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MEMORANDUM

TO: Members of the House HESS C<

FROM: Representative Ann Spohnhol:

DATE: March 10, 1989

RE: HB167 - "An Act relating to child custody dcrerminntions,"

Historically, domestic violence has been viewed as a problem 
between the adults in the family, and has not been viewed as a 
direct problem for the children who often witness the violence in 
their families. As the article in your packet, "Children, the 
Forgotten Victims of Marital Violence" indicates, our experience 
in this field has taught us that children suffer long terra and 
devastating effects of being raised in violent families, whether 
or not they themselves are physical victims.

HB167 adds child abuse and neglect, as well as evidence of 
domestic violence, to the factors to be considered by the court in 
determining whether to award shared custody of a child. Many 
judges currently do consider thoso factors, however, others do 
not. I believe that this information should always be considered 
in awarding custody, and urge your support.

Senate Bill 86, an identical measure introduced in the Senate, 
passed the Senate unanimously yesterday with the title changed. I 
would support a committee substitute to HB167 chat makes the same 
title change.

Attachments: HB167
Sectional analysis of HB167 
Fiscal notes (2)
CSSB86 (Rules)
Governor's transmittal on SB86 
Position paper 
Newsletter article
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M E M O R A N D U M  March 7, 1989

SUBJECT: Sectional analysis 
HB 167

TO :

FROM:
Representative Ann Spchnholz
Terri Lauterbach 
Legislative Counsel

Following is a sectional analysis of HB 167:
Section 1 requires a court that is determining whether to 
award shared custody of a child to consider any evidence of 
domestic violence, child abuse, or child neglect in the 
proposed custodial household.
Section 2 requires a court that is determining the best in­
terests of a child with respect to child custody issues to 
consider any evidence of domestic violence, ch^ld abuse, or 
child neglect in the proposed custodial household; a history 
of violence between the parents; or other factors that the 
court considers pertinent.
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STATE OF ALASKA
1989 LEGISLATIVE SESSION

BILL VERSION: 

PUBLISH DATE:
Jlfl m

REQUEST:
FISCAL NOTE

Revision Dk<c:___________________________________  ___________
Title : riCt fS lf lL ln g  tP, .ch ild  .CUSLody BRU • L ega l S e rv ic e s
________d e te rm in a t io n s . " ____________________
Sponsor: Repr.__Snohnholz__________________
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EXPENDITURES/REVENUES' (Thousands of Dollan)
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TOTAL
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P le a s e see the attached analysis.

i w h i w  Richard I. Pegues,(Director
Division : Adminis-trativo- Se rtfices *,) TV>re • March C 1 QRQ

Anprov<yt hv Commissions - Douelas B. BnVlv. Arrnrnev fien . T W : March 9. IQflO
Agency : Department o f  Law
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C O N T IN U A T IO N  of FISCAL NO TE ANALYSIS

F o r  B i l l / R e s o l u t i o n  No.  hb i67

This bill amends AS 25.20.090 and AS 25.24,150, concerning 
marital and domestic relations, by adding a new factor to those to be 
considered by a court in determining child custody, to include any 
evidence of domestic violence, child abuse, or child neglect in the 
proposed custodial household or a history of violence between the 
parents. To a limited extent, divorce attorneys already subpoena 
Division of Family and Youth Services social workers to testify ir. 
custody disputes involving such evidence. This testimony usually does 
not involve Department of Law attorneys. However, the department 
advises social workers to inform the court about the confidentiality of 
their records, and to insure that their testimony is covered by 7 AAC 
36.120, the regulation that allows social workers to testify in such 
proceedings, upon the court's order. For this reason, it is not 
anticipated that the bill have a fiscal impact on the Department of Law. 
Tc the extent that the bill will increase the time spent by social 
workers, giving testimony in child custody disputes between parents, 
there may be an impact on the Division of Family and Youth Services. ;
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Bpmim FISCAL NOTE
REQUEST: __________________________

Revision Date:--------- — ----------------^ - Agency Affected: Health and Soc i a l  S e r v i ces
Title: "An Act relating to child custody n*If/ ------

determinations1 1 ___________________________ ‘
Sponsor: Rep. Spohnholz Components:_____
Requestor: ______________________________________  ______________________________________ _____

STATE OF ALASKA BILL VERSION: — HB 167
1989 LEGISLATIVE SESSION PUBLISH DATE: 2-13-89

EXPENDITURES/REVENUES: (Thousands of Dollars)

OPERATING FY 89 FY 90 FY9l FY 92 FY 93 FY 94
PERSONAL SERVICES
TRAVEL
CONTRACTUAL
SUPPLIES
EQUIPMENT
LAND <t STRUCTURES
GRANTS. CLAIMS
MISCELLANEOUS
TOTAL OPERATING - 0 - - i n - - 0 - - 0 - - 0 - - 0 -

CAPITAL -  0 - -  0 - -  0 - -  0 - -  0 - -  0 -

REVENUE
-_Q - . -  0 - -  0 - p - -  0 - -  0 -

FUNDING: (Thousands of Dollars)

GENERAL FUND 
FEDERAL FUNDS 
OTHER 
TOTAL

PO SITIONS:

FULL-TIME
PART-TIME
TEMPORARY

ANALYSIS : (Attach a separate page if necessary)
The Department's zero fiscal note is based on the assumption that the Division 
of Family and Youth Services will only perform a records check by request of 
the Court in order to determine if domestic violence, child abuse or neglect 
has occurred in the past. However, if the Division is required to conduct an 
^nvestigettion/asse^Hent/home ch^ld^pustody (see

Division : _

Approved by Commissioner:
Agency: ___________________  j) . >
Distribution (by preparer) :

Legislative Finance 
Legislative Sponsor 
Requestor
Office of Management and Budget
Impacted Agcncy(ies) P°8C-------  of -------



cases the fiscal and workload impact will be immense. If the division staff are 
expected to do the in-depth family assessments, then a fiscal note will be 
necessary.
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STATE 07 ALASKA 1969 LEaiflLATIVB SESSION
FISCAL NOTE

Bill Version: HB 167
R E Q U E S T : _______  Publish Date:

S?of"ion D*ta: Agency Affected: Alaska Court System
Title: An aot relating to child BRU: Trial Courts

ouetody determinations 
Sponsor: Sponhols, Ulmer, Ellis... Components:
Requestor: House HESS

•.JEXPENDITOR'SS/REVEmJESI •• . . (Thousands of7 ollars) •• “  ■ 7 . . :
•̂ OPERATING.,., fr/'Flf .89 FY 90 FY. 91 .. FY 92 FY 93 FY!'947

Personal flervicea ........................................ ; . .
Travel    . . . .
Contractual .....................................................................................................................
Supplies .........................................................
Equipment . . .....................................................
Land & Structures .........................................................
Grants & Claims . . . .  . . . .  . . . .  . . . .  . . . .  . . . .
TOTAL OPERATING 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

. . . . . . . . 7. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . 77'. . . . . . 777": ; . . .
^ousahds .of- 'Dollars)  . .

General Funds o.o o.o o.o o.o o.o o.o
Federal Funds . . .  ...................................................
Other . . .  ...................................................
TOTAL 0,0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0,0

  • .   w mFull-time    , .
Part-time............ ............ ............................................
Temporary . .......................................................

J^LYSTS* (Attach a separate page if necessary) \>-V;;7 vV

No fiscal impact.

Prepared byr'^Ja^ sWs^dbergf^/neral counsel Phone: 264-8228
Division: Alasjca. Court, system, Date: 03/06/89
Approved by: ArtrfKir^^^d^erff^, 'Administrative Director Date: 03/06/89
Agency: Alaska Court System
Distribution (by preparer):
Legislative Finance 
Legislative sponsor 
Requestor
Office of Management & Budget 
Impacted Agency(ies)
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STATE Or ALASKA
1989 LEGISLATIVE SESSION

BILL VERSION: HB 167
PUBLISH DATE: ____________

TISCAL NOTE
REQUEST:__________________________________ __________________________________________

Revision Date: __________________________  Agency Affected:  Public Safety
Title: AfLAcl-T̂ lfli.lJigJLo.-Ch 1.1 d._custody BRU: Council on Domestic Violence
 dfitflrmluatlODS___________________  and Sexual. Assault_____________

Sponsor: Spohnholz. etc._________________Component: ______________________________
Requestor: _5pflhnhQ.te    _____________________________________

EXPENDITURES/REVENUES: (1rhousands of Dollars (Inflaltlon not Included)

OPERATING FY 89 FY 90 FY 91 FY 92 FY 93 FY 94
PERSONAL SERVICES
TRAVEL
CONTRACTUAL
SUPPLIES
EQUIPMENT
LAND b STRUCTURES
GRANTS, CLAIMS
MISCELLANEOUS
TOTAL OPERATING 0 0 0 0 0 0

CAPITAL 0 0 3 0 0 0

REVENUE 0

oo

0 0 0

FUNDING: (Thousands of Dollars)
G E N E R A L  FUND'
F E D E R A L  FUNDS
O T H E R
T O T A L 0 0 0 0 0 0

POSITIONS:
TU'i'l- r l W ....
PART-TIME
TEMPORARY

0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0

ANALYSIS: (Attach a separate page 1f necessary)
This bill would apply to child custody determinations between two 
private parties. It will have no effect on the Department of Public 
Safety.

Prepared by: Barbara M lklos. Executive Director_______  Phone: 465-4356
Division: Council on Domestic Violence and Sexual Date: 3/6/89___
Aii&lllt V.VtA..Vy.ljOO________________________________________

Approved by Commissioner: \\Arthur English Date: 3/6/89
Agency: .Department of Public.Saffrtv___________________
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TITLE:

HB 167

An Act relating to chi Id 
custody determinations

DATE; 

CONTACT:

March 6, 1989

Barbara Mlk1os, Exec. Director 
Council on Domestic Violence & 

Sexual Assault 
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Revising the factors used In determining child custody to Include domestic 
violence Is one of the highest priorities for legislation of the Council on 
Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault. Therefore, the Council supports 
HB 167. HB 167 specifies that the court shall consider "any evidence of 
domestic violence, child abuse or child neglect In the proposed custodial 
household" when determining whether to award sole custody or shared custody 
of a child. There are two sections of statutes which M s t  factors for 
awarding custody; AS 25.2C.090 addresses shared custody and AS 25.24.150 
addresses custody In general. AS 25.20.090 currently lists violence between 
the parents as a factor to be considered when awarding shared custody.
HB 167 revises the language to Include domestic violence, child abuse or 
child neglect and makes the factors for determining custody under 
AS 25.24.150 more consistent with those listed In AS 25.20.090.

Domestic violence, child abuse and child neglect are Important factors which 
must be considered when making decisions about custody. Yet, domestic 
violence 1s often not seen as directly harmful to the children. People 
often believe that domestic violence 1s between the two adults and may not 
afreet the children. However, It has been proven that children In a violent 
household live 1n fear that their mother will be hurt or killed. They 
themselves are at higher risk of child abuse and neglect. The fear and 
Insecurity that they feel leads to behavioral and emotional problems. 
Children In violent homes are given a role model'and script for future 
action. They must be protected from violence directed at them or toward 
their mother and deserve the right to be cared for and nurtured. For these 
reasons, the Council urges passage of this bill.



S t a t u  o r  A l a s k a
o r r i c E  o r  t h e  g o v e r n o r  

J d n b a u

January 9, 1989

The Honorable Tim Kelly 
President of the Senate 
Alaska State Legislature 
P.O. Box V 
Juneau, AK 99811
Dear Senator Kelly:
Under the authority of art. Ill, sec. 18, of the Alaska 
Constitution, I am transmitting a bill relating to child 
custody determinations.
This bill, recommended by the Council on Domestic Violence 
and Sexual Assault, in the Department of Public Safety, 
requires that instances of domestic violence, child abuse, 
and child neglect be taken into consideration in making 
child custody determinations. Current law requires that the 
court consider only "a history of violence between the 
parents," and then only when awarding shared custody. 
AS 25.20.090(8). There is no similar requirement that 
domestic violence be considered under AS 25.24.150 in other 
custody determinations, nor is there any requirement under 
either statute that instances of child abuse and neglect be 
reviewed by the court. Although most judges would be likely 
to receive such information into evidence as a matter of 
discretion, this bill requires the court to specifically 
focus on these factors. The bill also makes AS 25.24.150 
more consistent with AS 25.20.J3S.Q by allowing courts to 
consider other pertinent inforc
I urge your favorable and p this measure.
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Children: The Forgotten 
Victims of Marital Violence

"W e can stop the physical battering early in treatment. . .  the psychological battering, and
its effects on the family, linper."

Dan is a form er police officer whose abuse o f  
his wife escalated from yelling, shoving and  
occasional hitting to a violent cfrisodc where h e  
literally threw her out the door, in front o f  h is  
two children (ages two and six), //is parents 
were also present at the time.

Dan remembers. "A fter that the boys were 
deathly afraid o f me. I immediately got into a 
counseling program for haltering men. My wife 
joined a group for victims and the boys were 
in a children's program. !Vi> n r  re in therapy  
separately and together fo r  over two years, but 
eventually our marriage ended."

"It w as only then that Tim, our oldest boy, 
started copying the behavior he had seen much 
earlier. H e would scream and hit his mother, 
blaming her for making daddy unhappy." At 
the same time, however, Tim functioned like 
a good policeman in school. When other kids 
ivould fight he would intervene and get them  
to talk—much like his father's public M iavior.

Dan recalls, ' i chose to control my anger out­
side the family, fo r  all the usual reasons that 
most people don't assault strangers or non­
family members. But I got plenty o f  messages 
that hitting at home was o.k. I don 7 know how  
much o f  it was the exam ple set by my own  
p.-rents, and how  much o f it was from being 
around other guys who would say things like. 
'H y . you gotta hit 'em once m a w hile to keep  
’an  in lin e.' I went home, tried it. and by golly, 
it w orked!"

Dan's c h ih llm t  provided ample opputunitu  
to i-am  violence as a way of controlling others 
and venting feelings. Although h e never siiw 
his dad hit his mom. there tie re long tvrhal 
Unties accompanied by pushing, fist raising and 
threats. Hitting was resenvit for disciplining 
the six boys h i the family.

D m  continues, "Mu oldi-st brother inns dad's 
'whipping bov' when h e  tins drunk or upset. 
Then when he left hom e I became the next 
target. O ne dan I came hom e from  foo lM l

practice and askai 'What's that stuff?' on the 
supfK'r table. My dad toent wild, screaming 
alvut how  hard they both worked and I'd eat 
it or else. He beat me and tlim u me all around.''

"It was the same tixtu with each child, as he 
M anic the oldest remaining son. Dail never 
touched my sisters Mom would come to our 
aid with a nine pound frying pan. She hit dad 
on the Invd until he mis stunned. I ler wedding 
present to each daughter-in-law m is a big frying 
p m . with instructions to use it to keep the 
hiisi’iin ! in lin e."

D m  now co-lead> a gnmp for hittcrmg men. 
He is ivrv much am ire that nunw partvts deny 
or downplay the effects ol their violent M iavior 
on their children. Katioiuiliaitions such as 
"Ihiv're /ixi uoung." or "it onlu happ-ns when 
tluv rc asleep, "  utv nltcrcil, Dan would like to 
tell these parents. "Don't underestimate the 
effects of your violence. Children  are listening, 
l in y ’re taking it all in. And sm ieday, 
somehow. it will com e out. ”

Recently there has been increasing 
concern expressed about marital violence. 
The n.ovie, " T h e  Burning Bed ,” other 
media coverage, dramatic courtroom 
battles, congressional hearings, and 
legislative actions at both federal and state 
levels have focused attention on this issue. 
The new visibility of this age-old problem 
has prompted action in many communities 
to establish counseling services, 24-hour 
crisis hot lines, and shelters tor battered 
women. Hie shelter movement began in 
the earlv 70s By 19HI. there were nearly 
400 shelters or sale-home networks 
nationwide.

What about the children in these 
families? According to I linchey and 
Gavclel ( 1°S2), children were present in 
41 to 55 percent of homes where police 
intervened in domestic violence calls. No 
one knows how many children witness the

Continued on page 3
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Children: The Forgotten Victims 
of Marital Violence, continued

estimated 500,000 to 15 million Incidents 
of serious marital violence each year 
(Rosenbaum and O'Leary, 1981; Weslra 
and Martin, 1981), Since experts caution 
that spouse abuse is grossly under­
reported, with the actual incidence 
believed to be two to three times official 
figures, and given 2.3 children per family, 
one can project that one million to 30 
million children are affected by parental 
violence each year.

Despite their large numbers, child 
witnesses to family violence have received 
little attention (Hughes and Darad, 1982). 
In this issue, VCPN will explore the effects 
of marital violence on the witnessing 
child's physical and emotional health and 
development, education, and behavior. 
Additionally, we will look at the specific 
needs of children who accompany their 
mothers to shelters, services available to 
children both in and outside of shelters, 
children’s needs that are not being met, 
and family violence prevention programs.

Effects oi. Children 
of Living with 
Violent Parents

Clinical observations as well as research 
studies indicate that children witnessing 
domestic violence are high risk for 
developing a variety of problems. The 
nature of a violent home is such that fear, 
instability and confusion tend to supplant 
the loving, comfort and nurturance that 
children require for normal development. 
Violent homes are often characterized by 
"rigid sex role expectations, the use of 
violence to control, poor communication 
patterns, isolation, and an inability to 
accept responsibility for on e 's  own 
thoughts, feelings and actions" (Elbow, 
1981, p. 465). Parents may be so enmeshed 
in their violent conflicts that parental 
functioning is severely impaired.

The term "yo-yo children" was coined 
by a grandmother whose children were 
involved in an English study of 23 violent 
families. The downward thrust of the yo­
yo is the beginning of a new cycle of 
violence. This escalates, violence erupts 
and tensions are discharged. During this 
lime children's development, and their 
care, may be severely disrupted. The wife 
then escapes, temporarily, or the father is 
penitent and there may be a "h o n e y ­
m oon" period where the yo-yo is at rest, 
only to go into motion as tensions build 
again (Moore, 1974).

Physical Effects
While there is little research to supple­

ment clinical observations on physical 
effects, there is general agreement that 
witnessing children are likely to experience 
a great deal of internal stress which they

are not free to express. Hie stress may then 
be manifested in physical symptoms. 
Some of the somatic problems observed 
include: enuresis, insomnia, asthma, 
peptic ulcers, headaches, abdominal 
complaints, and self-abusive behaviors 
(IHibernian and Munson, 1977-78, cited in 
Kraft, Sullivan-I lanson, Christopoulous, 
Cohn and Emery, 1984). Westra and 
Martin (1981) found that 40 percent of 
the children in their sample had hearing 
or articulation problems. Additionally, 
medical histories showed an inordinate 
number of more general complaints,

Kaye Edwards, Child Specialist with the 
Family Violence Prevention Program in 
Lynchburg, agrees with the findings of 
high incidence of medical problems. " W e  
try to take all the kids to the Public Health 
Department for screening and care because 
almost all of them get sick. There are a lot 
of car infections, colds, and minor things."

Eating problems are noted by Sheryl 
Moore, Children's Program Coordinator at 
the Virginia Peninsula Council on Battered 
Women/Domestic Violence, Inc. in Hamp­
ton. Moore says, "M a n y  children will 
overeat, as if they are trying to consume 
their anger, Many are junk food junkies, 
which seems to contribute to behavior 
problem s."

At the other end of the continuum, some 
children respond to stress by failing to eat 
adequately or inability to use nourishment.

Dr. Robert Marvin is Director of Pediatric 
Psychology at the Children's Rehabilitation 
Center in Charlottesville. He spoke 
recently at a Virginia Council on Social 
Welfare workshop on failure to thrive. This 
illness is a chronic condition which can be 
life-threatening or result in learning or 
behavior problems. Dr. Marvin described 
a longitudinal study on failure to thrive 
which was conducted by Patricia Critten-

Children repeat the cycle o! violence, 
learning to act violently in play

don ot It, • University of Virginia The 
study compared several groups oi families: 
one with children diagnosed as having 
organic failure to thrive; one with children 
with non organic failure to thrive; one with 
mixed features; and a control group. 
Spouse abuse was much higher in the 
group of families with non-organic failure 
to thrive.

Christine de Lange was Project Director 
of a nationwide study (see box) of the 
effects of violence on children. This study, 
conducted in five different shelters across 
the country, included over W0 children. 
De Lange summarizes the typical physical 
problems observed: " O f  the children 
below 18 months old, more than one half 
had some kind of physical problem, and 
15% had problems with weight or feeding. 
Twenty percent had problems with sleep 
or responsiveness. In the group over 18 
months of age, one third had either a 
specific health problem or sleep distur­
bance, and 14% were either overweight or 
underw eight."

Not to be overlooked are physical effects 
due lo injuries incurred when children try 
to intervene in parental battles. Also, there 
is a known overlap between spouse abuse 
and child abuse which is discussed later. 
Emotional Effects

John Deane co-leads a batterers group at 
Quantico Marine Base. Deane notes that 
psychological abuse always accompauu. 
spouse abuse. He says further, " W e  can 
stop the physical battering early in treat­
ment. The psychological battering, and its 
effects on the family, linger."

Tire literature cites a wide range of 
emotional problems attributed to living in 
a violent home. For example, Rousaville 
(1978, cited in Hershorn and Rosenbaum, 
1985) found a higher incidence of 
p sy ch op ath olog y  am ong w itn ess in g  
children. Levine (1975) discovered a high 
percentage ol both anxiety disorders and 
psvchophysiological disorders.

Hughes (19S2) maintains that all of the 
children coming to her shelter were 
"emotionally n e ed y ,"  but the form and 
expression varied. The problems most 
frequently identified bv researchers and 
shelter staff are anxiety, depression, guilt, 
and confusion.

In a North Carolina study of 25 witness­
ing children, 40 percent were described by 
caseworkers as anxious (Pfouts, Schopler. 
and I lenlcv. 1°82). Anxiety might be 
expressed by nail biting, hair pulling, 
somatic problems, difficulty separating 
Irom the mother, hiding, or immobilized, 
shocked, staring. Wvnettia Slaughter is 
Coordinator ot the Children's Program at 
Turning Points Program Acts in Dumfries. 
She dosenhes typical emotional expression 
at different ages: “ Intents express their 
feelings with irritability, a lot of crying, and 
sleep problems. With toddlers and school 
age children, we see a lot of hair pulling, 
headaches, and nail biting."

Continued i'ii /'aye 4
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Emotional Reactions 
of Children to 
Domestic Violence
T here  .1 re several general reactions 
that children from violent h o m es  are 
likely to show . The sam e emotional 
reaction can be acted out differently 
according to the ch ild 's  age.

•reeling  R esponsible fo r  th e  A buse—A  
child might think, " i f  I had been a 
good girl/boy Daddy w ouldn't  have 
hit M o m m y ."

•Constant Anxiety—E ven  w h en  things 
are calm, one  never knows when the 
next fight will start.

•Guilt fo r  Not Stopping th e A buse— 
Children also experience guilt over 
llie good feelings they hav e  abou. 
the abuser.

•G rief— Children w h o are separated 
from the abuser are in the process of 
grieving over the loss. Children may 
also grieve over losing the life style 
and positive image of the  abuser 
they had before the violence began.

•A m bivalence—The idea of not know ­
ing how o n e  feels or having two 
opposite em otions at the sam e time 
is very difficult for children. A child 
w ho says, " I  don't  know  how  I feel 
about i t , "  may not be  hedging but 
rather is confused about feelings.

•Fear o f  A bandonm ent— Children re­
moved from one parent as a result 
of violent acts may have strong fears 
that the other parent could also leave 
them or d ie . Thu s, a child may 
refuse to leave their mother, even tor 
short time periods.

•Need fo r  Excessive A dult A ttention— 
This need can be especially trouble­
some for mothers w h o  are trying to 
deal with their o w n  pain  and 
decisions.

•Fear o f  P hysical Harm to Them selves 
—A significant percentage o f  wit­
nessing children are also abused. 
They may worry that the abuser will 
find them  and abduct or harm  them 
or that the abuser will be angry and 
retaliate w hen they return hom e.

•Embarrassm ent—Especially for older 
children, sensitivity to the stigma of 
spouse abuse may result in sh.ime.

•Worry about the Future—The uncer­
tainty within their daily lives may 
make children feel that life will con­
tinue to be unpredictable.

Children: The Forgotten Victims 
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Brown. I’elcovitz and Kaplan (1983) 
liniiul high levels of separation anxiety and 
severe tears ot abandonment Hdwards 
talks about separation anxiety she has 
ob serv e d .  " S o m e  ch ild ren  show 
overdependenco and become hysterical if 
their mothers leave the room or move out 
of eyesight." Another fear reaction is 
described by Kay Baker, Program Assistant 
at First Step in I larrisonburg. “Johnny was 
a three year old who seemed to be 
problem-free, except that lie showed flat 
affect, O ne day he was out with his mom 
and a volunteer. They stopped at a gas 
station. Then, as a male attendant 
appioached the car, Johnny shrieked and 
jumped into his mother's arms, trembling 
and crying."

Clinical depression has b"en linked to 
feelings of helplessness and power­
lessness, Thus, it is not surprising that 
depression was apparent in 48 percent of 
the children in the North Carolina study 
(Pfouts, et al, 1982). Brown, et al (1983) in 
their study of 24 witnessing children, 
found major depressive illness in eight of 
these children and milder depre: sive reac­
tions in five.

Loss is an ever-present threat in violent 
homes. Actual loss of material possessions 
is typical in cases where the mother 
repeatedly flees and then reunites with her 
husband. Multiple moves also imply 
changes in schools and surroundings and 
loss of contact with support systems of 
friends, social and religious groups.

A greater  loss ,  how ever, is the 
psychological loss of the parent's attention. 
With mother's concentration focused on 
safety and survival, there may be little 
time, energy, or interest in promoting the 
growth of the children. Fathers are 
likewise preoccupied with the marital con­
flict, and also unavailable to the children.

Muriel Gordon-Frasher describes this 
poignantly. "They have to grow up so last. 
When do they get to be children?" Taylor 
(1982, p. 11) describes how children must 
take on adult duties at a a very young age. 
"W e  have seen eight year olds who must 
be on guard and ready to dress their 
younger siblings in order to get them ready 
io escape. Some women have established 
elaborate escape plans in which the 
children play very responsible adult 
roles."  There is no time to grieve the loss 
of childhood and other losses. Thus, even 
children who appear to be coping 
extremely well may be at risk for later 
depression.

Guilt is experienced by many of the 
witnessing children. Children tend to led 
responsible for the violence, especially if, 
as is frequently the case, the content ot the 
parental fight is related to child-rearing. 
Additionally, children may feel guilty for 
failure to intervene to protect the mother.

Contusion and ambivalent feelings are

common. There are nintluiual feelings 
about the parents , the child may 
love/h.ilc'nced both ot them I here is con­
fusion over "right and w rong," because 
children must learn to lie in order 10 keep 
the peace.

Generational boundanes rnav become 
contused, with the 1 luld taking care ot tin1 
mother Or. parent child alliances are 
formed lor mutual defense. Additional 
confusion comes Iroin erratic parenting. 
For example, the mother may neglect the 
child, then foci guilty and overindulge ot 
overdiscipline. Tire father may alternate 
b etw een  playful, generous, lov in g  
behavior and random violence.

Educational and Cogmtivo Effocts
There is little data available on the effects 

of family violence on school performance. 
Westra and Martin (1981) found lower 
levels of verbal, cognitive and motor 
development in the children of battered

During a  violent episode, a  frightened child 
has nowhere to turn.

women. Pfouts. Schopler, and Henlev 
(1982) found 58 percent ot the children in 
their sample were rated below average or 
failing, and 20 percent were truant,

H u g h es  and Barad (1983) to u n d  
impaired academic performance, which 
they attributed to a combination of fears 
and anxieties, behavior problems, low 
tolerance for frustration, inability to get 
along with peers and problems with 
authority figures.

De L inge  describes the findings of a 
recent national study: " W e  tound signifi­
cant eltects on education, or on abilities 
related to school success. For the c.mup 18 
months and older, 27% were tound to have 
some type of cognitive or language pro­
blem or developmental delay. According 
to the mothers. 34% of the children had 
social problems at school, 21%  had 
behavior problems, and 19% had either 
academic or attendance problems, These



Iigurex would be even higher it we had i 
breakdown lor |iixt the svhool ag. 
children

In rontr.wt. Moore s a w  that in,m> 
witnessing children do well in school “ I 
llnnh lor rnanv cl them, school is a sane 
tiiatv Instead of the chaos at home, school 
otters structure, organization and predic­
tability Most adapt well it they have to 
change schools Some are very academic 
and are overachieverx Unfortunately 
these tend to be the more passive children 
who don t do well socially ."  Slaughter 
adds. " T h e r e  may be ex trem es  of 
overachievement and undcrjchievem onl 
in the same lamilv Some ate disruptive at 
school Or. thev m.n be so worried about 
what's happening to mom at home that 
thex can t concentrate ”

Behavioral Effects and Patterns
In general, w itnessing children tend to 

be either overly aggressive or overlv 
passive A child ma\ mod >1 the abuser 
role, lor example, throw ing m anq ulative 
temper tantrums, or being in conflict with 
authority. Edwards offers an example. “ I 
particularly remember o r e  19.month-old 
girl blie was verv seit-Jesiructive fh e b s t  
herself and engaged in head-banging 
Sometimes, for no apparent reason, she 
would throw herself on the floor ”

Alternatively, a child may model the 
victim role, show ing passiv ity  and 
withdrawal Edwards remarks. “ Som e 
children, mostly girls, show an intense 
desire to please. They appn’ '' to be model­
ing their mothers." Edwarus continues. " I  
remember Ellen, an eight year old. who 
brought me small presents. S h e  left me 
notes saying. T love you ’ After a brief nde 
with a volunteer. Ellen called her "my best 
fnend

Children in violent hom es are given a 
role model and script for future actions. 
For those children who model tne abuser 
role, violence as a problem-solving method 
might or might not carrv over outside the 
home, or continue into adult life. In the 
study bv Pfouts, et al (1982), 53 percent of 
the children witnessing violence acted out 
aggressively with parents, 60 percent acted 
out aggressively with siblings, 50 percent 
acted out aggressively with peers, and 33 
percent acted out aggressively with 
teachers.

Other children, how ever, become a pro­
tector ot both mother and sibling-. Vivian 
was abused, physically and sexually, by 
her first husband. She tells how her oldest 
son tried to protect her from what he 
perceived as abuse bv her >econd hu*- 
band: " O n e  day. 1 knew that my hr*t 
husband Jim. would be furious with me 
tor some trivial thing I was hiding in the 
closet m the children s bedroom Jim found 
me. pulled me out bv my hair, kicked me. 
choked me. and hit me repeatedly. I 
begged him. Please don t hit me in front 
or the babies." Charlie had awakened and

C i'ntuuif.l e<: page i*
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was screaming and trembling Although 
he was onlv In months old at that time 
that tin ident had an impact on him As tar 
as I know tfiat wav th eon h  time Charlie 
witnessed the abuse but I don't  know 
how much he heard or sensed at other 
limes i.vcntuallc I managed It* escape 
divoned lim, and married Bill, a verv 
gentle and Jo\ ing man l )ne night we were 
all down on (tie floor romping in a tree 
tor all. tickling and pl.tv wrestling I stoned 
laughing so hard that Charlie must have 
thought I was hurt I Je lumped on Hill and 
pelted him with his little lists, veiling 
'Don't v ou hit mv mornmv'" 1

The protector role is sometimes carried 
to the extreme ot killing the abuser, 
according to IYgpv bissel. Public Educa­
tion Coordinator with the National Coali­
tion Against Domestic Violence bissel 
explains. In a study ot |uvcntle offenders 
63 percent of those incarcerated lor murdi r 
had killed the man who had beaten then 
mothers

Risk of Child 
Abuse/Nsglect

It could be argued that all children living 
in a violent atmosphere are emotionally 
abused or neglected Taking a nairowei 
view, however, VCPN' inquired about th>* 
risk of physical abuse, sexual abuse jn d  
physical neglect. Opinion and research are 
unanimous Children living in families 
expenencing spouse abuse are high risk for 
*hild abuse and neglect.

Ouvtord i l ‘)75. cited in Rosenbaum and 
O'Leary. i^Sl) Iqund that 54 percent ot the 
husbands and 37 percent of wives in 
violent relationships had abused the 
children, isov d l,r* i  found on e  or more 
children had been abused in 45 percent ot 
her battering couples tcitcd m Rosenbaum 
and O ’Learv 1*»S 1) At The Family Place, 
a shelter in Dallas Texas where over I I W  
children have been served i: w -*•• • 'un< 
that percent or the childre* 
pnv>\a..v u - . i ' i 12 p . is V * :  
sexuallv abused

\ nationwide stp.uv found that over .-0 
percent o: trie children coming to shelters 
were either phv -i. Civ or sexuallv abused 
Howe' er onlv 2d percent ot the families 
had been identified and served bv Child 
Protective Service* prior to coming to the 
shelter Thi* attest* to iheoneom g need tor 
strong linkages between stielter* and CPS 
Tile shelter mav be tor rnanv abused 
children the first opportunity tor detecting 
ihe problem and receiv ing help

IV  Lange, who Cvvrdmated the national 
studv emphasize* "We re not talking 
about a tew rn n *e*  or over-disciplining a 
child In arvut hair these identified cases, 
we re talking about severe b e jtm g s  and
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•mack*. b um *, poisoning, ih r use of Run*, 
knives .nut other implements. About live
[H-rccnl til these children had been 
lospitali/cd due  to the i b u s e . "

Children w h o .ire .ilsn abused suiter the  
consequent ex ot douse in ,nldittnn to the  
stresses .ind risks associated with w itness­
ing parental violence Ih u s, this group is 
in even  greater need of skilled and  
com prehensive intervention.

Factors that May 
Reduce the Impact 

of Living with 
Marital Violence

Both research (I lughes and Harad, 1981) 
and shelter observations indicate that male 
children of violent parents are m ore at nsk  
for problem behavior both now  and in the  
future. K etrospective studies of abusive 
couples found violence in the family of 
origin in 50 to 81 percent of th e abusive 
men. but in on ly  33 percent of the abused  
w om en (l;o|tck, no date, in Rosenbaum  
and O 'L eary , 1981 ; Rov. 1977, in R osen­
baum and O 'L eary . 1981; Stacev and  
Shupe, 198-4).

In the teen years, som e boys becam e  
more allied with the father and m ay  
them selves becom e abusive tow ard the  
m other. They m ay have lost all tvspexl for 
the m other and treat her as a non-person. 
An exam ple cited  by Davidson (1978. p 
120) is a teen w h o said, "M y  old m an can  
d o anything h e w ants, as  far as  I'm  co n ­
cern ed. All w om en are a pain to  all m en, 
|ust like he says. Sure. I hit her som etim es 
W hy n ot? He d o e s ."  A small num ber of 
girls also take- this attitude "O n e  daughter 
refused to testify against her father, saving 
very p ro u d ly , *My la th e r ca n  beat 
a n y o n e '"  (D avidson. 1978, p 119) 

le n n v  D c A rm o n d . at th e  Y U 'C A  
W om en-in -C risi* S helter in N ortolk . 
echoes the feelings of m any o th e r shelter 
workers w hen sh e  desenbes m les taken by 
younger children in violent families She  
sees sim ilar reactions to thou* of children  
in alcoholic famiiio* (see V CTN . issue 16) 
"C hild ren  essentiallv tit into the role ol 
'responsible o n e .' 'scap eg o at.' 'fam ily 
m ascot.' o r  'lost child .' Som e then are  
over burdened w ith adult responsibilities 
and con cerns, o th ers rebel and act out. 
others try to m eet the em otional needs of 
the family, and oth ers Jttem p : to  bknd  
invisibly into the walls "

A nother parallel with alcoholic lamilic* 
is the extent ol denial used by witnessing  
children. Y ou n ger children tend to t v  
m uch m ore op en  about the violence For 
exam ple. Taylor described an incident in 
children s group. " A  tw o and a hall sear 
old girl said. 111 had a babv gun. I'd  *fnx»t 
m v daddv nghl in the lic e  ' N one ot the 
children seem ed to  pav th e slightest bit ol

a tte n tio n " (1"H2. p II).
S laughter explains further. "P re sch o o l  

children lend to talk about the violence in 
very graphic term s. As they get older, 
usually by lO or II . they tend to  clam  op  
begin to hide it. and will som etim es deny  
th e reality ol the abuse, o r deny th at they  
are in any pain o r distress S om e of this 
is d ue to em barrassm ent, but virno is due 
to guilt o r feeling resp on sib le ." Slaughter 
continues. " I t 's  at about that sa m e a g e th .it  
w e start seeing increased role reversal, 
w ith the child taking can  of m om  and  
younger sib lin gs."

Despite the difficulties th t /  m u st face, 
m an y children in violent families m an age  
to  cop e. H ow  do they d o it?

John and his th ree  siblings grew  up in 
an  isolated rural area. A lm ost rv r r y  
w rek en u  their parents w ould get drunk  
an d  fight. These would be knock-dow n, 
drag-out tights w hich included scream ing, 
cu rsin g , and occasional knife-throw ing  
W hen the fights began, the children would  
run off to  G ran d m a's, |uct dow n th e road, 
llu -v  w ould stay there until the fighting  
subsided , and then  rr tu m  h om e. N ow  
g row n , with families of their ow n . |ohn 
an d  his siblings retJin  close ties w ith  each  
o th e r—and with their p aren ts, w h o  have  
stopped drinking and fighting. N either  
Jo h r  nor his brother or sisters are in violent 
relationships, n or d o  any of them  abuse  
alcohol. They ap pear to be loving and  
com p eten t parent*.

John s case  illustrates a  num ber of fac­
tors that might help  lessen the im pact of 
family violence: stron gcom rad cm - am ong  
siblings, a sanctuary readily available to the

children at the lim e of a violent episode, 
the availability- of a n o lh rr significant adult 
w ho ca n  provide nurturing, physical care, 
and a posit.ve role model, and som e  
predict anility a* opposed  to  random  
violence,

Sum m ary
C learly, children w h o w itness marital 

vio len ce  a re  at risk  for e m o tio n a l, 
behavioral, an d  other problem *. Because  
of the significant overlap  betw een child  
abuse an d  spouse abuse, m any w itnessing  
children are also at risk for serious injury 
or e v en  d eath .

W hile m any w itnessing children appear 
to be cop in g w ell, th ere is considerable  
evidence to suggest n um erous long-term  
e ffe c ts  o n  th e m . T h e re  a r e  m a n y  
unansw ered  q uestion s that n eed  to be 
ad dressed . W hat roles, expectations, and  
coping styles will these children c a n y  into  
adulthood? W hat s c a n  do th ey  c a n y  
inside, and how  will those Kan affect their 
functioning as ad ults, as m ales, and as  
parents? How can  we. a s  professional* and  
co n ce rn e d  c itiz e n s . b est h elp  th e se  
children?

The position of the w itnessing child is 
aptly- d cK n b c d  in a trauung m anual of 
AM EN D  (A busive M en Expionng N ew  
D irections):

" W e  need to  b e aw are  that th e child i* 
n rtrra n  innocent bystander, oblivious to  
the battenngs The child is afbuvs invoiced  
em otionally, an d  is at high risk for 
b -co m m g  involved p h ysically" (Ew ing, 
Lindsey and T o m e ra n t/. 1984

Reference* A vailable Upon Request

Virginians Against 
D om estic Violence
P.O. Box 5592 
Richmond. VA 23220 
804-643-0808

VAD V is a non-protit. incorporated  
organization which aids in aw aren ess and  
e d u c a tio n a l  p ro g ra m s  le g is la tiv e  
ad v o ca cv . netw ork in g, irain in g . -»nd 
technical assistance for shelter and o lh rr  
service program s n ie v  publish a  quarti-iiv 
nexvslctler. available Ires* to interesied  
person s Annual d u es tor m em bersh ip  to  
VADV are based on  a sliding scale, 
according tii ability to p av . C an d ace  
Feathers Executive Director, is the- only- 
paid stall person. Volunteers co m p o se  the 
re d  ol th e  'ta ll

l a n J jc e  explains the group's origin and  
rok-. "V A D V  w as form ed in 1978 by a 
hand fu l o t w om en c o m rrn e d  ab ou t 
domestH c toferue am i the lack ol -e rv icr*  
tor th e  x s u m s  At that lime there- w ere  
onlv about *i« shelters in Virginia Now  
th ere are  approxim ately .1' This o u m tv r  
ch a n g e s .  * new  shelters open and o th e rs

B E G I N SP E A C E  
ON 

E A R T H

nnan cu ilv  pre«sod. are  forced to  close "  
'W»- a re  as atlablc to  help d evelop  i*t 

e xpand l>xX program s Also, w e wul a»*ot 
in n a m in g  o th er service p ro u d e r*  For 
exam ple, in lu ne e r  **sll K  training all 
m agistrate* in th e  state W e w ould l.ke to  
proxuie training to  oth er ke-x person*  
involved m  th e tax* en forcem ent and  
iu d « u l system * '*

W e , o o id m a te  D om estic  V iolen ce  
A w areness W eek in V\ L 4 e r  W e sponsor  
txso • o n ie rrn .e s  each  xear O n e of th ese  
is »>intlx sponsored  l-c th e  D epartm ent or 
bonal Serv»,e* This se a r a  third group. 
V irg in ia n *  k lign ed  A g a in st h e su a l  
AswuU. will also b *  im c iu e d  with on e  
conterx-nce Dux u i  s p e u o n h ip  grew ,-ul 
of a rc c o g n f hmx o f th e signify jn l  osertap  
betw een child se tu a i ab use, m antal rape  
and m arital x o le n c e  *
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