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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 21st Century Schools consultation and is supportive of the overall vision set out within the document. In particular, Refuge is pleased to see that the Government’s vision for 21st century schools recognises that doing well at school and doing well in other aspects of life are not separate issues. Indeed, Refuge has submitted a number of consultation responses to the Department for Children, Schools and Families highlighting how, unless schools address social issues such as domestic violence within the curriculum, then the ability of students to succeed academically may be undermined. 
Although 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), it is likely to have a negative impact on almost every aspect of their functioning, including their health, safety, school attendance and achievement, economic well being and emotional development.
The impact of domestic violence on academic achievement 
· A child experiencing domestic violence at home may be more likely to play truant from school to protect his/her mother

· Some children may 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

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

Refuge therefore supports the Government’s focus on the full range of Every Child Matters outcomes as an essential way of raising standards in schools. As the paper notes, schools can play a central role in the personal and social development of children and young people and, in doing so, can ensure that they are prepared for the challenges that they may face in the future. 
Teaching on domestic violence 

Refuge welcomes the interim report of the Independent Review of the Primary Curriculum which supports the proposals set out in the 21st Century consultation paper by advocating that the curriculum must help children to acquire a range of personal, social and emotional attributes essential to their health and wellbeing. 
Refuge also agrees with the interim report’s conclusion that personal development has been subject to piecemeal treatment and believes that this is because PSHE has not been a compulsory part of the school curriculum. For instance, a survey undertaken for Refuge indicated that around 9/10 young women aged 18-21 had not been taught about domestic violence when they were at school. This is despite 7/10 young women saying that they would have liked teaching on domestic violence. 
As a consequence, Refuge welcomes the Government’s recent decision to make PSHE a statutory subject and believes that teaching on domestic violence is integral to achieving the aim set out in the consultation paper of ‘equipping children and young people to deal with risk’. As one young woman who used Refuge’s services 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.”
Research has shown that schools provide an ideal opportunity to work with children while they form their ideas about relationships and that this process should begin as soon as possible, before their attitudes are completely developed. 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

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 despite the Government’s commitment to address domestic violence through ‘education and awareness-raising in schools’ (Living without Fear 1999), little has been done to implement this recommendation. This led the 2008 Home Affairs Select Committee to conclude during its recent inquiry into domestic violence, forced marriage and ‘honour’-based violence that:

‘Education on these issues seems to be at best variable and at worst non-existent.’

A whole school approach 

In addressing issues such as domestic violence, schools must adopt a ‘whole school’ approach to reinforce teaching and avoid sending mixed messages. For instance, in relation to tackling gender based issues such as violence and inequality, learning can be integrated into lessons such as circle time, drama and English and potentially other areas of the curriculum such as citizenship education, history, economics, maths and geography. 
Similarly, Refuge agrees with the interim report of the Independent Review of the Primary Curriculum in that the knowledge, skills, understanding and attitudes that can be taught via PSHE can also be seen as ‘organisers’ of curricular content and form the basis of cross–curricular study.  
At the same time, schools also need to ensure that they address issues such as gender based harassment, bullying and violence in the wider school environment. Indeed the gender equality duty emphasises how schools should be at the forefront of promoting gender equality across all aspects of school life, shaping the values and attitudes of young people. 
Supporting children and young people at risk of domestic violence 
As the main universal children’s service, the consultation paper recognises that schools play a key role in ensuring that student’s problems are identified early and addressed. As well as teaching students about domestic violence, schools need to support students who may be experiencing domestic violence at home or within their own intimate relationships. Doing so will help them break down barriers to student achievement and assist schools in identifying and addressing young people’s special educational needs. 

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. 

In addition, 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. These children need:

· Help, support and advocacy to ensure that they are not left to cope with their experiences alone
· Consistent messages that domestic violence is wrong
· Information that domestic violence is not their fault
· Opportunities to share their experiences with other children so as to reduce their isolation
Refuge therefore supports the Government’s intention to ensure that schools recognise their role in keeping children and young people safe from harm through a stronger awareness of safeguarding and child protection issues. Whilst Refuge welcomes the recognition that parents also need to be supported, it is important that caution is applied in cases of domestic violence where intervention with the perpetrator of the violence may actually place both mother and child at increased risk. As such, Refuge recommends that schools adopt the approach set out in the ‘vision for services for children and young people affected by domestic violence’.

Vision for Services for Children and Young People Affected by Domestic Violence
A number of key agencies, including Refuge, have set out a ‘Vision for Services for Children and Young People Affected by Domestic Violence’ (2006). This document presents a tiered model that provides a conceptual framework for matching the level of a child’s need to the complexity of the interventions required to meet that need.

The model assumes as a starting point that the needs of most children can be met within universal services (including schools) with the introduction of additional services and more complex multi-agency responses at each progressive level of need and risk. It also allows professionals to identify children whose needs are complex at an earlier opportunity and then refer them to the next ‘tier’ of support where they have access to additional services before their problems became more acute.
The involvement of the voluntary sector is particularly important within this model since this is where domestic violence expertise primarily resides. In addition, independence from statutory agencies is often a crucial factor for women and children seeking assistance so community-based services have the potential to reach many more children, especially within hard-to-reach groups. 

Funding for the domestic violence sector 

The multi agency approach set out above fits well with the Government’s new emphasis on the role of schools within local partnerships and plans to include schools in Children’s Trusts as key partners. However, although the proposed shift in emphasis towards early intervention is critically important and will undoubtedly identify children living with domestic violence, it will be vital to create follow-up services and obtain the necessary funding needed to increase the capacity of local support services. Floating support is particularly important in this respect, providing women and children with community based care.

In order to provide effective and supportive interventions to children experiencing domestic violence, Refuge believes that a clear, strategic, co-ordinated and fully funded approach to services needs to be adopted. Despite some encouraging developments in recent years, there remains an urgent need to identify gaps in services and to adopt an integrated way of working. Only when services offer certainty and effective responses to women and children exposed to domestic violence, will it be disclosed.

Training teachers 
Domestic violence is a complex issue, often clouded by misunderstanding. Informed discussion about domestic violence at school can dispel the myths and confusion surrounding the issue and teachers can use lessons on personal, social and emotional education to correct distorted ideas, encourage helpful coping strategies and help build good interpersonal skills.
Responding to disclosure

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 in the survey admitted that they either knew or suspected that children they knew were living with violence.
Teachers will therefore 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. 

Recommendations

In line with the recommendations of the 2007-08 Home Affairs Select Committee Inquiry into Domestic Violence, Forced Marriage and ‘Honour’-Based Violence, Refuge strongly urges the Department for Children, Schools and Families to:

· Make education on domestic violence an explicit part of the statutory school sex and relationships curriculum rather than being left to the discretion of individual schools
· Implement specific training modules on domestic violence in all PGCE and professional development training 

Refuge further recommends that the Department for Children, Schools and Families:

· Instructs schools to undertake a ‘whole school’ approach to tackling the issue of domestic violence, in line with the Gender Equality Duty 
· Ensure that schools have clear policies and procedures for managing and responding to disclosures made by children who are living with violence. Where a child discloses that they are witnessing domestic violence, professionals should be aware of and responsive to any risk to the non-abusing parent – generally the mother. Any actions which follow should prioritise the safety and protection for both mother and child. Where a child discloses that they are experiencing abuse, professionals should be alert to the possibility that his/her mother may also be at risk and take steps to support both if this is the case
· Ensure that schools offer priority admission to children who have recently moved home to escape violence. This is particularly relevant for children of secondary school age where placements are often more difficult to secure
· If difficulties or ‘special needs’ are identified on admission to school, that schools respond rapidly by referring to the local education authority for specialist assessment, where appropriate. If there is concern that a child demonstrates significant special needs, the statutory formal process should begin as soon as possible, ensuring completion before any further family move, particularly if the child is to move out of borough
· Ensure that all those working in schools should be sensitive to the potential effects of family disruption and frequent school changes on academic achievement, social/emotional development and behaviour
· Ensure that teachers offer appropriate support and understanding to children. In the short-term, secondary school pupils may benefit from regular contact with a named person within the staff team who is responsible for supporting children at risk
· Ensure that schools are aware of and play an integral role in facilitating a child’s individual safety plan (devised in collaboration with the child, their mother and refuge staff if applicable). Confirmation of the child’s attendance at school, disclosure of their home address or collection of the child from school should not occur without the mother’s permission
· Ensure that schools exercise vigilance in terms of children’s (and women’s) well being and safety if contact takes place with the father. Schools should be particularly aware of the continuing need for vigilance if the new school/address has become known to the perpetrator
· Ensure that schools create environments which promote openness and trust and encourage children (and their mothers) to break their silence. They should display posters, information leaflets and details of community support and help lines. They should operate in a non-judgmental way towards victims ensuring that they are aware that the violence is not their fault or their responsibility
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