listened to, but is getting on with things and 
appears to have forgiven the school for making the 
referral.

At points Peter 
stops talking to get 
his composure. Try 
not to fill the gaps; 
gaps are normal, 
and so are tears


