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The Early Intervention Program 
(EIP) invites NSTU members to 
sign up for our Wellness email list 
at Be_Well@nstu.ca.

Please contact Erin at ekeefe@nstu.ca to provide 
her with your NSTU email address. The Be_Well@
nstu.ca list will provide information about the 
EIP and other wellness topics.

February marks a time for Family 
Violence Prevention awareness and Fam-
ily Violence Prevention Week takes place 
February 13 to 19. Abuse and family 
violence is often a taboo subject and most 
people do not know what to do or how to 
support those who experience it.  As you 
will see from the following article written 
by staff at Bryony House in Halifax, it is 
much more common than anyone would 
like to believe. There are supports that 
can be offered and steps we can all take 
to recognize signs of family violence and 
abuse in children and adults.

Supporting SurvivorS of family 
violence and abuSe

abuSe: what doeS it look like?

Woman abuse touches perhaps as many 
as 25 per cent of Nova Scotian women. In 
adult (and teen) relationships, women are 
abused physically, emotionally, verbally, 
sexually and/or financially, and it often 
remains hidden for months, years, even 
decades. Abuse has long-lasting negative 
effects on all members of the family, and 
in most cases, without some sort of inter-
vention or change, it gets worse over time. 
There are three key characteristics of an 
abusive relationship: control, isolation and 
blame. Abusers seek to control their closest 
family members and they usually focus on 
a person they consider their subordinate 
(usually a woman or a child). They also seek 
to isolate the abuse survivor from the very 
supports that might help her find safety: 
her family, friends, professionals and col-
leagues. Abusers exacerbate the isolation 
by insisting on silence, with the false threat 
that that no one would believe her, or that 
she would lose everything, including any 
children, if she were to tell anyone or leave 
the relationship. The third characteristic 
is perhaps also the most destructive in the 
long-term. An abuser blames the survivor 
for his or her behaviour, and this often takes 
the form of extreme or constant criticism 
about a woman’s behaviour, dress, cooking, 
work, parenting, or sexual expression. This 
blame accomplishes two things: it demeans 
the survivor, making it less likely she will 

seek out help or resist the abuse, and it 
makes it possible for the abuser to avoid 
responsibility for the abusive behavior.

what can i do?

Children who live in a family where their 
mother is being abused have many of the 
same characteristics of children who are being 
directly abused. Support for these children can 
be expressed in a number of ways. Teachers 
need to provide a safe environment for chil-
dren. This is often accomplished by simply 
having a positive and approachable attitude. 
Being aware of the types of abuse, teaching 
children in the classroom about abuse, and 
being responsive to any signs of violence in 
or between children also creates a sense of 
safety. It is also important to model equality 
between men and women, and support the 
expression of a variety of emotions in both 
boys and girls. If children have been directly 
abused, there may be physical indicators 
such as unexplained or suspicious fractures, 
bruising, burns or scratches. Although there 
are sometimes physical signs of abuse, many 
of the indicators are behavioural. Children 
may become withdrawn or quite aggressive 
following an abusive incident, whether they 
have experienced it first or second hand. 
Other emotional signs to look for would be 
anti-social behavior, developmental delay, or, 
in some cases, behaviour that seems to indicate 
ADHD. A child who is experiencing abuse 
may not want to be at home, and may con-
sider school their “safe place.” Children may 
arrive early for school, and may be resistant 
to returning home. Teachers are important 
adults in every child’s life, and they can help 
build children’s self-esteem and help them 
focus on their strengths and positive attributes. 
Building strong and trusting relationships with 
children who experience abuse can be the most 
important support available to them.

There are also some ways teachers can of-
fer support to a woman experiencing abuse, 
whether it be a colleague, family member, 
friend, student, or parent of a student. First 
of all, let her know that you believe her, and 
give her space to tell her story in private. Try 
not to judge her, or to give her advice, but let 
her know what options are available to her and 
help her plan for her safety. Assure her that 

abuse is wrong, and that no one deserves to 
be hurt. Remind her that without interven-
tion, abuse increases in severity over time. It 
can be frustrating to watch from outside the 
relationship as someone continues on a dif-
ficult path, but give her support, no matter 
how long she seems to take, and reassure her 
that you are available to her in whatever way 
you can help.

what iS available to her?

According to Statistics Canada, approxi-
mately 30 per cent of women who are being 
abused contact the police for support, and 
many more contact support services to discuss 
their relationship and inquire about options. 
If a woman needs somewhere to stay (with 
her children, if there are any) she can call a 
transition house like Bryony House and stay 
for up to six weeks. While she is there, she 
can access 24-hour counselling services, and 
her children can participate in the supportive 

children’s program. She can also contact other 
agencies and services she may need, such as 
Family Court, Legal Aid, Social Assistance, or 
her doctor. She can make decisions, while safely 
away from her abusive partner, about what 
her next steps will be, and gather the resources 
necessary: things like furniture, clothing and 
other household goods.  She can plan for her 
safety and her children’s safety once she has 
moved on, and perhaps access a household 
or personal alarm, and arrange for follow-up 
counselling or other care. 

Information about transition houses in 
Nova Scotia is available online from the Transi-
tion House Association of Nova Scotia (www.
thans.ca), from Shelternet  (www.shelternet.
ca), which includes multilingual informa-
tion, or through a local transition house such 
as Bryony House (www.bryonyhouse.ca). 
For more information, call Bryony House: 
423-7183 ext. 1, or the Bryony Crisis Line 
422-7650.
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