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For the last 3 years WOMANKIND Worldwide has been
working on a four-year programme to address violence
against women through work in secondary schools in
England and Wales. Although there are a few references to
the lives of women outside the UK, this is not a piece of DE
in the sense that the DEA defines it: ‘Development
education in the schools sector is about ensuring that global
perspectives and global issues are embedded in the
curriculum and beyond to the whole school ethos.’ (DEA
website)

On the other hand, you could argue that it is a piece of
pure DE. WOMANKIND Worldwide is an international
women’s human rights and development NGO, whose aims
are:

� to advance women’s wellbeing through increasing
their political and civil participation;

� to reduce violence against women;

� to inform and influence policy and practice at local,
regional and international levels.

By opening a programme in the UK to address one of the
key issues it focuses on in other countries, WOMANKIND is
acknowledging that gender inequality, and more specifically
violence against women, is not just an issue for our partners
but also for the UK. It is recognising that in the North as
well as the South, solutions (or at least attempts at solutions)
need to be locally-based, not imported from elsewhere. It is
recognising the key commonality of gender violence across
cultures: that it is an issue of power and control –
traditionally also a core concern of development educators.
And in the process of doing this it has learnt lessons about
gender work in UK schools, which should be of interest to
the DE community.
Running a UK schools programme that is about gender
perceptions in the UK has not been a simple process and a
number of issues familiar to DE professionals have needed
to be tackled on the way. They include:

� finding appropriate networks

� getting schools to buy-in

� working in a human rights framework

� engaging boys

� challenging cultural stereotypes

By considering each of these more closely it is possible to
achieve a clearer sense of the challenges that might face DE

gender work in schools, challenges that are rooted in the
northern perception of gender equality as an issue that is
really only a problem for women in the South, or in
communities located in the north but retaining cultural
values that are essentially ‘Southern’.

Whose issue? – Locating the work
The work started in 2003 with research into existing school
programmes addressing violence against women and girls
(Ellis, 2004) which made it clear that the energy for such
work lay in the UK women’s movement. Local domestic
violence forums have long been engaged in supporting
women who experience violence and in forays into the world
of prevention work. Moreover, WOMANKIND had been co-
ordinating the UK White Ribbon campaign on behalf of the
women’s movement since 1998 making those networks a
natural choice. 
Yet there were also arguments for developing a DE focus.
Violence against women is an international issue: the White
Ribbon Campaign (WRC) originated in Canada in 1991
where it is a male initiative that encourages men never to
commit, condone or remain silent about violence against
women. In South Africa the WRC was launched in 1996 by
the National Network on Violence Against Women, as a
women’s initiative. It is now an international symbol for
anyone wishing to reject violence against women. The risk
with focusing heavily on these aspects of the work were two-
fold:

1) By introducing work about the lives of women in the
south we would be setting up a learning framework that
would reinforce the attitude that ‘women in the UK have
got it made and should just stop whinging’.

2) By emphasising the international dimension we would
have compromised the dual location of the work across
citizenship and PSHE, and would have lost the
PSHE/SRE  teacher ‘market’ in favour of the Global
Citizenship teacher ‘market’ – and this was not where
the resource needed to be placed if it was to achieve its
aims of challenging relationship and gendered violence
in the UK.

Who cares?  Getting schools to buy-in
Like the DE network, we decided that the only way to make
this kind of work sustainable was to have it embedded in the
curriculum and delivered by teachers. We therefore produced
materials that are located partially in the Citizenship
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curriculum, and partially in PSHE. Our rationale was that
violence against women is both a private and a public
phenomenon – much of it occurs within intimate
relationships or in what has traditionally been considered the
‘private sphere’ and the remit of PSHE, yet the fact that it
occurs so persistently indicates that it is in some ways
supported and condoned, or at very least tolerated, in the
public sphere – now the concern of Citizenship. 

It is clearly not enough, however, to find the appropriate
niche for the work, relate it to statutory or non-statutory
guidelines and expect teachers to be queuing up to deliver it.
Work on gender comes up against the same barriers as DE,
but in a more intractable form:  

� its understanding of reality is at odds with popularly
held views widely supported by the media;

� it is not compulsory, and unlike ‘global citizenship’
and environmental issues it does not even have the
advantage of being identified as a possible area for
consideration within citizenship; 

� it not only deals with controversial issues, it
actually engages in sensitive issues which some of
the students are living with.

It was clearly therefore going to be important to offer training
to schools undertaking the work. The problem here, again one
familiar to DE interventions, was that even in schools that had
agreed to participate in piloting the work, gender violence is
not a priority when it comes to allocating training time.
Despite offering a day’s free dedicated training for either the
whole school or just delivery staff only 5 of the 8 schools
piloting the work agreed to allocate that amount of time.

It soon emerged in the training that teachers’ views on
violence against women are pretty close to the views of
wider society. The trainers were bombarded with remarks
like: ‘men suffer domestic violence as well’; ‘girls are
violent too, you know – they’re sometimes worse than the
boys’; ‘the girls know how to wind the boys up – they
sometimes provoke violence’. These comments betray deeply
entrenched attitudes, and a lamentable ignorance of the facts
relating to violence against women and the different
expectations attached to male and female behaviour. 

Certainly men suffer domestic violence as well as women.
However the British Crime Survey 2003/4 suggests that
women are three times more likely than men to suffer
domestic violence. Qualitative evidence is even more
compelling: the Scottish Executive commissioned research
which found that  ‘...relative to female victims of domestic
abuse, those men identified as ‘victims’ were less likely to
have been repeatedly victimised or seriously injured ...  In
short, the ‘typical’ female victim was more severely
victimised, more fearful, more unhealthy, and less financially
independent than both the ‘typical’ male victim and other
non-victimised women.’ (Gadd et al, 2003) 

Certainly girls today seem more ready to return violence
with violence, but again research from Scotland challenges

the perception that girls are now as violent as boys: ‘...if we
consider the actual number of offences committed by
women compared to men...[in] 2002, 289 women had a
charge for a non-sexual crime of violence proven against
them in Scotland, compared with 1,900 crimes of violence
committed by men. What this contextual data tells us,
therefore, is that while the number of women convicted of a
violent crime is increasing, violence (particularly serious
violence) is still an overwhelmingly male activity. ‘
(Batchelor, 2005) 

These are, however, relatively complex arguments, not
easy to communicate simply to young people. And they fly
in the face of popular culture fed by media reporting that
delights in stories of violent girls. Add to this the external
pressure on schools to focus on boys’ achievement and it is
hardly surprising that many of the teachers found themselves
on a steep learning curve when they began the training and
some had difficulty communicating what they had learnt to a
potentially hostile and ill-informed audience.

Whose rights?  Using human rights
frameworks
The choice of a human rights framework for the school
materials was dictated by a number of external factors, some
of which the work shares with DE materials adopting this
framework. These include:

� the fact that WOMANKIND Worldwide is a
women’s human rights organisation and that all the
organisation’s work springs from these frameworks;

� the fact that the citizenship guidelines make
reference to human rights, giving the work a clear
entry point into the curriculum;

� the belief that, as Helen Haste observes, boys are on
the whole more amenable to learning through a
‘laws and justice’ framework as propounded by
Lawrence Kohlberg whilst girls respond better to
‘relational’  frameworks. (Haste and Baddeley,
1991) 

The target day for campaign action in schools was the
International Day for the Elimination of Violence against
Women (25 November) and the year 10 lessons that support
the campaign draw heavily on UN General Assembly
Resolution 54/134. The materials in the main, however,
focus on human rights rather than on the specifically gender
orientated Convention for the Elimination of all forms of
Discrimination Against Women and Beijing Platform for
Action. This is chiefly because emphasising women’s human
rights instruments would have immediately provoked
discussion around whether there should be separate
instruments for women but not for men. Whilst this could be
a fruitful discussion if the participants started from a
reasonable level of understanding of human rights, it would
also have offered huge potential for polarising debate and
dividing boys and girls into separate camps before any real
discussion took place. Given the level of disconnection from
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gender issues displayed by the teachers, framing the whole
debate in terms of women’s human rights would have been
counterproductive. Yet it is regrettable that, when the UN
recognises violence against women and gender inequality as
a serious international issue, we should feel that we cannot
couch the argument in those terms for British young people
– this once again reflects the dominant view that women’s
issues have been sorted in the West and are only still live in
other, ‘less enlightened’ cultures.

Who acts?  Getting boys to buy-in
Clearly our main reason for avoiding too much focus on
women’s rights was a fear of alienating boys. It is important
to include men in the debate. It is even more important when
embarking on gender work in schools to ensure that boys do
not feel that they are in some way being ‘got at’. But we
need to remain clear that we are talking about violence
against women, which is not just another version of the kind
of violence commonly experienced by young men. Men
experience high levels of one-off violent attacks from people
they have never met, women are more at risk of repeated acts
of violence from people they live with and care for. This is
not the same kind of violence, it does not have the same
consequences and it is not experienced in the same way.
Engaging boys is a challenge and there will always be some
boys who will choose not to engage or to disrupt the work –
this is, after all, just another way of exercising power and
control. However, the vast majority of boys do not want
violent relationships and are keen to find ways of expressing
their masculinity that do not involve violence – and they find
a great deal of popular culture makes it difficult for them to
live out these ideals. By using a rights framework to
complement the PSHE work, by acknowledging that gender
is not a synonym for ‘feminism’ but is a social construct that
can be as disempowering for boys as it is for girls, and by
offering young men and women the opportunity to campaign
together for a society where women’s physical and sexual
autonomy is respected, the work aims to give these majority
young men a voice and a place where they can work with
young women as equal, gendered human beings. 

Who, me?!  Challenging cultural stereotypes
Without a doubt the biggest obstacle to the work is the
widely held cultural attitude that violence and disrespect for
women is a problem for others. When discussing the work
with members of the general public it is fascinating to
document their responses. Talking to a white British man,
the sympathetic response was ‘it must be really difficult
trying to talk about violence against women when some of
the students are from cultures where women aren’t even
allowed to choose how they dress’. Talking to a British
Asian woman, the equally sympathetic response was ‘it must
be really difficult trying to talk about violence against
women when the young people you are talking to think
nothing of displaying their bodies provocatively to the
opposite sex’

Take this belief that violence against women is a problem
for other cultures, add to it the conviction that men have
been excluded from the gender debate for so long that they
have become the real victims, and you have a pretty
intractable social environment to work in. It is a constant
struggle to ensure that boys are not alienated, whilst
continuing to hold women centre stage. Our way of dealing
with this tension is to ensure that we are always inclusive.
Current trends in the discourse on gender and the growing
attention to masculinities seem to assume that gender can
only focus on one group at a time, and that it is now men’s
‘turn’. ‘Gender’ is not just about women but neither is it just
about men. We are all gendered and we have to deal with
what that means for men and women together. We must
challenge the belief that gender issues are inherently
confrontational, that they are about siding with one gender
against the other. Everyone stands to gain from a society
where there is an awareness of the impact that gender and
unequal power relations have on women and men. 

Conclusion
Although we decided not to locate this work within DE there
is no doubt that many of the challenges we faced are shared
with DE practitioners, because issues of power and control
lie at the heart of both areas of work. Moreover, the reasons
for our decision not to develop the work as DE and the
barriers that we have faced when dealing with gender issues
in the UK have serious implications. It is vital that all DE
practitioners have an understanding of gender in the context
of international development and communicate this clearly
to their audiences. But in doing so it is essential that DE
practitioners recognise the extent to which violence against
women is institutionalised within British culture so that
when they present the lives of southern women they are not
simply reinforcing the dominant discourse that, in the 21st
century, gender issues are only relevant to UK audiences in
the context of overseas development.
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