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Background
Refuge is the country’s largest single provider of domestic violence services for women and children - a national ‘lifeline’ for up to 80,000 women and children every year.  
 
The organisation 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 is encouraged that the government has begun to educate children and young people about domestic violence through Personal, Social and Health Education (PSHE) and Citizenship classes but remains concerned that teaching about domestic violence is not yet mandatory. As such, Refuge strongly believes that the current review of sex and relationship education provides an unprecedented opportunity to ensure that teaching on this issue is universally available.
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’. However, 33 years later, little has been done to implement this recommendation. 

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 in order to learn effectively, but for those experiencing violence at home or within their own intimate relationships, this may not is the case:
· Every year, around 750,000 children in the UK are exposed to domestic violence
· 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
· According to the NSPCC, girls aged 16-18 are reporting an alarming amount of abuse from their boyfriends and an ICM survey commissioned by the End Violence Against Women (EVAW) campaign and carried out amongst young people aged 16-20 across the UK found that 42 per cent of young people know girls whose boyfriends have hit them
· The same ICM survey reported that 40 per cent of young people know girls who have been coerced or pressurised into sex by their boyfriends
· There is an alarming prevalence of attitudes that reinforce violence against women: for example, research by the Universities of Warwick, Bristol, Durham and North London found that over 75 per cent of 11-12 year olds thought it was acceptable that women get hit if they make men angry and more boys than girls of all ages believed that some women deserved to be hit
What is also important to note from the ICM survey referred to above is that 77 per cent of young people feel they do not have enough information and support to advise those they know who may have been the victims of physical or sexual violence. Since children exposed to violence often confide in their peers, teaching on domestic violence in schools not only equips children and young people with the skills needed for equal and respectful relationships, but also creates an effective support network for children affected by domestic violence.
Bearing this in mind it is unsurprising that the vast majority of children at secondary school (84 per cent) and over half of children at primary age (52 per cent) say that they want lessons about domestic violence. 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

Consultation with service users at Refuge also gives strong support to the view that schools are best placed to educate young people about domestic violence. As one young woman said:

“I wish someone had taught me about domestic violence at school, because the first time I knew anything about it was when I was punched in the face.”
1. Teacher skills and confidence

Domestic violence is a complex issue. Indeed a survey of educational personnel across two countries undertaken by Refuge in 2001 demonstrated that many professionals held common myths about domestic violence, believing that it is caused by alcohol, drugs and difficulties controlling anger with little recognition that gender inequality lies at the hear of violence against women.
It is therefore vital that teachers receive training about domestic violence both in terms of what it is and the impact it has on children. This training must recognise the gendered nature of violence against women and frame it as a violation of human rights.

Teaching about domestic violence 

A recent evaluation of work undertaken by Womankind in secondary schools identified that there was an absence or training for teachers on gender and violence and that they often lacked confidence and felt ill-equipped to handle the perceived ‘political nature’ of the teaching content. 
Having undergone training to deliver the Womankind programme however, teachers noted that developing an understanding of gender/class/race/homophobia debates around violence was extremely challenging but necessary. 
The impact of the programme was also found to be greater when teachers were skilled in using participatory teaching methods such as discussion, drama, film and visual methods.

Supporting the educational needs of students affected by domestic violence

Again research has revealed that education professionals are often unclear about the best way to address the needs of children and young people affected by domestic violence and are often uncertain about who is responsible for providing support.

In addition to raising awareness and increasing understanding about domestic violence, teachers need to be able to identify children affected by domestic violence, respond to disclosures made by children about domestic violence, ensure the safety of these children and support their education, including through integrating those who have moved into the school at short notice to escape abuse.

As well as training for teachers, training is also necessary for school nurses and other support personnel who may be more accessible than teachers.
2. Multi-agency working
Unlike the Scottish Executive, the Westminster Government has not taken a strategic approach to tackling violence against women. This means that prevention work is currently weak, with more focus on secondary prevention (i.e. routine screening of pregnant women) than primary prevention as part of a planned and concerted effort to challenge the attitudes and behaviours that normalise violence against women.  

It has been suggested that until the Westminster Government follows the Scottish Executive’s lead and develops specific prevention policies it will remain difficult for other agencies (including the voluntary sector) to access schools’ work to deliver preventative programmes.
 Yet this is exactly what needs to happen if domestic violence and others forms of violence against women are to be addressed.
Where it does already happen, multi agency working has proven to be highly effective. For example, Refuge has been able to offer assistance to schools with training in the dynamics of domestic violence through the local domestic violence forums of which we are a part.
3. Guidance 

Under the government’s Best Value Performance Indicator 225
 on domestic violence, local authorities have been encouraged to develop domestic violence education packs for schools. There are also many existing resources on domestic violence for schools to use in PSHE and Citizenship lessons. These include materials produced by women’s organisations including:
· Cheshire Local Authority has developed a number of resources for use in schools
· Leeds Inter Agency Project has produced domestic violence packs for primary and secondary schools – ‘Break the Silence: Stop the Violence’ 

· The London Borough of Islington’s education partner ‘CEA@Islington’ has developed guidelines for schools as part of its ‘Home Safe’ project including what to do when a parent discloses domestic violence and what to do when a child discloses domestic violence
· NSPCC, Bernardo’s and the Domestic Violence Group of the University of Bristol have developed  a pack of training materials: ‘Making an Impact: Children and Domestic Violence’ 
· Save the Children and Women’s Aid have produced ‘Safe Learning’ which is a guide for educational professionals on how to support the needs of children and young people affected by domestic violence
· Tower Hamlets Domestic Violence Team has produced guidelines for schools called ‘U Can Stop It!’

· The Womankind Programme has developed a teaching resource for Key Stages 3 and 4 which aims to create school environments where young men and women are equal, safe from violence and confident to negotiate healthy relationships
· Westminster Domestic Violence Forum has produced a video and training pack for use in schools that are recommended by the National Union of Teachers and the Home Office
4. Broader context 
The key findings and recommendations from the evaluation of Womankind’s work found a clear link with:

· Every Child Matters: Stay Safe and Be Healthy

· Anti-bulling requirements: sexual bullying in ‘Safe to Learn’

· Gender equality duty: the promotion of equality for women and men of all ages and the elimination of all sexual discrimination and harassment 

· National Healthy Schools Programme

· National PSHEE and Citizenship curriculum 

Whole school approach 
Indeed a whole school approach needs to support what children are learning in the classroom in order to reinforce learning and avoid sending mixed messages. The gender equality duty in particular emphasises how schools should be at the forefront of promoting gender equality across all aspects of school life and shaping the values and attitudes of young people.
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