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Teachers: Responding to Teen Dating Violence

Case Study and Activity: The Spider's Web

Note: This module will involve an activity that centres around a story about a young adult's experience of dating violence.
Although the details shared anre not overly explicit, it could be upsetting for some. Please practice self-care and feel free to
exit the activity if you do not feel comfortable participating.

Materials:

¢ 10 Nametags labelled as follows:

o Jae

o Ali

o Vik

o Group Member
o Group Member
o Group Member/Sam
o Math Teacher

o History Teacher

o Neighbour
o Mom
1 ball of yarn

Introduction:

Set up:

Select 10 participants to form a circle and give everyone a nametag.

Select 2 extra volunteers for the middle of the circle and give them a ball of yarn.
The two volunteers in the middle will represent Alex and their partner.

Instruct the people in the middle to decide on who will represent Alex, the person
experiencing violence, and who will represent the partner who is the person using
violence. The person assigned Alex will hold the ball of yarn.

Instruct everyone that as the facilitator reads the story, every time the central
characters interact with a potential responder the person in the middle passes the
yarn to the person represented with the applicable nametag who wraps the yarn
around their finger and passes it back. Every time the yarn comes back to the
central person they wrap it around their finger again.

¢ This activity involves reading a story about a young adult’'s experience of dating violence. Although the details shared are not
overly explicit it could be upsetting for some.
¢ Please practice self-care and feel free to exit the activity if you need a break, refreshments, or anything else.

¢ We will debrief afterwards.

e This activity is based on a similar story created by Mount Royal University students in Calgary. They created it for a program
called Stepping Up which aims to prevent dating violence and sexual assault on campus.
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Alex's Story - Teen Dating Violence Response Web

Hi, my name is Alex. When my partner and | started dating we shared our class schedules with each other. During breaks in my
day, they would often text me and ask how | was and what | was up to. Their last class ends earlier than mine every day, so a few
weeks ago they started waiting for me outside of my class and would bring me coffee. | really appreciate it and feel special because
| know they are always there for me.

Recently, there have been days when my friends invited me to hang out after class but it felt a bit weird because my partner was
always waiting for me. | don’t feel like | can tell them that | want to hang out with my friends so | almost always just go with them to
their house instead.

MONDAY

Today, | had to work on a group project after class, so | let my partner know through text. They responded, “Great, | will come sit
with you while you work.” | felt a little confused by this, so | texted back that it might be hard to focus if they did. They replied that
they could be quiet and make sure they don’t bother me. So | gave in.

As usual, they wait for me after class and come with me and my group to the space we booked for our meeting. While we all work, |
try really hard to focus on my group but every so often my partner tries to talk to me and rush me by asking when we will be

done. When | get home that evening, MY FRIEND JAE (Pass the yarn to person with JAE nametag) calls. | talk about what
happened today and say that | feel weird about how my partner is always around.

Jae pauses at first, it seems like they are thinking about what | just said, before replying: “I'm not sure what the problem is? At least
your partner wants to spend time with you. | actually think that’s pretty sweet of them to wait for you after class and | wish my
partner did that.”

| think Jae might be right. Maybe | am lucky to have a partner that wants to spend so much time with me. Maybe | am just
overreacting. | did choose to give them my schedule and agreed that they could come sit with my group.

PAUSE: Ask the participants: How do you think Alex is feeling right now?

TUESDAY

On Tuesday morning | bump into a few friends in the hallway. MY FRIEND ALI (Pass the yarn to the person with the ALI
nametag) tells me that it has been a long time since we have hung out. Ali says: “You are always hanging out with your partner and
it's super annoying. | really miss you and it would be nice if you could ditch them for at least a night”.

I'm glad that Ali misses me but | don’t feel like | can just ditch my partner. My partner gets scary I'm not hanging out with them and
is constantly texting or calling me. | feel like no gets it. Seeing my friends in the hallway feels really awkward.

Tuesday afternoon, | meet with my group again after class. Again, my partner insists on coming too. This time my partner keeps
trying to talk to me and show me things on their laptop. | feel like | am barely contributing to my group and | can tell all three of my
GROUP MEMBERS (Pass the yarn to 3 people with GROUP MEMBER nametags) are upset with me. Their sighs and glares
make me uncomfortable and ashamed, so | just make up an excuse and tell my group that my parents want me home. | leave with
my partner who wants to go to their house so we do.

WEDNESDAY

On Wednesday afternoon, MY HISTORY TEACHER (Pass the yarn to person with HISTORY TEACHER nametag) comes up to
me after class and asks if | could stay to chat for a few minutes. They tell me that my group members have complained that I'm not
pulling my weight in the project and that | just talk and hang out with my partner.

My history teacher asks me: “Why aren’t you contributing to your group?”

| tell my teacher that | have just been busy and distracted lately, but that | will get my part done. | don't feel like | can explain what
is happening because | should know better. | also wonder what my teacher would do if | told them | was starting to feel a bit

afraid.

| just want to leave the room with my teacher as fast as | can. When | get outside my partner is there, and they ask me:

“What took so long?” they looked irritated.

| feel bad, so | spend the rest of the night with them trying to make them feel better. | don’t get any work done on my group project
again.

PAUSE: How do you think Alex is feeling?
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Alex's Story - Teen Dating Violence Response Web
(continued)

THURSDAY

Thursday mornings my partner and | both have the same gap in our classes and we usually take a long lunch with some other friends. Today
we go to a restaurant close by and | order a pizza. As | am about to take a bite my partner says: “Ewww. Are you really going to eat all of that?
Sometimes you gross me out”.

Our FRIEND VIK (Pass the yarn to the person with the VIK nametag) gives my partner a dirty look and says “What'’s your problem, just let
them eat in peace”. My partner returns the dirty look.

We finish our lunch in awkward silence.
On our walk back, my partner grabs my arm roughly and whispers in my ear that if anything like that ever happens again I'll be sorry.

Thursdays after class | usually babysit my neighbor’s children for a few hours. | am feeling really stressed about my partner and my project, so |
decide | can't babysit that night.

| call MY NEIGHBOR (Pass the yarn to person with NEIGHBOR nametag) and explain that | have to work on a group project. My neighbor
is frustrated and replies:

“You could have let me know earlier, especially because you would have known this project is coming up. You should have planned ahead. |
have no idea what | am going to do with my children. This is so unlike you.”

I really like my neighbor and feel terrible disappointing them.

| need to meet up with my group, so | tell my partner I'm babysitting as usual and that | will see them later. | have been working with my group
on the project for a few hours on the third floor of the library, when | notice my partner coming up the stairs. My heart jumps, because | know
they will be angry that | lied to them. They don’t come near us, they just wait by the stairs and | get a text.

The text read, “How’s babysitting?”

My heart sinks and my face goes white which my GROUP MEMBERS (Pass the yarn to 3 people with GROUP MEMBER nametags) notice,
and one of them asks in a harsh tone:

“Is that your partner?”
Another group member asks: “Are they like...a stalker!!??” and the whole group laughs.

| feel really uncomfortable and just want to get done as soon as | can. We quickly finish, and | say goodbye to my group. They walk away, giving
my partner an irritated look as they go by. When | approach my partner, they show me their phone:

“l saw on snapchat that you were in the library and not babysitting. You lied to me.”

| apologize and say that my neighbor called to say they didn’t need me and that | forgot to text.

| tell them this will never happen again.

Later that night, | get a text from one of my GROUP MEMBERS, SAM (Pass the yarn to a person with the GROUP MEMBER/SAM
nametag). They ask if everything is ok? They message that they saw that | looked uncomfortable when my partner showed up at the library and

say that if | want | can talk to them.

| don't really feel comfortable talking to them because | don’'t know them very well but it actually makes me feel good that they noticed my
partner is a bit strange and super clingy. It's also nice that they bothered to check-in.

PAUSE: How do you think Alex is feeling now?
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Alex's Story - Teen Dating Violence Response Web
(continued)

FRIDAY

On Friday mornings | have math which is my favorite. | really enjoy the class and | also really respect my teacher.

| feel a bit anxious because we are getting tests back today and | am pretty sure | bombed the test since | never have time to study. Sure
enough | failed the test.

At the bottom of my test paper | see a note from the MATH TEACHER (Pass the yarn to person with the MATH TEACHER nametag). It
says:

“Hey Alex. This was a hard test but you are one of my best students. If you want to chat about whatever’s going on I'll stick around after class
today.”

| do stay for a couple of minutes after class but | don't tell the teacher that | am worried about my partner. | say that | have been pretty
distracted with my partner and all the other things | have going on. My math teacher doesn’t push me to say more. They say that balancing
school and relationships can be hard and if | want to talk more about that they are happy to make time.

I’'m not sure if | want to talk to my math teacher about my partner and their behaviour but | feel like I could if things get worse.

It's my mom'’s birthday tonight, and | told my partner | had to be there. My partner knows they can’t come because they know that | am not
allowed to date and our relationship is a secret.

During the dinner, my partner keeps texting me and | keep replying because I'm worried they will accuse me of lying again if | don't.
Eventually, my mom tells me: *“

You have to put your phone away, you're being disrespectful.”
| turn off my phone and put it in my pocket, but the rest of the night | feel very anxious, | can feel my heart race, and | can't finish my dinner.

After dinner, my family wants to watch a movie but | have to excuse myself because | feel so uneasy. | tell my mom | have a test to study for.
A little while later MY MOM (Pass the yarn to person with the MOM nametag) knocks on my door and comes in.

“I notice you haven't been at home much at all this week. Is everything okay? You're not acting like yourself. It seems like you're spending a
lot of time at school and | notice you look at your phone a lot. It's not like you. What's going on?”

I reply: “It's just the end of the term and I've been really busy. There’s a lot going on in my classes and | have a big project to finish.”

Then my mom leaves, and | check my phone again. At this point, two hours had passed since | turned it off. | see 7 missed calls and 11 texts
from my partner. The texts read:

“Hey”
“How was dinner?”

“Did you have fun?”

“Why are you ignoring me?”

“Seriously tell me if you see this.”

“Are you lying again? Where are you?”
“Are we breaking up?”

“I'm tired of being a secret.”

“If you don't reply soon | will head over.”
“I'm coming over | will be there soon.”
“I'm outside.”

Over the past week | have felt threatened and scared of my partner.
I have experienced judgement and disappointment from the people around me.
At least 10 different people have responded to my situation in some way.

| feel so alone.
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Debrief - Alex's Story
1) What stands out about this story?

Key discussion points:

All of the times that someone could have stepped in.
How Alex feels it’s their fault.

The day after day normalization of the experience.
The cumulative impact of the responses

2) Ask:
+ The person representing Alex: What was your experience like in the middle?
e The person representing Alex’s partner: What was your experience like in the middle?

« The rest of the group: What did you notice about the interactions between the people representing Alex and
their partner?

Key discussion points/prompts:

« If Alex’s partner started to help with the yarn it might have appeared that they were taking control of the
situation.

« If Alex’s partner did nothing it can represent how awkward and/or unhelpful the partner is.

o This can also represent the awkwardness many people feel in responding to a person who has used
violence.

« Drawing participants attention to their physical experience of participating in the web is good practice for
checking in with their reactions and body language.

3) Who was supportive? Who wasn’t?

Key discussion points:
e Supportive: Math Teacher
« Semi supportive: Friend at lunch (Vik), group member (Sam), mom,
» Less supportive: History teacher (could have created space for curiosity rather than being punitive), friend
(Ali)
e Not supportive: Group members, first friend on the phone (Jae), the neighbor.

4) Who could have been supportive to Alex?

Key Discussion Points:
« Everyone! Supportive responses can look different depending on the context.
« A supportive response doesn’t mean that the person will disclose.
« Disclosure should not be the intention of supporting. Highlight the importance of supportive responses.

5) Who could have responded to Alex’s partner?

Key Discussion Points:
e The group members.
¢ The friend Vik could have responded more thoughtfully.
e Other friends like Jae and Ali might have also had opportunities to respond to the partner
« Teachers may have had opportunities as well.

6) How did you imagine Alex in terms of gender, sexual orientation, culture, and socioeconomic
status?

Key Discussion Points:
» The story is written with gender neutral pronouns and no specific information about culture or

socioeconomic status. However, often people imagine Alex as female and they imagine her partner as
male.

o How could these assumptions impact responses?

o How would responses have shifted if Alex identified as male or non-binary?
o People might not have noticed or commented on the changes in behaviour.
o Fewer supports might have been offered.
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Teen Dating Violence Research Recap

Teen dating violence (TDV) happens more frequently than most people think.
Some estimates suggest 1in 3 teens in a relationship will experience some form of dating violence.
(Wincentak, Connolly, & Card, 2017).

TDV has long term impacts. TDV is uniquely implicated in a cycle of interpersonal violence from adolescence
to adulthood

32% of those reporting TDV victimization will go on to experience intimate partner violence (IPV)
victimization in young adulthood

(Exner-Cortens, Eckenrode, Bunge, & Rothman, 2017)

The classroom is a critical intervention point when teachers and peers are
equipped with the skills to recognize and respond to TDV.

Coercive Behaviours : A pattern of behaviour which seeks to take away a person’s freedom
and to strip their sense of self.

Coercive
Control

Coercive Control : The repetitive use of tactics to regulate and dominate an intimate
partner’s daily life and restrict personal liberties.

Occasionally Pattern of Coercive Coercive
* Controlling Controlling Control Entrapment +
Behaviour Behaviour

Coercive Entrapment : Creation of a world in which the person experiencing abuse is
constantly monitored and criticized.

Occasionally Pattern of Coercive Coercive
* Controlling Controlling control Entrapment
Behaviour Behaviour
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The Strangler Fig

The image of the two trees, represents the concept of coercive control. In
the picture we see two trees. The seed of the strangler fig landed in the
branches of the other tree and slowly its vines began to constrict, isolating
the other tree and working to make it invisible to the outside world.

Sometimes, we are responding to someone who is wrapped tightly in these
vines and we may have unique opportunities to see through the vines and to
affirm that they are seen, valued, and worthy of their freedom.

Think back to Alex’s story, where do you see their partner using coercive control?
Key Discussion Points:

e Threatening to out the relationship and tell Alex’s family

Stalking on social media

Academic sabotage- distracting Alex and creating a situation where they cannot
succeed in school

Threats: verbal and physical

Demeaning comments

What is Trauma?

"An qverwhelming [ Trauma can be defined by its source, severity, frequency
experience that has and duration, and that each person will experience
potential negative impacts trauma or be affected by trauma differently.

on an individual in the
moment and in the future.”

(Siegel, 2012, pAT-82). GAn individual’s position within society, including their
experiences of oppression and marginalization, greatly

impacts sources of trauma, how trauma is experienced,
and what supports are available.

What is Trauma-Informed Care?

The essence of trauma informed care is to understand the profound effects of victimization and
powerlessness the student is experiencing. As a teacher, it is important to hear and believe
what the student is telling you and convey a deep sense of respect to the person that you
understand that they did the best they could and what happened to them is not their fault.
Ultimately you want to enable the student to feel that they are in the driver’s seat and they can
work collaboratively with you to identify and get the support they need.
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Discussion/ Activity

Think about the impact of these statements and if they are supportive or retraumatizing:

"Why did you wait this long to tell someone?” (Victim blaming)

“We should connect you with the school counsellor immediately” (Students may be strongly encouraged to see a counsellor
or disclose this information to another school staff before they are ready or before they understand the school’s

reporting process and the potential implications, such as involving their parents and/or partner).

“It sounds like you have tried hard to let your partner know that is not okay” (This is validating)

“Maybe this is normal for your partner’s culture to behave this way?” (The teacher is making assumptions abo
student’s culture which are judgmental, structurally violence, and would stop the teacher from being a safe
the student).

rson for

“I am so impressed by the courage you have shown to bring this up”

Think about the impacts of TDV and trauma and consider, as the workshop unfolds, how school policies,
practices and relational approaches can be designed with an awareness of these experiences?

Key Principles of Trauma and Violence
Informed Care (TVIC)

Create safety and foster trust amongst staff and students

Facilitate opportunities for choice, collaboration, and
connection

Build on strengths and skills

Promote organizational culture recognizing impacts of
trauma and violence

Create Safety and Foster Trust

Traumatic experiences can involve feelings of loss of control or power, so part of creating safety is giving control and
power back to the student. It might take students time, and they might never fully trust us for reasons outside of our
control and that is ok—it needs to be about the student.

Staff may have their own experiences of trauma or experience vicarious trauma or burnout through their work.There are
specific strategies around creating safety for staff: time for debriefing needs to be supported and built into
practice; appropriate supports (training, counselling) available to prevent burnout and vicarious traumatization;
staff input solicited to improve organizational culture, policies, and procedures.

It is within your professional role as teachers to engage in conversations about TDV with students. It is essential to know
which staff and administrators are available to debrief disclosures. Ensuring there are policies in place to guide staff in
responding to disclosures with consistency is important in facilitating trust among students.

It may be helpful to have a plan in place for an administrator (or whoever most appropriate) to supervise a classroom in the
event a teacher needs to step out to support a student experiencing TDV.

All TVIC content was created in partnership with the Canadian Public Health Association and the Centre for Sexuality.
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Trade Offs Activity
Rather than asking why Alex didn’t leave their partner, it can be helpful to Trade Offs in TDV
imagine that they are holding a heavy scale where safety and a healthy and
caring relationship weigh heavily on one side but there are also weights on . R?ﬁ:&’ﬁh_

the other side.

* Think about the trade offs that Alex was experiencing in the web story.

o Use the trade offs worksheet below and work with a partner to fill in the
circles/weights with the trade offs from Alex’s story.

o Take 5 minutes with a partner to discuss and fill in the worksheet

Trade Offs Activity Worksheet

Makes more sense right now to be in this
relationship.

I'm safer in the relationship.

Makes more sense not to reach out for
help.

OC
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Group Discussion Points from Alex's Story

Guilt: Alex might be thinking | deserve this because | have been lying to my parents. Or- My
friends think | am lucky to have such an attentive partner and | shouldn’t complain.

Fear or concerns about safety: Maybe Alex is worried about how their partner might harm them if
they leave the relationship. Maybe Alex is worried that their partner might harm themselves.

Self-blame: Alex may feel that this is actually their fault.

Concerns about reputation: Alex is worried about their reputation with their family. They may
also be worried about their reputation at school- maybe Alex’s partner is very popular or maybe
Alex will lose status by not having a partner, or their particular partner.

Doubt or questioning what is actually happening: Especially considering the interactions with
some of the friends and group members, Alex might be wondering: Is this real? Will anyone believe
me? If people are seeing this and it’'s bad they would probably say something??

Love: Sometimes things are good and Alex probably feels love and attachment to their partner.

Often, the most supportive interventions will focus on addressing the
weights and not on encouraging someone to break-up.

Opportunities for Response:

Be aware that you may notice concerning behaviours or hear disclosures from multiple sources and these
are opportunities for you to intervene and respond. For example, you may intervene with :

o the student using violence

o the student experiencing violence

o the students witnessing/suspecting violence is being experienced or perpetrated by
someone they know

This is not an exhaustive list and TDV could come up in many other ways and contexts.

Also, noticing concerning behaviours from these sources is NOT a sure "sign" of TDV so further
clarification and checking in would be required.

Barriers to Disclosure to an Adult

Being fearful that their experience will be minimized
Being blamed

Being told what to do

Having their confidentiality breached
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What Makes a Good Referral?

Choice is a critical component to reduce the likelihood of re-traumatization as it
empowers students to make decisions that work best for them.

Do not overwhelm the student. Offer the resources but recognize that the student
may not want to access any, which is their choice.

Warm referral requires your prior knowledge, and ideally connection to, community

resources. Referral is a part of a supportive response and not a quick way to end a
conversation.

Warm Referrals:

Let the student know what will happen if
they call/go to the support.

Would the student like to call the support
or referral together?

What feels most helpful for the student?

Consider preparing a list of potential
resources in advance so that you know the
options.

Opportunities for Choice, Collaboration, and Connection

A goal of TVIC is to give power back to the student and prevent re-traumatization through the
replication of traumatic circumstances. This is achieved by facilitating opportunities for choice,
collaboration and connection.

Choice, collaboration and connection can occur on a continuum, and smaller efforts are equally important.

Offer choice wherever possible. Even where organizational policies or procedures limit the choices you
can offer students (for example, limits to confidentiality), choice can be offered in smaller ways, such as
asking students how they would like the information about their situation to be disclosed to the police,
administration etc.

Collaboration with other organizations is also an important part of TVIC. For example, collaborating
with culturally specific groups can help increase understanding of the communities served and
collaborating with trauma-informed or trauma-specific organizations to minimize potential re-
traumatization when referrals are necessary.
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Build on Strengths and Skills

The student should be regarded as the expert of their own life and experience. Make efforts to recognize
and name the student’s strengths and bring them into the discussion.

Behaviours are understood as potential adaptations to traumatic/violent experiences or contexts. Be prepared to
address some potential challenges to building on client strengths and skills.

Example from Alex’s story: Alex is not openly sharing information about their situation because they are
concerned about safety and what will happen with their information. In this way, Alex is protecting their dignity
and also keeping themselves safe.

Framing things in terms of strengths may be frustrating for students if they are feeling distressed or want
to make changes to how they are coping at present. How can you know when is it appropriate or not? There is
sometimes privilege in recognizing a student’s strength—they may feel that they have no choice but to be strong if
they consistently face structural violence/oppression

A few possible questions to highlight strengths include:
o Acknowledging that simply by sharing with you takes strength and they took a risk.
o Ask: How does limiting who you share this information with support your safety? Or, what have you done in the
past that has worked for you?

Practice Tool: Responding to Scenarios and Questions

2- 3- 4- Folljl;)w
Affirm Clarify Answer Up

Check-in What thoughts, feelings, and reactions are coming up for you in the conversations?

Affirm Let the person know that you are glad that they came to you. Do not judge -Dating abuse
can happen to anyone

Clarify Ask the individual what they need. Determine if you understand correctly. Find out their plan
and support them. Explain the school’s confidentiality and reporting requirements. i.e.“This is for
everyone’s safety and protection, including you”

Answer Respectthe student’s right to privacy and personal space while following school protocol on
reporting and make sure the student is aware of this. Inform the student of available resources.
Connect the student with support and safety resources. Offer a response that builds on the
student’s strengths and choice.

Follow-up Inform the student know that you will follow up with them over the coming days. Ask the student if
they have a preference for how you should follow up. Find a confidential time and space to check-
in with the student around how they are doing.
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Practice Activity

In groups, review the first scenario and utilize the Check-in, Affirm, Clarify, Answer, and Follow-Up tool and consider
the statements you would say to the teen experiencing dating violence (5-10 minutes)

Worksheet — Scenario 1

Use this worksheet to plan a response.

Scenario: Student discloses that their partner is verbally abusive and that they are not allowed to
date due to family culture/religion. Student is concerned that they would receive backlash if their
family found out.

1. Check-In: What are my personal values and assumptions? What are my professional obligations
in this situation? What might my body language be communicating?

2. Affirm: What can | say to make this person feel comfortable, safe and respected?

3. Clarify: What additional information do | need to understand the students needs? What does
the student require from me?

4, Answer: What are the facts, resources and information that could be of benefit to the student?

5. Follow Up: How will | report this? When should | follow up with the student? What will
following up look like?

Discussion Questions:

« What was said for each step of the tool? had attended a workshop like
e Were you able to come to a consensus as a group? this, what might they have

« What would you say to the student? done to be more supportive?
e Are there any additional steps you would take?

« How did it feel reading the scenario? '] If the teachers in Alex’s story
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Organizational Culture

Organizational culture encompasses staff attitudes, values,
beliefs, and practices; internal and external policies;
physical location/space of the organization, etc., all of
which can influence how students will experience services.

Organizational Culture Challenges

Lack of shared

Lack of buy-in Limited vision for
o organizational change, or
leadership unders%r:lding of ' organizational

readiness

What Schools Can Do About Organizational Culture

S DOuce

Develop a dating

=t
-

Create more

: . Develop a . .
mcluswe.spa}ces Staff training confidentIiDaIity violence policy
for marginalized ) and procedure
groups at school policy

Check-Out and Self Care

Trauma and teen dating violence can be difficult topics to discuss. Consider something that
you will do for yourself after this workshop for self-care

What do | do for se\f-cace? 2015632
b Get plenty of sleep J 'ﬁdj

25 Eripy sunshine 0 Read
. Covk 2] Read dbout people whnse

" Lives are more ComFl.'mkd
ink.
= Wte or draw (% lwd) < Garden

Talk Yo mysels
L] K .aa a b

@ Cudde cats
B ok or bike (Fs) S Talke o select pesyle
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