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TEEN DATING VIOLENCE

By Bill Stanczykiewicz
Prom season has arrived, reminding us that respectful and appropriate dating can be a healthy activity for teenagers.

But a serious problem threatens to take the bloom off of the corsage.  Teen dating violence devastates too many kids and too many relationships.  A familiar cause remains all too common.  And too many parents remain unaware.

According to national statistics, about one-third of all high school students report dating violence in their own relationships or among their peers.  In Indiana, a statewide survey found that 12 percent of teens report being physically hurt by the teen they are dating, and 9 percent of Hoosier high school students report being forced by their date to have sex without consent.

In addition to physical and sexual abuse, the Indiana Coalition Against Domestic Violence (ICADV) lists emotional and economic abuse as categories of teen dating violence.  Emotional abuse involves name calling, isolation from friends and family and making one feel that their opinions are wrong or do not matter.  Economic abuse involves taking money or preventing your girlfriend or boyfriend from getting a job.

Warning signs that a teen is being victimized by their date include physical signs of injury, failing grades, truancy, dropping out of school and sudden changes in mood or personality.

Abusers, meanwhile, also share common traits.  An abusive teen often has poor social skills and struggles to navigate conflict and manage anger.  Perpetrators are likely to have witnessed violence in their home or community, and they believe that violence is an acceptable behavior.  Being in control is a common denominator for teen abusers.

Another common factor: the connection between substance abuse and teen dating violence is clear and unmistakable.  Rates of alcohol and drug use are twice as high in abusive relationships as in relationships with no dating violence.  According to the U.S. Department of Justice, more than half of criminal offenders guilty of dating violence were using drugs or alcohol or both at the time of their criminal behavior.

The consequences of teen dating violence are immediate and long-lasting.  According to the Centers for Disease Control, victims – in addition to suffering physical injury or sexual violation – are more likely to do poorly in school, abuse alcohol or drugs and experience depression that leads to eating disorders and even suicide.

Despite this trauma, a national survey found that 81 percent of parents either believe that teen dating violence is not an issue or admit that they do not know if this is a serious issue.  More than half of parents admit they have not spoken with their child about dating violence.  Yet much can be done to prevent or detect this dangerous behavior.

For example, adults should model healthy communication and problem-solving for teens.  Encourage teens to double date, especially early in a new relationship.  In addition, both teens in a dating relationship should agree on the exact plans for the date and ensure that parents know those plans and the expected time for returning home.

Teens should be warned to not leave parties or social events with someone they just met.  Messages about alcohol and drugs – especially the link between substance abuse and teen dating violence – must be consistent and continuous.  Also, teens should be advised to stop and leave if they are in an uncomfortable situation with their date, with parents agreeing to pick up their child anytime, anywhere.
Most importantly, teens should be encouraged to speak up to a parent or other trusted adult if they believe they are victims of dating violence.  Adults should listen quietly, focus on the teenager’s needs and feelings, express concern for the teen’s well-being and provide medical care as needed.

Seek additional help from expert organizations like ICADV.  And if a criminal act has occurred, call the police.

A new state law requires the Indiana Department of Education (DOE) to develop a dating violence education program that teaches the warning signs of dating violence, the basic principles of preventing dating violence, methods for educating parents and policies for responding to – and reporting – incidents of abuse.

The DOE’s finished product will be ready by July 1, 2011.  But prom season is now and teen dating violence is real.  Proper communication, prevention and reporting can help ensure that more teens enjoy safe dating relationships.

Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.
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