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Background
Refuge opened the world’s first refuge in Chiswick in 1971 and is now the country’s largest single provider of domestic violence services - a national ‘lifeline’ for up to 80,000 women and children every year.  
 
Refuge provides safe, emergency accommodation through a growing network of refuges and offers: services for children; individual and group counselling for abused women; an independent domestic violence advocacy service; and community based outreach services for women, including specialist services for minority ethnic women. Refuge also operates the Free Phone 24 hour National Domestic Violence Helpline in partnership with Women’s Aid.
 
Refuge is committed to a world where domestic violence is not tolerated or ignored and where women and children can live in safety. In order to achieve our vision we undertake an integrated approach to:
 
· Provide high quality services to women and children exposed to domestic violence
· Prevent domestic violence through national award-winning communications campaigns, policy, training and research
· Protect women and children exposed to domestic violence through lobbying for appropriate legislation and developing best practice approaches to meet their needs
 
As a service organisation, Refuge’s strength is the ability to ensure that the voices of the women and children that we support each year are heard in national decision-making processes.
 
Introduction  

Refuge welcomes the independent  review of the primary school curriculum and is delighted to submit written evidence in response to questions 4a and 4b referring to ‘Aspect 4’ on personal development.
Background

Not only are schools important places for academic learning but they are also pivotal to children’s social integration and personal development. Indeed, unless schools address social issues such as domestic violence within the curriculum then the ability of their students to succeed academically may be undermined. Children need to feel confident and safe so that they can learn effectively, but for those experiencing violence at home this may not be the case.

· A child experiencing domestic violence at home may be more likely to play truant from school to protect his/her mother

· Children exposed to domestic violence may have to frequently change schools to escape the perpetrator 

· Some children have difficulties with concentration, possibly because they are worried about their mother’s safety whilst they are at school or because they are simply tired. - they might not have slept the night before because violence was occurring or perhaps because they had nightmares

· Academic achievement has been noted to decline in response to trauma possibly because of intrusive traumatic memories and/or increased physiological arousal which may impair concentration 

· Children may themselves also be abused. The overlap between men’s violence towards women and the physical abuse of children is estimated to be in the range of 30-66 per cent
Meeting the needs of primary school children

Research undertaken by Refuge in 2005 concluded that early intervention and support for pre-school children exposed to domestic violence, whilst of great importance and value, is currently not recognised. Nor is there adequate provision to help young children overcome the effects of trauma. 

As a result, a significant number of children entering into the primary school system represent a particularly challenging group to educators. This is because:

· Exposure to violence or trauma and the resultant persisting fear with which the child lives can alter the developing brain (meaning that violence at home can have actual physiological impacts)
· Pre-school children are at significant risk of developing emotional and behavioural problems as well as speech and language problems

· 50 per cent of pre-school children in the Refuge study met the criteria for post-traumatic stress exhibited through: short attention spans, regression in behaviours such as toileting and language and separation anxiety

Alongside confusion about what is happening, young children often lack the language they need to talk about and express their feelings regarding their experience of domestic violence. They may have low self-esteem, find it difficult to develop peer relationships and may be overwhelmed by intense feelings such as fear, anger, grief, worry, self-blame and embarrassment. 

Children living with domestic violence will often try and hide what is happening. They may not invite friends to visit their home; they may try and prevent contact between their parents and others; and they may deny that anything is wrong if asked. Children instinctively suspect, or may be warned or threatened, that ‘bad’ things will happen if they reveal the family secret. 

The consequences of this mean that children internalise their experiences and rarely seek external support or help. Refuge’s experience is that children do not discuss the violence they  have witnessed before accessing domestic violence services; and, on average, it takes a child six sessions with a trained child psychologist to build up enough trust and confidence to start to reveal his/her experiences of domestic violence.
The role of schools

It is unsurprising that the vast majority of children at secondary school and over half of children at primary age say that they want lessons about domestic violence in school. Children give a varied list of reasons for why this is the case but the most common include: what to do if it happens, the need to understand why it happens and how to stop it.
 

Talking to young people about domestic violence is not a new idea.  In 1975, the Government’s Home Affairs Select Committee on Violence in Marriage concluded that: ‘Much more serious attention should be given within our school and further education system to the problems of domestic conflict’. Yet, 33 years later, little has been done with this recommendation
Research has shown that schools are perfect places to work with children while they form their ideas about relationships and that this process should begin as soon as possible before attitudes begin to harden.
 For example, left unaddressed, a child’s experience of domestic violence may teach them that:

· Violence and threats are a way to get what you want 

· Men are in charge and women should do what men want

· Victims are to blame for violence

· When people hurt others, they do not get into trouble

· Anger causes violence

· Drinking causes violence

· People who love you can hurt you

· Violence is acceptable behaviour

Whilst there is also a common belief that children who live with violence are themselves more likely to grow up to be violent, this thinking is unsubstantiated by research. As Mullender (2002) states: 

‘The development of any individual young person can never be predicted – many react against the violence that they have seen and vow never to emulate it, while others are as much influenced by a violent society as by a violent home-life. The challenge to us is to react to children’s very real needs now, not to second-guess the future’.

It is important to remember that children react in different ways to domestic violence depending on their context and environment (for example, the level of violence they are exposed to, their age and ethnicity, the strength of their support systems and their own personality and coping strategies). 
The role of teachers
Discussion about domestic violence at school can dispel the myths and confusion surrounding domestic violence and play a pivotal role in providing supportive responses to children through developing their personal, social and emotional capabilities. 

Cunningham and Baker (2007) note that, although children are good at observing violence (statistics suggest that in family households where children are present, 90% are in the same room or next door when a violent incident happens) they are less able to understand situations in the way adults would and may develop negative beliefs about themselves. So for instance, primary school children may think that:

· The man and woman are equal partners in what appears to be a ‘fight’

· It is their fault that the adults are ‘fighting’

· Once the ‘fighting’ stops everything will go back to normal

· If they try really hard to be good, the adults will not ‘fight’ again

Since domestic violence is a complex issue, it is often clouded by misunderstanding. It is therefore vital that teachers receive training about domestic violence and that they are aware of the impacts that domestic violence has on children.

	Every year, around 750,000 children in the UK are exposed to domestic violence

	Children ‘exposed’ to domestic violence may:

· See their mother being assaulted

· Hear or see violence happening

· See the aftermath of violence such as injuries, broken furniture

· Be used by the violent parent as part of the abuse

· See a father abuse his new partner when they go to stay

· Experience violence themselves


	Children may be ‘used’ by an abusive parent. For example, the abuser may:

· Suggest that it is the child’s behaviour that is the reason for their actions

· Encourage the children to abuse their mother

· Threaten violence against the children 

· Talk inappropriately to the children about their mother

· Prolong court proceedings about custody and contact – specially when they have  previously shown little interest in the children

· Hold the children hostage or abduct them




Furthermore, teachers should be mindful that there is a very real likelihood that some of their students may be experiencing violence at home. For example, a prevalence study by Refuge in 2001 as part of a survey of educational personnel found that between 3-5 children in a class of 30 are likely to be witnessing violence at home. Furthermore more than half of all educational personnel admitted that they either knew or suspected that children they knew were living with violence.
As such, teachers also need to be trained to understand the child’s view of domestic violence so that they can use lessons on personal, social and emotional education to correct distorted ideas, encourage helpful coping strategies and help build good interpersonal skills.
 

The personal, social and emotional capabilities that children need to develop 
Whilst evidence suggests that the best interventions for children are individualised and derived from an understanding of a child’s unique situation, teachers can help all children develop capabilities that could be useful. 
These may include:

· Understanding that any acts of violence are a crime and punishable by law

· Mapping out expectations for healthy (and non-violent) family relationships

· Learning what is appropriate and inappropriate behaviour within an intimate relationship

· Learning the facts about domestic violence and the role of gender

· Identifying, expressing and managing feelings such as anxiety

· Improving self confidence and the capacity to adopt strategies for self protection

· Building constructive problem solving skills and coping strategies (such as reaching out for help from peers and teachers)

· Learning empathy for people different from themselves 

· Developing skills to resolve conflicts peacefully

Responding to disclosure

Teachers will also need to be able to respond to a child’s disclosures of domestic violence. It will take a child a great deal of courage to disclose abuse and if he/she does so there is a good chance that the situation has become high risk. 
There will also be a personal risk to the child as a consequence of telling someone: for example, the risk of more (or worse) abuse; the risk of being ‘taken away’ by social services; the risk of being teased by other children; or the risk of family members being angry at them. Depending on the nature of the disclosure teachers will need to be aware of child protection procedures and be clear about what to do next. 

Some educators may be afraid to teach children and young people about domestic violence precisely because they have not had training on how to handle disclosures and where to refer children and young people to access sources of help and support. Furthermore, some teachers may not believe that it is their role to teach children and young people about domestic violence
However, the Safeguarding Children agenda makes clear that it is everyone’s responsibility to ensure that children are safe. In particular, the Outcomes Framework published with ‘Every Child Matters: Change for Children’ (2004) identified the need to ensure that ‘children affected by repeat domestic violence are identified, protected and supported’. 
Achieving greater integration throughout the curriculum
As the National Union of Teachers notes, learning about domestic violence can spread beyond personal, social and health education and be integrated into areas such as circle time, drama and English and potentially other areas of the curriculum such as citizenship education, history, economics, maths and geography. 

Research also recognises that the issue should be addressed on a continuing basis otherwise the impact of teaching can be short-lived. As such, it is also important to address the cause of domestic violence – inequality - by challenging gender stereotypes across the school, for example, in relation to both subject choice and careers advice. 
Indeed a school’s whole ethos needs to support what children are learning in the classroom in order to reinforce learning and avoid sending mixed messages. Schools should therefore, always challenge gender based harassment, bullying and violence.

Refuge recommends that:

· Learning about domestic violence should be integrated within the school curriculum, for example, through Personal Health and Social Education (PHSE) which needs to be put on a statutory footing

· A domestic violence strand within PSHE should be mapped out for every school year to ensure ongoing learning 

· Issues of gender inequality as well as non-violent conflict resolution, power/control and discrimination (which affect all oppressed groups in society) should be addressed through the ethos of all school teaching and activity
· Professionals who work with children including teachers and school nurses need to be adequately trained to ensure that they have the awareness and skills to recognise and meet the needs of children exposed to violence in the home; they must be ready to respond and be aware of sources of support

� Economic and Social Research Council (2000) Children 5-16 briefing


� National Union of Teachers (undated) Silence is not always golden: tackling domestic violence


� Cunningham & Baker (2007) Little Eyes, Little Ears


� Section 120 of the 2002 Adoption and Children Act was amended in 2005 to extend the legal definition of harm to children to include the impairment suffered from seeing or hearing the ill treatment of another – particularly in the home


� Cunningham & Baker (2007) Little Eyes, Little Ears 
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