SEXUAL HARASSMENT
Almost 80% of students in secondary schools report experiencing sexual harassment at school.
At the elementary school level it is exhibited differently and thus it may be overlooked. In fact,
sexual harassment has become so commonplace that many accept it as something everyone
puts up with. However, sexual harassment is unacceptable, causing personal pain and
embarrassment, creating a negative school environment, and feeding into more violent
behaviors. It is important for teachers, parents, and students to gain an understanding of what
sexual harassment actually is, how to respond to it, and how to prevent it.

What Is Sexual Harassment?
Behaviors: Sexual harassment is unwanted and unwelcome
sexual behavior. Physical behaviors may include touching that
is uncomfortable, embarrassing, and/or offensive (such as
unwanted groping, pinching, or patting). Sexual harassment is
not limited, however, to physical acts. Using crude or sexually
inappropriate language can be considered sexual harassment
if it creates an uncomfortable environment for someone else.
Sexual harassment may also include offensive jokes,
comments, greetings, verbal teasing, or inappropriate namecalling, such as “Hey, babe,” “Hot stuff,” or “Big stud.”
Students often sexually harass others by calling them “fag,”
“homo,” or other degrading terms that refer to sexual
orientation.
Additional types of sexual harassment include students starting or spreading sexual rumors,
writing sexual graffiti on bathroom walls, sending crude e-mails or letters, and displaying sexual
drawings or pornography. A person in a position of power may request sexual favors in return
for a starting position on a school team, a higher grade, or access to a popular club or peer
group. Individuals who experience sexual harassment feel fearful, intimidated, manipulated, and
overpowered.

Identification: Identifying sexual harassment is not always easy. A boy may jokingly snap a
girl’s bra, or a girl may teasingly tug at a boy’s pants, and then claim, “I was just teasing” or “I
thought they liked it.” Even though sexual harassment may not have been the motive, if the
target finds the behavior uncomfortable, embarrassing, or threatening, there is a problem. It is
the perception of the individual who is being harassed, not that of the harasser, that weighs
most heavily in deciding if harassment has occurred.
It is important to consider the individual’s age and the context of the situation when identifying
sexual harassment. For example, if kindergartners are playing kissing tag and there is a sense
of fun and enjoyment for all students, the game is not sexual harassment. If a teacher hugs an
injured child, this is most likely not sexual harassment. If, however, the child perceives the touch
as uncomfortable or the touching happens repeatedly, it may be sexual harassment. Similarly, if
junior high students are flirting and the interaction is good natured without a sense of threat or
intimidation, the flirting is probably not sexual harassment.

Types and Prevalence of Sexual Harassment
Gender issues: Girls and boys report experiencing sexual harassment at about the same
rate, even though most people believe that girls are more often the target. However, boys and
girls experience different types of sexual harassment. Girls are more likely than boys to be
physically harassed and are also more likely to be harassed by adults. Girls are more likely to
be touched, grabbed, pinched, or brushed up against in a sexual way.
However, for all students, sexual harassment is most frequently verbal: sexual comments, name
calling, jokes, gestures, or looks. For example, girls may be the brunt of rumors such as, “She
slept with Joe.” Boys are more likely to be called “gay” than girls. For both boys and girls, about
75% of students who are sexually harassed also harass others. Boys may find it more difficult to
report being sexually harassed. Adults may assume that boys should enjoy the sexual attention
of girls or that boys are wimpy if they do not stand up for themselves. Boys are expected to
toughen up and put up with harassment.
These attitudes are not helpful and may promote or inadvertently support a disrespectful attitude
that strengthens the power of students who sexually harass others.

Developmental issues: Sexual harassment in elementary school looks different from sexual
harassment among adolescents. Younger students may be frightened by sexual harassment
even though they
may not understand the sexual nature of the interaction. Younger students, students with poor
social skills, or those with developmental delays may not know how to assertively respond to the
harasser or how to report it.

Situations related to harassment: Students report that sexual harassment typically occurs
in places such as the cafeteria, hallways, and classrooms, places where adults are present, but
may not be aware of the behaviors. Many times sexual harassment appears mild or harmless.
For example, one of the most common forms of sexual harassment is being called “gay.”
Teachers may overlook the behavior because it happens so frequently or may believe the
student can handle it himself or herself or that he or she is not bothered by it. Although less
common, students who sexually harass adults may be more likely to sexually harass school
support staff such as volunteer educators, cafeteria workers, and janitors rather than teachers
or administrators because support staff may be perceived as less powerful. School support staff
may be confused by the offensive behavior and not report it to administrators. Even when
incidents are reported, staff may be told, “That’s just part of your job.” When the
student’s behavior is not addressed; the student does not have an opportunity to learn more
appropriate behaviors and may continue to disregard the rights of others.

How to Identify and Respond to Sexual Harassment

Symptoms of harassment: When students talk about experiencing sexual harassment,
they report feeling “upset,” “embarrassed,” “anxious,” “vulnerable,” and “unsafe.” Some students
report feeling “used,” “unclean,” or “dirty.” They may report feeling “worthless” or “like a secondclass citizen.” Students who are the target of harassment may experience anxiety, distress,
confusion, and some symptoms of depression, especially a sense of helplessness. They may
avoid places where the harassment tends to occur, such as certain hallways or places in the
lunchroom. Other students may complain of stomachaches or headaches in order to avoid the
harasser.

Supporting reports of harassment: Students may have difficulty talking to adults about
sexual harassment. They may wrongly assume that they are to blame because of how they
dressed or because of something they said or did. It should never be implied that the targeted
student is responsible for the
harasser’s offensive behavior.
Students should not be told, “If you
had told us earlier, we could have
stopped it before it got to this point.”
Every effort should be taken to relieve
the pressure and guilt the target may
feel. When a student reports being
sexually harassed it is important not
to downplay the experience or
reaction.
Telling the student, “Just ignore the
person and he or she will stop,”
discounts the student’s discomfort with the situation. This type of response may send a
message to both the target and the harasser that adults may not take the time and effort to
protect students or do not know how to respond themselves.

Responding to sexual harassment: Some students may be confused or feel threatened
and uneasy, but they do not come forward and report the incident or incidents because they fear

retaliation. Adults can help students identify what is happening and take appropriate steps to
intervene. Some steps include role-playing assertive responses with students. An assertive
response may be, “I do not like it when you brush up against me. I want you to stop touching
me.” Another option is to write a brief letter to the harasser specifically requesting the behavior
to stop. Adults can help the student develop a plan so that he or she feels safe. The safety plan
may include a route change, schedule change, or assigned friend to accompany the student in
risky areas.

Investigating reports: When a student reports harassment, it is important to take the
complaint seriously. Legal problems arise when school personnel are aware of an incident of
sexual harassment but do not effectively
respond. Investigation
of claims should follow school policy.
Maintaining objectivity
and fairness during the investigation
communicates respect
for all students. Students are more likely
to report sexual
harassment when they believe teachers
care about them and
are trustworthy. The student should be
assured that he or she
will be protected from retaliation. Even if
a student chooses not
to file a complaint, school administrators
must maintain the
confidentiality of the student and
address the issue.

Constructive consequences: Although the tendency is to focus on punishment for
offenders, implementing a zero-tolerance policy does not address the needs of students who
harass. Responding effectively and constructively to offending behavior poses a challenge to
school adults. Harassers must face the negative consequences of their behavior, even if their
intentions were to joke or tease. It is important to move the harasser through the negative
consequences or punishment phase and into the constructive phase of generating options for
alternative, more acceptable behavior. These students need to learn positive social skills and
have opportunities to practice them in a supportive, learning environment.
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The National Association of School
Psychologists (NASP) offers a wide
variety of free or low cost online
resources to parents, teachers, and others
working with children and youth through
the NASP website www.nasponline.org
and the NASP Center for Children & Families website
www.naspcenter.org. Or use the direct links below to
access information that can help you improve outcomes
for the children and youth in your care.
About School Psychology—Downloadable brochures,
FAQs, and facts about training, practice, and career
choices for the profession.
www.nasponline.org/about_nasp/spsych.html
Crisis Resources—Handouts, fact sheets, and links
regarding crisis prevention/intervention, coping with
trauma, suicide prevention, and school safety.
www.nasponline.org/crisisresources
Culturally Competent Practice—Materials and resources
promoting culturally competent assessment and
intervention, minority recruitment, and issues related to
cultural diversity and tolerance.
www.nasponline.org/culturalcompetence
En Español—Parent handouts and materials translated
into Spanish. www.naspcenter.org/espanol/
IDEA Information—Information, resources, and advocacy
tools regarding IDEA policy and practical implementation.
www.nasponline.org/advocacy/IDEAinformation.html
Information for Educators—Handouts, articles, and
other resources on a variety of topics.
www.naspcenter.org/teachers/teachers.html
Information for Parents—Handouts and other resources
a variety of topics.

www.naspcenter.org/parents/parents.html
Links to State Associations—Easy access to state
association websites.
www.nasponline.org/information/links_state_orgs.html
NASP Books & Publications Store—Review tables of
contents and chapters of NASP bestsellers.
www.nasponline.org/bestsellers
Order online. www.nasponline.org/store
Position Papers—Official NASP policy positions on
key issues.
www.nasponline.org/information/position_paper.html
Success in School/Skills for Life—Parent handouts that
can be posted on your school’s website.
www.naspcenter.org/resourcekit

