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“Who’s in Charge ?”  

An Insight into the Issue of 

Normalised Sexual Harassment 

in London Schools 

 

Sexual harassment in schools is a vicious cycle of abuse, becoming so 
commonplace that nobody feels it necessary to report it, which 

results in a lack of accountability. In addition, black girls are 
particularly affected by harassment and inaction by 

staff/administration. Even after the findings of the 2021 Ofsted 
review brought attention to the issue, harassment still persists- but it 

does not need to. 

An Overview of the Issue 

 In 2021, Ofsted published their report titled “Review of Sexual 
Abuse in Schools and Colleges”. This report highlighted an endemic 
culture of sexual harassment for young people, a culture that 
deincentivesed students from reporting the abuse. While Ofsted 
describes the harassment as “much more prevalent than adults 
realise”, and “some teachers and leaders underestimated the scale 
of the problem”, the findings are of no surprise to the students who 
experience it. 

 The report involved 32 schools and colleges, with over 900 
youth participating in the study. There were also interviews of 
“leaders, teachers, governors, LSPs, parents and stakeholders”. 
Among their findings, they found that: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges/review-of-sexual-abuse-in-schools-and-colleges
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● Nearly 90% of girls report unwanted explicit pictures or videos 
being sometimes or often sent to them or their peers; only 50% 
of boys reported the same. 

● 92% of girls and 74% of boys said they sometimes or often 
experienced or witnessed sexist name calling. 

● Many young people, especially girls, did not wish to report 
harassment, even to administrations that supposedly 
encouraged reporting, due to: 

○ Risks of ostracisation 
○ Fear of adult reaction 
○ Worry of not being believed or being blamed 
○ Belief that, once they report, the process will be out of 

their control 

The National Education 
Union (NEU) provides statistics 
of their own, reporting that: 

● 37% of girls at mixed-sex 
schools personally 
experienced sexual 
harassment at school. 

● Only 14% of students 
who experienced sexual 
harassment reported it 
to a teacher. 

 The prevalence of these issues has normalised them within 
schools.  As problems become normalised and are seen as casual, the 
likelihood of reporting the harassment decreases. For example, 66% 
of girls and 37% of boys in mixed sex schools reported experiencing 
or witnessing sexist language in school, but only 6% report, according 
to the NEU. 

https://neu.org.uk/advice/its-just-everywhere-sexism-schools
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 In short, the higher the frequency of incidents there are, the 
more desensitised people become to it.  

Osted describes this disparity by stating “the risk of being 
ostracised by peers or getting peers into trouble is not considered to 
be worth it for something perceived by children and young people to 
be commonplace”. 

An Intersectional Understanding 

 When addressing harassment, it is important to keep an 
intersectional mindset. This means recognising that not every girl or 
every student is going to have the same experience. Each person 
holds numerous identities, which mould our experiences. Frequently, 
race is an influential factor in these experiences. For example, black 
girls are not only black or only girls; they are both simultaneously, 
having the experiences of both as well as experiences unique to 
them. 

Unfortunately, most studies thus far have primarily focused on 
the experiences of white youth in schools. They pay little attention to 
the unique barriers faced by girls of colour, particularly black girls. 
This is, in part, due to racialized-gendered narratives that leave them 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09540253.2017.1396292
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invisible, both to the staff who are supposed to recognise 
harassment and within research. 

 An example of ‘racialized-gendered narratives’ are the ways “in 
which Black women and girls are hypersexualized and dehumanised” 
within our culture and social processes (Harris, 2020). Popular media 
“often portrays Black women as hypersexual and welcoming of 
unsolicited sexual advances”, further fueling harassment. This 
normalisation implies harassment as a casual, inevitable aspect of life 
when it is committed against black girls, a tremendous harm that 
frequently denies them protection or justice. 

 In one study of the sexual harassment of black girls in schools, 
the administration asked girls to empathise with the boys who were 
harassing them rather than hold the boys accountable. This placed 
the comfort of the harassers over the safety and well being of the 
girls, further signalling how black girls are often devalued. 

 Similar findings were found in another study; it was described 
how, while boys were infantilised for their behaviour, girls had the 
responsibility shifted onto them with questions of ‘well what did you 
do?’ Their harm was trivialised, and the harassment enabled. This 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0042085920959131
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0042085920959131
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disparity in treatment is evidence of gendered power, which is 
typically unrecognised by staff and administration. 

The Impact on Youth 

 Not only is there an immediate impact when it comes to sexual 
harassment, but there is also long-term impact. Academically, those 
who experience harassment often struggle with their focus and 
work. Health wise, they can suffer from numerous psychological 
difficulties, such as anxiety, depression, headaches, sleep and weight 
issues, nausea, lowered self-esteem, and more. They may also 
struggle with the different relationships in their life. 

Confronting the Problem 

 There are steps we can take to change the culture of sexual 
harassment, and it starts with young people. By the time we are 
adults, we have internalised the messages we have viewed in the 
media and through others. The sooner conversations of consent and 
acceptable behaviour begin, “the less likely it is that abusive 
dynamics will arise”; silence furthers the problem. 

 

https://www.ramapo.edu/titleix/sexual-harassment-resources/consequences-sexual-harassment/
https://www.edutopia.org/article/role-education-preventing-sexual-misconduct
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One avenue for having these conversations is through more 
comprehensive sex education. There are also guides for facilitating 
such discussions on harassment within classrooms, such as this one 
provided by Macalester College. 

 The Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 
also recommends parental involvement, and the education of 
parents on harassment and its effects. This increases the number of 
individuals who can recognise the signs of harassment, and make it 
more likely someone will be able to step in on the behalf of a young 
person. 

 Lastly, educational settings must make combating harassment a 
priority. Part of what allows sexual harassment culture to thrive is 
the sense that there is no accountability. When staff do not 
recognise or outright ignore harassment, they enable its 
continuance. There must be trainings, policies, and protocols in place 
so that confronting sexual harassment is not only encouraged, but 
required. 

 Sexual harassment has become so normalised for our youth, it 
is often presented as an inevitability. However, the only thing that 
makes it inevitable is believing it to be so. 

 
Report by Kristen DeLosh, KORI Intern and student of University College Dublin 

chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://titleix.sdsu.edu/resources-for-faculty-and-staff/faculty-guide-for-supporting-survivors.pdf
https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/what-to-do-to-stop-sexual-harassment-at-school
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