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Foreword: Letise Sampson 

 

When it comes to handling relationships, sex and developmental changes, there are more 

challenges than ever for young people to deal with.  

 

Growing up in my teens in the 90s, relationships, sex and dating was somewhat simple: if 

someone liked you, it's yes or no and then you move forward. The most you had to deal 

with was the embarrassment of friends laughing at you when a situation went pear-shaped 

and insecurity, whether caused  by low self-esteem, negative body image or peer rejection.  

 

We feared bullies and pursued crushes but we didn't have smartphones, avatars and image 

filters. We couldn't send a flirty GIF via MMS. The only way we could express our feelings 

was through speaking to people in person or calling their land line. Likewise, our battles 

were fought with fists and verbal insults. 

 

Fast forward to 2021 and we are now in the era of digital romance, caught up in the world 

of online messaging and social media fuelled by the likes of Instagram, Facebook and 

dating apps such as Tinder, supposedly aimed at bringing people closer. Young people 

have flocked to these technologies. Although many have used the internet to find real 

friendships and love, we have also seen how destructive this new form of digital romance 

can be. It has the potential to cause confusion in young people, unbalancing their 

navigation of sexuality and relationships. 

 

Digital influences can have a profound and lifelong effect on relationships. Catfished 

profile images or airbrushed photos warp teens' sense of what's real and what's fake and 

can even lead to grooming and child sexual exploitation (CSE). A jealous teenager, 

misreading an emoji, might become abusive towards their partner and start down the road 

of teenage relationship abuse (TRA). 

 

Through a lack of understanding of online privacy, we have seen the internet become a 

destructive force in the hands of young people. We've seen the rise of Sexting, non-

consensual sharing of images, Revenge Porn, Online Grooming, Pornography Addiction 

and unhealthy relationship behaviours such as Stalking and Sexual Abuse. 
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Of course, technology has helped with positive things too, like exposing sexual abuse, 

empowering the #MeToo movement and allowing young people and minority groups to 

have a voice. For example, we have seen how the LGBT+ movement has been fuelled by 

increased awareness, largely off the back of technology. We have also been able to shine a 

spotlight on archaic human rights abuses such as forced marriage and female genital 

mutilation, leading to solid global commitments to stamp out these practises once and for 

all.  

 

So, it’s not all doom and gloom. 

 

Technology, whether through messenger apps, multi-player gaming or video sharing 

platforms has brought a newfound confidence to young people as they mature emotionally 

and socially. Part of that includes finding romantic intimacy and expressing love and 

affection.  

 

Most teenagers will naturally experiment with sexual behaviour at some stage and issues 

around sexual preference and gender identity may become important. Some teenagers are 

sexually attracted to people of the opposite sex, others are attracted to people of the same 

sex, are bisexual or express no sexual interest at all. Most young people identify with their 

biological gender but many do not.  

 

Consent has become a huge minefield for teenagers seeking love as they are held to higher 

standards of behaviour than earlier generations. In addition, there are still the usual 

choices to be made around alcohol, drugs, contraception and personal safety, all under the 

unforgiving heat of peer pressure. But even this influence now extends beyond the school 

playground, guiding young people's behaviour 24/7/36 through their mobile and at-home 

devices. 

 

It can be overwhelming for adults to understand let alone control what is going on in the 

lives of the children we care for. Until now, the help they need has been scattered around 

in fragments.  

 

This book gathers those pieces together and will empower teachers, parents, 

community leaders and youth-focused professionals to tackle some of the 

main issues around Youth Sex and Relationships in the 21st Century 
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Biography: Letise Sampson 

 

I grew up in Brent, Northwest London, but my parents wanted me to go to a good school 

outside of and away from the area, so I went to a suburban boys' school in the heart of 

Finchley, North London. 

 

Going to an all-boys school meant there was a lot of testosterone and toxic masculinity. 

Without a girl in sight, everybody felt they had to prove their sexuality. Students would 

constantly lust after and fixate on the female teachers and this was the talk of the 

playground. Friends from other local mixed schools would laugh at you because they could 

never understand why parents would send their child to a same sex school. 

 

Bullying was prominent in the school so boys would use derogatory words to counter-

attack and defend their sexuality. You had to be very careful how you conducted yourself. 

That included the social activities you took part in and even the words you used. For 

example, if you said anything deemed 'sus' (according to Urban Dictionary: a 'straight' 

person [usually male] who engages in suspiciously gay activities) you would be instantly 

called 'gay'. If your jeans were too tight, you were 'gay'. The popular music of choice was 

hip hop and R&B so if you listened to music outside this genre (e.g. Right Said Fred or even 

Take That), you were also classified as 'gay'. You can imagine the homophobic atmosphere 

in the school. 

 

Now, I had a particular Cypriot friend in my class, and I believe I knew him well enough to 

know he wouldn’t lie or bring negative attention to himself. There were some woodlands 

near my school (I believe the area was called Avenue House Park), We used to cut through 

these woods as kids as a short cut to get to the buses. To paint the picture, this wasn’t your 

normal park. If you are familiar with parks in that part of North London (i.e. Hampstead, 

Finchley and Highgate), you will know they are heavily forested. As a teen, it wasn’t 

somewhere you would dare walk alone if you valued your safety.  

 

One day, my Cypriot friend was seen running out of the park screaming for help. He 

revealed that he had been sexually attacked by a sixth former from the same school who 

had indecently exposed himself and then groped and tried to rape him. The guy he was 

accusing was also my friend. He was a calm, quiet and reclusive Indian guy and this 

accusation seemed so out of character.  
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But when word of this incident came out the next day, it spread like wildfire around the 

school. This guy was then attacked by a mob of at least 30 students after school and beaten 

pretty badly. I remember the hurtful language they used while they attacked him. They 

hurled insults such as 'faggot' and 'batty boy' as this vigilante school justice took place. I 

think he was beaten more for being a suspected homosexual than for the actual alleged 

crime of sexual assault.  

 

When the school and the head teacher got wind, the police made a few arrests. Most of 

those involved ran away and a few were expelled. Whether the alleged sexual abuse victim 

was telling the truth or the alleged perpetrator convicted, nobody really knows. But 

because of the pressure and embarrassment, both of them decided to leave the school for 

good. God knows what kind of trauma it caused them. 

 

I did bump into my Indian friend, the one who had been accused, a few months later but I 

really didn’t know what to say. I was confused and angry – baffled really. He denied any 

involvement and wrongdoing but because sexual bullying, harassment and rape were 

topics you would only see on Crimewatch, it was hard for a child to even process what had 

happened. Today, sexual bullying is heavily documented on TV and social media so 

something like that happening in a school would be headline news and go viral on social 

media. 

 

As a young heterosexual teen, I never really thought of or cared about the issue of 

homosexuality. All I knew was that homosexual activity in those days, especially if you 

went to a boys' school, was like signing your own death warrant. Even being suspected of 

being gay was a very hard stigma to shake off due to the severe homophobic prejudice. 

 

What was bizarre was that the same boys would get hold of pornographic magazines and 

enjoy looking at images of lesbianism. They found that fun and exciting while totally 

detesting the concept of male homosexuality. This book includes a chapter on pornography 

where I explore the messages that our children are absorbing when they view porn. Of 

course, it is easier than ever today for young people to access pornography – even hardcore 

porn. How is this shaping the attitudes of a new generation of young men and women? Is it 

reinforcing harmful gender stereotypes? Does it lead to Teenage Relationship Abuse and 

blur the boundaries of consent. All of these topics are also covered in the chapters you will 

read. 

 

 



 

5 

How about homophobic (HBT) bullying today? We like to think these things have 

improved but a few years ago I saw a couple of viral videos which badly disturbed me. 

Although they were filmed outside of the UK, they both involved teens. One was based in 

Russia. A trans young person was beaten so badly by a mob of antisocial youths that his 

body appeared to be lifeless. I don't even know if he survived. For the first time in my life, I 

understood and empathised with the pain experienced by trans people. In another video, I 

saw a young Kenyan man beaten, tied to a car tyre and set alight while crowds cheered as 

he perished. I Googled other videos and saw that all over the world these attacks are very 

common. It is very concerning and emphasises the need to raise awareness and educate 

people on RSE issues. 

 

These same issues of homophobia, sexual bullying, rape, abusive relationships and 

pornography are some of many that young people will have to deal with in the 21st Century. 

Others include teenage pregnancy, contraception, abortion, STDs and equal rights. Part of 

the reason I wrote this book was to be able to help break these sexual stigmas and 

encourage us all to talk about some of these difficult issues. Even today, no one wants to 

talk about these uncomfortable, socially inappropriate things.  

 

But if we don't talk with young people, how will they ever access the support they need? 

From the sexual and homophobic bullying detailed above to peer pressure over body image 

to puberty to the trauma caused by the pandemic, the list of stressors goes on. What's 

more, children are now exposed to risks to their sexual health and wellbeing earlier than 

ever due to the ever-present smartphone and social media networks. Sexting, catfishing, 

online grooming – these were all unheard of just a few years ago and yet the risk of 

children being harmed is now a 24/7/365 one.  

 

Is it any wonder youth suicide is at an all-time peak? Protecting the mental health of 

children and teens should be at the forefront of all of our agendas. This starts with 

consistent, high quality RSE education. 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

 

In September 2020, the UK government introduced compulsory relationships and health 

education for the first time in schools. Secondary schools also had to provide relationships 

and sex education (RSE) while primary schools could do so if they wanted. 

 

The new Relationships Education, RSE and Health Education (England) Regulations 2019 

covers a huge area ranging from how to form healthy relationships and protect our 

physical and mental health to understanding consent in sexual relationships and learning 

about contraception and sexually transmitted diseases (STDs). 

 

RSE also covers sexual orientation and gender identity, issues that are very much in the 

public consciousness today as well as the risks and rewards of online relationships. 

 

As providers of RSE workshops, training and consultation for decades, we at 2020 Dreams 

felt it was the ideal time to create an up-to-date and comprehensive resource for anyone 

wanting to get a handle on the vast and multi-faceted world of youth relationships and sex. 

 

This book brings together everything you need to know in one place. 

 

Some of the key topics we focus on are: 

 

 Consent 

 Sexuality and making healthy decisions 

 Grooming, sexting and online harms 

 Peer pressure 

 STDs 

 Contraception 

 Teenage relationship abuse 

 Sexual bullying 

 Gender equality 

 Pornography 

 Survival sex 

 Teen drinking and sex 

 Female genital mutilation (FGM) 

 Forced marriage 
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 Child sexual exploitation (CSE) 

 How to talk openly with young people 

 

How to use this book 

 

This is a 2020 Dreams publication. 2020 Dreams provide an extensive range of RSE 

workshops, and other personal, social, health and economic (PSHE) workshops to schools, 

PTAs, foster homes, special hospitals, PRUs, Young Offenders' Institutes and any other 

public, private or third sector organisation with an interest in child and young persons' 

wellbeing. We provide both face-to-face and virtual content and can travel to anywhere in 

the UK. 

 

We also provide training, consultation and youth mentoring services. For more 

information or to book a workshop or training, please see http://www.2020rising.org.uk 

for more details. 

 

This book is designed to help parents, caregivers, teachers, youth service providers and 

community leaders to understand the many issues young people are faced with today. We 

provide the most up to date information on everything from forms of contraception and 

sexually transmitted diseases to gender equality movements (e.g. #MeToo) and the threats 

posed by social media and the internet.  

 

Whether read as an accompanying resource to a 2020 Dreams workshop or training or as a 

standalone information guide, you will be equipped with a solid, up-to-date oversight of 

the topics that matter, able to speak with authority to the young people you support. 

 

For Parents: 

 

 Real facts and guidance about relationships and sex so you can help your sons and 

daughters to make healthy decisions and stay safe. 

 Information about online harms and advice on how you can protect your children 

from them. 

 A chapter on how to talk openly with your child using Socratic questioning. 

 

 

 

http://www.2020rising.org.uk/
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For Young People: 

 

 Real facts and guidance about relationships and sex so you can make healthy 

decisions and stay safe. 

 Information about online harms and advice on how you can protect yourself from 

them. 

 Signposts and advice to help you find support and help for issues you may be 

experiencing. 

 

For the Wider Community: 

 

 Based on the latest knowledge and research. 

 Builds awareness about a wide variety of RSE topics. 

 Practical advice for recognising young people at risk and providing help. 

 

So, Why is RSE Important? 

 

By making RSE compulsory in schools, the government has recognised that supporting 

children to become healthy, successful adults goes way beyond academic teaching.  

 

Forming healthy relationships with peers, managing changing bodies, protecting mental 

health and navigating the tricky territory around sex are challenges all children will face as 

they grow. 

 

We need to make sure all children in society can benefit from the protection 

of our collective relationship and health wisdom, not just the fortunate few 

who can rely on accurate information from healthy role models at home. 

 

Some of the topics covered in this book might make you fear for the health, safety and well-

being of our children but we can't protect them by staying silent. The words of Marie Curie 

ring as true now as they ever did: 

 

“Nothing in life is to be feared, it is only to be understood. Now is the time to 

understand more, so that we may fear less.” 
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CHAPTER 2: Managing Emotions 

 

As adults, it can be easy to forget the cauldron of emotions that young people face as they 

develop. With hormones raging through their bodies, teens going through puberty can 

experience mood swings, intense anxieties, impulsive desires and deep melancholy. 

 

The sooner we can teach our children to manage their emotions, the easier it will be for 

them to ride the rollercoaster of adolescence. Managing emotions does not mean stifling 

them or ignoring them. Rather, it involves recognising emotions as they arise, 

understanding their origin and expressing them openly but without causing harm to self or 

others. 

 

Managing one's own emotions is part of a valuable set of skills we call emotional 

intelligence. 

 

What is Emotional Intelligence? 

 

Emotional intelligence (sometimes referred to as EQ), is an umbrella term for a wide range 

of interpersonal and intrapersonal skills. We've already mentioned the ability to 

understand and manage our own emotions but EQ also covers how good we are at 

recognising the emotions of others and experiencing empathy with them. 

 

Scientists have devised two tests for EQ: the Mayor-Salovey-Caruso EI test and the Bar-on 

EQ-i test. These both break emotional intelligence down into various elements, providing 

the person taking the test with both a score for each element and an overall EQ/EI score. 

 

The good news is that EQ is something that can be learned and part of growing up involves 

children improving their emotional intelligence. 

 

Physical Self-Care, Positive Thinking and Meditation 

 

We can help children to stay mentally and emotionally well by reminding them of the 

importance of taking care of the physical body. Eating nutritional meals, keeping fit and 

active and having enough sleep are all vital to managing our emotions. 
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Replacing negative thoughts with positive ones (affirmations), reframing painful situations 

and practising meditation and mindfulness are powerful techniques that some children 

may find useful for managing their emotions. 

 

Bouncing Back from Coronavirus 

 

There is evidence supporting the value of debriefing in helping adults manage their 

emotions during recovery from traumatic events. Many people have felt that the impact of 

coronavirus on our lives comes under the definition of trauma as we have been forced to 

give up our freedoms and lose contact with loved ones. 

 

It is important that parents, teachers and other responsible adults recognise that our 

children may need to be debriefed and gently re-introduced into normal life. There could 

be a lot of residual fear of the virus itself mixed with anxiety about reconnecting with 

friends and the uncertainty over exams. Some children will feel a sense of loss if they have 

enjoyed home schooling. 

 

Returning to the concept of emotional intelligence, we can use the debriefing process to 

help children to understand their thoughts and feelings and recognise when they may need 

to seek additional help. 

 

Bereavement and the Grief Process 

 

More children than ever are now experiencing the pain of losing grandparents before their 

time and some have tragically experienced the death of a parent. Any child going through 

bereavement is likely to struggle even more than adults due to their relatively strong 

attachments and lack of life experience. Add to that a difficulty with talking about  grief 

and it is hardly surprising that many children struggle to cope with their loss. 

 

Adults need to be alert to the signs that a grieving child needs help over and above the 

support they should be receiving from those closest to them. These signs might include 

refusing to believe the loved one has died and acting as if they are still around or even 

taking on the activities and behaviours of the deceased. 
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2020 Dreams Managing Emotions Workshops 

 

Did you know that 2020 Dreams have designed various  workshops focused on the area of 

managing emotions in children and teens? Part of our Mental, Physical & Emotional Well-

Being series, these workshops include: 

 

 Emotional Intelligence 

 Coronavirus Mental Health & Well-Being: Life After Lockdown 

 Mental Health & Positive Thinking 

 Confidence Building 

 Emotional Resilience 

 Managing Stress During Exams 

 Managing Emotions: Death & Bereavement 

 Anxiety and OCD 

 

As with all 2020 Dreams workshops, our skilled and experienced facilitators use the most 

effective engagement strategies to connect with young people within schools, PRUs, foster 

homes, secure hospitals and more. Workshops are available face-to-face (recommended) 

or remotely and are tailored to the children's age and context. 2020 Dreams also offer one-

to-one sessions for parents and children and a range of other specialised options such as 

staff training and youth mentoring. Please see 2020dreams.org.uk for full details. 

 

For a quiz, discussion hints and group learning activities based on the content 

in this chapter, please see the Appendix. 
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CHAPTER 3: Family Structure in the 21st Century 

 

Our families are important for our sense of identity but no two families are alike. The 

average family unit of mum, dad and (since 2002) 1.6 children covers fewer young people 

than ever given the increase in single parent families, families with LGBT+ parents, 

cultures where families embrace multi-generational living and other variations in family 

structure. 

 

We can all help the young people we are responsible for to embrace this diversity by 

teaching them what really makes a family and helping them to realise that surface 

differences mask an underlying unity. 

 

What Makes a Family? 

 

How is a family different to other groups of humans we might have connections with? It 

can be difficult to lock down a definition but two essential elements of a healthy family are 

love and long-term commitment. Family members share an emotional bond and commit to 

supporting one another for life. Although we can love our peer groups and the fellow 

members of a sports team or music band, the bond tends to be weaker and the 

commitment less durable. It is the strength of our family that gives us our strongest sense 

of security and identity. 

 

By making sure our young people understand this, we can get them to look beyond surface 

differences, such as the number of people involved, their genders or their sexualities, and 

respect families of every kind. This will help to drive down bullying and discrimination in 

society. 

 

By understanding what a family really is, young people will also be more able to identify 

unhealthy family systems (such as abusive homes or gang 'families') and take action where 

needed to escape or help others to escape them. 

 

Single Parent Families 

 

Single parent families are often discriminated against in society. Assumptions are made 

about the reasons for one parent's absence and these are often based on traditional 

conservative values about sexuality and parenthood.  
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Young people influenced by these beliefs might then pick on children from single parent 

families.  

 

In reality, there is variety when it comes to single parent families.  

 

One of the parents could have died, there might have been a divorce or separation or the 

co-parent may have never been involved in the child's upbringing. Some children could be 

living in a family where the father or mother is in prison. 

 

Even within the family, there could be variation. For example, the eldest child might have 

experienced a divorce whereas the youngest was born into the single parent family having 

never known their other parent. 

 

Some single parents have a lot of support from their parents, friends and extended family 

while others are surviving on their own with very little help. This can lead to problems with 

finances, parental supervision and discipline which can all increase the risk of bullying or 

discrimination, by peers and adults alike. 

 

LGBT+ Families 

 

While it is now more widely accepted that some children have two mums, two dads or one 

or more transgender parents, there is still a long way to go to normalise this family 

structure. Children living in these families may feel excluded when discussing family life 

and adults must be careful to avoid making the 'mum and dad' assumption when talking to 

them.  

 

Sometimes, outright discrimination and homosexual, bisexual or transgender (HBT) 

bullying can take place and schools and other institutions need to remain alert to the signs. 

 

Adoption, Fostering and 'Looked After' Children 

 

There are many reasons why a child's birth parents may not be in a position to provide the 

care they need. For example, they might be: 

 

 Child parents 

 Mentally disabled 
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 Seriously mentally or physically ill 

 Suspected or convicted of abuse or neglect 

 Imprisoned 

 Deceased 

 

Local authorities will try and keep the child at home for as long as possible but if they are 

deemed to be at risk of immediate danger, social services can apply for a court order for 

compulsory care. The child or children will then be taken from the home and a placement 

with extended family or a  foster carer will normally be sought. Any child who is under the 

care of a local authority for more than 24 hours becomes a 'looked after' child. 

 

If possible, the child will be placed with an extended family or put into foster care as soon 

as it is practical to do so. A foster family is paid an allowance to look after a child on a 

temporary basis. They must allow the  birth parents to visit (unless this is not in the child's 

best interests) and they are expected to look after the child as if it were their own (with the 

exception that they must raise the child under the child's own religion). When asked, they 

must give the child up to the local authority. 

 

While most looked after children are fostered, some are placed in a residential children's 

home. The majority of these (around 1,700 in March 2019) are run by private firms with 

fewer than 600 now controlled by local authorities and voluntary groups. The proportion 

of private children's homes continues to increase. 

 

Some of the reasons why foster care may not be suitable include: 

 

 The child has serious behavioural problems 

 The child's experience of abuse puts them at risk of abusing others 

 The child is going into care with a sibling 

 The child has previous bad experiences with fostering 

 

Ultimately, the end goal of both fostered and looked after children is to have them legally 

adopted. 

 

Anyone over 21 who has lived in the UK for a year and has a permanent home here can 

apply to adopt a child of 17 years or younger. Since 2002, LGBT+ people have also had the 

right to adopt in the UK, increasing the number of families where children have same sex 
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parents. Applications are made via the local authority or National Children's Home. 

 

If the birth parents are known and want to keep in contact, this has to be done through a 

formal legal arrangement.  

 

Nevertheless, according to Adoption UK, a quarter of adopted teenagers are in informal 

contact with their birth families who normally instigate the contact via social media. 

 

Adoption is a long and complex legal process. At the end of a successful application, the 

adoptive parents will have full legal rights over the child. They will have to cover all of the 

normal expenses of raising a child. 

 

In the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, many of the children adopted in the UK were babies. Today, 

fewer babies are adopted due to the improvement in support for young mothers and 

society's acceptance of unmarried parents. In fact, there is currently an ongoing campaign 

for the government to apologise for the forced adoption of babies which saw many 

unmarried mothers made to give up their children. 

 

Orphans 

 

An orphan is a child whose parents have either died or are absent. They may have 

abandoned them at birth or as older children and may or may not be known to the child or 

others. 

 

Again, orphans will have very different experiences depending on the circumstances 

around their parents' absence and the environment in which they grew up. An orphan 

child who has been born into a supportive, loving home may feel as secure and happy as 

anyone brought up in a traditional family unit. On the other hand, a child whose parents 

were both killed tragically at the age of eight is likely to need a lot of psychological help and 

ongoing support. 

 

In most cases, orphaned children will be cared for by extended family members but where 

this is not possible, they will usually be fostered and then adopted. In some cases, where 

the child has serious behavioural issues, they may be placed with a children's home. 
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Safeguarding and Recognising Unsafe Families 

 

While no family is perfect, there should be an underlying feeling of love, support and 

safety. Where any or all of these are missing, the family may need state intervention to 

protect vulnerable members.  

 

However, it should be recognised that young people who are experiencing mental health 

issues – or even those going through puberty – may sometimes feel they are disconnected 

from their families or lack support from them.  

 

It is important for all members of a family to communicate openly about how they feel and 

to correct any misunderstandings. For example, a distressed teen may feel their parents 

don't care about their well-being when they make them go to a sports club. The real reason 

might be that the parents either haven't understood the severity of the issue or they 

strongly believe that facing anxiety head on is the best way to heal. 

 

Where neglect or abuse is suspected, teachers, group leaders, PRU staff, etc. should follow 

their institution's safeguarding policies. Anybody can contact children's services via their 

local authority. If a child is in immediate danger or an active crime is being committed, 

999 should be called. 

 

For a quiz, discussion hints and group learning activities based on the content 

in this chapter, please see the Appendix. 
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CHAPTER 4: Gender Equality 

 

Despite progress over the past few decades, there is still widespread gender inequality and 

no country on the planet has yet achieved this elusive goal. 

 

Why Gender Equality Matters 

 

To begin with, Article 14 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights says that human 

rights, 'Shall be secured without discrimination on any ground such as sex, race, colour, 

language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, association with a 

national minority, property, birth or other status.' 

 

Beyond this ethical basis for gender equality there is the overall benefit to society that is 

likely to emerge as a result. When every woman has access to education and paid 

employment, the national productivity of a country is expected to increase with some 

countries likely to see double digit rises. This will make it easier for governments to tackle 

challenges such as poverty. 

 

By ensuring all females have access to sexual health and pre- and post-natal services, fewer 

unplanned births will take place and more children will grow up in secure, loving families, 

 

By eliminating domestic violence and practices such as female genital mutilation (FGM) 

and child and forced marriage, millions of women and girls will be saved from short-term 

and long-term physical and psychological pain. 

 

And if women can secure equal representation in local and national government (currently 

25% and 36% respectively), they will have a stronger voice in pushing forward the gender 

equality policies that will underlie the positive changes ahead. 

 

Domestic Violence, Sexual Discrimination and the #Metoo 

Movement 

 

There has been a lot of media attention in the UK about domestic violence, particularly the 

abuse of women and girls by their male partners. While domestic violence against men and 

between other members of a family occur, it is women who are disproportionately affected. 
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This situation is rooted in gender inequality and the physical and emotional domination of 

women by men. 

 

Sexual discrimination of women has also been in the spotlight, epitomised by the #MeToo 

movement. #MeToo was a revival of a phrase used by Tarana Burke to promote female 

empowerment via their shared experiences of sexual abuse.  

 

In 2017, Alyssa Milano used the # function to encourage the viral spread of the #MeToo 

hashtag  during the exposure of Harvey Weinstein. 

 

The United Nations Development Goal for Gender Equality (SDG 

5) 

 

Gender equality is one of the United Nations' 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs). 

These are focused on achieving specific outcomes by the year 2030 with progress reviewed 

every five years. 

 

SDG 5 has set out nine targets, as follows: 

 

5.1 End discrimination against women and girls 

5.2 End all violence against and exploitation of women and girls 

5.3 End forced marriage and FGM 

5.4 Value unpaid care and promote the equal sharing of domestic responsibilities 

5.5 Full female participation in political, economic and public leadership roles 

5.6 Universal access to reproductive rights and health services 

5.A Equal rights to economic resources (including property, inheritance, financial services, 

etc.) 

5.B Empowerment of women and girls through technology 

5.C Adoption and strengthening of gender equality policies and legislation  

 

The SDG 5 website (globalgoals.org/5-gender-equality) also provides resources to help 

citizens support the goals, including shareable graphics and links to gender equality 

campaigns and organisations such as Freedom United, Global Citizen, HeForShe, the 

Malala Fund, Plan International and UNICEF. 
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2020 Dreams Gender Equality Workshops 

 

Did you know that 2020 Dreams have designed a specific Gender Equality workshop? Our 

skilled and experienced facilitators use the most effective engagement strategies to connect 

with young people within schools, PRUs, foster homes, secure hospitals and more. 

 

As with all 2020 Dreams workshops, our Gender Equality workshop is available face-to-

face (recommended) or remotely and is tailored to the children's age and context.  

 

Importantly, our content avoids blaming men for gender inequality as this is likely to 

alienate and/or upset boys and young men. 2020 Dreams also offer one-to-one sessions for 

parents and children and a range of other specialised options such as staff training and 

youth mentoring. Please see 2020dreams.org.uk for full details. 

 

For a quiz, discussion hints and group learning activities based on the content 

in this chapter, please see the Appendix.
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CHAPTER 5: LGBT+ Awareness 

 

Why should we, as a society, support the rights of people who identify as lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, transgender or one of the many other terms denoting sexual preference or gender  

identity? As the LGBT Foundation explains, 'People are happier and perform better when 

they feel free to express their true identities.' 

 

Identity, Gender and Sexuality 

 

As we develop as human beings, we have a need to understand who we are, identifying as a 

member of various groups and distancing ourselves from others. Most people on this 

planet are born either as a female or a male and identify with that gender throughout their 

lives; they are sometimes referred to as cisgender.  

 

Ohers identify with the opposite gender to the one in which society would expect based on 

their physical gender. They may have been born as men but identify as women or vice 

versa and are defined as transgender. If they go through a process of transitioning from 

their birth gender to their real gender, they are referred to as transsexuals. A trans man is a 

person whose physical body was female and is now male. A trans woman was born in a 

male body and has transitioned to a female. 

 

Some people identify as neither male nor female or as both male and female. Their 

experiences give weight to the view that gender is non-binary and they might describe 

themselves as genderqueer. This includes intersex people (those whose physical bodies are 

gender non-specific). They will still have been assigned a gender at birth and may choose 

to transition into the opposite gender, identifying as a trans man, trans woman or trans 

person. 

 

Yet other people describe themselves as genderfluid, experiencing their gender switching 

between the male and female ends of the spectrum over time. 

 

So far, this has covered the 'T' of the LGBT+ umbrella. 

 

Another powerful influence on our sense of self is our sexuality. Most people identify as 

heterosexual, being physically and sexually attracted to someone of the opposite gender.  
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Homosexuals are attracted to someone of the same gender and form the L (lesbian) and G 

(gay) of LGBT+. The B refers to bisexuals who are attracted to people of both genders. This 

aspect of sexual identity is sometimes referred to as sexual orientation or even sexual 

preference. 

 

What Is the 'Plus' For? 

 

The plus sign in LGBT+ indicates that the umbrella includes people who do not conform to 

the heterosexual/cisgender majority but also do not identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual or 

trans. In some presentations, the inclusive term 'queer' is included (LGBTQ+) and in 

others, people who identify as intersex or asexual are also specifically included 

(LGBTQIA+). The asexual spectrum (ACE) includes those who identify as demisexual, 

grey-asexual and semi-sexual. 

 

Pansexual and panromantics see themselves as gender-blind, feeling sexual and/or 

romantic attraction to people regardless of their gender identity. 

 

The Power of The Personal Pronoun 

 

The brave decisions of celebrities such as Demi Lovato and Sam Smith to use the gender 

neutral personal pronoun 'they' rather than the expected gendered 'he' or 'she' has sparked 

intense debate. It is has also led to a movement promoting the specifying of preferred 

personal pronouns. By specifying their preferred personal pronouns, cisgender people can 

reinforce the message that gender identity cannot be assumed by external appearances. 

 

This will help to create an inclusive, supportive environment for people whose gender 

identity conflicts with their physical appearance. 

 

Staying In or Coming Out? Mental Health and HBT Bullying 

 

Coming to terms with our own gender identity and sexuality is one side of the coin. On the 

flip side is how society identifies us. With the majority of people identifying as either male 

or female and heterosexual, it is easy to take society's acceptance for granted. LGBT+ 

people continue to fight for the recognition that others experience automatically.  

 

If people are happier and perform better when they are allowed to express themselves, it 
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stands to reason that they will be unhappy and less successful if they feel unable to 'come 

out' about their gender identity and/or sexual orientation. This is often referred to as living 

in the closet or being closeted. 

 

The need to hide their true nature can lead to a range of mental health issues from 

depression and anxiety to addictions, obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), self-harm, 

suicidal thoughts and even attempted suicide. 

 

Many adult LGBT+ people assert that they knew that they were in the wrong body (gender 

dysphoria) and/or had an attraction to people of the same gender from early childhood.  

 

This makes it crucial that parents, schools and other adults involved in the care of children 

ensure that children who identify as LGBT+ or are exploring their gender and sexual 

identities are supported and protected. Sadly, HBT (homophobic, biphobic and 

transphobic) bullying is common in schools and the community and this can have tragic 

consequences.  

 

Even pre-teen children have sometimes taken their own lives as a result of HBT bullying. 

 

2020 Dreams LGBT Awareness Workshops 

 

Did you know that 2020 Dreams have designed a specific LGBT Awareness workshop? Our 

skilled and experienced facilitators use the most effective engagement strategies to connect 

with young people within schools, PRUs, foster homes, secure hospitals and more. 

 

As with all 2020 Dreams workshops, our LGBT Awareness workshop is available face-to-

face (recommended) or remotely and is tailored to the children's age and context. 2020 

Dreams also offer one-to-one sessions for parents and children and a range of other 

specialised options such as staff training and youth mentoring. Please see 

2020dreams.org.uk for full details. 

 

For a quiz, discussion hints and group learning activities based on the content 

in this chapter, please see the Appendix. 
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CHAPTER 6: Stages of Sexuality: Birth to 5 

 

It is a common error for parents and other adults to think that sexuality begins with 

puberty. In fact, the term sexual covers all of the instincts and body processes connected 

with close contact with others.  

 

These instincts and processes are present right from birth and the way parents and 

caregivers manage children's natural responses to them are very important when it comes 

to setting patterns for later life. 

 

Sexuality from Birth to Two 

 

In most cases, the person a child first has intimate contact with is its mother. Here is where 

sexuality begins. Healthy babies have an instinct for close contact and will feel safe when 

they are hugged and held securely. They will also experience pleasure through being 

stimulated by kissing and tickling. This combination of security, love and pleasure will lay 

the foundations for their adult experiences of intimacy. 

 

Infants will also enjoy playing with their body parts, including their genitals, and will 

experience pleasure when doing so. This is all part of healthy development so should not 

be a cause for concern.  

 

Many adults are unaware that babies can even experience erections and vaginal 

lubrication. These are physical reflex actions that, again, are a normal and healthy part of 

child development. 

 

Note to parents: A boy's testicles will normally drop into the scrotum by the age of six 

months. This will be checked as part of a child's routine health examinations but if you 

have any worries, you should speak to your GP. 

 

Talking Tips: What is That Called? 

 

When an infant learns to speak it soon wants to find out the names for all of its body parts. 

This can put parents and other adults into a tight spot as they are unsure whether to use 

child-friendly slang terms or to go straight for the science textbook definitions. 
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While there is nothing wrong with using family terms for body parts, it is better to use the 

correct scientific terms as soon as possible. This will mean that discussions can be more 

accurate and map on to resources such as books and videos. For example, a girl can learn 

that the vagina and vulva refer to different parts of her body, helping her to talk about her 

body in more specific terms. 

 

If you are a parent or caregiver who was brought up not to talk about 'private parts,' it is 

important to overcome your  hang-up when talking with your child. Openness in talking 

about sexuality is the cornerstone of future ability to understand the body and 

relationships. This, in turn, helps children, teens and young adults to make healthy choices 

regarding sex and relationships. 

 

You should also be mindful about your tone of voice and facial expressions when 

discussing bodies and relationships. If you do need to correct a child (e.g. if they are 

exposing themselves in public or shouting inappropriate terms), do so gently.  

 

Of course, you should teach them about privacy and appropriate behaviour but shouting 

will only confuse and embarrass them. Remember: they are not doing anything wrong. 

Curiosity about their bodies and relationships is natural and healthy. 

 

'Fear of the name increases fear of the thing itself.' - Albus Dumbledore in Harry Potter 

and the Chamber of Secrets, J.K. Rowling 

 

When talking about penises, vaginas, breasts, vulva and testicles, it is helpful to remind 

children that these all come in different shapes, sizes and appearance. The sooner a child 

realises that 'normal' spans a massive range, the less likely they will be to develop hang-ups 

about their bodies. 

 

Sexuality from Two to Five  

 

If you are a parent or carer for a toddler or pre-school child, don't be shocked to find them 

getting naked with a friend. Children at this stage of development want to extend their 

knowledge of their own bodies to that of other people – children and adults. They want to 

know what looks the same, what looks different and why. 
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The best course of action is to gently ask them to get dressed and tell them that playing 

should only be done with clothes on. You can also bring up themes of privacy and consent  

by explaining that you can only touch other people when they say it is OK.  

 

Parents can model this by teaching their child when it is and is not OK to touch them or 

ask to see their body parts. This might also be a good time to head to the bookshelf or 

library for some age-appropriate books on the human body. 

 

It is a good idea to bring the issue up with the parents of the other child. They can then 

have a similar conversation about privacy. 

 

You should also respect any child's 'no!' at all times.  

 

Whether you are tickling or kissing your son or daughter or hugging a grandchild, they 

have the right to expect you to stop when they ask you to. This will help them to develop a 

healthy 'warning system' against inappropriate sexual behaviour from other children and 

adults. Now is also a good time to teach them about the difference between bad and good 

secrets and what to do if someone asks them to keep a bad secret 

 

Toddlers and pre-school children will continue to derive pleasure and comfort from 

playing with their own genitals. As long as they are doing this is private, there is no cause 

for concern. It is normal and healthy. 

 

Children's questions about their bodies are likely to become more detailed as they get 

older. They will want to know what different body parts are for so it can be useful to teach 

them that every part has its own job and what that job is. 

 

Talking Tips: Where Do Babies Come From? 

 

'Where did I come from?' or 'How are babies made?' are common questions children of this 

age will throw at adults (usually when sitting around the table during Sunday lunch or at 

some equally awkward moment). 

 

There are a couple of approaches you can try out: 

 

 Go for a simple explanation such as 'Babies grow inside their mum in a special place 
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called the uterus' or 'Babies are made from a tiny egg and a seed called a sperm.' 

 Ask a Socratic question (see Chapter 28) such as 'Where do you think you come 

from?' or 'How do you think a baby might be made'. This can give you time to think 

of a suitable response based on the child's level of understanding. 

 

Note to parents: As soon as a boy's foreskin can be easily pulled back you can teach them 

to do this while bathing and showering. This should never be forced and some boys' 

foreskins won't be retractable until their teenage years. 

 

Gender Awareness 

 

By the age of two or three years, children will have developed a basic understanding of 

gender and gender roles. A combination of their physical sex and their environment is 

thought to contribute to their early gender identity. 

 

Some children will experiment with breaking gender norms (e.g. boys pushing prams and 

girls playing with trucks). At this age, this is usually more to do with imaginative and 

creative play than gender identity. It gives parents the ideal opportunity to challenge 

male/female stereotypes. 

 

For a quiz, discussion hints and group learning activities based on the content 

in this chapter, please see the Appendix.
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CHAPTER 7: Stages of Sexuality: 5 to 9 

 

Through their early school years, children will continue to be fascinated by other children 

including their body parts. It is very important that they fully understand and abide by the 

rules around inappropriate touching and privacy. Some children will still be tempted to 

explore their naked bodies with peers in private so parents do need to be vigilant. 

 

Playground talk around sex is common at this age and children begin to understand that 

the topic is 'naughty.' While this is perfectly normal, children should be encouraged to ask 

their parents for information about sex and relationships rather than rely on their friends 

for information. They should also be reminded about the nature of good and bad secrets 

and that their 'no!' should always be respected – even by family members. It is common for 

children of this age to want privacy when going to the bathroom and parents should 

respect this. 

 

Talking Tips: How Does the Sperm Reach the Egg? 

 

This is a question that sends some parents into panic mode. However, young children are 

rarely as shocked by the answer as some mums and dads think. 

If you have been used to using the scientific language, explaining that the 'sperm comes out 

of the penis and into the vagina' may be all the child needs to hear. 

 

In fact, if your child hasn't asked this question by the age of eight, it is a good idea to bring 

up the topic (e.g. by asking, 'Have you ever wondered how you were born?'). Otherwise, 

they are likely to stumble across the answer online or in the playground and may be 

shocked or upset. 

 

Navigating the Playground 

 

It is at primary school where children start to form friendship groups. This can be a tough 

time for those children who find it difficult to fit in. Parents, foster carers, teachers and 

group leaders can make things easier for them by working with children on relationship 

skills and encouraging friendships with peers based on shared interests.  

 

Children of this age should be reminded that their peers may have very different interests 

and ways of expressing themselves and that this is normal and acceptable. 
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Early Developers 

 

The age at which children reach puberty varies widely and  some children will start 

developing physically before they reach double figures. Girls in particular may develop 

breasts and even start their periods at the age of eight or nine.  

 

There are plenty of good resources suitable for children about body changes and entering 

puberty so it is a good idea to get hold of some. 

 

Self-touching and Masturbation 

 

Experiencing pleasure through self-touching or masturbation is normal and healthy even 

before puberty. Parents need not be concerned unless their child masturbates in public 

places, with other people or causes themselves injury. If they prefer masturbation to other 

pleasurable activities, it may be a good idea to speak to their GP. See Chapter ? For a 

simple way to assess healthy sexual behaviours. 

 

Gender Identity 

 

As children develop, their ideas about gender identity become more settled. For some, this 

can mean attaching value to gender stereotypes. This can lead to conflict and bullying 

where peers are seen as failing to play their expected gender role. 

 

If you have concerns about your child being victimised in this way, you should speak to 

their school for advice. You should also reassure your child that their way of being a girl or 

a boy is perfectly fine and that being a good person is more important. 

 

For a quiz, discussion hints and group learning activities based on the content 

in this chapter, please see the Appendix.
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CHAPTER 8: Stages of Sexuality: 9 to 12 

 

This stage of life is one of the most dramatic in terms of development as it is when puberty 

tends to start, even if the outward signs may not be visible until the child becomes a 

teenager. 

 

Even before the age of nine, some children, especially girls, will notice their bodies 

beginning to change and may observe the same in some of their peers. 

 

Conversations About Puberty 

 

As explained in the chapter on puberty, it is important for parents and caregivers to 

educate children about the puberty process before they start experiencing it. They don't 

necessarily need all the detail but they should be taught the basics about the changes that 

will be happening to their bodies and emotions. They should also be given the assurance 

that they can ask questions and discuss any concerns they have with those adults they 

trust.  

 

Am I Normal?  

 

This is the question that often underlies many of the behaviours children of this age start to 

exhibit. As they develop into socialised beings, children might begin to show more interest 

in clothes, shoes, cosmetics and hairstyles. They might demand a better phone or games 

console as they compare themselves with their peers. 

 

As fitting in starts to become their primary goal, they will look to who their friends respect 

and admire. In today's world, this is likely to include both traditional celebrities and online 

influencers. 

 

Note to parents: It is normal and healthy for children to look up to and want to imitate 

celebrities and online stars but it is important for adults to explain how photographs and 

social media images can be heavily edited to change shapes and remove flaws. Now is a 

good time to set up good habits of eating, exercise and sleep which will lead to a natural, 

healthy beauty. 
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Basic advice on online safety should also be given and include: 

 

 Protecting personal information (theirs and their friends) 

 Creating strong passwords 

 Not trusting the 'avatars' of online friends 

 Avoiding chat apps that allow you to speak to strangers 

 Never sending or uploading naked/semi-naked pictures  

 How to recognise grooming (for advice, see our book 'Grooming in the 21st Century: 

How Children are Recruited for Sex, County Lines, Terrorism and Much More') 

 How to report concerns 

 

Stop Embarrassing Me! 

 

Children of this age will also start comparing their families to others. Sometimes they will 

come up short leading to feelings of anxiety and embarrassment on behalf of their family 

members. 

 

For example, it is common at this age for children to want to avoid being hugged or having 

their hand held in public. Some children might put as much physical distance as possible 

between themselves and the rest of their family when out and about. Again, this is all 

normal and healthy behaviour for children as they learn about who they are as individuals 

separate from the family unit. 

 

At the same time, hormonal changes will affect brain chemistry, causing mood swings and 

affecting family interactions. Keeping this in mind can help parents and other adults to 

better manage conflicts. 

 

Relationships and Sexual Development 

 

As young people's bodies start to change and sex hormones circulate, there is a 

corresponding shift in how they relate to their bodies and to their peers. Girls often think 

and worry about breast development and periods while boys may become concerned with 

penis size and wet dreams. 

 

It is normal for both boys and girls to become interested in masturbation and pornography 

may also rear its head (see below for some tips on talking with young people about porn).  
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Sexual attraction develops at different rates and friendship groups can become strained as 

some children become focused on finding a partner while others just want to spend time 

with their friends.  

 

Note to parents: Some children will be sexually attracted to members of the same sex. It 

is therefore best for parents to avoid using gendered terms such as 'boyfriend' and 

'girlfriend' until they are sure of their child's sexual preferences. Actively calling out LGBT 

discrimination can also help such children to feel accepted by their families. 

 

While some children relish talking about puberty and will take every opportunity to quiz 

adults about what to expect, others will prefer to keep things to themselves and may need 

prompting. Either way, focusing on the positive aspects of puberty will help to create an 

open, accepting environment. By the time a child becomes a teen, they will often have quite 

a developed understanding of sexual behaviour so parents beware – it might be you who 

are most shocked by what your child wants to talk about! 

 

As detailed fully in the chapter on puberty, girls tend to develop physical signs of 

womanhood before boys. Many girls will have visible breast development, pubic hair and 

acne by the age of 12, with some even having started their periods. In contrast, boys often 

look unchanged apart from some pubic hair growth. 

 

Talking Tips: Tackling porn 

 

The growth of the internet and mobile technology has opened a worrying portal between 

children and the world of adult entertainment. Worse still, images of sexual violence, real 

and staged, continue to circulate online.  

 

Despite the efforts of agencies, institutions, companies and parents to protect young 

viewers from adult material, the combination of sexual awakening and technological access 

increases the risk that pre-teen boys and girls will see images and videos that will shock, 

scare or disgust them. 

 

It is important for parents not to over-react if their child talks to them about pornography 

they have seen. They should explain that the relationships in porn are fake and do not 

represent the way most adult relationships are.  
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Children should be reminded that pornography is only meant to be viewed by adults and 

they should avoid searching for or viewing this material in the future. 

 

If a parent suspects their child has been exposed to illegal material online, they (or their 

child) can report it via https://reportharmfulcontent.com/  

 

Many children will feel uncomfortable in bringing up the topic of pornography. Parents 

should pro-actively ask their children whether they have seen anything they have felt 

uncomfortable with and give their child a safe, supportive space in which to talk about 

their concerns.  

 

For a quiz, discussion hints and group learning activities based on the content 

in this chapter, please see the Appendix.

https://reportharmfulcontent.com/
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CHAPTER 9: Stages of Sexuality: Puberty 

 

The stage of puberty marks the passage of a child into adulthood and is a source of both 

fascination and fear – for children and adults alike. While development occurs constantly 

throughout a child's life,  puberty is where this development happens more dramatically 

and noticeably. 

 

The most significant impact of puberty is the development of an asexual child into a 

sexually mature adult capable (usually) of creating a baby. 

 

While some boys and girls will have plenty of questions about puberty, others will prefer 

not to talk about the subject. As a parent or carer, you should take the initiative to ensure 

the child is fully aware of what to expect and to reassure them that the changes they are 

going through are normal. 

 

Talking Tips: When Should You Have the 'Puberty Talk'? 

 

While TV shows, movies and other forms of popular culture often like to build tension 

around 'having the talk', in truth there is absolutely no reason why puberty should be 

approached in that way. 

 

In fact, it is better to talk about different aspects of puberty whenever the opportunity 

arises and to normalise those discussions. In that way, a child going through the changes is 

more likely to bring up any worries they have. 

 

It is important to provide information before the changes actually occur. This 

applies to a parent speaking with their child, a school organising an RSE lesson or even a 

PRU support staff member helping a teenager understand their mood swings. Forewarned 

is forearmed, as they say. 

 

To avoid puberty conversations becoming too serious and scary, point out some of the 

positive aspects of the changes. Girls and boys will become taller and stronger and as their 

brains develop, they will be better able to handle the big wide world. Society recognises this 

by granting teenagers additional rights as they develop including the right to learn to drive, 

the right to live independently and, of course, the right to enjoy healthy sexual 

relationships. 
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2020 Dreams Puberty Workshops 

 

Did you know that 2020 Dreams have designed a specific Puberty Workshop? Our skilled 

and experienced facilitators use the most effective engagement strategies to connect with 

young people within schools, PRUs, foster homes, secure hospitals and more. 

 

As with all 2020 Dreams workshops, our Puberty workshop is available face-to-face 

(recommended) or remotely and is tailored to the children's age and context. 2020 Dreams 

also offer one-to-one sessions for parents and children and a range of other specialised 

options such as staff training and youth mentoring. Please see 2020dreams.org.uk for full 

details. 

 

Girls – Managing Periods (Menstruation) 

 

Unsurprisingly, girls are often most anxious about how to handle their periods. They are 

likely to want to know details such as when to expect their first period, how much blood 

they will release, which sanitary products to use and how to manage their home and school 

routines around their periods. 

 

In a typical family, a girl's mother will naturally be the 'go to' source of support and 

information. Where this is not possible, it is very important that the girl has an 

experienced female she can turn to.  

 

In both situations, it is vital that the topic of menstruation is handled calmly and 

normalised. Over-reaction (e.g. banning sleepovers, getting annoyed at bloody underwear, 

panicking when things go wrong, etc.) can add to an already stressful situation for a girl 

going through puberty. 

 

Some tips for helping girls to manage their menstruation, include: 

 

 Helping them to prepare a 'period bag'. This can simply be a pencil case containing 

pads and/or tampons, clean underwear and a bag to contain bloodied underwear. 

 Supporting them in coming up with a daily/nightly routine for changing their 

pads/tampons etc. 

 Going through different period products, highlighting the pros and cons of each 

(e.g. pads, tampons, menstrual cups, reusable products, etc.). You should be able to 
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order free samples online if needed and it can be useful to use coloured water to 

demonstrate exactly what happens. Around two tablespoons of blood is released 

during an average period so using this amount of water will help the child to 

understand what to expect. They will also be able to assess how light or heavy their 

own periods are. 

 Showing them how to make an emergency pad out of tissue paper. 

 Research good period tracking apps. These can really help teenagers become aware 

of their monthly cycles. 

 Celebrating their first period with a gift or a special treat. 

 If you are involved in a school, setting up a group Q&A session can be helpful. If 

staff feel comfortable talking about their own period stories, this can help break 

down student anxiety and normalise the topic. 

 

Boys – Erections and Wet Dreams 

 

Boys are often most anxious about having  erections in public and wet dreams (semen 

leakage) at night. When talking to a boy about these issues, explain how other people are 

unlikely to notice that they are having an erection.  

 

Wet dreams happen more regularly for some boys than others. It is a good idea for parents 

to explain that having wet dreams (or not having them) is completely normal and they can 

simply put their pyjamas and bedclothes in the wash. 

 

The Tanner Stages 

 

Professor James M Tanner is credited as being the first person to scientifically identify the 

main stages of puberty. 

 

The Tanner Stages set out the chronological order of the major body changes that occur 

during puberty. They are split into male and female stages and each stage is attached to an 

average age or age range. 

 

For girls: 

 

Stage 1. Puberty can start from the age of 8 years onwards. At this stage there are usually 

no outward signs of development. 
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Stage 2. Breast 'buds' and pubic hair start to develop. The average age for this is 9 to 11 

years. 

Stage 3. Armpit hair becomes visible and there may be some acne. The girl may 

experience the fastest growth spurt of puberty. The average age for this is 12 years 

onwards. 

Stage 4. A girl has her first period.  The average age for this is 13 years but there is a lot of 

variation. 

Stage 5. Sexual organs are fully developed.  The average age for this is 15 years. 

 

For boys: 

 

Stage 1. Puberty can start from the age of 9 years onwards. At this stage there are usually 

no outward signs of development. 

Stage 2. Pubic hair starts to develop. The average age for this is 11 years. 

Stage 3. A boy's voice may start to 'break', alternating between high and low (even within 

the same sentence. Their muscles become more developed. The average age for this is 

13 years. 

Stage 4. Armpit hair becomes visible and there may be some acne. The average age for 

this is 14 years. 

Stage 5. Facial hair becomes visible. The average age for this is 15 years. 

 

For parents, the Tanner Stages are most useful as a rough guide to where your child may 

be along the journey from child to adult. For example, if your daughter starts showing 

signs of acne at the age of 13, you might expect that she will start her periods a year or so 

later. If your 12 year-old son's voice starts to break, he might experience acne and armpit 

hair growth by the time he becomes a teenager. 

 

It is important to remember that these stages are only averages and there is no cause for 

concern just because your child reaches a stage earlier or later than the timeframes given. 

 

What Happens During Puberty? 

 

The changes already mentioned cover only a small number of the many changes that occur 

during these challenging years. These include: 

 

 Acne. This is common for both boys and girls. Pimples can appear on the face, neck 
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and upper body. 

 Armpit and genital hair. Hair growth in the armpits and around the sexual 

organs happens to all genders during puberty. 

 Brain changes. These can cause personality and behaviour changes. It is normal 

for young people to become more impulsive and take more risks. This is often 

related to the drive to find a mate. 

 Breast growth. Female breasts will swell to prepare them for the function of 

providing milk to babies. Male breasts also swell but this is usually minor. 

 Erections. When blood flow to the penis increases it will become hard and stick 

out from the body. While erections happen from birth, this often happens more 

frequently during puberty. This can be as a result of physical stimulation, sexual 

feelings or for no apparent reason. Boys may become anxious about getting 

erections in public. 

 Facial hair. In the latter stages of puberty, males usually get light hair growth on 

the upper lip and chin. This gradually becomes darker and thicker. Dads and male 

carers  can provide help by teaching the young person how to shave properly. 

 Hip growth. A female's hips will widen to prepare the body for carrying babies. 

 Mood swings. Teens going through puberty might feel giddy and excited one 

minute and irritable and tearful the next. This is largely due to chemical changes in 

the body, notably the action of sex hormones such as testosterone and oestrogen. 

 Muscle growth. Boys, in particular, will 'bulk out' and become stronger. 

 Overall growth. Both boys and girls will usually experience faster growth 

(including growth spurts). 

 Ovum production. The female ovaries will start releasing ova (eggs). The release 

of an ovum is the first stage of a period although this can happen before a girl's first 

period. 

 Penis growth. There is a lot of variety in the rate and extent of penis growth and 

in the age at which changes start to become noticeable. 

 Periods (menstruation). When the ovaries release an ovum (egg), it gradually 

travels through a tube towards the uterus (womb). In preparation, the female's body 

creates a soft lining around the uterus to support the ova. If the ova is not fertilised 

by a male sperm, it will be released, along with the lining, through the vagina. Girls 

and women manage this process using period products such as pads and  tampons. 

Periods occur on a monthly cycle but will often be irregular at first. There is also a 

lot of variation between females as to the duration, regularity and 'heaviness' of a 

period. 
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 Sexual Attraction. Young people going through puberty often start becoming 

attracted to other people. This is driven by the same chemicals that prepare the 

body for making babies. 

 Sperm/semen production. The male testicles will start to produce semen, a 

liquid containing sperm. Sperm cells are needed to fertilise the female egg (ovum) 

when making babies. 

 Sweat and body odour. Both boys and girls will start to produce more sweat as 

they progress through puberty. As this dries it will lead to body odour. It is 

important for young people to recognise and manage this by applying deodorant, 

taking more frequent showers and regularly changing their clothes. 

 Voice changes. This affects all genders but is most noticeable in males where the 

voice may 'break' or 'crack'. This is where it alternates between high and deep tones. 

 Wet dreams. This is where semen leaks from the penis during sleep, often as a 

result of physical stimulation and/or sexy dreams. The frequency of wet dreams 

varies between individuals and some boys never experience them. 

 

For a quiz, discussion hints and group learning activities based on the content 

in this chapter, please see the Appendix. 
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CHAPTER 10: Stages of Sexuality: 12 to 14 

 

As children enter puberty and become teenagers, it is normal for them to seek 

independence from their parents and to pay a lot more attention to what their peers think 

and expect of them. Some will want to spend more time away from the family home while 

others will get what they need mainly through school, social media and other online 

networks. 

 

The Self-Conscious Teen 

 

As teens separate out from their parents, embarking  on that long journey to find their own 

identity, they will often become very self-conscious.    

 

Whereas they will have previously looked up to parents for guidance on how to be in the 

world, it is now their peers and 'cool' role models from media (including social media) they 

will look to.  

 

If you are a parent, expect your child to express discomfort at wearing certain clothes and 

to avoid wanting to be seen in public with you. They are likely to feel embarrassed by your 

behaviours (especially if they attract attention or are different to what other families do). 

When you are out together, they may walk a long way ahead (or behind) to create as much 

social distance as possible. 

 

This is all completely normal and healthy. However, it is more important than ever that 

you talk to them openly and honestly about healthy and unhealthy behaviours and about 

what is real and what is appearance. 

 

Talking Tips: Online Friends and Social Media Role Models 

 

If your child spends a lot of time using online platforms, you should make sure they are 

fully aware of how easy it is for online friends and personalities to create unrealistic and 

sometimes completely fake images to impress and/or deceive others. 

 

This includes creating fake profiles for dating and chat sites ('catfishing') and applying 

filters and Photoshop effects to photographs. For teachers, social media manipulation and 
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messaging can form a great basis for a classroom activity on staying safe online and 

avoiding misleading content. 

 

Complex Thoughts: A Blessing and a Curse 

 

At this stage of development, young people are more able to deal with complicated topics 

and to develop opinions on what is right and wrong, healthy and unhealthy, true or false.  

 

For some fortunate children and teens, this happens alongside an improved ability to 

communicate complex concepts and make logical arguments. Others may find themselves 

frustrated as they are unable to explain what they are thinking or feeling. 

 

Either way, the chemical cocktail of hormones that surge through the body during puberty 

can cause strong and unstable emotions that any child or teenager will struggle to put into 

words. 

 

Talking Tips: Let's Talk About Sex 

 

No matter how difficult it is to accept for some parents, the 12 to 14 year age range is likely 

to be when their child begins to think and talk about their sexual identity. It may be 

comforting to think that 'boyfriend' and 'girlfriend' talk at sleepovers will be all shy 

conversations about who fancies who. But in the 2020s, teens are far more likely to be 

talking candidly about oral sex, masturbation and more. Some will have already had one or 

more sexual experiences. 

 

That's why it is more important than ever for parents to keep the communication channels 

open. By teaching them about contraception, boundaries and healthy relationships, they 

will be more likely to make sensible decisions when the time comes – and that time could 

be sooner than some may think. 

 

If you are of the belief that young people should wait as long as possible before having sex, 

there is evidence that the earlier you have those awkward conversations, the more likely 

your child will be to delay their first sexual experience! 
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Talking Tips: Covering Contraception 

 

Contraception can be a tricky topic, especially for people with certain religious 

backgrounds. Contraception can be defined to a child as any means by which a sperm is 

stopped from joining up with an ovum.  

 

There are many types of contraception: some are given by injection, some by tablet (taken 

before or after sex) and others involve substances or barriers placed on the genitals or 

within the body. It is important to clarify that no contraception is 100% reliable and that 

some methods (e.g. condoms) also provide some protection from sexually transmitted 

infections (STIs). 

 

Tackling Inappropriate Language 

 

By the time children have completed a year or more of secondary school, they will have 

been fully exposed to a range of  sexual and discriminatory slurs. Some children will use 

these terms without fully thinking through what they are saying.  

 

Parents catching their children using this inappropriate language should explain why the 

term is inappropriate (e.g. because it discriminates against people who are of a different 

sexuality, race, income group, etc.) and how it might upset or offend someone. Children 

often don't realise how hurtful what they say can be but if they are not put straight, they 

can get into a pattern of speaking and acting that will get them into trouble in the future.  

 

It can also close doors in terms of social opportunities and even future employment. 

 

For a quiz, discussion hints and group learning activities based on the content 

in this chapter, please see the Appendix.
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CHAPTER 11: Stages of Sexuality: 14 to 17 

 

As teenagers reach the latter stages of puberty, they are well on their way to becoming 

independent people with their own identities. Part of this identity will include their 

sexuality: what they need from a relationship, what gives them pleasure and what makes 

them feel good about themselves. 

 

Parents and other adults still have an important supporting role to play. They can help by 

drawing comparisons with their own teenage years, imparting the wisdom of experience 

and simply offering a shoulder to cry on when times get hard. 

 

The Power of Romance 

 

It is easy to focus only on the fallout from bad relationships and experiences. But forming 

romantic connections with other people can be incredibly positive for young people, many 

of whom report feeling satisfied and upbeat about their experiences. It is a validation that 

they are attractive, desirable and worthy of attention and can give them a sense of hope for 

the future. 

 

A healthy intimate relationship can offer a teenager security, self-worth and the feeling of 

being loved. 

 

A Developing Moral Compass 

 

By this stage, a teenager will have developed their own personal gauge of what is normal 

and healthy behaviour. This will affect both their own activity and how they judge others. 

In terms of relationships, this can be a challenging time if earlier education about consent, 

rights and healthy relationships have been lacking. 

 

For example, if a teenager is told by their friends that they have to sleep with a partner to 

prove their love or that the withdrawal method of contraception is effective, they could end 

up pregnant, infected with an STI or being forced into having sex against their will. 

 

If they have been exposed to hard core pornography, teens might accept violent or 

degrading sex as the norm. Even worse, some vulnerable young people might be preyed 

upon by sexual predators or county lines drug traffickers. 
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Parents can do their best to avoid these outcomes by encouraging their sons and daughters 

to recognise and choose healthy friendships and by reinforcing empowering messages 

about consent, rights and safe sex. 

 

Talking Tips: Less Biology, Please! 

 

Although teens tend to value their school sex education and PSHE lessons, a common 

criticism is that these are too biological and factual in nature. Many young people would 

prefer to talk more about the emotional and behavioural aspects of relationships including 

what is and isn't acceptable and how they can solve relationship dilemmas. These issues 

can be difficult for teachers to bring up which is one reason why schools prefer to bring in 

external agencies like 2020 Dreams to provide RSE-focused workshops. 

 

Parents as Role Models 

 

While teenagers tend to look to their friends for most guidance on navigating life, this 

doesn't mean they don't value their parents' experiences and advice on relationships and 

even sex. For good or for bad, they will often repeat relationship patterns they grew up 

with. 

 

That's why it is important that parents (and other caregivers) not only give out sound 

advice but also model positive behaviour. By treating each other with respect and 

compassion, adults can show their children what a healthy relationship should look and 

feel like. 

 

In two parent families, ask yourselves who solves family problems? Do you share the 

emotional work? How do you resolve conflicts? 

 

Tips for sharing relationship guidance with children include: 

 

 Painting a rosy picture of the future. Many teenagers get into trouble because they 

are only focused on having fun or finding love in the present. By getting them 

excited about their future potential, teens are more likely to regulate their own 

behaviour and make wise life choices. 

 Educating about safe sex. By this age, teens are mature enough to understand it 

when you say, 'I don't want you to have sex yet but if you do, take precautions.' 
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 Avoiding organising formal 'relationship talks'. Instead, aim for little and often 

catch-ups. One effective strategy is to plan a cooking session or another hands-on 

activity and bring up the issue then. 

 Digging out some old photographs of yourselves as teens. Talk to your teenager 

about the memories they invoke around relationships, attitude to parents, intimacy, 

etc. This can break down barriers as your son or daughter sees that you were once 

their age. 

 Presenting scenarios that might come up in your teen's life and ask how they would 

deal with it (e.g. requests to 'send nudes', pressure to take drugs, coming across 

adult material online). 

 Providing advice on clothes, hair and make-up. Honour their chosen style but show 

them how to pull it off with style and while maintaining self-respect. 

 Asking them who, outside of the family unit, they could talk to if they ever needed 

advice or help. 

 

Dealing with Teen Heartbreak 

 

Seeing your child in pain and being unable to do anything about it is one of the hardest 

things for a parent to go through. 

 

Here are some practical things you can do for a young person going through a break-up: 

 

 Suggest they take a break from social media for a while. This can help them to take 

their mind off their relationships and engage in healthy, outdoor activities. 

 Encourage them to plan their future. This will help take them away from their 

painful feelings and direct their energy into constructive goals. 

 Be there. Teens often want to revert to the safety and security of childhood after a 

life shock. They might not ask you outright but if you make it known you are there 

for them, you might be rewarded with some hugs and parent-child bonding. 

 Walk up a mountain (or large hill). This is a great way to put things into perspective. 

 Talk about heartache you experienced as a teen and how you got over it.  

 Be alert to the signs of depression or suicidal ideation. If you are concerned, make 

an appointment for you and your child to see a GP. 

 

For a quiz, discussion hints and group learning activities based on the content 

in this chapter, please see the Appendix.
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Thank you for reading. You have now reached the preview limit for 

this book.  

 

To order the full book please visit -  

https://www.2020dreams.org.uk/product-category/publications/    

 

https://www.2020dreams.org.uk/product-category/publications/
https://www.2020dreams.org.uk/product-category/publications/

