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According to the National Domestic Violence Hotline (www.ndvh.org), it is estimated that one third of all women report domestic abuse by a spouse or boyfriend at some point in their lives. The American Institute on Domestic Violence (www.aidv-usa.com), reports that every 9 seconds a woman is beaten in the United States; between 3 and 4 million women are battered each year; and domestic violence is the leading cause of injury to women. Yet, while there is a lot of anecdotal evidence, there is virtually no research that quantifies the extent to which women attending adult education, literacy and/or ESL programs are victims of domestic trauma. Below are some anecdotes from our program. 

· One of the students enrolled in our program was battered by her husband and he forbade her from attending our classes. She moved to Phoenix with her children to escape her husband. She recently returned to El Paso and re-enrolled in our program.

· The husband of one of our students was against her going to school. He would tell her that she would not learn anything. He left her and moved to Mexico and told her that he wouldn’t come back unless she quit school. She did not quit school. After a month he came back and started to physically batter her, but she kept attending classes. She took her GED exam and passed four out of five tests. When he saw her results he tried to strangle her. He was arrested and is currently in jail. She returned for additional tutoring and will re-test soon. She plans to enroll in college. 

· One of the top students in one class was violently physically and sexually assaulted by her spouse before taking her GED tests. As a result of the battery, she was not able to pass her exams. However, she has decided to take the exams again. She currently makes flower arrangements and repairs cars to earn a living. 


The fact that there is no research about domestic trauma in literacy, ABE and GED programs is significant, since the majority of enrollees in these programs are women. The reasons for more women enrolling in these programs are:

1. Women need higher levels of literacy than men to get comparably compensated employment. Professions that do not require high educational attainment, such as plumbing, electronic technician, auto mechanics, construction and industrial maintenance are traditionally “male professions”, and women have a difficult time accessing them. In addition, some of these professions are unionized, and the unions may not welcome women. Women, often seek clerical and secretarial positions that require higher levels of literacy. Otherwise women find service jobs as waitresses, hotel maids, and cooks, and earn minimum wage.

2. Women are often the ones that help children with their homework. This is more common in traditional families where the man is the breadwinner and the woman is the homemaker.

3. Women do most of the shopping. In fact, women with low literacy skills develop their own strategies to identify and evaluate products that they may consider purchasing. Strategies include looking at label designs, shopping with peers and asking for help.

4. Women often make health-related decisions at home. They take their children to the doctor, they purchase medicine, the give medicine to their children, and they sometimes give medicine to their spouses. 

5. Mothers often have fewer opportunities to leave a community to seek employment, so they go to school as an alternative.

6. Immigrant women frequently stay home and have fewer opportunities to acquire a new language. Even if the leave their homes, the may not venture beyond their own neighborhoods.

7. Men seek employment, and seek education as a means to access employment. However, they do not necessarily seek education in literacy and ABE programs. Instead, they may start apprenticeships offered by unions, or they seek specific training courses such as welding, auto mechanics, electrical journeyman, heating/air conditioning repair, and plastic injection molding.

8. Men may also seek training at other “traditional male professions” such the police department, the fire department, the border patrol, or the military. Finally, men may leave their communities searching for employment while women may stay behind with their children. 

Because of the large number of women attending adult education programs, the extent to which women suffer domestic trauma, we conducted a study that attempts to quantify the extent to which women attending adult education programs suffer from domestic trauma. The ultimate goal of this study is to measure the incidence of domestic trauma among women who participate in literacy, ESL and GED programs across a broad geographical range including several communities with different demographic characteristics. The immediate goal is to begin to measure the incidence among literacy, GED and/or ESL Mexican immigrant students attending classes at the El Paso Community College/Community Education Program (EPCC/CEP). In order to do this, a questionnaire was developed to quantify the percentage of women enrolled in this program that experience domestic trauma. 

A domestic violence research team from El Paso was put together for the purpose of developing the questionnaire. The questionnaire was originally developed in Spanish. Following is a copy of the English version of the questionnaire. 

Age_______ Number of Children________ 
Educational Achievement 

Do you live? 

Immigration status






elementary


alone
  

US citizen 






  
secondary


w/ spouse 

legal resident






high-school


w/ boyfriend

neither

             




tech school


w/ partner







some college






certificate of completion






associate

1. Does your spouse or companion support your decision to attend school?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never

2. your children support your decision to attend school?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never

Do you ever feel:

3. guilty about neglecting household chores because of school?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
4. like dropping out of school to attend to your house chores?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
5. like dropping out of school to attend to your children?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
6. that you could devote more time to school if your husband/companion helped you at home?



Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
7. that you could do better in school if your family helped you?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
8. unhappy about going home after school?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
9. like leaving your spouse or companion?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
10. that your spouse/companion criticize you for neglecting house chores because of school?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
11. that your children criticize you for neglecting house chores because of school?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
12. that your spouse/companion is against you attending school?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
13. that your children are against you attending school?

Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
Has your spouse or companion ever done any of the following things:

14. told you attend to his needs before focusing on school?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
15. told you to attend to the children before focusing on school?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
16. hidden your books or other class materials?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
17. prevented you from completing your school work?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
18. prevented you from attending class?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
19. amaged your homework?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
20. damaged your school notebook or books


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
21. accused you of talking to other men while in school?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
22. accused you of being unfaithful with men at school?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
23. followed you to school to see who you talk to


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
24. peeped inside the classroom to see who you talk to?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never


25. got jealous because you go to school?


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
Does you spouse or companion ever do any of the following because you go to school

26. scream at you


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
27. physically restrains you


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
28. push or shove you


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
29. slaps, hits or kicks you


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
30. threatens you with gun or knife


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
31. breaks objects


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
32. calls you names


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
33. threatens you verbally


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
34. puts you down


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
35. gets jealous





Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
36. forces you to have sex


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
37. forcefully grabs your breasts, buttocks or genitals


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
38. drinks excessively


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
39. dates other women


Always      
Frequently

Sometimes 

Rarely   
 Never
40. Did your spouse or companion ever do any of the above things before you started school?   



Yes 

No

Do you wish that your spouse or companion:

41. helped with the house so you can focus on school


Yes 

No
42. helped with your children so you can focus on school


Yes 

No
43. Do you wish that your children helped with the house so you can focus on school?

Yes 

No
Do you feel that:
44. that counseling would help you do better in school?


Yes 

No
45. your spouse or companion should talk to a counselor?


Yes 

No
46. school should offer counseling


Yes 

No
47. Does answering these questions make you feel uncomfortable?


Yes 

No

One hundred and eighty-seven Mexican Immigrant women answered the questionnaire. They were enrolled in ESL, literacy or GED classes. Seventeen of them were under 20 years old, and 11 students were over 65 years old. The rest were evenly spread out between 20 and 65 years old. The mean age was 40.6 years. Twenty-one percent reported to have no children, and 79% had at least one child with the mean number of children being 2. Forty-three percent had only attended elementary school, thirty-four percent had attended junior high school, ten percent had attended high school, six percent had attended tech school, four percent had attended some college, one percent had a certificate of completion and two percent had an associate’s degree. Thirty-nine percent lived alone, fifty-six percent lived with a husband, two percent lived with a boyfriend, and three percent lived with a friend. Twenty-four percent reported to be US citizens, forty-nine percent were resident aliens, and twenty-seven percent reported to be neither citizens nor residents. 

Seventy-three women reported to live alone and 113 women reported to live with someone. The percentages below are from the students who reported to live with someone. On average, 100 students answered each question. 

The following chart reports some of the results from the questionnaire.

	
	

	Women who reported that they were not supported by their spouses/partners, or felt that their spouses/partners were sometimes critical of them for attending school while neglecting their house chores at least rarely 
	28%

	Women who reported that they were not supported by their children all the time, or felt that their children were sometimes critical of them for attending school while neglecting their chores
	12%

	Women who felt guilty about neglecting house chores, their children, or felt like dropping out of school at least on rare occasions.
	36%

	Women who reported lack family support 
	30%

	Women who reported that they would do better in school with more support from spouses/partners
	

	Women who wished that their spouses/partners helped more at home, so that they could focus more on school.
	50%

	Women who felt sad about going home from school or felt like leaving their spouses, at least rarely
	30%

	
	

	Women who were told by their spouses/partners to attend to them or their children before focusing on school, or gave them reasons not to finish their homework or go to school, at least rarely
	30%

	Women who reported that their spouses hid their books or school materials, at least rarely
	4%

	Women who reported that their spouses/partners destroyed their books, or homework, or spied on them to see whom they sat with in school, at least rarely.


	3%

	Women who reported that their spouses/partners accused them of talking to other men, being unfaithful, or followed them to school to see whom they talked to, at least rarely.


	23%

	Women who reported that their spouses/partners screamed, or insulted them, put them down, or made verbal threats, at least once.
	24%

	Women who reported that their spouses/partners get jealous at least rarely
	33%

	
	

	Women who reported that their spouses/partners pushed them, physically restrained them or destroyed things, at least rarely. 
	7%

	Women who reported that their spouses/partners slapped, hit, kicked them, or threatened them with a gun, at least rarely
	4%

	Women who reported that their spouses/partners grabbed their breasts, buttocks, genitals, or forced them to have sex at least rarely.
	11%

	Women who reported that their spouses/partners had abused them either physically, emotionally or both prior to them starting school.
	23%

	
	

	Women who felt that counseling would help them to do better in school
	49%

	Women who felt that their spouses should talk to a counselor.
	39%

	 Women who reported felt that school should offer counseling
	43%


. 

Twenty-eight percent of the women reported that they were not supported by their spouses/partners all the time, or felt that their spouses/partners were sometimes critical of them for attending school while neglecting their house chores, at least rarely. Twelve percent reported that they were not supported by their children all the time, or felt that their children were sometimes critical of them for attending school while neglecting their chores. The questionnaire developers felt that the above responses are examples of emotional trauma brought about by school, and affecting schoolwork and performance. If students don’t feel supported, they will feel uncomfortable sharing school experiences with family or spending time preparing for school and doing homework. In fact, 36% of the women felt guilty about neglecting house chores, their children, or felt like dropping out of school at least on rare occasions. Interestingly, while only about 30% reported to lack family support, 70% reported that they would do better in school with more support from spouses/partners and 50% wished that their spouses/partners helped more at home, so that they could focus more on school. 

Thirty percent of the women felt sad about going home from school or felt like leaving their spouses, at least rarely. These responses show that their homes and their relationships with spouses were a cause for some anxiety. 

The above responses document how women felt about school and family. The following responses document how women were actually treated. Thirty percent were told by their spouses/partners to attend to them or their children before focusing on school, or gave them reasons not to finish their homework or go to school, at least rarely. Four percent reported that their spouses hid their books or school materials, at least rarely. Three percent reported that their spouses/partners destroyed their books, or homework, or spied on them to see whom they sat with in school, at least rarely. Twenty three percent reported that their spouses/partners accused them of talking to other men, being unfaithful, or followed them to school to see whom they talked to, at least rarely. Twenty four percent reported that their spouses/partners screamed, or insulted them, put them down, or made verbal threats, at least once. Thirty three percent reported that their spouses/partners get jealous at least rarely.

These responses show direct interference by spouses with schoolwork. It is not that women feel a lack of support, but that the spouses/partners actually engage in behaviors that subvert the women’s ability to focus on school, go to school, or do school work. These behaviors are a form of violence that operates at an emotional level, causing guilt, anxiety, frustration, and depression in women likely leading to poor performance or dropping out. 

The next responses show actual physical violence, which constitute a criminal offence. Seven percent of the women reported that their spouses/partners pushed them, physically restrained them or destroyed things, at least rarely. Four percent reported that their spouses/partners slapped, hit, kicked them, or threatened them with a gun, at least rarely. Eleven percent reported that their spouses/partners grabbed their breasts, buttocks, genitals, or forced them to have sex at least rarely. Twenty percent of the women reported that their spouses/partners had abused them either physically, emotionally or both prior to them starting school.  

Women definitely felt that they needed additional support. Forty-nine percent felt that counseling would help them to do better in school. Thirty nine percent felt that their spouses should talk to a counselor. Forty three percent felt that school should offer counseling.

After concluding the questionnaires, the students in various classes discussed concerns with the facilitators. Some observations by facilitators, and student concerns are listed below. 

· The majority of the students wanted to discuss the questionnaire extensively.

· The emotional responses to the questionnaire varied from class to class. Some classes showed indifference, some extreme emotion, some requested additional information and some reported to have friends, relatives, or neighbors who were victims of domestic trauma.

· Some students felt that men should have participated in questionnaire and listen to the discussions that followed, so they could understand what women go through.

· Some students felt that women should form discussion circles to discuss issues outside of the classroom. 

· Some women did not feel that some of the behaviors in questions 26-30 reflected abusive behavior or were the result of attending and educational program. 

· Although the students were told that the questionnaires were anonymous, some students were worried that their spouses would find out their responses to the survey. 

· Some single students stated that they were presently not victims, but had been victims in the past.

· Some students felt that abuse towards the elderly was an issue. 

· One woman felt that it was premature for her to answer the questionnaire because she had only recently enrolled in school after getting married.

· A couple of women bragged about abusing their husbands. 

· A question about women being afraid of reporting abuse because of immigration status was not included in the questionnaire. 

Conclusions


Based on this study there is evidence to indicate that a significant number of women, Mexican immigrant students attending ESL, literacy or GED programs are victims of domestic trauma. The study also suggests that some forms of trauma emerge because women start to attend school. Specifically, women feeling guilty about neglecting house chores or husbands subverting their spouse’s educational pursuits are the result of women attending school. However, women also reported that violence existed prior to them attending school. So, while school causes some trauma, existing trauma also continues during school, or trauma increases because of school. It is important to note that the questionnaires were given after three weeks of the start of a given class. It is possible that some women, victims of trauma, may have dropped out in the first three weeks. If this were so, the percentages of women reporting trauma might have been higher. 

Based on this study there is evidence indicating that women need additional support or interventions such as counseling for themselves or their families. In fact, women felt that these interventions would improve their chances of succeeding in school. Anecdotal evidence from our program supports this. Women students at EPCC/CEP experiencing domestic trauma, including severe physical violence, completed classes with the aid of counseling and other interventions. Ultimately, if a significant number of women attending adult education programs are victims of domestic trauma, appropriate interventions will likely increase their chances of completion. While this study is clearly indicative of the need for some interventions, it was done with a specific population of Mexican immigrants. In order to draw broader conclusions about women and trauma in literacy and adult education programs, this study must be replicated in other settings with different demographics.    

