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The Schools Domestic
Abuse Toolkit
This is a tool designed to support staff in an
education setting to have conversations with
young people and their carers about family
conflict, domestic violence and abuse.
It is not a structured programme of work but
rather a toolkit of resources to help guide
conversations you may have with a pupil who
you are concerned is experiencing DVA through
their adult carer’s relationships.

Operation Encompass
This provides participating schools with advanced
notice that a pupil in their care has been exposed
to a DVA incident at some point the day before.
It gives schools an opportunity to support the
young person through silent or overt responses.
For example monitoring behaviour, providing
extra reassurance and understanding or in some
cases talking about the incident or more broadly
discussing DVA.

Safeguarding
Inside the Toolkit
The toolkit contains 5 information sheets which
cover key topics of conversation you might want
to introduce with a young person who is affected
by domestic violence and abuse. These include;

Safeguarding procedures remain the same. If you
have concerns for a child’s welfare there should be
shared with Children’s Services via the Single Point
of Advice (SPoA)

• Talking to children about safe and unsafe
relationships
• Talking to children about keeping safe
• Talking to Parents and responding to
disclosures
• Talking to children about managing
emotions
• Talking to children about resilience and
self esteem
Further guidance for Schools is available via
the Domestic Violence and Abuse Protocol for
Schools which gives a range of information
related to recognition and response.

Important Links
The Domestic Violence and Abuse
Protocol for Schools
http://eastsussexlscb.org.uk/our-priorities/
safeguarding-inschools/
Single Point of Advice (SPoA)
01323 464222
http://www.eastsussex.gov.uk/
childrenandfamilies/professionalresources/
spoa/before-contact/
Operation Encompass
https://www.operationencompass.org/
The Portal
http://theportal.org.uk/
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Talking to Children about Safe
and Unsafe Relationships
Domestic Abuse and Violence in intimate relationships can
take many forms:
•

Physical violence (e.g. kicking, punching, slapping, hair
pulling, strangling, pushing, throwing objects)

•

Emotional abuse (e.g. controlling behaviour, damaging
self -esteem, threats, isolation, humiliation)

•

Sexual abuse (e.g. forced sexual acts, controlling fertility,
excessive jealousy, taking unwanted sexual photos)

•

Financial abuse (e.g. controlling money, access to
employment, withholding necessities, stealing, making
partner account for money spent)

It is important to bear in mind that children and young
people in your school may be experiencing some or all of
these forms of abuse in their family life.

Myth Buster: ‘Children who are asleep,
in another room, out of the house or who
don’t see physical violence are unaffected by
domestic abuse’.
Not True: Children may experience the effects
of domestic abuse in the same and additional
ways to the victim.
Children can see Domestic Abuse (i.e. anger/
fear/direct abuse/injuries and distress)

School can be a safe place to talk
When children see, hear or know about domestic abuse
and violence, they may have many feelings, thoughts and
questions. A child may want to talk to a teacher or member
of staff as a trusted adult. School can be a safe environment
for a child where they have built up relationships over a
period of time and been able to assess who they trust.
Conversations with children/young people about domestic
abuse and violence cannot always be planned, sometimes
they just happen.
It is important for a child or young person to be able to
identify abusive behaviours as they may be living with these
on a day to day basis. Naming what is happening is a step
on the road to understanding their own experiences.
The following suggestions may help when talking to a
child or young person about domestic abuse and violence,
whether the conversation is planned or spontaneous.

They can feel Domestic Abuse (i.e. tension,
anxiety, fear of something happening)

For more information please see the East Sussex Domestic
Violence and Abuse and Protocol for schools.

They can hear Domestic Abuse (i.e. shouting,
threats, hitting, things breaking)

Talking about unsafe relationships
and behaviour

They can be direct targets themselves (get
physically hurt, caught in the crossfire or
deliberately if they try to intervene)
They are aware of coercive control in their
family, are affected by controlling dynamics
and try to predict and manage these
dynamics with a complex range of direct
and indirect strategies.

Set the context (depending on the age of the child), you
could explain domestic abuse as behaviour between 2
people, a man and a woman, a mummy and daddy or two
women etc. as appropriate to the child’s situation.
The easiest form of abuse for a child/young person to grasp
is Physical abuse. Can the child/young person think of
physical actions which would not be OK between a man and
a woman, mummy and daddy etc. You can give examples
to help and perhaps write them down together or use
drawings.
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Emotional abuse can be trickier to explain. You could use
examples from bullying (name calling, criticising, isolating)
to draw a comparison for behaviour between adults. You
could also ask questions such as “how can someone hurt
another person without touching them?” Again, you can
help if the child/young person is struggling and write down
the answers.
It will probably not be appropriate to discuss Sexual
abuse, especially with a young child. The same will apply
to Financial abuse that may be too subtle or outside a
child’s experience. However, older children and young
people may grasp the concept and be able to give you
examples.

Talking about feelings associated
with DVA
Once you and the child or young person have looked at
what domestic abuse and violence may be, you can then
move onto helping the child/young person to think about
how experiencing domestic abuse makes them feel.
Children experience DVA in many ways. They may have
trouble controlling their feelings and may display anger
or become withdrawn, for example. Helping children to
recognise and name how they feel may support them
to cope with what can be overwhelming and complex
emotions.
If you have “feelings” resources, such as feelings cards, you
could use these to help the child/young person explain
how they feel. Alternatively, the child/young person could
write these down. If they are struggling to name their
feelings in this difficult and complex emotional situation,
you could help by giving your own example but from a
non -domestic abuse scenario.
Alternatively, you could ask the child/young person to
describe how they think an imaginary child would feel and
think if they were experiencing the domestic abuse and
violence.

Signs and feelings a child who has
experienced domestic abuse may show:
Physical Signs: Eating difficulties, Sleeping
difficulties, Tearfulness, Anxiety (tummy
problems, shaky legs), Bed wetting, Night
terrors, Self-harm.
Emotional Signs: Fear, Tension, Stress,
Introversion, Withdrawal, Emotional confusion,
Depression, Anger towards perpetrator, other
parent or siblings, Feeling guilty or that it is
their fault, Numbness (switching off emotions).
Behavioural Signs: Acting out, Aggression,
Being protective, trying to stop the abuse,
Skipping school, Trying to protect siblings,
Lying or trying to hide the situation, Mirroring
the abusers behaviour.
Social Signs: Social isolation, Low/poor selfesteem, Poor/difficult social skills, Being bullied
or being a bully, Difficulty trusting others, No/
poor social boundaries.

Safe Relationships
It may also be appropriate to discuss with the child what
makes up a safe and healthy relationship to give a balanced
view. Depending on the age of the child this could include
thinking about what makes a good friend versus what makes
a bad friend. The child can be asked to think about which
category to place various statements, for example;
Talks behind your back vs Treats you in a kind way; Listens to
your problems vs Tells your secrets; Shares everything with
you vs shouts at you etc.
For young people, the DVA and Equality Wheels may be a
useful resource and tool for discussion
https://www.familyjusticecenter.org/wp-content/
uploads/2017/10/Teen-Power-and-Control-Wheel.pdf
https://www.theduluthmodel.org/wp-content/
uploads/2017/03/Equality.pdf
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Talking to Children about
Keeping Safe
Children who experiences domestic violence and abuse at
home will experience a range of emotions. Being able to
identify these is one step towards keeping safe. By being
able to identify and articulate their emotions Children can
tell others how they are feeling, understand what is going
on and seek help.

School can be a safe place to talk
A child may want to talk about their experiences to a
teacher or member of staff as a trusted adult. School can
be a safe environment for a child and point of contact with
adults who they have an established relationships and who
they trust.

Safe and Unsafe Feelings
Undertaking conversations designed to support children to
recognise and express their emotions are a good place to
start, as discussed in the Talking to Children about Safe and
Unsafe resource sheet.
As a step on from this, making the distinction between safe
and unsafe feelings can be helpful in supporting children
to recognise when they might need to take action, for
example if feeling unsafe, to feel safe again.
One idea to explore these ideas could be by using a simply
body map and writing or drawing what might happen
or how the child might feel if safe and then unsafe. Talk
through the different bodily sensations and where they
may feel this in their body. This can help to develop
awareness about ‘early warning signs’ that indicate a
situation is becoming unsafe.

Keeping safe conversations
Start by having a general open questioned conversation
with the child/ young person about times they feel happy
and times they feel sad/scared at home. You can then use
this conversation to lead onto the keeping safe example
questions which can be used to develop a safety plan.
Is there somewhere in their home that the child/YP
likes to go to when they are feeling scared? In the
space here you can write down where they go to in the
house. You could also ask what they do when they are
there.
Ask the child/ young person if they had to leave their
home quickly and safely which do they think would
be the quickest safest exit? Explore front door, back door
any ground floor windows.

If the child/ young person did have to leave their home
quickly is there someone they could get to safely? This
might be dependent on their age (for a younger child you
might consider asking them whether they could go to a
neighbour’s house. An older child might know their way to
the police station or to someone’s house). Ideally you want
to help think of places that are as close by as possible i.e.
short walking distance. Think of places that the child/YP
would be able to go to at different times of the day, where
would they go if an incident happened at night?
Explore with the child/YP any adult they feel they have
a trusted relationship with. This could be a teacher or it
may be a family friend or relative. Appropriate planning out
of term time will need to be considered. Work out the best
contact details for the person and enter them on the sheet.
Ask the child/YP what happens at the moment when
there is an incident. There may be safety measures that the
young person already takes e.g. ensuring siblings are safe,
texting/calling someone etc.

Keeping safe checklist
The following checklist can be helpful to work through with a
child/YP in order to promote safe behaviours;
Has the child/YP had to call 999 previously? How did
they feel about doing this? Discuss with them what a 999 call
would involve- asking for the right service, giving their name
and address, describing what is happening
Have they ever tried to stop something happening or
tried to get involved? What happened? Explain that the
child/YP’s parent would want to know that they are safe and
wouldn’t want them to be upset or to get hurt. The best way
to make sure this doesn’t happen is either to go to the place
in the house where they feel safe or to leave the house and
go somewhere else they feel safe.
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Ask whether the child/YP is able to store helpline
numbers etc., on their phone. If the child/YP does not
have a phone or this is not a possibility then try to work
out somewhere that the numbers/the safety plan could be
safely kept without being found (if required).
Internet Safety needs to be discussed and incorporated
into the Safety Plan particularly if they are not to have
contact with an individual. This includes how information
can be shared such as addresses, photos, updates and
overall contact within social media settings. Similarly, such
issues need to be discussed with the parent/carer.
•

You should only give the child/YP written material
if deemed safe. Discuss this with your schools DSL

•

Numbers such as the police on 999 and Child Line
on 0800 111 should be rehearsed along with what
to say such as name, address, what’s happening
(someone is hurting my mum/dad…)

•

Safety Plans should be regularly reviewed and
revisited with the child/YP and parent/carers

Example Safety Plan that can be created or presented in a child friendly way;
If there are any angry actions or words in my house I can’t stop it but I can;
Not get involved
Get out of the way
Go to a safe place
(place within the home)

• This is the place that I feel the safest at home when I’m scared
• These are the safe exits from my house
• If I am able to leave the house this is somewhere safe I can get to by myself

(location)

• This is the name of the grown up whom I trust to help me and who I can talk to
• I can contact

(name) by ringing this number

or

(email, physical location)

• If its safe phone the police
• Later I can talk with

(name) about what happened

• Other things I can think of to help keep myself safe
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Talking to Parents and
Responding to Disclosure
Talking to parent or carers about DVA
Operation Encompass notifications may prompt parents/
carers to talk to the school or college about a reported
incident and what has been happening at home. If a parent
or carer does make a disclosure about domestic abuse, the
member of staff should;
•

Not promise confidentiality

•

Listen, without making or showing judgment

•

Not tell the parent/carer to leave the relationship. We
know that people are most at risk of serious domestic
abuse and violence at the point of, or just after
separation

•

Not show that they are horrified or distressed
themselves

•

Take a note, word for word if possible, of what is being
disclosed

•

Not offer advice but check on how safe the parent/
carer feels now, for later in the day and in general

•

Report the disclosure to the Designated Safeguarding
Lead who may consider signposting the parent/carer to
relevant support services

•

The DSL may need to invoke their decision making
protocols about whether to inform Children’s or Adult
Services, an allocated social worker or the police.

Dealing with a child’s disclosure of DVA
The operation encompass notification may prompt a child or
young person to talk about an incident or about domestic
abuse which they have experienced. There is research which
suggests that a child/young person is more likely to talk to
a teacher or member of school staff about domestic abuse
which they have experienced than any other adult. This
highlights the important role school staff play in supporting
children’s disclosures.
Firstly, it is important to acknowledge that this may be
distressing for you to hear. However, it is also important that
you or other staff members do not add to the child or young
person’s own feelings of distress or (misplaced) guilt. It is also
important not to make promises that you cannot keep such
as keeping the disclosure a secret.

Helpful messages for children and
young people:
This is not the child or young person’s fault

Barriers to Parents/Carers talking about
DVA include:
Shame and stigma
Fear of the consequences, especially if Children
Services become involved
Not understanding that what is happening is
DVA, especially if the behaviour is not physical
abuse
Belief that the children are not being affected

Violence and abuse is not OK
There is nothing so bad that the child/young
person cannot talk to the member of staff
about it
It is not the child or young person’s job to fix
what is wrong in the family
Acknowledgement of the child’s strengths
It’s normal to have mixed and distressing
feelings

Worry about the way their children may be
treated by staff, by their peers, by other parents
and carers
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What not to do when dealing with a child’s
disclosure...
•

Don’t ask the child to repeat their disclosure or promise
to keep anything a secret

•

Don’t ask leading questions, but do let the child talk in
their own words and in their own way

•

Don’t interrupt if at all possible

•

Don’t suggest alternative explanations for the child’s
experience

Research suggests that DVA is often not talked about within
the family and also in the wider community. This can create
an unhealthy “culture of silence” which can allow misplaced
feelings of guilt and responsibility to flourish, especially for
children. Even just acknowledging that a DVA incident has
occurred may be an important step in supporting a parent/
carer and their child/ren.
If appropriate, the DSL or other relevant member of staff
may consider acknowledging to the parent/carer, in the
interests of transparency that an Operation Encompass
notification has been received by the school and that
support is available for the parent/carer and or child/ren.

What to do when dealing with a child’s
disclosure...
•

Listen carefully

•

Make a note of the conversation if possible either at the
time or immediately afterwards

•

Check how safe the child feels now, for the rest of the
day and in general

Support Services:

•

Let the child know, in an age appropriate way, who is
going to be told what

The Portal – Support for survivors (all genders)
of abuse and violence in East Sussex:
0300 323 9985

•

Keep the child informed of what action is being taken,
as appropriate, taking into account their safety

After the disclosure you should...
•

Inform the DSL and pass on any written material

•

The DSL will need to invoke their decision making
protocols about whether to inform Children’s or Adult
Services, an allocated social worker, the police or a
parent/carer

•

The DSL may need to consider safety planning with
child and/or parent carer

•

The DSL may signpost the parent/carer to support
services

Raising DVA as an issue with Parents or Carers
following notification
An operation encompass notification may create an
opportunity for building a relationship between the school
and a parent or carer. This could offer them (and their
children) an important point of contact where they can
seek support then, or in the future.

National 24 Hour DV Helpline:
0808 2000 247
National LGBT DV Helpline: 0300 999 5428
Rights of Women: 020 7251 6577
Men’s Advice Line: 0808 801 0327
National Stalking Helpline: 0808 802 0300
Respect: 0808 802 4040
(For anyone concerned about their violence
and/or abuse towards a partner/ex- partner)
STAR - East Sussex Drug and Alcohol Recovery
Service: 0300 303 8160
Safe Space Sussex:
www.safespacesussex.org.uk
Karma Nirvana
(forced marriage and honour based abuse):
0800 5999 247
SPOA – East Sussex Children Services Single
Point of Advice: 01323 464222
East Sussex Adult social care:
0345 60 80 191
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Talking to children about
managing emotions
Emotions are a big part of life for us all. In any day we can
experience many different emotions that come with their
highs and lows. Some of these are easy to deal with, while
others are more intense and difficult to manage. It’s normal
for children to struggle with their emotions at times, and
everyone has this experience. However, if children are
living with or have experienced domestic abuse, they can
have difficulties naming and managing how they feel.
This behaviour may impact on their academic and social
functioning at school.
If children continued to have problems managing their
emotions, over a long period of time, this is often referred
to as emotional dysregulation. Emotional dysregulation is
thought to be a big part of mental health problems such
as anxiety, depression, personality disorders, and posttraumatic stress disorder. Fortunately, helping children
to learn to manage their emotions in healthy ways, at
any stage in their lives can help their management and
understanding. To start with, it can be helpful to learn more
about the basics – what are emotions?

Talking about different emotions
Explain to the child or young person you would like them
to help you understand how they experience feelings
and what they understand about the word ‘feelings and
emotions’. A good way to explore this can be by using a
worksheet or creating one with the child to explore ‘when I
feel’ statements. For some children they may not know the
emotion they are feeling so will need support in exploring
feelings such as anger, sadness, fear, excitement and so
on. Emoji images and facial pictures can be used to help
children name such emotions.

Below are some suggestions that can be used to discuss
different emotions and ask the child a time when they
experienced the same emotion and what that felt like. You
can add more emotions depending on the situation and age
of the child.
This type of exercise can be used freely to help promote
discussion around difficult feelings/emotions and help
towards building an essential supportive relationship.

How I show my feelings
When I feel happy I …..
When I feel Sad I …….
When I feel Angry I ….
When I feel worried I …..
When I feel excited I …..

Emotional messages
An important thing to understand about emotions is that
they all have a purpose – they are designed to give us
information or what we can call emotion messages. These
messages are supposed to bring our attention to important
things that are happening in our lives; whether it is a big
event (e.g. the birth of a child), or something smaller and
more day-to-day (e.g. getting a parking ticket).
For example, intense feelings of love tell us we need to care
for our child. Anger about a parking ticket tells us to avoid
that situation in the future. It’s common for people to think of
emotions as “good” or “bad”, or “positive” and “negative”, but
that just isn’t the case.
It is helpful to explain to children that all emotions have
a helpful role to play though they can be pleasant or
unpleasant. Using age appropriate and relevant examples
can help to illustrate this. These emotion messages get
through to us in three different ways, through The Behaviour
Triangle (Behaviour, Body and Mind):

Body

Mind

Behaviour

Our body (physical sensations)
Our minds (thoughts, memories, imagination)
Our behaviour (urges and actions)
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How I can manage my emotions
A powerful tool in helping children understand their
emotions is the acceptance that no emotion is bad.
Sometimes however, the emotions feel overwhelming
and make us act in ways that are not always helpful. The
following are some tips on how to support children in
accepting their emotions but also having strategies to help
them when these feel too big, or unmanageable.

Have a consistent worker with whom the child
can go to and explore their feelings when
needed
Have a space the child can go to (a comfort
corner/room) with someone if their emotions
are feeling ‘too big’

The behaviour triangle (above) is a useful tool to help
children understand what happens when experiencing
emotion. Emotion is often felt in the body (as a physical
sensation) and can act as an early warning sign.

Have sensory resources (stress balls, play-doh,
sand, wool, bubbles to help show breathing
steadily etc) available to support the child in
regulation/distraction.

This can be explored with the child, for example where a
specific emotion or emotions more generally are felt in
their body, if it was a colour or shape, what would it be?

Use techniques such as basic mindfulness
breathing for example the 5 star hand
breathing exercise
www.youtube.com/watch?v=DSgOW879jjA

Similarly exploration of the thoughts which went along
with that feeling in the body can also be discussed. Finally
explore the behaviour that resulted, what they did and
whether this was helpful, or not helpful to them. Most
importantly you can discuss what they could do next time
if they feel this emotion and have similar thoughts.
Below are some useful tips to help children and young
people when they feel overwhelmed or are struggling
with their emotions. Every child is different so having a
main worker who identifies what ‘works’ for them is key.
Some children may be more physical (and need to run
outside for example) whilst some may need more calming
techniques such drawing or breathing.
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Use the 2 faces exercise (draw a face on side
of paper showing the emotions on the surface
(which are seen by everyone) – turn the paper
over and draw a face again, using this side to
explore hidden emotions.
Create a ‘My Toolbox’ for children with a list of
things they can do next time they feel this way.
Laminate on card which they can carry with
them or have in sight for them if appropriate.
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Talking to children about
Resilience and Self-esteem
Many children and Young People living with domestic
abuse will have low self-esteem and may struggle
understanding that what has occurred is not their fault.
Those who have healthy or good self-esteem, hold internal
beliefs which are usually positive. They may encounter
difficulties, but having good self-esteem and resilience
helps promote coping strategies and reduces the longterm negative impact, or at least internalising the bad
things to the point where it affects their daily life.
Children and Young People receive messages from
parents/carers, friends, school, society, and so on. If these
messages come from valued people we may place more
importance on them. Our personalities may also affect
how we interpret these messages, as will our life events
and the society in which we live. If someone has low selfesteem, their beliefs about themselves can be negative.
This can make a person focus on their weaknesses or on
mistakes that they have made, and they may find it harder
to recognise what they are good at or the positive parts
of their personality. They may also blame themselves for
any difficulties in life that arise. They may have underlying
beliefs and thoughts such as ‘I am not good enough’, ‘I am
stupid’ or ‘I’m worthless’.
It can be really tricky to tell if a child or adult has healthy
or low self-esteem just from how they act or what they do.
Some may come across as happy and confident but inside
think that they are not good enough and worry about
lots of small details about their day. It is really important
to have healthy self-esteem because it affects everything
about our thoughts, feelings and behaviour. Self-esteem
has a big impact upon our mental health and our future.

Resilience includes:
Optimism:
being able to focus on your strengths
Attitude to life:
focussing on ‘action’ – a can do attitude
Emotional awareness:
being able to communicate to others
how you feel
Control (of self):
managing your response to different
circumstances
Social Support:
having a network of friends and family who can
offer support
Sense of Humour:
can laugh at life’s frustrations
Self-belief:
confident and have high self esteem
Ability to problem solve:
willing to adapt and be flexible

Promoting resilience
The worksheet suggestions overleaf are helpful to explore
children’s views about resilience, their coping strategies and
how they feel about themselves.
Support the child/young person in being kind to themselves
and understanding that everybody makes mistakes.
Resilience is about learning from those mistakes and thinking
what they could do differently in the future. Promote
positive self-talk, build on strengths and positive aspects of
their personality.
These are only suggested areas to explore and this can be
done in a creative way that is adapted to the child’s age
and learning style, for example creating a worksheet to go
through or using works and pictures to explore these ideas.

11

Schools Domestic Abuse Toolkit

Resilience Scenarios
Working through the list think what you
could do to feel better .

• You feel like no one at school likes you –
what do you do?

Many children in difficult situations feel guilty or responsible
for what has happened in the family. This includes
experiencing domestic violence and abuse in their parents or
caregivers relationships. Make sure the child knows that the
situation is not their fault and that they cannot change their
parent’s behavior. It is also helpful to let children know that
no matter how much they may hope or wish, the parent is
the only one who can change the situation.

• You and your best friend have an argument
– what do you do?

Other tips from promoting general resilience in
children and young people

• You had a bad night’s sleep – what do
you do?

• Your friend forgets that it’s your birthday –
what do you do?

Don’t accommodate their every need…children need to learn
to handle uncertainty

Circle the things that make you feel resilient

Avoid eliminating all risk but provide children with safe
testing of boundaries to increase their confidence

• I stick with things and don’t give up easily

Teach them to problem-solve for different scenarios

• I improve with practice

Teach children concrete skills by asking them clear questions
what may help in this situation. Test out situations

• I can laugh at myself		
• I can keep calm when I make a mistake

Avoid “why” questions as children will often not have an
answer. Instead ask e.g. how could you help yourself in this
situation?

• I keep trying until I get it		

Don’t provide all the answers. Its Ok to say ‘I don’t know’ and
explore problem solving together

• I ask for help from my teacher when I
need it

Avoid talking in catastrophic terms. Let them talk about their
family freely and don’t put your own opinion on this.

• I do my best

Let children make mistakes! Failure is not the end of the
world and an important part of learning

• I know it’s OK to be sad and upset
• I help other people when they need it
• I know I am not perfect and that’s OK
• I am a good friend
• I keep going
Write down 5 things you like about yourself
1
2
3
4
5
12

‘Domestic Violence and Abuse is not your fault or
responsibility’
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