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“Boys can make you feel that periods are something awful, especially as

they only happen to girls.”

Pauline Maskell

‘Period pains’ In a
mixed school

nresponse to concern expressed by the Health

Education Authority at the lack of knowledge
and therefore confidence about the details of
menstruation in both young people and adults,
Hinchingbrooke School carried out a survey of
girls in years 7-9 by means of discussion and a
questionnaire in their PE lessons.

However, this formed just one strand of a
review of our Personal, Social and Health Edu-
cation programme, and before describing the
survey and its outcome I should like to place it
in context.

Hinchingbrooke has had a 70-minute/week
PSHE programme in year 10 and year 11 for ten
years. This year it was extended to a one-hour
lesson in years 7-11, in addition to the tutorial
programme. The programme was planned by the
members of staff that had been working in this
area of the curriculum for several years.

I shall say a few words about the work being
carried out in each year group.

Year 7

The topics chosen for each group, many of
which — such as sex education — are built on
further in each year group, were based on what
we felt were the needs of each year group in our
school,

This belief was, and still is, based on national
trends and on information from several Health
Related Behaviour Questionnaire surveys. For
example, as a result of the review, material on
looking after yourself, relationships, and abuse
was introduced into the year 7 programme. This
material was at one time not started until year 10,

Year 8

Detail on physiological and emotional
changes inthe body, risk factors associated with
sexually-transmitted diseases, and an outline of
coniraception, continues in year 8 Science, This
is taught emphasising the importance of pupils’
own concerns and experiences. Year 8 PSHE
extends discussion and more personal aspects of
the sex education course.

Year 9

As the age of sexual experience and ex-
perimentation seems (o be decreasing and the
number of pregnancies in under-16s is a cause
for concern, the most detailed work in all aspects
of sex education is now done in year 9 instead
of year 10. This does not mean that sex educa-
tion is done in isolated lessons; it permeates
many other topics. In year 9, sexual relation-
ships and coping with sexuality form a base for
information, discussion and research into sex-
ually transmitted diseases, contraception, sex-
ual orientation, abuse, and coping with loss
including separation, divorce and bereavement.

A group of year 12 and 13 students have been
training to be peer group supporters for year 9
pupils. As a pilot scheme they are working with
four or five pupils from PSHE groups, answer-
ing questions and discussing points that might
not be brought up in a class situation, They
receive regular supervision and support for
feedback. As this scheme has become more

popular, 6th-form peer-group supporters are -

working with single pupils, or groups of them,

by appointment.
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Percentage responses to
some of the questions
posed in the sarvey. The
numbers of girls were as
follows: year 7, 57; year
8, 48; year 9, 63.

Years 10 & 11

In years 10 and 11 sex education continues
and isupdated. Year 10 work on leisure and year
11 work on counselling skills also aims to de-
velop skills in sexual aspects of personal rela-
tionships. In each year group there is a core of
work on self-esteemt and developing assertion
skills.

Evaluating the courses

Pupil evaluation, by means of interview and
questionnaire, has always formed an essential
part of PSHE courses, and this is the way they
are developed and adapted to individual groups’
needs. The PSHE course has always been based
on a pupil-centred approach, and the staff that
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have volunteered to teach it are usually com-
mitted to both active and pupil-centred methods.

In this way, we discovered the pupils’ con-
cern that some needs were not being met, and
that although sex education as a topic could be
openly discussed, menstruation could not. This
reflected the findings of the HEA survey. The
results of our own survey have resulted in some
changes to facilities in school and the approach
to teaching this topic.

Planning the menstruation survey

The initial planning was carried out by the
Health Education steering group. This group
consists of several volunteers interested in
health education issues. They have different
subject specialisms representative of different
parts of the school: lower, middle, 6th form and
management. The group has existed, with dif-
ferent members, since 1985,

The plan was discussed by the PSHE team at
departmental meetings, and various practical
amendments were made. The resulting sugges-
tions were then discussed with the deputy Head-
teacher that had a responsibility for PSHE. The
final plan, and copies of the questionnaire, were
circulated to Heads of House and school nurses
for comment, and discussed at meetings with all
Heads of Department, the Headteacher, and de-
puties.

The final plan involved an introduction to the
topic and confidential discussion with roughly
equal numbers of girls in years 7, 8 and 9. We
thought they would discuss the topic more freely
in a single-sex group that had worked together
for a long time. These were carried out in their
normal PE teaching groups with the Head of
Girls’ Physical Education, Ann Duff,

We had previously had full consultation on
the wording of the questionnaire, recognising
that the comments made and the free response
question at the end would be the most valuable
source of information, and we thought that this
would be most effective in arelaxed atmosphere
of girls only, where they felt free to express their
ideas without ridicule,

The circumstances were confidential, be-
cause both written and oral responses were
anonymous, and all the questionnaires were
completed in the same week berfore pupils had
a chance of discussing them with each other, I
analysed the scripts and passed on the results to
all those involved in the consultation process.
The results were discussed with the girls in-
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volved in the survey, and, in more general terms,
with all mixed groups in Science and PSHE.

What the pupils told us
On analysis, the main points brought up by
the pupils were:
+ The majority found out about periods at
home or at Junior School.

s They found out about using pads or
tampons for protection at home or at Junior
School. Year 9 had a larger proportion that
also mentioned Science lessons.

« The majority would prefer to keep pads or
tampons with them,

» All thought there should be vending
machines in girls’ toilets.

s It was thought to be fairly easy to getto
toilets at breaks, but most thought it was
very difficult in lessons.

» Many thought that privacy in toilets was
limited (you can see under doors, over
partitions, or doors don’t always lock), and
that a disposal bin int each cubicle would
ensure better hygiene and more privacy.

+ Opinion was equally divided about what
they would like to do if they felt ill or in
pain during a period — lie down, take a
tablet, relax for a while, or go home. Not
very many thought they would be able to
carry out their choice.

s Few felt that sufficient attention was paid to
how periods might affect school work or
behaviour,

s All year groups felt that boys and teachers,
particularly male teachers, were
insufficiently aware or understanding. They
also felt that people did not realise that
most girls now begin periods in Junior
School or Year 7 and that the age of first
period continues to decrease. They also felt
that it was difficult to get to the toilet
during a lesson in case of emergency
without a detailed and embarrassing
explanation to the teacher.

Two examples of comments from the space
provided at the end of the questionnaire were as
follows:

o Sometimes boys try and put you down by
discussing periods, making comments such
as “Oh, you're a baby, you haven’t started
your periods yet”.

o They [boys] can make you feel that periods
are something awful, especially as they
only happen to girls.

What we did about it...

The deputy Headteacher responsible for
PSHE, in consultation with the site manager,
arranged for toilet locks to be checked and re-
paied where necessary, and for dispensing ma-
chines to be checked. Soft toilet paper is now
available in all locations.

Bins are collected and emptied by a sanitary
disposal firm, and the frequency depends upon
their arrangements, It is too expensive for dis-
pensers to be placed in each cubicle, but each
has its own bin. Itis also too expensive to change
the cubicle design and install doors which meet
the floor.

Another top issue concemed pupils being
allowed to go to the toilet during lessons, and
the need for a sympathetic awareness on the part
of teachers. This was brought up at individual
departmental meetings. Staff felt that some rec-
ord needed to be kept of pupils leaving the
lesson for this purpose, although questions were
not necessary.

18 Pads/ ampons should be avai i
. yourhave no monay or machtnes are'__ :'
© ampty. =
: 12 There should be more; peop]e to talkto
} and get things from. .

| 9 More information and Iéaflets 8.g. on
- toxic shock syndrome, should be
i available, :

e
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Panline Maskell wrote an
earlier article on An
‘alcohol policy’ for a
secondary school (Vol. 8
No. 3, 1990). She may be
contacted at
Hinchingbrooke School,
Brampton Road,
Huntingdon, Cambs.

PE18 6BN (0480 451121).

General changes in attitude towards menstru-
ation are being brought about gradually by an
‘open discussion” approach in year 8 Science
groups, and in PSHE lessons in all year groups.
Different types of sanitary protection are shown,
and information booklets for boys, girls and
parents are provided. Details of toxic shock syn-
drome are now part of the sex education pro-
gramme.

Recently a group of year 9 PSHE pupils and

1 were part of Anglia Television’s Tonight pro-
gramme, where the pupils carried out some of
their usual active small-group work in menstru-
ation and toxic shock.

Pupils generally feel that we have raised the
level of awareness of menstruation, and have
begun to bring about some changes in attitude
and circumstances. I hope that this account of
our work will be of interest to teachers in other
schools.



