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Introduction

EINAT PELED
PETER G. JAFFE
JEFFREY L. EDLESON

The world in which we raise our children is extremely violent. Millions of
children are victims of child physical and sexual abuse every year (Dubowitz,
1986; Straus & Gelles, 1986). Many more children are frequent witnesses of
violence: They watch it, hear it, read about it, and play with it. Violence is a
major theme in television shows, movies, newscasts, music, sports, literature,
and children’s toys (Miedzian, 1991); it is rampant in many North American
cities (Garbarino, Dubrow, Kostelny, & Pardo, 1992; Kotlowitz, 1991); and
it is a constant presence in families in which the mother is being abused.

In this book we focus on children who witness violence directed at their
mothers by their intimate partners. The phenomenon of children witnessing
violence directed at their mothers, as described by professionals or studied
by researchers, encompasses a wide range of experiences (see Jaffe, Wolfe,
& Wilson, 1990; Peled, 1993). Children may observe this violence directly
by seeing their fathers (or other intimate partners of their mothers) threaten
or hit their mothers. One 13-year-old girl recalled the following violence:

He choked her for a minute or so and then he stopped. . . . She cried and coughed,
tried catching her breath. And then she called the police. (Peled, 1993, p. 102)

A 12-year-old girl, referring to her mother and her stepfather, recalled:

He picked her up off the bed, they were fighting, and then he picked her up off
the bed and threw her against the wall. (Peled, 1993, p. 103)
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Children may not see, but rather hear the sounds of violence from another
part of their home, such as these 10-year-old boys:

The only time I remember is when my dad, he broke down the, did my mom
tell you that? That he broke down that door?. . . The bathroom one. I was about
four. I don’t know where I was. I think I was, I might have been in their room
watching TV. . . . After it happened, I asked my mom what happened. Then she
told me. (Peled, 1993, p. 102)

He went downstairs, so did Mom. And on the steps he turned back and said
something to Mom but I don’t know. And he went downstairs and they, I heard
all this banging and the floor, the floor was, just kept on, there’s so much, there’s
like bangs in the floor and on the walls and stuff like that. But, and then there
was all this yelling. (Peled, 1993, p. 114)

Children also may be exposed to the results of this violence without either
hearing or seeing the acts of aggression. One mother of a 6- and a 4-year-old
recalled her experience:

After he was arrested and stuff, I wanted to get out of here. I called the police
and they said, “Oh yeah, he’s posted his bail, he’ll be out in an hour.” And I
was, “An hour? I gotta get out of here.” So I called a girlfriend at like two in
the morning. My brother and my girlfriend and I went and had to wake those
guys up. You know it was January, it was freezing out. Pack up, try and explain
to them we gotta leave and why and pack up a few things and get out of here.
And that was really hard on them. (Peled, 1993, p. 135)

CHILDREN OF BATTERED WOMEN

It is estimated that between 3.3 million (Carlson, 1984) and 10 million
(Straus, 1991) children in the United States are at risk of exposure to woman
abuse each year. These children are at increased risk of being abused
themselves (Stark & Flitcraft, 1985) and are thought to suffer from an array
of behavioral, emotional, and cognitive problems (Fantuzzo & Lindquist,
1989; Goodman & Rosenberg, 1987; Jaffe et al., 1990).

Studies have found child witnesses to have more overall externalizing
problem behavior (Jaffe, Wolfe, Wilson, & Zak, 1986), more overall internaliz-
ing problem behavior (Christopherpoulos et al., 1987), and less social com-
petence (Wolfe, Zak, Wilson, & Jaffe, 1986). Children of battered women
also were found to show more anxiety (Forsstrom-Cohn & Rosenbaum,
1985; Hughes, 1988), more aggression (Westra & Martin, 1981), more
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temperamental problems (Holden & Ritchie, 1991), more depression
(Christopherpoulos et al., 1987), less empathy (Hinchey & Gavelek, 1982), less
self-esteem (Hughes, 1988), and lower verbal, cognitive, and motor abilities
(Westra & Martin, 1981) than children who did not witness violence at home.
Further, there is some support for the notion of cross-generational transmission
of violence by which children from violent families of origin are suggested to
carry violent and violence-tolerant roles to their adult intimate relationships
(Cappell & Heiner, 1990; Rosenbaum & O’Leary, 1981; Widom, 1989).

The high number of children witnessing woman battering is not, most
likely, arecent development. Some evidence suggests that children have been
witnessing their mothers being abused for a long time (Edleson, 1991;
Gordon, 1988; Pleck, 1987). Until recently, children’s witnessing violence
in their home was not recognized as a problem requiring intervention. For
example, the pediatrician Ira S. Wile wrote in The Survey in 1924:

It is undoubtedly true that the brawling home has little advantage compared
with the equable atmosphere secured by divorce. Yet, so long as cruelty and
animosity are not directed upon the children, they are at least free from the
internal stresses that exist when divorce breaks up the home and wraps or tears
those intangible ties termed home influences. (p. 474)

The predicament of children who witness their mothers being abused
began to attract professional and public attention in the late 1970s. Profes-
sional interest seemed to have been contingent on the relatively recent
construction of marital violence as a social problem (Loseke, 1987; Straus,
Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980) and to draw on existing public and professional
awareness of the problems of child abuse in general (Nelson, 1984) and
child psychological abuse in particular (Brassard, Germain, & Hart, 1987,
Garbarino, Guttmann, & Seeley, 1986).

Battered women and the advocates, clinicians, and researchers who
worked with them were the first to report on children of battered women
(e.g., Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Hilberman & Munson, 1977; Martin, 1976;
Stacy & Shupe, 1983; Walker, 1979). Professionals, faced with battered
women’s concerns for their children and the difficulties experienced by the
children themselves, described emotional and physical difficulties experi-
enced by children residing in shelters for battered women (e.g., Elbow, 1982;
Hilberman & Munson, 1977; Layzer, Goodson, & DeLange, 1986; Levine,
1975; Moore, 1975).

Although there is a growing body of research on children of battered
women, scant information has been available on interventions to help these
children.
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OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK

This book presents the work and thoughts of authors from across North
America who are working in a variety of ways to both prevent future violence
and intervene to lessen the effects that current violence has on children. The
book is organized into four parts covering the following: (a) living in a
violent culture, (b) shelters and domestic violence counseling, (c) child
protection services and the criminal justice system, and (d) prevention and
education in schools and communities.

The book begins with Myriam Meidzian’s detailed discussion in Chapter
2 of how our societies teach boys to consider violence an acceptable behavior
and then maintain these teachings into adulthood. This chapter sets the
context in which the rest of the programs and issues are discussed.

Part Two focuses on shelters and domestic violence counseling. Chapter
3 and 4 both focus on individual assessment and counseling in cases of
trauma. The authors are all psychiatrists and psychologists working directly
with traumatized children. In Chapter 3, William Arroyo and Spencer Eth
offer a framework for assessing the effects of trauma. Louise Silvern and her
colleagues at the University of Colorado Department of Psychology provide
a step-by-step framework in Chapter 4 for helping children overcome the
effects of witnessing violence.

The next three chapters in Part Two focus on work with children, their
mothers, and their fathers. Einat Peled and Jeffrey Edleson describe in
Chapter 5 both the Domestic Abuse Project’s Children’s Program and the
results of their multiyear investigation into its effects. Joan Bilinkoff, the
Director of Therapy for the Domestic Abuse Project, offers in Chapter 6
guidelines for working with battered women as single mothers. David Mathews,
from the Wilder Community Assistance Program in St. Paul, Minnesota,
follows with a chapter devoted to how one works on parenting skills with
men who batter. This part ends with Honore Hughes and Michele Marshall’s
chapter on the work of children’s advocates both within and outside battered
women'’s shelters.

Part Three focuses on child protection issues when mothers are also
battered women. In Chapter 9 Joan Zorza, a lawyer with the National Center
on Women and Family Law in New York, offers a concrete guide of legal
remedies for those working with battered women and their children to use
when seeking protection from abusers. Carole Echlin and Larry Marshall,
both working in child protection services in Ontario, provide an overview in
Chapter 10 of assessment and intervention in child protection and then touch
on some current controversies over protecting children of battered women.
Part Three ends with Chapter 11, in which Martha McMahon, a sociologist



