Overheads:

1) Kidscape

2) Safeguarding Children: New Issues in the Past 20 years
3) What Kidscape Is

child abuse prevention in schools and with families for over 20 years
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Issues  
We’re going to talk today about some of the new issues, challenges, risks and experiences young people and children have faced over the past 20 years.  Some of the issues have been around but technology has given them a completely new twist and a dynamic never seen before.
But I’d like to start with a brief story about how I got my first experience in one issue that has affected children for centuries, but which most of us are only beginning to come to grips with in the last 20 years or so.

 In 1969, 3 weeks after I graduated and was feeling very self important in my first job as a psychologist, an 11 year old girl we will call Jessica walked into my office.  Nothing personally or in my university courses had prepared me for this. Jessica said she was being sexually abused by her stepfather, who just happened to be my bank’s manager.  The only study of the subject at that time stated that there might be one case of incest per million of the population among English speaking peoples (Weinberg).  So my initial reaction was why was the ‘one in a million’ walking into my office?  I didn’t know what to do and certainly got no help from any more experienced colleagues – they didn’t believe it and that made me doubt my own judgement.  

We’ll talk more later about sexual abuse as an issue for children.
I went on to teach and work for a couple of years in the US and then moved to London.  I never forgot Jessica and ended up dealing with several sexual abuse cases which disturbed me to the point that I contacted the Department of Health to ask for a meeting.
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1984, Department of Health – no category on the At Risk register

Police, NSPCC, Home Office
So we have come a long way in the last 20 or so years and many of us have become known as ‘experts’ in child abuse, which actually makes it sound like we can abuse more expertly than others.  That is also a new issue in the past twenty years –  how has ‘expert’ opinion affected the lives of children – we all know the various controversies that have come about from ‘experts’ that put children in care or parents in prison.  But I digress
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One thing I was not an expert in 20 years ago was bullying, so I was quite surprised when we conducted a survey of 4000 children and young people and found their biggest worry was bullying.  
But there are so many concerns affecting children and young people today that we did not face in our youth, nor in our training and some of which we worry about that are actually much better for the young today.   And issues like bullying and sexual abuse, although certainly around 20 years ago and into ancient history, were never deal with as openly as they are now.  Also, the internet has changed the focus and intensity, and I will touch on that.
My task is to highlight some concerns and the challenges for us.   When I was asked to do this talk, I jotted down a list of child-related concerns – things that affect children growing up in the past twenty years.  When the list reached 25 items, I gave up.  So, for the sake of brevity and your sanity, I would like to concentrate on a few that I think are affecting most of our children  and that affect their emotional well being and their mental health. 
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Cyberspace

The first one will not surprise you - cyberspace:

games, computers, mobile phones, internet, chat rooms, webcams -  it takes into account so many issues.  Young people eat, sleep and breathe technology in a way we can only dream about.  I recently got a new mobile phone that does everything except give you a back massage.  I immediately asked my sons how to use it –the instructions were gobble gook, but that didn’t matter because they didn’t need instructions. They knew.
The technologies our children are using are amazing.  They can:

· find out information for school projects (pity the old encyclopaedia manufacturers)

· meet new friends
· keep in contact with old friends they’ve had to leave behind
· learn about all kinds of things we don’t want them to know 
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· have a party with hundreds of friends and other people without ever leaving their bedrooms 
 And much more and therein lies both the joy and the worry.  
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We know the joy – the fantastic way we can:

· book a cheap holiday or a concert

· find research about diseases

· map quest for directions (a source of eternal strife between my husband and myself – even with the exact directions I get lost)

· buy things half price, sell old musical instruments etc
Of course it can also lead to:

· childhood obesity
· inability to make friends or deal in the real world
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· addiction

· withdrawal, depression

· logging into suicide chat rooms that encourage suicide and give you ways to do it  (640 15-24 year olds)
· and, most worrying of all, contact with inappropriate people, like child abusers
· 1 in 5 young people in one survey say they have been contacted by someone they met online who has subsequently approached them in a sexual manner.  Other surveys put the number much higher. 
What we now know is that child sex abusers LOVE the internet. In fact what started two decades ago for paedophiles as a way of swapping child porn (brown paper wrapping having long gone out of fashion.) has become much more than just a talk shop. There is a radio station and even an online jewellery company that makes various pendants to wear that signal if you are a BoyLover (BL), GirlLover (GL), ChildLover (CL) etc.  There are logos and symbols, which I am sure some of you are familiar with :
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In addition there are now tips and suggestions for where and how to go to get near children, with specific strategies like how to become a foster carer - including how to pull the wool over the eyes of the authorities.  I was sent this advice from someone researching how paedophiles are using the net to help each other become foster carers: 
“The first thing to do is to have a good excuse for why you are not married, such as your fiancé died in an accident.  Be sure to date women for a few years and keep at least a couple of those relationships going for several months.  Around these women and anyone else you know, make a point of being nice to children.  This will help you in the reference department when they are checking on you because the women will vouch for your conduct and good intentions. ”
Another paedophile gave this advice for grooming children online:

“Make sure you know all the current sayings so you can pretend to be another child the same age.  Start out by asking innocent questions about what foods they like and what music they listen to and which television programmes they think are good.   Don’t ask anything about dress or sex in the first month or so.  Don’t go too fast – slowly build up the child’s trust so they think they are talking to a friend.  See if they have a webcam and if not, encourage them to get one, say it is nice to see someone when they are talking.  It is easy to get them to talk about school and where they go to school – most kids don’t realise that you can start narrowing down where they live with that information.  Then you can find out which stores they go to or what films are showing locally.  Remember that the end game is to get the child to know you as the loving adult you are and for her to want to meet you.”

The advice goes on for several pages.
Other online suggestions include how to get work in a camp or water park or swimming baths, the benefits of teaching music lessons (you are alone with the child), being a disc jockey at children’s parties, establishing a children’s charity which a convicted paedophile called  Peter Hamilton Harvey did in Brighton, etc.   Or please note the most frequent suggestions – become a paediatrician, paediatric nurse or school teacher – no surprise there.  
Paedophiles are also using the internet to circulate a booklet “for any boy old enough to read.”  It is 18 pages of discussion about sex, particularly between adults and children and includes advice about keeping the ‘encounters’ secret.  It is called ‘Straight talk for Boys’ and there is also advice about distributing it in swimming baths, arcades and libraries without being seen.  There was one congratulatory note to a man who had been offered a job in a leading boys’ cabin at a sleep-away camp.   “Hope you can get close to some naked boys – good luck” etc are the messages posted.
I could go into lots more detail, but suffice it to say that, unbeknown to most parents and even many child care professionals, paedophiles are organising on a scale never seen before.  In fact, in the Netherlands, they have formed a political party seeking the legalisation of child pornography, as well as lowering the age of consent.  They portray themselves as fighting for children’s rights.  Last year the Dutch courts upheld the party’s right to exist.
All this has implications for our understanding of who is abusing children and how they are doing it now, as opposed to 20 years ago.  We say the abuser is usually someone known to the child or in the family with only about 25-30% being strangers.  Of course we need to deal with sexual abuse within the child’s known circle of family and friends, but these developments lead to other questions:
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1st Challenge:  What should we teach or tell children about using the internet and about paedophiles?  At what age?  Who should do this?  How does it affect their trust of their world and themselves?  As more children are groomed online, so our need for therapeutic help for the emotional consequences grows.
How are we professionals to deal with paedophiles online or even amongst us – do we have knowledge of what to look for and who to tell and what the consequences might be?   

What about webcams being used by children so others can see and or talk them in real time  -- or in forums and  chatrooms, where anyone can pretend to be anyone?   A couple of cases in point:  A teenage boy in the US made thousands of pounds performing to paedophiles on his webcam and his parents never knew until he was 18.  He was groomed online and started at age 11.  This has subsequently affected his image of himself,  and his mental health and future.
Recently the  BBC reported that 42 young girls in Kent were among the victims of a man facing pornography charges in Canada.  He enticed and tricked the girls into exposing themselves on webcams - threatening them  with crashing their computers if they didn’t. 
There are obvious implication for safeguarding children. The voluntary sector, along with the police, are tackling this through charities like the Internet Watch Foundation to uncover and shut down websites and convict child pornographers .  But there are wider implications for those of us dealing with the long-term  emotional and mental health of children:  how can we reach these child victims, who is providing therapy, help and support to them and their families?  How are we trying to stop, and to help, those who are committing these crimes in order to prevent more children being abused when child sex abusers are released from short, non-therapeutic jail sentences?  (Stop It Now)
Also, if the focus of child protection from abuse changes because of the reach of the internet and we have more stranger abusers, how will this change our therapeutic emphasis, if at all?
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Computer Games

Sticking with the internet and with technology in general for the moment, what about computer games that give points for killing policemen and bystanders?  Imagine if the entertainment industry created a video game in which you decapitated police offices, killed them with sniper fire, massacred them with a chainsaw and set them on fire.  Then they give you points for robbery, having sex with prostitutes and then murdering them by cutting off their heads and taking their money.  Well, they have created it and yes, kids have played it and yes, some kids have imitated it in real life.  Earlier this year, a multimillion pound lawsuit was filed against the makers of Grand Theft Auto claiming that a teenager who went on a rampage, killing three people including two police officers was influenced by the game.   This is one of many such suits.
Young people say the games are ‘just a bit of fun and they know the difference between games and reality.  My own sons told me that when we had discussions – Mum, you had Tom and Jerry cartoons!  Please…..
A recent release, Manhunt 2, has actually been banned in the UK – a first I think.  This game allows you, if you have the right wee equipment, to do the killing yourself with the controls – chop off heads and hands, strangle, knife  victims and perform other edifying activities. 

One mother questions that such games are harmless fun.  Three years ago, her teenage son was killed by a friend in the same manner as the game they were playing together.   Or there is the case of the UK teenagers who formed The Brotherhood, named after a computer war game.  They proceeded to plan and carry out the murder of Russell Crooke, a member of their own group.  There is some independent research (Brown; Perry; Boldizar, Bartholow) which indicates that kids playing these games are being desensitised to violence and becoming detached from reality.  In fact some research published in January of this year found that violent computer games trigger a mechanism in the brain that makes people more likely to behave aggressively and that the developing brains of teen age boys were particularly susceptible.
We do know that children who have continual success and reward for using aggression develop the belief that violence pays.   A great way to reinforce that idea is to invent a game that depends upon killing as many people as possible in order to win. 
2nd Challenge: How should such violent computer games be handled?   Millions of young people are routinely playing violent games – how is it affecting them mentally and emotionally?  It is like a long-term study in which we are only starting to find out the consequences.  Should they be banned?  Is it fair to censor when the majority of young people who play these games do not go on to commit such awful crimes?   But does it affect them, as well? How do these kinds of concerns fit into Safeguarding Children? 
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Violence and technology = Bully Paradise

If we combined the violence and technology we have been discussing, we have a perfect environment for the new improved techniques for 24/7  bullying.  In fact, this is one of the biggest concerns of children and young people and is leading to all kinds of mental health problems.   Over 50% of the children and young people that Kidscape deals with have attempted or seriously thought about suicide because of bullying. 

And we know that bullies LOVE to find new ways to torment their victims:
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These can all be used for good or ill: 
Instant Messaging/text messaging (sending death threats, hate messages)
Email (send porn and other attachments to victim) 

Text wars (thousands of messages – girl on one of our Zap courses was sent ‘Kill yourself’ messages by the entire class all at once)

Stealing passwords (locking victim out of his/her computer; then using the password to hack into the victim’s computer) or (use it to pretend to be the victim and say mean things to others)

Blogs/Websites (set up to denigrate the victim)

Impersonation (use a similar name and send horrible messages pretending to be the victim)
Thomas, a secondary school student, who came on one of the ZAP courses told us:

‘First they bullied me about being smart – they would make comments calling me a F***ing a** licker and tear up my papers and throw my books in the toilet.  I was too embarrassed to tell anyone - my dad had cancer and I didn’t want to worry my mum.  They would kick and punch me on the way home; surround me on the bus, pinching and spitting on me.  They sent hate emails and attached pornography to them.  
Then they put up a website so everyone could make comments about me. They got my mobile phone number from someone I thought was a friend and started ringing and texting me constantly with messages like ‘Everyone hates you – why don’t you die?’  There was no place to escape – they could find me even in my bedroom on the mobile.  I felt so trapped that I did a really stupid thing – I tried to hang myself.  Luckily the rope fell down and my mum came into the room to see what the noise was.  I told her everything and we went to school and told the form tutor.  It’s stopped now, but I don’t trust anyone.’ 

Ellie, aged 13, also came on a ZAP course:
‘This gang of girls has bullied me for two years.  I haven’t done anything to them, but they think it is fun to call me names, not speak to me, spread nasty rumours about me and even call me at home and scream abuse down the telephone and then text me to tell me they think I’m ugly and fat.  I think they’ve set up a ‘Make Ellie Die’ website, but I am too frightened to check.  I cannot understand why they are acting this way.  I never did anything to them.  I hate to wake up in the morning knowing that I must go in to face them.  The only time I am happy is during holidays.  I cry at night, but I never told mum or dad because I go to a really good school and I didn’t want to disappoint them.’  Ellie took an overdose and that is how her parents found out about the bullying. 
Unfortunately, I seem have to spent more time than I care to recount with parents whose children did commit suicide.  Most recently two 11 year old boys – it always makes me so sad that we didn’t reach them before they took their lives – what a waste and what a condemnation of the schools which knew, but did not take action.  Most adults would not put up with what these kids are subjected to and it comes right into their homes and bedrooms – and becomes entertainments for millions on the net.
Bullying can severely impact on a child’s life – it leads to medical complaints, suicide attempts, failure in education, destruction of self esteem and a life long feeling of worthlessness.  And the sad fact is that, if we tackle it early and with determination, it is one of those things that can be stopped.  
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On our website www.kidscape.org.uk  you will find all the information you need to put in effective anti-bullying strategies – you can download it free of charge. 
Just to give you a little positive note about helping these kids, here is an excerpt from a letter that Ellie’s mum wrote to us after Ellie went on our ZAP course that I told you about earlier.

“I’m writing to express my heartfelt thanks.  Ellie was absolutely skipping down the road when we left after the most positive and fabulous course.  Since coming to Kidscape, Ellie has begun to smile, laugh and even sing again.   When one of the bullies confronted her, Ellie looked her in the eye and said ‘If you were a nicer person I might feel like being your friend’.  Then she walked away!   How’s that for a result?

17 Overhead Bullying Cartoon
So my next challenge is about bullying because statistics indicate it is the single most likely thing to happen to most children :

4th Challenge:  If you are working with children, what are you doing about bullying, including trying to help those who are bullying?  If you are a medical person, are you aware of signs and symptoms that a child may present that indicate bullying rather than the stomach ache the child is complaining about - which just happens to occur Monday morning?   Do you know how to spot bullying online?  Are there bullies on your staff – if so, what are you doing about it?
Here’s what a group of young people said they would really like to use on bullies:
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Following on that type of imaginary violence, another major issue for children in the past 20 years is the rise in youth on youth crime, the prevalence of weapons such as knives and guns and the effect his has had on the average child’s life. 
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 Parents tell us that they don’t allow their children out for fear that someone will attack them.  In fact both of our sons were attacked in their teen years, one by two youths with knives.  I never before considered Queensway in central London, where we live, a hotbed of crime!   I found that my youngest had bought a knife to ‘defend himself’, which we took off him, of course.  

According to new police figures released three weeks ago, there is a stabbing or knifepoint robbery event 24 minutes. Dozens of young people have been shot or stabbed this year, including little Rhys Jones.   Children and Young people know this – it is usually the first item of the news.  The long term implications of kids being fearful of going out, and their parents being even more fearful of letting them, must affect their well being, but we don’t yet know how.    

We find that many children are being raised to avoid risks and parents are wrapping their kids in cotton wool and this is leading to other problems, such as:
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Obesity

Now, while our children are sitting there either glued to computer games, sending horrible bullying messages or using their computers or watching television because they are too scared or don’t want to go out, another issue has snuck up on us – Obesity.
A warning came out in the Times in August saying that a leading hospital consultant predicts that we are raising a generation in Britain today who will die before their parents.  He says that the Type 2 diabetes usually strikes after age 40 and ten years ago it was unheard of in children.  It was so unusual that it warranted a letter to the Lancet.  This year there are 500 reported cases of children with T2D and the number of new cases is rising by 40% a year.  
Other medical issues include sleep and concentration disorders, as well as psychological problems.  

Some experts are saying that 25% of the UK child population will be overweight or obese within the next five years if something isn’t done. Clever then to take exercise out of the compulsory curriculum, sell off playing fields and take competition out sports, so ‘everyone is always a winner.’ 
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But the government  found the answer – it  joined forces with Jamie Oliver to make school meals more healthy.  New rules to cut out junk food came into force.  Schools are dropping turkey twizzlers and providing more fresh fruit and vegetables.  Fizzy drinks vending machines are out and cookery classes for kids are in.  The result?  A drop of 25% in children taking school meals – their parents are sending them in with pack lunches  full of everything unhealthy that you can name!  
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5th Challenge: Obseity   What can we do to ensure our children don’t die before we do?  That they don’t suffer from all the emotional problems that accompany obesity.  What about the most recent suggestion by The Nuffield that children could be taken into care if their parents allow them to become severely obese by overfeeding? 
Of course, the problem of eating disorders like anorexia and bulimia are issues that seem to have increased over the past 20 years – perhaps because you can now go online to sites that help you to be anorexic and encourage you to resist treatment.
Sex
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Sex doesn’t naturally come after or with obesity – most likely the opposite as the headlines last week  stated that overweight men are more likely to be infertile and that obese women are not being offered fertility treatment.   But it is one of the biggest issues facing young people.  According to young people I talk to, the pressure to ‘DO IT’ and the fear of being a sexual failure is overwhelming, if you are still a virgin at 15. 

I remember one 14 year old who came into my office several years ago, closed the door and broke down in tears.  “Mrs. Elliott,” she said, “I have a terrible problem.   I’m still a virgin.  ALL my friends have done it and I am the only one who hasn’t.”
She was intent on finding somebody – anybody- who would take her virginity.
How sad that so many kids think that having casual sex is so important, but why are we surprised?  Our entire culture is sex mad – films, advertising, music – you name it and sex is there.  
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26 Overhead sexualised child

27 Overhead My Little Problems

28 Overhead I am horny

And yet,  in a survey of 1000 young men and women, published in the British Medical Journal about  delaying sex until ‘the development of your brain has caught up with your genitals’ -70%  of the women who had sex before the age of 16 wished they had not.   They felt they were not ready for the emotional consequences of rejection or the STDs, abortions, pregnancy, herpes etc.    They said they had sex:   out of curiosity, were drunk, thought everyone else was doing it and said they’d been less willing than their partners.  Another study of 12,000 men and women found that over half the women wished they’d waited. How can we use these studies to get to kids and would it make any difference?
Teenagers having sex is not new in the past 20 years, but the pressure to be sexually active at such young ages and the stigma attached if you are not is new. And what about the kids who don’t have sex and feel ‘left out?’
And the pressure to have sex is everywhere.  Take, for example:

Rap Music 
A three year study published  this year in the Journal ‘Pediatrics’ says that the sexually degrading lyrics in rap music – graphic and filled with obscenities-  actually cause changes in adolescents’ sexual behaviour that causes them to think engaging in sex with random people is the norm.  
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Dr Steven Martino, one of the researches said, ‘the lyrics depict men as sexually insatiable, women as sexual objects and sexual intercourse as inconsequential.’  The study has linked the music with portraying what sexual roles are appropriate and, since it is mainly listened to by young people, with influencing their behaviour.  The study also looks at videos endorsing the degradation of women and concludes that these types of messages that promote sexual activity are partly responsible for the rise in teenage pregnancies with the girls ending up caring for the children and the boys going off to produce more babies with a series of girls because they think that is appropriate behaviour.

I have to add here one of the comments on the site from a man who says:

‘I dispute this argument on the basis that I have heard this so-called music and cannot make out a single word of what passes for lyrics so how can it have any bearing on behaviour?’  
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What can we say?     Suffice it to say that, in spite of best efforts from the voluntary sector and the Department of Health, teenage pregnancies are continuing to rise at an alarming rate and I personally cannot put it all down to rap music!  But the causes are multiple and add to that the growing levels of sexually transmitted diseases and we have a ticking time bomb.  We have had numerous stories in the press with photos of 12 and even 11 year olds showing off their babies, while their mothers say that they had their children when they were teenagers, and that they are ‘proud of their daughters.’  So proud that they sell their stories and other kids see that as a way to fame and certainly to a council flat and benefits.  Great messages…..and what about the babies?
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On the other hand, there was outrage when a health visitor met a girl at the school gates with a morning after pill and a glass of water.  

6th Challenge:  SEX    What now?  Do we go the route of the US with virginity pledges?  Do we give out contraception in schools?  Why is sex education not working?  Does it include the idea that it is alright NOT to have sex?  Are young people emotionally and mentally ready for all that goes with a sexual relationship or is object just to get laid?  
There are so many more challenges that we don’t have time for, the rapid increase in the break-up of families: 
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Or, on a lighter note - our children will most likely never age:

33 Overhead turning 80
34 Overhead Global Warming
Perhaps the biggest challenge our kids over the next 20 years will face is global warming and that would take a conference on its own.  Our kids, however, are hearing this and wondering how their lives will be affected.  But then again – many of us grew up thinking we were going to be annihilated by the Soviets and spent countless drills in the halls with our head under our hands waiting for the all clear.  And I remember the threat of the coming ice age a couple of decades ago, so the jury is still out.
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The good news is that, though we worry incessantly about our children, the reality for most of them is that they will grow up to be wonderful adults without major problems.  Yet study after study shows that parents are much more fearful today than parents of 30 and 40 years ago.  Yes there are new dangers and issues, but keep in mind that medicine, and child supervision and road, car and playground safety improvements mean that kids are dramatically safer in some ways today.  A few examples before I close:

In 1976, 668 children were killed in accidents on the roads

In 2005, 166 were killed – a reduction of 75%

Child abductions and murders by strangers have remained at about 7 to 9 a year for the past 30 years.

Child murders by known adults have remained constant at about 65 a year.

The bad news is that the culture of fear means that adults now are loath to intervene or help a child in case someone thinks they are trying to abduct the child.  
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So we are caught between wrapping our children in cotton wool for fear of something happening to them that probably never will, while at the same time bombarding them with food and sex, a steady diet of violence, constant testing for league tables,  not to mention drugs, alcohol available 24 hours a day, advertising, and messages online and in the real world about how they can engage in all kinds of activities that could harm them,
while they are telling us to chill and that they can handle it.   I guess that about sums it up.    Thank you
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