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Introduction

Training aims

•   Understand the definition of coercive control in young people’s relationships

•   Develop an understanding of current legislation which protects children and young people

•   Gain an introduction to the link between coercive control, trauma and the teenage brain

•   Be able to identify signs of coercive control in young people’s relationships and respond to  
     it appropriately

•   Increase your knowledge about how to implement a trauma informed response

This training pack brings together materials and activities to support you to develop your 

knowledge and understanding about relationship abuse and young people, and how to 

identify signs it may be happening.  

It has been developed in partnership with the RISE group in response to their experiences of 

abuse in their relationships with other young people. RISE stands for respect, include, 

strengthen and empower, and is a group of young people who came together to tackle 

gender inequality in their local community. 

RISE campaign to amplify young people’s voices and highlight damaging attitudes to gender 

equality, as well as the lack of support for young people in abusive relationships. They want 

to see a change in attitudes towards gender in schools, and for teachers and other school 

workers to be able to recognise and respond appropriately when young people are in abusive 

relationships.

We’re very grateful to the young women in RISE for courageously sharing their stories and 

experiences and all the work they’ve done to make this training possible. We’d also like to 

thank Early Action Systems Change and Renfrewshire Council for funding to develop and roll 

out this training in order to support teachers and other school workers.
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We are a group of young women who want to campaign for changes involving young people 

to have a voice - raising the issue of how our community treats girls and boys. We want to 

empower girls and young women to feel brave to ask to be treated with respect, and for boys 

and young men to stand beside them as equals. 

We want to empower girls and young women to challenge issues such as ‘girls should not 

wear short skirts if they don’t want to be groped’ and ‘boys will be boys’ or that ‘boys should 

man up’. These attitudes are damaging to gender equality, promoting healthy equal 

relationships between boys and girls, and keeping young people safe from bullying and 

harassment. 

These attitudes ignore the issue of young people being in abusive relationships with nowhere 

to turn to. We want to highlight the poor values and attitudes towards girls and boys in 

schools, families, social clubs and the community. The adults in our lives should offer 

protection – not dismiss issues we face.

We are campaigning for change within schools to recognise and respond appropriately to 

young people’s abusive relationships and to change values and attitudes towards gender, and 

this has been discussed at Renfrewshire’s Gender Based Violence Strategy Group.

RISE: 0ur mission



The Domestic Abuse (Scotland) Act 2018 came into force on 1st April 2019 and brought

in a new domestic abuse offence which recognises abusive behaviours including:

•  Physical

•  Sexual

•  Psychological 

•  Financial

Anybody of any age who is in a relationship can be a victim of domestic abuse, including 

young people. Where the age of the victim has been recorded, those aged 18 and under 

account for about 4% of all domestic abuse incidents reported to Police Scotland. 2

Sources:
1 Safe Lives (2014) An Introduction to Coercive Control Available at 
https://safelives.org.uk/practice_blog/introduction-coercive-control Accessed (Tuesday 16th February 2021)
2 Police Scotland (2021) What is Domestic Abuse?Available at  
https://www.scotland.police.uk/advice-and-information/domestic-abuse/ Accessed (Tuesday 16th February 
2021)

Domestic Abuse (Scotland) Act 2018
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Coercive Control
Coercive control is included within the Domestic Abuse (Scotland) Act 2018.1

The characteristics of coercive control include: 

•  Isolating the victim from friends and family

•  Checking the victim’s phone

•  Controlling behaviour 

•  Threats of suicide

•  Threats that involve exposing the victim’s personal information/sexual activity

•  Humiliation 

•  Extreme jealousy 

•  Destroying the victim’s personal belongings

•  Manipulation and gaslighting behaviour



Teen Power and Control Wheel
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Teen Power
And Control

Peer Pressure
Threatening to expose

someone’s weakness or to 
spread rumours - Telling  
   malicious lies about an  

  individual to peer group.

Isolation / Exclusion
Controlling what someone
does, who they talk to, what 
they read, where they go. 
Limiting their interactions with 
others and using jealousy to 
justify their behaviour. 

Emotional abuse
Putting someone down, 
making them feel bad about 
themselves, name calling, 
making them think they’re 
crazy, playing mind
games, humiliation,
making them
feel guilty.

Using social status
Treating someone like a 

servant, making all of the 
decisions, being the one 

to define men’s and 
women’s roles.

ph
ys

ica
l    

      
          

violence                   sexual

Sexual coercion
Manipulating or making
threats to get sex, getting 
someone pregnant, threatening 
to take the victim’s children 
away, getting someone
drunk or drugged to
have sex with them. Threats

Making or carrying out 
threats to do something to 
hurt someone. Threatening 
to leave, commit suicide, or 
report the victim to Police 

Scotland. Making someone 
drop charges or break

the law.

Deny or Blame
Making light of abuse
and not taking concerns 
seriously. Saying abuse 
didn’t happen or shifting 
responsibility for abuse 
and saying the victim 
caused it.

Intimidation
Making someone afraid 

by using looks, actions or 
gestures. Smashing 

things, destroying 
property, abusing pets, 

displaying weapons.

Trainer notes
Relationship abuse can form many patterns. As you will see from the wheel, behaviours are not 

always linear. Young people who abuse others may engage in a number of different behaviours at 

different times. For example, abuse may not always involve physical or sexual violence and could 

instead be characterised as emotional abuse or coercive behaviour.



Statement 1

“Only young people from financially disadvantaged 
families enter abusive relationships.”

Activity - Attitudes to different relationships
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Trainer notes
Split the participants into smaller groups or breakout rooms. Allocate two statements to each 

group for discussion. Come back together to discuss the response to each statement.

Response
This can depend on the individual and the support they have around them. Many of the 

young people Children 1st work alongside have struggled with self-doubt about their 

relationships. As it can often be their first relationship, they have no comparison to what a 

healthy relationship looks or feels like. 

Response
A study by Women’s Aid and Adverse Childhood Experiences Scotland (ACES) shows that 

young people from financially disadvantaged families are more likely to experience an 

abusive relationship and may face more barriers when trying to access support. However, the 

young people who Children 1st work alongside are not always facing financial hardship. It’s 

important to acknowledge that any young person can be a victim of abuse.

Statement 2

“It’s easier for young people to leave
an abusive relationship.”

Response
Promundo reported in their 2013 ‘Boys to men’ study that young men aged 13-14 believe it’s 

wrong to hit a partner, but believe there are exceptions to this rule. The study also highlighted 

that young people do not see ‘controlling behaviour’ as abuse.2

Sources
1 Vaswani. N (2018) ACE’s in children at hight risk of harm to others. A gendered perspective’  Women’s Aid
2 Burman, M. and Cartmel, F. (2005) Young people's attitudes towards gendered violence, NHS Scotland  

Statement 3

“Young people who understand and recognise healthy
relationships are less likely to experience an abusive 
relationship.”
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Statement 3

“Young people who understand and recognise healthy
relationships are less likely to experience an abusive 
relationship.”

Statement 4

“Girls are more likely to be impacted long term by an 
abusive relationship than boys. ”

Response
LGBT Youth Scotland state that ‘Abuse does not discriminate and occurs across all categories 

of people’.1 

Response
34% of girls and women who experience an abusive relationship will go on to develop Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) compared to 10% of boys and men.1

Statement 5

“Abuse doesn’t happen in same sex relationships.”

Response
Abuse is never mutual in same sex relationships and can occur in any relationship. LGBT 

youth Scotland state that abuse can often be overlooked in same sex relationships.2

Response
The study ‘From Boys to Men’ by Promundo showed that 31% of girls were more likely to 

experience repeated incidents of abuse compared to 16% of boys.3 

Statement 7

“Boys are more likely to end an abusive relationship 
sooner than girls.”

Response
In the NSPCC survey distributed to 1200 school children aged between 12 and 17, 57% of girls 

and 36% of boys disclosed their abuse to an adult.4

Sources
1 Wood, M., Barter, C. and Berridge, D. (2011) ‘Standing on my own two feet’: disadvantaged teenagers, 
intimate partner violence and coercive control. London: NSPCC.
2 Galop LGBT+ (2021) Myths and stereotypes about violence and abuse in same-sex relationships. Available 
at https://galop.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/For-Service-Providers-Barriers.pdf 
3 Barter,C., et al. (2009) Partner exploitation and violence in teenage intimate relationships. London: NSPCC
4 Barter,C., et al. (2009) Partner exploitation and violence in teenage intimate relationships. London: NSPCC. 

Statement 8

“Young people are more likely to disclose abuse”

Statement 6

“Abuse in same sex relationships is mutual”



•  There is relatively limited study in this key aspect of teenagers’ lives. In the research  

    available, the anecdotal accounts of workers in the field of Gender Based Violence 

    (GBV) and the voices of young women themselves suggest that ‘dating abuse’ is a    

    significant and under reported issue. 1 

•  Patterns identified in adult domestic abuse relationships correlate with young people’s 

    relationships, with teenage girls being disproportionately victimised and those  

    engaging in abusive and harmful behaviours being predominantly teenage boys. 

•  In line with adult patterns of domestic abuse, the impact of this trauma is also known 

    to be more significant, pervasive, and severe in effect for girls/women than it is for 

    boys/men. This is evidenced through increased rates of self harm, disordered eating, 

    drug and alcohol misuse and higher rates of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 

    and trauma symptoms experienced by female victims/survivors. 2

Sources
1 ‘C. Barter & N. Stanley (2016) ‘IPVA in Adolescent Intimate Relationships: MH impact and implications 
for practice’ 

2 Vaswani. N (2018) ‘ACE’s in children at hight risk of harm to others. A gendered perspective’ 
Scottish Women’s Aid.  

Applying a Gender Based Violence lens to
young people’s intimate relationships   
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Response
In the NSPCC survey distributed to 1200 school children aged between 12 and 17, 57% of girls 

and 36% of boys disclosed their abuse to an adult.4

Sources
1 Wood, M., Barter, C. and Berridge, D. (2011) ‘Standing on my own two feet’: disadvantaged teenagers, 
intimate partner violence and coercive control. London: NSPCC.
2 Galop LGBT+ (2021) Myths and stereotypes about violence and abuse in same-sex relationships. Available 
at https://galop.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/For-Service-Providers-Barriers.pdf 
3 Barter,C., et al. (2009) Partner exploitation and violence in teenage intimate relationships. London: NSPCC
4 Barter,C., et al. (2009) Partner exploitation and violence in teenage intimate relationships. London: NSPCC. 

•  By 16 years of age, the majority of young people in the UK have been exposed to 

    pornography. Boys are more likely than girls to view pornography intentionally and 

    frequently.1 

•  There is a significant issue with how the violence depicted in pornography is 

    influencing the behaviour, perceptions, and expectations of young people. A recent 

    study analysed videos from Pornhub and Xvideos and found that 97% of the targets 

    for violence and aggression were women.2

•  Pornography portrays and normalises more extreme, degrading, coerced or forced sex 

    scenes which means that viewers of all genders and sexualities begin to develop  

    distorted expectations about what sex really involves.3

•  A recent Australian study looked at the attitudes of men towards domestic violence.

    The study identified that in the 18-34 age group, four in ten young men did not consider 

    ‘hitting, punching or restraining another person to be a form of domestic violence’ and 

    a similar proportion of men in that age bracket did not classify ‘non-consensual sexual

    activity, degrading and punishing another person or isolating them from their friends 

    as domestic violence’. The researchers in this study concluded that one of the key 

    influencing factors is the use of/exposure to pornography in this age group.4

Intimate Image Abuse or ‘Revenge Porn’ 
•  Another increasingly common form of relationship abuse/violence is image-based 

   abuse – sometimes called ‘revenge porn’. This can be used by an abuser to control, 

   coerce or punish their partner for leaving them. There is an identified link between the   

   use of pornography and young people’s willingness to share ‘revenge porn’ of a partner. 5

•  ‘Revenge porn’ disproportionately affects girls and women. Three out of every four 

    ‘revenge porn’ cases are reported by girls and women 6  

Sources
1 Martellozzo. E. et al. (2016) ‘A quantitative and quantitative examination of the impact of online 
pornography on the values, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours of children and young people’ 
2 Fritz. N et al. (2020) ‘Worse Than Objects: The depiction of Black Women an Men and Their Sexual 
Relationships in Pornography’ Gender issues 2.
3 Fight The New Drug (2021) Does Mainstream Porn Fuel And Normalize Sexual Violence In Teen 
Relationships? https://fightthenewdrug.org/does-porn-fuel-and-normalize-teen-dating-sexual-violence/ 
4 Fitzsimmons, C. (2020) 'Incredibly shocking': Younger men failing to recognise domestic violence 
https://www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/life-and-relationships/incredibly-shocking-younger-men-failing-to-recogni
se-domestic-violence-20201024-p56864.html 
5 Van Oosten. J et al. (2017) ‘Adolescent’s Sexual Media Use and Willingness to Engage in Casual Sex: 
Differential Relations and Underlying Processes’ 
6 Sharratt, E. (2019) ‘Intimate image abuse in adults and under 18s’ 

The influence of pornography on young people’s
relationships    
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Trainer notes
These images highlight the differences in attitudes towards young people’s relationships and adults’ 

relationships. This dismissal of young people’s relationships could have an impact on whether they 

would abuse a partner, or speak up if they are being abused by a partner. 

Puppy
love

It will
never last

They’re too 
young to be 

engaged Having a baby? 
That’s their 
lives ruined

True
love

They’ll be 
together 
forever

When’s the 
big day? They’ll make 

wonderful 
parents

Attitudes towards Young people’s relationships

Attitudes towards adult’s relationships



Activity - Reasons to stay

Children 1stRelationship abuse and young people

Page 10

Trainer notes
Split the participants into smaller groups or breakout rooms again and ask each group to discuss 

if the statements apply to young people’s relationships and adult relationships, or both.

Reasons to stay Adults, Young people or both?

Adults - Owning a home together, responsibilities of 

bills, perhaps only one income in the household.  

Both - Being given gifts/money and not wanting to/ 

being able to give this up – particularly where 

poverty or debt is an issue.

Financial dependence

Both - Don’t want to end the relationship as they are 

in love.
Love

Both - Reputation within their social setting, school, 

or workplace.  Reputation

Both - Pressure to stay and make things work, or 

pressure for the victim to change if blame is placed 

on them.  

Pressure from family
or loved ones

Both - A feeling of loyalty to the person they are in a 

relationship with, desire to make this work and not 

give up on someone.  
Loyalty

Both - Frightened of what the abuser will do, fear of 

physical harm, harassment, or verbal abuse. Fear

Both - Threatened physically, emotionally, and 

financially.  Feeling threatened

Both - Partner using personal information, or 

intimate videos and pictures against the victim and 

threatening to expose this.  
Being blackmailed

Both - Worried about what others may think and say.  Worry about peer response

Adults - Desire to keep the family unit together.Children

Both - Lack of self confidence could lead to reliance 

on their partner.  Lack of confidence



Both - Worried about their own safety - worried about 

being threatened, attacked, blackmailed, killed.  
Safety

Both - Feeling unworthy, like the abuse has been the 

victim’s own fault.  
Shame

Both - Not accepting the behaviour is abusive and 

damaging.  Denial

Both - Experiencing guilt around leaving, or guilt 

around not leaving sooner.  Guilt

Both - Fear of people not believing their story and 

what has happened to them. 
Being believed

Both - Pressure from peers to have a relationship.  Peer pressure

Both - Pressure to appear happy online and show 

that they have an amazing life. Comparing 

themselves to others online. 

Social media pressure

Both - There could be a risk of losing shared 

friendships, or the victim may have cut off 

friendships to appease their partner. 
Friendships

Both - Childhood abuse/previous relationship abuse.  Previous trauma

Both - Hope that things will get better. Staying to 

help or believing they can change the person’s 

behaviour and make things better. 
Low expectations

Both - They are in an arranged marriage, or divorce 

is viewed as shameful by their culture/religion.

 

Religion/cultural beliefs

Activity - Reasons to stay (continued)

Children 1stRelationship abuse and young people

Page 10 (continued)

Reasons to stay Adults, Young people or both?

Trainer notes
Split the participants into smaller groups or breakout rooms again and ask each group to discuss

if the statements apply to young people’s relationships and adult relationships, or both.
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How do we protect children and young people?

Trainer notes
Talk the participants through how all law in Scotland that protects children and young people has 

the same key principles. Although the language may differ in each different piece of legislation, the 

fundamental principles are the same. These apply to all children up to the age of 18 years.

The lines of legislation are colour coded as follows:

Green - Puts the best interests of the young person first 

Blue - Treats each young person as an individual

Red - Gives young people the right to have their opinions and views heard

Purple - Involves families in promoting the welfare of young people

Orange - Gives responsibility to public authorities for ensuring the safety of young people 

Puts the best interests of the young person first.

Treats each young person as an individual.

Gives young people the right to have their opinions and views heard.

Involves families in promoting the welfare of young people.

Gives responsibility to public authorities for ensuring the safety of young people.

All legislation that protects children and young people in Scotland has the same
key principles that ensure it: 

Getting It Right For Every Child

Puts the best interests of the child at the heart of decision-making.  

Takes a holistic approach to the wellbeing of a child. 

Works with children, young people and their families on ways to improve wellbeing. 

Advocates preventative work and early intervention to support children,

young people and their families. 

Promotes professionals working together in the best interests of the child.
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The best interests of the child must be a top priority in all decisions and

actions that a�ect children.

These rights apply to every child without discrimination, whatever their ethnicity, 

sex, religion, language, abilities or any other status, whatever they think or say, 

whatever their family background.

Every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters 

a�ecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously. This right 

applies at all times, for example during immigration proceedings, housing decisions 

or the child’s day-to-day home life.

Governments must do all they can to ensure that children survive and develop to 

their full potential.

Each child has the right to protection from abuse, neglect or exploitation.

Each child has a right to be treated as an individual.

Each child who can form a view on matters a�ecting them has the right to

express those views if they wish.

Parents should normally be responsible for the upbringing of their children

and should share that responsibility.

So far as is consistent with safeguarding and promoting the child's welfare, the 

public authorities should promote the upbringing of children by their families

Any intervention by a public authority in the life of a child must be properly

justified and should be supported by services from all relevant agencies.

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
Includes four general principles which are the foundation for all of the other Convention 

rights. The Convention includes:

The Children (Scotland) Act 1995



Legislation applying to adults and young people
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Trainer notes
These pieces of legislation apply to adults, children, and young people. Talk the 

participants through each of them.

Sexual Offences (Scotland) Act 2009
This Act can be used to criminalise sexual offences of rape and sexual assault of adults, and 

adult/child abuse. It recognises that young people under the age of 16 may become involved 

in consensual sexual relationships, however there is no recognition of the possibility that 

young people can experience abusive relationships and coerced sexual activity in a 

relationship with another young person.

Domestic Abuse (Scotland) Act 2018
A child/young person under this legislation is deemed to be 18 years old and under, and is 

considered as a child of an adult relationship. There is no recognition that a young person 

under the age of 18 can experience domestic abuse in a relationship with another person 

under the age of 18.  

Human Trafficking and Exploitation (Scotland) Act 2015
This Act includes public authority measures to appoint a guardian to assist, support and 

represent any child who is a victim of trafficking. 

Systemic support for adults and young people 
experiencing relationship abuse

Trainer notes
There are also four key systems that protect victims of relationship abuse, however these 

may not be very relevant or helpful for a young person who is under 18 years and still in 

school. Talk the participants through each of these systems.  

Disclosure Scheme for Domestic Abuse Scotland 
The Disclosure Scheme for Domestic Abuse Scotland (DSDAS) gives people the right to ask 

about the background of their partner. It also gives Police Scotland the power to tell people 

that they may be at risk from their partner and allows people to make the choice about 

whether to remain in the relationship.
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The best interests of the child must be a top priority in all decisions and

actions that a�ect children.

These rights apply to every child without discrimination, whatever their ethnicity, 

sex, religion, language, abilities or any other status, whatever they think or say, 

whatever their family background.

Every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters 

a�ecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously. This right 

applies at all times, for example during immigration proceedings, housing decisions 

or the child’s day-to-day home life.

Governments must do all they can to ensure that children survive and develop to 

their full potential.

Each child has the right to protection from abuse, neglect or exploitation.

Each child has a right to be treated as an individual.

Each child who can form a view on matters a�ecting them has the right to

express those views if they wish.

Parents should normally be responsible for the upbringing of their children

and should share that responsibility.

So far as is consistent with safeguarding and promoting the child's welfare, the 

public authorities should promote the upbringing of children by their families

Any intervention by a public authority in the life of a child must be properly

justified and should be supported by services from all relevant agencies.

Human Trafficking and Exploitation (Scotland) Act 2015

MARAC (Multi Agency Risk Assessment Conference) 
Every local authority in Scotland brings together agencies including police, health, child 

protection, housing, Independent Domestic Abuse Advisors, probation, and other 

multi-agency specialists to share information about anyone at risk from abusive behaviour. 

After sharing relevant information the representatives discuss options to increase the safety 

of anybody who is at risk and turn them in to a co-ordinated action plan.

Police Scotland 
An allegation of abusive behaviour can be made to Police Scotland. Depending on the age of 

the young people in the relationship this may be managed with sensitivity. For example two 

15 year olds may be “spoken to” or referred to the Children’s Hearing System, rather than one 

of them being charged with abusive behaviour.

Workplace / School
Many workplaces will have a domestic abuse policy. However, many schools may only have a 

bullying policy. Bullying policies tend not to consider the dynamics of coercive control and 

the intimacy within a relationship. You can’t simply say ‘don’t go near them’ when a young 

person is in a relationship with their abuser. 

Looking at the legislation that protects children and young people, we can see 
there is no specific legislation that addresses young people’s abusive peer 
relationships, which can make it di�cult to manage without clear guidance and 
policy. Therefore, it is important to consider in your own schools what may be a 
sensitive approach that supports both the young person being abused and 
supports and challenges the young person who is abusing. 

Trainer notes
If a young person feels frightened of or at risk of harm by someone they are or have been 

in a relationship with, they may be referred to MARAC following a Young Person’s RIC 

(Risk Identification Checklist). Police Scotland call this a CAADA DASH assessment, which 

can be undertaken by your local Independent Domestic Abuse Advocates (IDAA) or a 

trained staff member. MARAC will also gather any further information on the abusive 

person. For example, details of their past relationships, patterns of abusive behaviours, if 

they are known to police etc. 
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How can we protect young people in their own relationships?

Trainer notes
Split the participants into smaller groups or breakout rooms to look at the scenarios 

below. Ask the groups to discuss what questions they could ask to allow them to gather 

more information, raise concerns, and help manage the situation.

It is not our role to investigate concerns, but it is our responsibility to form enough 

opinion based on guidance and legislation to be aware, support a young person, and 

raise a concern if required.

Scenario

Emily aged 15 tells you that 
she is scared to go home as 
her Dad is always hurting 
her Mum, and shouting at 
the family.

Concerns

• Is this child witnessing domestic abuse?
• Has she been harmed during any incidents?
• How is she managing this at home?
• Does she have any safe space to go at home?
• Does she have siblings?
• How is she coping overall?

David aged 13 is always on 
his phone in class texting his 
girlfriend.

• Does he seem anxious?
• Does he talk positively of his girlfriend?
• Does he appear happy?
• What age is his girlfriend?
• Is his girlfriend known to the school?
• Where did he meet his girlfriend?

Jon and Craig aged 16, who 
are known to be in a 
relationship, are “getting a 
bit close” in your class – 
kissing and touching at the 
back of the room.

• How appropriate is this?
• Do both parties appear to be fully consenting?
• Do either of them appear embarrassed or ashamed?
• Is this typical behaviour of each individual pupil?
• What is each individual’s reaction to being  
   seperated in class?

You hear that Lisa aged 17 
slept with “several boys” at 
a party at the weekend.

• Was this consensual?
• If yes, how is this young person feeling now?
• If no, discuss options for police involvement and 
   sharing information with others.
• Are they worried about repercussions from peers?
• Do they have concerns around sexual health?
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Trainer notes
Ask for feedback on the scenarios from each group. Acknowledge any difficulties that 

may arise in the discussions, such as:

•  Not knowing what to do or how to respond

•  Differences in the values and attitudes of teachers and pupils

•  Difficulties around hearing that a ‘good pupil’ may be capable of abusive behaviours.

Highlight that teachers don’t need to know legislation. This approach is more about 

offering an empathetic space, taking the situation seriously and raising it with other staff.

•  Acknowledge how difficult the situation might be for the young person

•  Ask the young person what their biggest worries are, as they might differ from what you think

•  Ask about consent using questions like: ‘Did you agree to that?’ or ‘Did you feel comfortable  

    with that?’

•  Acknowledge any concerns you may have for example: ‘I noticed you seemed a bit stressed 

    about the amount of texts you are receiving’

•  Explore helpful approaches and supports with the young person 

•  Talk about healthy, respectful relationships

•  Record all of your concerns

Helpful responses to concerns 



Higher Brain
‘Executive Centre’ – Cortex

Develops in spurts at ages of 
five to six, 11-12, and 15, and 
this continues through your 
twenties. Handles logic, 
empathy, compassion, 
creativity, self regulation and 
self awareness, sequential 
thought, planning, problem 
solving, and attention. 

Brain development
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What is Trauma

Trainer notes
Talk participants through the quotes below. They include the definition of trauma, the 

experience of trauma, and the impact of trauma.

•  Viktor E. Frankl – Holocaust survivor, psychiatrist, neurologist, and philosopher 

    proposed that ‘an abnormal reaction to an abnormal situation is normal behaviour’.1

•  ‘Trauma can be defined by an experience or repeated experiences where the child feels 

     terrified, powerless and overwhelmed and challenges their capacity to cope. It leaves an 

     imprint on the person’s nervous system, emotions, body, behaviour, learning and 

     relationships’ 2

•  ‘It is especially challenging for traumatised people to discern when they are actually safe 

    and to be able to activate their defences when they are in danger’ 3 

When a person has experienced domestic abuse, traumatised behaviour is a ‘normal’ 

response to the experience of the traumatic harm that they were subjected to. 

Sources
1 Frankl, V.E (2004) ‘Man’s Search for Meaning’ Rider Publishing
2 De Thierry, B (2016) ‘The Simple Guide to Child Trauma’ Jessica Kingsley Publishers
3 Van der Kolk, B (2015) ‘The Body Keeps the Score’ Penguin

Lower Brain
‘Survival Centre’ – Truine  

Developed at birth. Regulates autonomic 
functions, breathing, digestion, heart-rate, 
sleep, hunger, instinct behaviours and our 
trauma responses – Fight, Flight, Freeze, 
and Fawn.  

Middle Brain
‘Emotional Centre’- Limbic

Develops between birth and the age of four. 
Handles processing memory, emotion, 
responses to stress, nurture, care, separation, 
fear, rage, social bonding, and hormone control. 
In adolescence it is responsible for reward 
seeking, peer acceptance, and risk-taking. 



Trauma causes the brain to function from the ‘survival centre’. Trauma responses come from 

the autonomic nervous system. When a victim of abuse is faced with a perceived threat, their 

brain goes into a flight, flight, freeze or fawn response. If a young person is faced with a 

threat, they may find it difficult to pay attention, engage in critical thinking, regulate their 

behaviour, emotions, impulses, and plan ahead. These are automatic survival responses and 

are not planned, intentional, or controlled.
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Trainer notes
Talk the participants through the four different trauma responses - fight, flight, freeze 

and fawn. Once one of these responses is ‘triggered’, the young person’s memory of the 

incident or events may be compromised as their brain is in survival mode.  

Young people who have experienced trauma may have more than one of these trauma 

responses. 

Flight ResponseFight Response Flight Response

Freeze Response Fawn Response

An active defence response. A young 

person in flight response may be labelled 

as disruptive or avoidant. They may 

appear restless, fidget, seem tense, walk 

away or want to escape. Young people in 

flight response may hide or refuse to go to 

school. You may notice their eyes darting 

or their breathing become shallow. 

Immobility response. A young person in 

freeze response may be still, quiet, tired 

and feel emotionally ‘blank’. They may feel 

powerless and won’t speak up. They may 

be labelled as unmotivated or apathetic. 

They will often ‘shut-down’. They may also 

feel cold, hold their breath, have a dry 

mouth and find verbal communication 

difficult. 

An active defence response. A young 

person in fight response may be labelled 

as aggressive, non-compliant, or having 

‘anger issues’. They may shout or 

become physically aggressive. You may 

notice their face going red. 

Compliant response. A young person in 

fawn response will generally appear as 

‘People pleasing’. They will have difficulty 

setting/maintaining personal boundaries. 

They may apologise for things that are not 

their fault and take on too much to help 

others. They will show high levels of 

emotional sensitivity and empathy. They 

will follow instructions with apparent ease.  

How does trauma affect the brain?
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Group exercise - Identifying trauma responses 
Trainer notes
Give the partipants five minutes to read through the stories and identify the trauma 

response displayed in each.

K.c 
K.C’s relationship with another pupil at the school ended a few weeks ago. There have been a 

lot of rumours and gossip spread about K.C amongst their year group which have become 

increasingly nasty and make K.C feel really anxious. During break, K.C’s ex and their friends 

begin to verbally abuse K.C. When K.C arrives at class they are unsettled and distracted. 

When the teacher asks if they are okay, K.C jumps up from the table knocking a chair to the 

ground and runs out of the class room. As K.C leaves the school building, a member of staff 

stops them and asks what’s going on. K.C swears at them and runs out of the school building.  

Amira 
Amira was ‘seeing’ Ben over the last few months. Ben did ‘something’ to Amira which she has 

not been able to talk to anyone about and she started avoiding Ben immediately after. At 

school, her friends notice that Amira is unusually quiet and withdrawn. When they are moving 

between classes and the corridors are noisy, Amira is jumpy and on edge. This week, some of 

the older boys were teasing Amira. She became very still and then afterwards was very shaky 

and quiet. She told her teacher that she didn’t feel well and wanted to go home.  

Lilly is described by her teachers as very responsible, kind, and socially skilled. She has a wide 

friendship group and is considered popular by her peers. Lilly is always very conscientious 

with her schoolwork, she also takes part in a wide range of school extra curricular activities 

and has very good school attendance. Lilly has high expectations for herself and can be very 

self critical about her appearance. If she thinks she hasn’t done as well at a test or piece of 

work as expected, she can become tearful and upset. School staff notice that Lilly avoids 

confrontation and is often a ‘peacemaker’ with peers.  

Lilly is in a steady relationship with Jack - a pupil from the year above. Jack is popular, sporty, 

and considered ‘good-looking’. Lilly spends all of her free time in and out of school with Jack.   

They have been seeing each other for around 18 months but they separated briefly last year 

because Jack had been cheating on her with a couple of other girls.   

Amy
Amy’s boyfriend Luke pushed up against her in the school corridor, grabbing her around the 

waist and putting his hands up her skirt. This was clearly upsetting Amy but he continued 

until Amy pushed him away and told him to ‘get off’. A member of staff intervened and Luke 

laughed it off. Seeing this, Amy got very angry and shoved Luke hard in the chest.     

Lilly

Fight

Flight

Freeze

Fawn



Pupils who have or currently are experiencing trauma may show a variety of symptoms, 

including:

•  Irritability

•  Sleepiness 

•  Di�culty staying calm

•  Outbursts of distressed/unregulated behaviour 

•  Refusing to participate 

•  Self harming behaviour or thoughts 

•  Isolation and/or sadness

•  Low mood or feeling ‘nothing’ 

•  Apathy

•  Lack of focus

•  Di�culty with memory 

How does trauma present in young people at school?

Pupils may withdraw or ‘act-out’ when something triggers a memory of their trauma. Their 

‘triggers’ are typically activated at an unconscious level by their ‘survival centre’ response to 

feeling unsafe. Pupils could be triggered by situations which cause:

•  Environmental unpredictability

•  Loss of control 

•  Feeling powerless 

•  Rejection or disapproval 

•  Loneliness

•  Transitions or sudden unplanned changes

•  Confrontation or raised voices 

•  Certain facial expressions or bodily presentation from their abuser or others

•  Loud or chaotic environments 

•  Restricted movement or being restrained 

When will pupils show this behaviour?
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Think of a one-off traumatic event or incident that you have experienced, for example a 

minor car crash, injury or witnessing a minor accident. Use the guide below to make your 

own individual notes about your response to the trauma. Only share details you are 

comfortable with. At the end of the exercise, you will take turns to feedback your individual 

observations to group.

Trauma triggers - Individual exercise
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1. What emotions do you feel when you think about the incident?

2. What situations, smells, places, people, dates, etc ‘trigger’ your thoughts about the incident? 

3. From 1-10 how intense do these emotions feel?

 4. Can you control your emotional response to these situations? 

5. How many years ago was the incident or event? 

Trainer notes
Allow five minutes for participants to complete the activity and 10 minutes for feedback 

to identify common feelings and responses. At end of the activity emphasise any 

significant shared themes or observations. Participants may recognise that their feelings 

and reactions to a traumatic incident will remain intense, for a long time after the incident 

happened. Many people respond to Q4 with avoidance strategies. Ask participants, ‘What 

would you do if you can’t avoid the trigger?’. This is a situation many young people in 

abusive peer relationships will face if they go to school with their abuser. 



‘The nature of an organisation’s work directly impacts on the culture of the organisation. 

Organisations that provide services to traumatised individuals, families and/or communities 

are susceptible to becoming traumatised systems’.1

This can apply to schools. Some teachers find that the impact of working directly with pupils 

who have experienced trauma can lead to the teacher suffering from compassion fatigue, 

secondary traumatic stress, and secondary victimisation. 

In turn, this can influence the ability of a school system to respond in a trauma informed way 

to pupils who have experienced abuse. School staff can then feel helpless, powerless, or 

unable to respond appropriately. As a way to cope with this distress, school staff and 

systems can sometimes ignore, minimise, or disconnect from it.  

Organisational trauma
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2. What situations, smells, places, people, dates, etc ‘trigger’ your thoughts about the incident? 

 4. Can you control your emotional response to these situations? 

5. How many years ago was the incident or event? 

“Being raped was the worst thing I had to deal with, facing him in class was unbearable 
and I needed support from my teachers, I think I struggled more with my school’s 
response to me, as they isolated me and told me to leave and work from home. I felt 
blamed and forgotten by them and this is something I am still struggling to heal from. I 
had great teachers, but I don’t think they knew what to do or how to handle the 
situation. I have started college and I have confided in a lecturer about my experiences 
at school, they have provided me with support and counselling, and I am happy to be 
finally getting my education.” - Young woman aged 20

•  Notice and respond to distressed and unregulated behaviour with clear communication

•  Work from a position of empathy and curiosity. Ask questions like ‘What happened to  

    you?’ instead of ‘What’s wrong with you?’ 

Sources
1 Hormann, S & Vivian, P (2004 ) ‘Towards an Understanding of Traumatized Organisations and How to 
Intervene in Them’ Traumatology issue 11, American Psychological Association 

Key principles for developing trauma-informed 

relationships, environments and systems



‘We must acknowledge that some young people we are in contact with may 
have the potential to perpetrate sexual abuse/violence now or in the future. It’s 
important that we address our messages with this in mind and tackle the 
attitudes and values which excuse, enable or motivate sexual harassment and 
abuse and do not presume that our work is only to protect young people from 
other people’s abuse.’ 1

Managing young people’s abusive relationships in schools
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•  Are you frightened?

•  What are you afraid of?

•  Has this person harmed you physically? 

•  Do they tell you not to speak to friends or family members?

•  Do they check your phone or constantly text/call you?

•  Do they tell you what to wear or do?

•  Do they ask for sex, force you to engage in sexual behaviour, or make you feel 
    uncomfortable about agreeing to sex?

•  Have you tried to end the relationship? What happened?

•  Have you spoken to anyone about how you are feeling?

Questions for a young person who is being abused

You cannot assess risk without having a sensitive conversation with the young person who is 

being abused. It is important to create a safe and trauma sensitive discussion, and to believe 

that young person’s experience even if you have not witnessed the behaviours they are talking 

about.

Sources
1 Scottish Government (2019) Key Messages for Young People on Healthy Relationships and Consent.  A 
resource for professionals working with young people

Working with young people who abuse in their relationships can be challenging, as young 

people are developing their own identities and navigating their first relationships. However, 

challenging and monitoring abusive relationships is a must. Encouraging healthy, consensual 

relationships, providing early interventions to young people who are behaving in an abusive 

way, and supporting young people who are experiencing abuse is crucial. Consider your 

school’s approach to managing abusive relationships and how you can create a trauma 

informed and responsive approach - through discussion, monitoring, and support.



When working with a young person who has been identified as being abusive in their 

relationship, it may be useful to ask yourself these questions about the behaviours you have 

observed: 

•  Does this young person believe that it is acceptable to use threats or violence to get their 
    way or to express frustration or anger towards their peers or staff?

•  Does this young person have problems with managing anger or frustration?

•  Does this young person have a high sense of self-worth?

•  How does this young person behave around their peers?

•  Does this young person enjoy collaborating with their peers or do they prefer to be in 
    control?

•  Does this young person associate with violent peers?

•  Is this young person witnessing violence at home or in the community?

•  Does this young person show respect to the person they may be in a relationship with and 
    others in the school?
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Questions for young people who are identified as 

being abusive in a relationship

Trainer notes
If a young person has been identified as being abusive in a relationship, it is important to 

observe their behaviours towards others as well. Do they treat their peers and teachers 

differently? Are they respectful? What is their attitude towards others?

Abuse is often motivated by power and control. The behaviours may be subtle, so it’s 

important to recognise any microagressions that may be of concern. 



Based on your training today, read and reflect on the stories below - would you have done 

anything differently to support these young people?

Rachel was 14 years old when she began to date a boy in her class. She was really excited 

about this as she had liked him for a while. After a few weeks he wanted to take things 

further and Rachel told him she wasn’t ready to have sex. One day after school, she went to 

his house and he raped her. She was in complete shock and felt ashamed. She never told 

anyone for fear she wouldn’t be believed or that she would be blamed. 

Over the next few weeks, her teacher asked to see her after class and expressed concern for 

her, noticing that she didn’t seem like her usual self. Rachel began to cry and told her teacher 

everything - she felt safe. Her teacher called the police and supported her to tell her Mum.

While the investigation was ongoing, Rachel was supported in school by staff. She moved 

class and was given a pass to leave five minutes before the bell to limit any interaction with 

the boy in question. She was allowed access to sit in a classroom with friends during her 

breaks and have access to the staff bathroom.

Alisha was 16 years old and was casually dating a boy in her year at school. They weren’t 

official but would often meet for sex at the weekends. Alisha began to feel that the boy was 

becoming very demanding and was attempting sexual acts that she wasn’t comfortable with. 

One night, the boy came to her house and asked if he could come in to apologise for his 

behaviour. She was alone in her house and invited him in. He began to initiate sex and when 

she said no, he raped her. 

Alisha told her Mum the next day and they went to the police. The boy and his friends told 

everyone in school she had accused him of rape and people from her year group began to 

bully her online. Alisha eventually felt unable to stay at school as she was faced with the boy 

in class and her peers knew about the police investigation. School staff agreed she could 

work from home, but she had very little contact from her school, and began to struggle. The 

online bullying was continuing, and the boy continued to harass her and would often walk 

past her house. She also knew she would have to face him in court. Alisha didn’t sit her 

exams, dropped out of school, and was unable to leave her house for months. 

Supporting young people in abusive relationships
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Rachel’s story

Alisha’s story

Trainer notes
Read aloud the two stories for participants. Ask them to reflect on the experience of 

each young person, how the school responded and whether they could have done 

anything differently. What might the long term impact be for each young person?



Attitudes towards Young people’s relationships


