
Letters from the experts
TRAINING RESOURCE

Introduction
As young people who have been involved with the Learning from the Experts project, we were asked what we 
would like others to learn from the research findings. 

We want professionals and other adults in young people’s lives to better understand 3 things:

 1 how young people feel after experiencing sexual abuse in adolescence

 2 the challenges young people face when dealing with sexual abuse in the midst of adolescence, and 

 3 what adults can do to help young people after an experience of sexual abuse in adolescence.

We know that putting these feelings, experiences and needs into spoken words is often hard and exposing. 

For this reason we have collaborated with staff from the project to develop a series of letters to help adults 
reflect and learn directly from young people. Although these letters are written from the perspective of fictional 
characters, everything contained within them is based on testimonies collected as part of the Learning from 
the Experts research. 

The letters all focus on things that young people found difficult and want to change. This doesn’t mean that we 
don’t know that many adults support young people in positive and helpful ways. However it’s also true that 
every young person who took part in the Learning from the Experts project had at least one difficult experience 
with an adult or professional who might have been able to offer better support. This is what we want to address 
with this resource.

We recognise that some of the letters may be hard to read but we hope as adults interested in making things 
better for young people in the future you’ll take time to reflect and learn from them. 

Turn over for more details and reflective questions
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Recommendations for how to use the letters

 1 These letters can be used as part of a supported learning or training session – initiated and supported by 
  an identified facilitator.

 2 Make sure people can make an informed choice about engaging with the letters. They need to know 
  that the content of some of the letters includes some graphic descriptions of sexual abuse and may be 
  upsetting.

 3 As young people we recognise that adults and professionals may have had their own experiences of 
  sexual abuse and therefore should have access to information about follow up support if they are 
  engaging with these resources.

 4 Once the letters have been read, you can use our reflective questions to help learners consider lessons 
  they can take from this and how they can integrate these in their practice.

There are four letters in this training resource:

Letter 1  A letter from ‘Tammy’ to parents, carers and other people close to her about showing support 
    to young people they care about who have experienced sexual abuse in adolescence

Letter 2  A letter from ‘Alex’ to teachers and other staff working in secondary schools who are supporting 
    pupils after sexual abuse in adolescence

Letter 3  A letter from ‘Jack’ about professionals responsible for funding and organising mental health 
    services to young people who have experienced sexual abuse in adolescence. 

Letter 4  A letter from ‘Zara’ to police involved in investigations into sexual abuse experienced by young 
    people in adolescence. 

Although each letter is targeted at a specific audience, we think there are important lessons in all the letters that 
are useful for anybody wishing to support a young person. 

Read one or more of the letters at a time agreed with the learning facilitator

After reading the letter(s) look through the reflective questions and write down some answers to the questions

Link with other learners to share your ideas – as part of a facilitated discussion group OR through supervision.
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Letter 1 – from Tammy CONTENT WARNING: Descriptions of sexual abuse and self harm

You might remember that a couple of months ago I went to Jodie’s 16th birthday 
house party. There was drink there; Malibu, Smirnoff vodka, WKD, Echo Falls. That 
was the first time I was drunk. Like, proper drunk. I was wearing that new dress 
I bought online, the ruched red one. I remember having a couple of drinks and taking 
pictures with my friends, singing along to the music blasting from the speakers, just 
enjoying the vibe. I also remember giving this boy at the party my phone and asking 
him to take a picture of me and Jodie. I couldn’t leave the party without getting a 
photo with the birthday girl, could I? Anyway, he took the picture and handed me 
back my phone as I slurred ‘thank you’ at him. He said something about how my bum 
looked great in the dress. I don’t know if I said anything back, I just remember 
laughing. I couldn’t recognise him so I guessed he was from another school. I think 
I asked him what his name was but I was too drunk to remember if or what he replied.
 
Somehow we ended up in one of the rooms upstairs. The room was dark and I felt 
drowsy with the pulsation of the music beneath me lulling me to sleep. The guy 
I was with unzipped the back of my dress and was trying to take it off me. I 
was pushing his hands away from me, trying to tell him that I needed a nap and 
I didn’t want to do anything with him. What came out of my mouth was proba-
bly just incoherent mumbling so I don’t think he understood me because he pulled 
off my dress anyway. Maybe he thought I was moaning. I don’t know, but he just 
carried on touching me, kissing my chest and stuff. When he put his fingers inside 
me I tried to resist him again but he just grabbed my wrists with his free hand 
and kept fingering me. I don’t know how long he went on for; I just know that 
it felt unbearably uncomfortable.

I woke up the next morning with nausea that wasn’t solely caused by the hangover.
The red marks on my wrists reminded me of what happened. Whenever I dared to 
look at them, I would gulp down disgusted breaths as I burst into tears. I felt 
so dirty and ashamed. Even once the marks had faded away, the feeling still stayed. 
That’s why I started cutting. It was impulsive at first, as though I could make 
this burning sensation of shame bleed away and cleanse me of my impurities. I knew 
it wouldn’t take back that night, but it became more of a habit I guess. It was 
like a cycle of tears and bad feelings and blood. I’d like to say that there was 
temporary relief but there wasn’t. There were never enough cuts and they were 
never deep enough.

To the people I love,
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I didn’t tell anyone about any of it until now. I wanted to tell my friends but 
I don’t think I could’ve kept on living if they had judged me or spread word 
around the school that I was a slut. Every day was like a battlefield, both at 
home and at school. Constantly trying to smile and laugh along to school gossip 
even though inside I was dreading that I could be the topic of their jokes and 
judgement. I was always cautious about what I wore in case my teachers or 
parents noticed the cuts on my wrists. All of that anxiety on top of what I 
was already feeling made school work impossible. That’s why my report was so 
bad, mum and dad. I just couldn’t concentrate. I couldn’t stop the thoughts.

This storm inside me has calmed a little since then but I’m still not okay. I still 
break down crying in the school toilets and self-harm, but I’m less scared now 
to speak out. I know I shouldn’t put the blame on myself for what happened 
at Jodie’s party, but I can’t help what I feel. I wanted to tell you because 
I’m ready to hear what others think. Maybe it’ll make things a hundred times 
worse, but there’s also the possibility that someone can help me. Then, maybe, 
I can get better.

Yours,

Tammy
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Letter 2 – from Alex

To whom it may concern at my school : 

I’ve never written a letter before so if this is a mess that’s because so am I.  

I’m totally overwhelmed and my emotions are everywhere right now. Writing 

this feels like going into the unknown or diving into a black hole. But now that 

you know what the boys at school did to me, there are some other things I 

need you to know and ask of you. 

Firstly, ask me how I am. If anyone is going to talk to me, I need them 

to ask me how I am to begin with. Don’t go straight into some procedure with 

a notepad and report sheet in front of you. I’ve been through that already. 

It’s dehumanising and makes me feel like nobody is thinking about my 

feelings. I don’t want to be treated like a number. Try to understand how 

difficult this is for me right now and since it happened. 

Ask me what I want. Please don’t tell me what you are going to do without 

asking what I want. Even if nothing big is happening keep me updated. Let 

me know you still care and that this isn’t just sitting on a shelf somewhere 

with nobody looking at it. If there’s nothing to tell me, ask me if I have 

anything more to tell you. Things are changing every day for me and this 

should be a dialogue, not a one-way conversation. 

Find someone who can support me – just me. I shouldn’t have the same 

staff member supporting me as the person who did this to me. It needs to be 

two different people. Don’t’ try to support a survivor and their perpetrator at 

the same time. This isn’t the same as when two pupils get into a fight at school. 

Help me find the right support outside of school. Since this happened, 

I’ve had to do my own research. School staff need information about local 

services to refer young people to. When young people find out about these 

specialist services it cuts off months or years of waiting to get support and 

start recovery. It’s also a link to other young people who experienced similar 

stuff – and we need to hear from survivors. We need to see that it happens 

to people our age and that we can survive. 

It’s important to understand that it is not your job to investigate this. 
Your job is to support students - to keep me safe and make sure I can 

continue learning and achieving. Know the limits of your role. Don’t take on 

more than you can handle and don’t expect other teachers to be counsellors 

or social worker or police officer. If I get attached to someone supporting me 

who goes over their limit - I’ll feel abandoned when they get overwhelmed. 

It’s not realistic and it makes things worse. 
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But it is your job to educate me and my peers. This stuff needs to be 

spoken about and acknowledged. Why is there little education about consent 

or about what is right and wrong in relationships? Why do we learn about 

knife crime but not sexual violence? We need to know about boundaries and 

how we can assert them – in primary as well as secondary school. This is 

basic human knowledge that we aren’t getting taught about. Don’t let schools 

wait until something happens before they talk about it!

Support school staff too. The teachers who are dealing with this need 

support so they don’t get overwhelmed. It’s heavy stuff. Since looking into 

this, I’ve been shocked by how common sexual violence is and you have to 

assume that there will be staff members who have had these experiences 

too. Teachers need proper support to care for students. 

Remember that I’m more than just what happened to me. I’m still the 

person I was before who is good at history but needs a little help with algebra. 

I’ve experienced something horrible but I now have valuable knowledge. I go 

through ups and downs and I need you to be aware that every day – even 

every hour – is different for me. You can’t fix this and make it go away. I don’t 

want to be fixed. Just sit with me and just let me know that I’m not alone. 

Like I said I’ve never written a letter but I’ll end with exactly what I need 

you to do. 

• Respect my confidentiality. Find ways to support me without making me 

 stand out - so other pupils ask me questions about what is going on. And I 

 know you might have to share some information but please don’t tell 

 someone casually in the staff room at break time. 

• Know I’m thinking about this stuff all the time and understand that it 

 might make it hard for me to concentrate sometimes - but don’t ask me 

 to explain or put it into words. 

• Don’t tell me I was lucky it wasn’t as bad as…That doesn’t matter. 

• Don’t ask if it REALLY happened! 

• And don’t ask for details. You only need to know how I feel. 

Remember if you or your colleagues handle this badly, other young people 

will see that and not ask for support. Young people have long memories, 

especially about traumatic events. Please don’t be an arsehole in this 

moment or you will be known as one forever. 

Yours sincerely, 

Alex
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Letter 3 – from Jack

To those who fund mental health services for young people, To those who fund mental health services for young people, 

Years.Years. That’s how long it took to understand that what happened to me 
was abuse. Two years coping with it all on my own – not very well mind. 
Either blaming myself or lashing out. I pushed everyone away. That was 
when I knew I had to find some help. 

Months.Months. It took nine months to get my first appointment. More waiting 
with my anger unable to tell anyone what was going on. I started to get 
awful headaches and missed loads of school. My teachers didn’t seem to 
miss me when I wasn’t there so I stopped caring and left as soon as 
I could.

Weeks.Weeks. I was given six weeks by CAMHS to sort it all out. On week one, 
they gave me a chart with smiley and sad faces to ask me how I was 
feeling. I was sixteen. If there was an angry face I might not have felt 
so patronised and annoyed from the start.

Days.Days. That’s how long each appointment felt. I had no idea how to start 
talking and the counsellor wasn’t giving me any kind of nudge. I didn’t 
know anything about him and he didn’t seem to want to get to know me. 
Most of the time we just sat there in awkward silence.

Hours.Hours. I’d gone through four hours and was nearly ready to talk about 
what happened when my counsellor literally disappeared with no 
explanation. They assigned me a new counsellor and extended the 
number of sessions I could have. Did they really expect me to open up 
to someone else after that? 

Minutes.Minutes. I watched the clock as they ticked down during my last 
session. I felt relieved when it was finished. Nobody could say I didn’t 
try to get help. At the same time I felt more empty and disillusioned 
than ever before. 

That night, I found an old school notebook and wrote down what 
happened for the first time ever. My heart was racing. I filled probably 
20 pages with frantic words and shoved the notebook under my mattress. 
It felt like sleeping on top of a huge stone but at least that weight was 
finally off my shoulders.

When I found out that some counsellors encourage their patients to 
express themselves through writing or art, I got angry all over again. 
Why was I only given the option to talk when it was so obvious that I 
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couldn’t? How many years of suffering could I have avoided if someone, 
anyone, had asked me what worked for me?

It may have taken a long time but I figured it out for myself. I also 
figured out I could tell my Mum what happened if I wrote it down. She 
cried when she read it. Then she encouraged me to sign up for a creative 
writing course. I was so scared to let other people read my words at first. 
Now I understand that when I write, my experiences and emotions are 
strengths. I’m more than just another young person who was failed by 
the system. 

I’d like you to think back on your own life as a teenager. I’d like you to think back on your own life as a teenager. 
Was it fun and carefree? If so I’m happy for you. If it was anything like 
mine I’m sorry. If I had a magic wand I’d use it to make sure nobody ever 
had to go through that again. Since I don’t, my plan is to use writing 
to help other people feel less alone. 

I know you don’t have a magic wand that can stop sexual abuse but I know you don’t have a magic wand that can stop sexual abuse but 
you do have a lot more power than me and my pen. How are you going you do have a lot more power than me and my pen. How are you going 
to use it to help others like me?  to use it to help others like me?  

Regards, 

Jack
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Letter 4 from Zara

Dear police officers,

My name is Zara, I’m 18 years old and I live by myself. I want to tell you about my 
experience. I want to help you and your colleagues understand what it’s like for a 
16 year old dealing with the police after sexual abuse. I want to make sure things 
are better for other young people in the future. 

My story starts two years ago – when I held onto a secret about what had 
happened to me. I kept it from everyone but it was eating me up. One day a 
teacher at school sussed something was wrong. They wouldn’t stop pressuring 
me ‘til I told them about the abuse. From then my parents found out, and then – 
with no-one asking me about what I wanted – the police got involved. 

When the police got mentioned I felt scared. Definitely scared. I’d heard other 
people’s stories about how the police treat people when this sort of thing happens. 

From the beginning I was worried that the police wouldn’t believe me – that they 
wouldn’t take me seriously. And then I worried about if they did take me seriously 
– what would happen and what about the consequences coming back on me from 
the young men who abuse me?

When the police first arrived they came to the house. Totally intimidating in their 
uniform. Nothing on their face or in their body language showed they cared. There 
was no real eye contact – just standing up, arms folded, looking about the room – 
impatient and snappy. And then they bombarded me with loads of questions.

I would tell them again and again what happened. So many questions. The female 
police officer had that tone in her voice and she kept saying to me, ‘Zara if you’re 
lying you’ve got to tell me’. I felt like she was basically saying that I was lying about 
the whole thing – threatening me – you know... telling me ‘bad things will happen if 
this isn’t the truth’. 

What does that feel like? Humiliation. Like you’re not believed and you’ve not been 
listened to and heard. 

I could tell from your colleague’s body language: their huffing and puffing; their ‘not 
paying attention’ faces’ – I could tell they wanted to leave. And I could tell that 
they didn’t really want to speak to me about it – and so they passed me on – to 
some other worker that doesn’t know what they’re talking about and makes me 
feel embarrassed.  

Then there was the video interview. I couldn’t do it the first time. Sat in that chair 
with that camera was horrifying – and it took me two tries. To this day it’s still the 
worse thing I ever had to do. But they said – they said ‘if it went to court the video 
would be used as evidence’ and that gave me hope. 
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Doing the video, it’s sort of like speaking to a robot. And I was having to tell that 
person the tiniest disgusting details, details that become so fresh when you say 
them out loud – and the questions kept coming:
• what went where?
• what was the colour of the bed?
• what was in the background?

Having to put myself back in that situation – having to think about what happened 
– having to force myself back into the worst moment – back where I never want 
to go. I can remember how sometimes my  brain just physically stopped me from 
remembering certain details.

And then after the interview that was it. No offer of support. They’d ripped out 
everything and then just, ‘Okay, you can go home now’.  And then after that – 
dead silence – I got nothing from them – It was like I told all this intimate personal 
stuff – and they’d asked all these questions just to prove I was lying. 

Next time I saw or heard from the police, after my video – was months after – 
just for them to tell they were dropping my case – ‘inconsistencies’ they said and 
that ‘not enough evidence’. I don’t think I need to explain how that made me feel. 

Looking back, right from the start, not one person ever stopped to ask what I 
wanted. Nothing happened because I wanted it to. It was all about what other 
people wanted and decided. From me telling the teacher – to them making me tell 
my parents – to them deciding to tell the police – to me doing the video interview 
and nothing coming of it. None of it was what I wanted. It was like it wasn’t even 
my trauma – it was someone else’s and I was just watching. 

So if you’re reading this is what I need you know
• You need to start ‘getting it’ – you need to understand what this is like
• Listen to what young people want – give them choices
• You need to take young people seriously who tell you about these kind of 
 experiences 
• You need to be gentle to be calm and to really listen 
• Know that what you’re asking them to do in a video recorded interview is really 
 difficult and possibly re-traumatising 
• And know that what you say and how you act towards young people will be 
 remembered for ever 
• Be thoughtful and treat them with care.

Yours in hope

  Zara 
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1 Can you list three important 
messages that you 
identified in the letter(s) and 
why they are important for 
people who support young 
people, to understand.

2 Was there anything that 
surprised you in the letters 
about what young people 
were feeling or dealing with 
that you hadn’t considered 
before?

3 Which aspects of young 
people’s feelings and needs 
do you think might not be 
fully recognised in your 
service or community (and 
what might be the barriers 
to recognition)?

4 How could different aspects 
of young people’s identity 
create additional barriers or 
challenges to receiving 
support (consider for 
example ethnicity, religion, 
language, disability, 
sexuality, gender or 
immigration status)?

5 Identify one or more 
aspects of young people’s 
experiences described in 
the letter(s) that you 
recognise from young 
people you know or 
work with?

6 Think about what role you 
can play in helping other 
people to recognise and 
respond to the needs 
identified in the letters.
Identify three actions (no 
matter how small) you 
can take to support this?

1

2

3

7 What, if any, training or 
support needs does this 
exercise identify that may 
be worth considering?

Reflective questions and responses



Undertaken with support from:

Safer Young Lives Research Centre
University of Bedfordshire
University Square
Luton, LU1 3JU
United Kingdom
Website: www.beds.ac.uk/sylrc
Twitter: @uniofbedsSYLRC

http://www.beds.ac.uk/sylrc
https://twitter.com/uniofbedsSYLRC

