“Do Dating Violence Prevention Programs Make A Difference?”
A Review of the Canadian Women’s Foundation Evaluation of Dating Violence
Prevention Programs

The following is a summary of the evaluation report “Do Dating Violence Prevention
and Healthy Relationship Programs Make a Difference?” The focus is on the results for
HRY Program in particular.

The Healthy Relationships for Youth (HRY) Program is funded by the Canadian
Women’s Foundation and recognized as one the four best practices violence prevention
program/healthy relationships program funded by the CWF. These four programs were
chosen out of 20 who applied because they were all determined to be long-lived, well
established, well evaluated and students learn the material well. In 2009, the Canadian
Women’s Foundation conducted an external evaluation to assess the four grantee
programs. Leslie Tutty Ph.D. of the University of Calgary was the evaluator. The
programs evaluated were Saltspring Island’s Respectful Relationships Program, The
Fourth R (based in London, Ontario), Making Waves (based in New Brunswick) and
Healthy Relationships for Youth Program (based in Antigonish, Nova Scotia).

The Healthy Relationships for Youth Program is a program of the Antigonish Women’s
Resource Centre and Sexual Assault Services Association. The HRY Program is a
cumulative curriculum of twelve sessions facilitated by teams of teachers and youth
facilitators during regularly scheduled Grade 9 PDR class time. The HRY Curriculum has
been assessed as in line with the official outcomes of the Nova Scotia Grade 9 Personal
Development and Relationships (PDR) Curriculum, and enjoys the support of the Strait
Regional School Board administration, the Nova Scotia Department of Education, and
the administration of the ten high schools of the Strait Region.

All four programs seek to use education to influence behaviour and prevent violence.
Tutty (2009) explains that all school-based violence prevention efforts for youth are
based on the principal that education can change awareness and knowledge, and teach
skills that may change behaviour. All four programs have unique features and
approaches. HRY Program, Making Waves and R+R employ a gender-based approach,
while the Fourth R is “gender strategic”. Tutty highlights the main differences among the
four programs as level of youth engagement, internal or external delivery, development
of program (community or academic research), and range of targeted grades.

Gender-based Approach

A dating violence study of approximately 1700 New Brunswick youth (ages 11 to 20)
supports a gender focus for violence prevention programs. Price and colleagues (2000)
report significant differences between the percentages of adolescent girls and boys
experiencing psychological and /or physical abuse, 22% and 12 % respectively, and
sexual abuse 19% and 4% respectively. Overall, 29% of adolescent girls and 13% of boys
in the sample reported some abuse in their dating relationships”. (Tutty, 2009, p.2)



An Ontario study demonstrates that sexual harassment, or unwanted sexual attention is a
common experience for both boys and girls at the beginning of school by 44.1% of girls
and 42.2% of boys in grade 9. (Chiodo, Wolfe, Crooks, Hughes & Jaffe, 2009, cited in
Tutty, 2009, p.2) This statistic seems to conflict with the previous study and others like it
which do find differences in the rate sexual harassment according to gender. It is possible
that the harassment some of these boys are experiencing can possibly be attributed to
homophobia and associate behaviours. This study does identify the need for healthy
relationships /violence prevention information in grade nine when many youth are just
starting high school.

The evaluator notes that, “although both young men and women may act abusively, the
abuse of young women men is more pervasive and usually more sever.”(Tutty, 2009, p.
2) She goes on to explain that “typically, young men use physical force to assert control
while young women use it to protect themselves, to retaliate or because they fear that
their partner is about to assault them”. (Tutty, 2009, p. 2) All students can experience
violence, and gender often factors into the experience or use of violence.

To promote an awareness of gender and its influence on our experiences, the R+R, HRY,
and Making Waves programs all offered separate gender sessions. In the evaluation Tutty
(2009) notes the separate gender sessions consistently stood out as a valued element by
students. In addition, the HRY Program’s LGBT session was identified during the
evaluation research as a favourite session by students and youth facilitators.

Youth Engagement

The HRY is a community based program, presented by trained youth facilitators with the
support of their teacher. Like Making Waves, it invests in youth training to empower
youth to take the message of violence prevention to the rest of their school. However the
HRY is unique in its level of youth engagement combined with a curriculum to be
presented in schools.

In conducting the focus groups with the HRY youth facilitators, Tutty (2009) is
impressed by the affect their involvement seems to have had on them:

“The excitement and sense of accomplishment from these young individuals
who took ownership of the materials they provide their peer was clear. They
were proud to be given the chance to take on the roles in which they were the
purveyors of information that could assist friends and fellow students. A number
shared stories of being approached by colleagues and asked for further
information about how to deal with important relationships”

(Tutty, 2009, p.135)

The role of youth facilitators is crucial to the success of the HRY program. Tutty (2009)
concludes that “the long-term benefit of providing y_outh with such responsibilities and
trust is perhaps the single most important study finding.” The reported outcomes extend



beyond the student body, into the school culture and even into the community” (Tutty,
2009, p.138)

Using peers as educators on issues of violence prevention informs youth on how to be
supportive and know what is considered healthy and unhealthy in relationships. Many
youth will be faced with supporting their peers. This reality is reflected in a 2005 study
by Ashley Foshee which found that 60% of the adolescents did not seek help with dating
violence victimization and that, “Adolescents most often talked about dating violence
with friends as this provided them as opportunity to see supported and/or ‘sort things
out’ (cited in Tutty, 2009, p. 5)

Method of Program Delivery (Internal vs. External)

In the language of the evaluator, these programs are either run internally (teacher run), or
externally (delivered by program or community facilitators). The Fourth R is the only
program to be run internally. The HRY Program is a blend of the two because HRY
trained youth and teachers are presenting the sessions. The HRY, R+R, and Making
Waves are connected to community based organizations which have mandates to serve
women and/or youth in their communities in a broad range of ways. Externally run
programs wish to maintain the advantages of the direction of the philosophy and goals of
the programs and youth engagement essential. (Tutty, 2009, p. 139)

Targeted Grades

The HRY Program and the Fourth R curricula are presented to grade nine students only.
While the R+R is presented over a series of grades 7-11, and Making Waves trains
groups of youth from grades 10 or 11on weekend retreats to make school presentations.
This may give insight into how the students rated the effect of the program on the school.
Tutty (2009) found that students from R+R and Making Waves saw more impact on their
schools especially as compared to students from the Fourth R.

¢ Almost half, 45% of surveyed students expressed that the HRY program had an
impact on their school. (Tutty, 2009, p.93)

An HRY male youth facilitator expressed his perception of the usefulness of the HRY
program:

“You could actually use the stuff; this is real! There are things you learned in
school that you are never going to use again, like math, algebra. This stuff
you 're going to use. When we teach them something they could use it the next
day.” (Tutty, 2009, p.21)



HRY Evaluation Highlights

e The majority, 76.7 % of students rated the overall HRY Program as “excellent.”
None rated the program as poor.

e The vast majority, 95.3%, of student respondents did not perceive any problems
with the HRY Program.

e When asked if the information made sense 40.4% of students reflecting on the
HRY program said it made a lot of sense; 43% said it made some sense; while
16.5% said it made a bit of sense.

e As much as 36.8 % of students reported using the HRY Program information and
skills with dating partners.

¢ It was an even 50-50 (n=41) split between those students who perceived that the
HRY program affected the students in their school and those who did not.

e Aside form the development of leadership skills of youth facilitators, the HRY
Program was reported by 37.9% of students to positively affect their leadership
abilities.

e 87.6 % of students rated the youth facilitators as either “good” or “excellent.”

Overall, the four violence preventions resulted in positive changes for youth. Tutty
(2009) found that several students used the information to remove themselves from
unhealthy relationships or to recognize that the relationship might become abusive
beforehand. Students report using the material and skills learned form the program in
their relationships with friends, boyfriends/girlfriends siblings and parents. The kinds of
behaviours reported by students were generally changes in self-confidence and self- ‘
expression. The following quote form a male HRY student provides an example of how
behaviours have been affected:

“It made a difference with me, especially with my vocabulary and what I do
and don 't say. Something that really hit home was the equality thing and
talking about homosexuality. It’s really eye opening. I'm still learning things.
It has changed me. There’s words that I won't say anymore”

(Tutty, 2009, p.116)

The success of a violence prevention program in influencing students behaviour and
school climate is a combination of content and approach. It’s the program philosophy and
respectful ways of engaging youth and others that make the difference in violence
prevention programs, not just the content. (Tutty 2009) Tutty surmises that, “This
consequence of philosophy, behaviours and material is critical” (Tutty, 2009, p. 138)

The HRY Program is a successful combination of content and approach. Its youth
engagement model and the focus on diversity combined with content for skill
development of healthy relationships is positively affecting behaviours of youth. The
HRY Program is clearly a good model for school-based violence prevention programs.



