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Introduction

Digital technology is now embedded in students’ friendships, learning, entertainment, and everyday
communication, but the same tools can be used to pressure, manipulate, humiliate, or sexually
exploit children and adolescents. Technology-facilitated child sexual exploitation and abuse can
involve grooming, coercive requests, sexual extortion, nonconsensual sharing of intimate images,
sexualized harassment, impersonation, and increasingly the use of artificial intelligence to create or
alter abusive imagery. UNICEF’s 2026 research across multiple countries shows that these harms are
widespread and substantially underreported because children often fear punishment, shame, family
consequences, or disbelief (UNICEF Innocenti, 2026a). Schools therefore need more than general
internet-safety lessons. They require a safequarding framework that helps staff recognize coercion,
receive disclosures calmly, assess immediate danger, preserve evidence appropriately, make
required reports, support the student, and coordinate with families, child-protection services, law
enforcement, and online platforms when necessary. The central principle is that a child who has been
pressured, threatened, deceived, or exploited should encounter protection and practical assistance
rather than blame for using technology.

Understanding Technology-Facilitated Sexual
Abuse

Technology-facilitated sexual abuse is defined by exploitation, coercion, lack of valid consent, or
misuse of sexual material rather than by one platform or device. Phones, social networks, gaming
spaces, messaging applications, livestreams, cameras, and cloud services can all become channels
through which offenders seek access, build trust, obtain images, threaten victims, or distribute
material without permission. The term “sexting” can be too broad because it may describe very
different situations, ranging from consensual communication between adults to coercion involving a
child. When minors are involved, adults should ask what actually happened: who initiated the contact,
whether pressure or deception was used, whether an adult or significantly older person was involved,
whether material was redistributed, whether threats were made, and whether the child fears an in-
person encounter. Similar issues are examined in Academic Master’s discussion of online sexual
exploitation. Clear terminology helps schools distinguish peer conflict from grooming, extortion,
abuse, or criminal conduct and choose a proportionate safeguarding response.
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Grooming, Sexual Extortion, and Al-Generated
Abuse

Grooming often develops gradually through attention, praise, gifts, shared interests, secrecy, or
claims of romance before the person tests boundaries or introduces sexual content. Sexual extortion,
sometimes called sextortion, occurs when someone threatens to release intimate material or
information unless the victim sends additional content, pays money, or complies with another
demand. The offender may use a false identity, stolen photographs, compromised accounts, or
material generated or altered with artificial intelligence. UNICEF warned in 2026 that generative Al is
increasing the scale and complexity of child sexual exploitation by enabling realistic synthetic
imagery, image manipulation, and new forms of coercion (UNICEF Innocenti, 2026b). A child who
initially communicated voluntarily can still become a victim once threats, deception, coercion, or
redistribution begin. Schools should teach students that compliance with a blackmailer rarely
guarantees that the threat will end and that seeking adult help quickly is safer than continuing secret
negotiations. Staff should also recognize that shame and panic can create acute mental-health risks,
including self-harm or suicidal thinking, making emotional support and immediate safety assessment
essential.

Responding to a Student Disclosure

The first adult who receives a disclosure can strongly influence whether the student remains engaged
with help. Staff should stay calm, listen without expressing shock, thank the student for telling them,
avoid blame, and ask only the limited questions needed to establish immediate safety. The priority is
to determine whether there is an urgent threat, whether an adult offender is involved, whether there
are plans for an in-person meeting, whether the alleged perpetrator is within the school community,
whether harmful content is actively spreading, and whether the student is at risk of self-harm or
physical violence. The adult should explain honestly that confidentiality may have limits because
safeguarding concerns may need to be shared with designated personnel or statutory authorities.
Repeatedly interviewing the child should be avoided because unnecessary retelling can increase
distress and interfere with formal investigation. Schools should have a clear escalation pathway
identifying who receives the report, who contacts child-protection or law-enforcement agencies where
required, who manages educational accommodations, and who maintains supportive contact with the
student while the investigation proceeds.

Evidence, Reporting, and Image Removal

Digital evidence can help identify accounts, threats, timelines, and distribution patterns, but staff
must handle it carefully. Students may be advised to preserve usernames, URLs, dates, message
records, and screenshots of threatening communications where lawful and safe, yet school personnel
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should not download, forward, or repeatedly view sexual images involving minors merely to “collect
evidence.” Procedures should follow local law and guidance from child-protection and investigative
authorities. In the United States, the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children operates the
CyberTipline for suspected child sexual exploitation and offers Take It Down, a service that can help
participating platforms detect certain intimate images taken before age eighteen without requiring
the image itself to be uploaded to the service (NCMEC, 2026). Platform reporting and blocking tools
can also help reduce continued contact. Because legal duties vary by jurisdiction, schools should
maintain current local protocols rather than rely on one universal reporting rule. Documentation
should record facts, the student’s own words, actions taken, and referrals made without speculation
or unnecessary circulation of sensitive information.

Prevention Through Consent and Digital Literacy

Prevention should go beyond warnings telling students never to send images or never to talk to
strangers. Young people need age-appropriate education about consent, healthy relationships,
privacy, manipulation, account security, reporting tools, location sharing, disappearing-message
claims, and the fact that consent to create or privately share material is not consent for redistribution.
Lessons should include peer-to-peer abuse, dating relationships, impersonation, sexual extortion, and
Al-generated deepfakes because harm does not come only from unknown adults. Gender stereotypes
should also be avoided; schools should not imply that girls are responsible for preventing boys’
behavior or that boys cannot be victims. Staff training is equally important. Teachers, counselors,
nurses, administrators, coaches, and technology personnel should know how to receive a disclosure,
what not to promise, whom to notify, and how to avoid mishandling sexual material. UNICEF's 2026
findings show that many children disclose to no one at all, which means prevention must create
confidence that adults will respond with dignity, confidentiality within appropriate limits, and practical
help rather than punishment or humiliation (UNICEF Innocenti, 2026a).

A Whole-School Safeqguarding Approach

An effective school response combines policy, curriculum, trained personnel, reporting channels,
mental-health support, family engagement, data protection, and relationships with external
safeguarding agencies. Anonymous reporting can help reveal patterns, but students also need
identifiable trusted adults who can provide direct support. Families should receive guidance on
privacy settings, account security, evidence preservation, platform reporting, and how to respond
without automatically confiscating all technology or blaming the child. In some cases, however, family
notification requires careful professional judgment because disclosure to a caregiver may increase
danger, rejection, or punishment. Technology companies also carry responsibility through age-
appropriate design, moderation, effective reporting, abuse detection, and rapid removal systems.
Schools should evaluate prevention efforts through measures such as student knowledge, confidence
in reporting, response time, recurrence, and access to support rather than counting only assemblies
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or posters. The strongest safeguarding culture makes clear that exploitation is the responsibility of
the person who coerces, threatens, deceives, or distributes material and that students who ask for
help will be treated as people needing safety, not as problems to be disciplined.

Conclusion

Technology-facilitated sexual abuse can take many forms, including grooming, sexual extortion,
nonconsensual image distribution, sexual harassment, impersonation, and Al-generated abusive
content. Schools cannot prevent every incident, but they can greatly influence whether students
understand risk, disclose early, and receive effective protection. A sound response begins with calm
listening and immediate safety assessment, continues through careful evidence handling and legally
appropriate reporting, and includes mental-health support, educational accommodations, family
involvement where safe, and assistance with platform reporting or image removal. Prevention is
strongest when consent education, digital literacy, staff training, and clear safeguarding procedures
operate together rather than relying on fear-based messages or blanket punishment. Current UNICEF
evidence shows that underreporting remains a major obstacle, making trust between students and
adults a central protective factor (UNICEF Innocenti, 2026a). The goal of school policy should
therefore be to reduce opportunities for exploitation, increase confidence in reporting, and ensure
that a child who seeks help encounters dignity, protection, and coordinated action instead of shame.
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