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Executive Summary

‘Respect and Connect’ is a 4-session, school-based primary prevention program that Relationships
Australia Victoria (RAV) developed and delivers to promote healthy, respectful relationships,
improve mental wellbeing and prevent future gender-based violence. Originally launched in 2014
under the name ‘I like, like you’ (ILLY), the program has reached over 13,000 students across
Victoria and continues to evolve through youth-led evaluation and feedback.

The program uses interactive, evidence-informed activities to build emotional intelligence, foster
healthy relationships, promote gender equality, and strengthen communication and conflict
resolution skills. It is delivered by qualified mental health-trained facilitators who model respectful
behaviours and support student wellbeing in real time.

Evaluations from 2019-2024 consistently show improvements in students’ awareness of healthy
relationships, empathy, emotional regulation, and help-seeking behaviours.

Respect and Connect is a brief, targeted and impactful program that plays a vital role in promoting
wellbeing and preventing gender-based violence. We know that strengthening school communities
and empowering young people with the skills to build respectful, safe, and inclusive relationships,
contributes to lasting cultural change and a future where all individuals can thrive.
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1. Program Overview

‘Respect and Connect’ is a 4-session, school-based primary prevention program that RAV
developed and delivers to promote healthy, respectful relationships, improve mental wellbeing and
prevent future gender-based violence. Originally launched in 2014 under the name ‘I like, like you’
(ILLY) the program has evolved following more than a decade of delivery, with young people’s
voices leading evaluation and refinement. It remains a key component of RAV’s broader prevention
strategy and has been delivered to over 13,000 students across Victoria.

gy B

£
Unique focus on healthy relationships, Aligns with Victorian Government Evidence-informed &
dgender equality & mental wellbeing & ACARA curriculum continuously evaluated
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Supports a whole-of-school Delivered by our qualified, Over 13,000 Victorian
approach experienced facilitators students have participated

The program is designed to be interactive, engaging, and developmentally appropriate, using
evidence-informed content and experiential activities to build social and emotional skills through a
learn-by-doing approach.

Students participate in topic areas that focus on:

¢ understanding and fostering healthy relationships

e promoting gender equality and challenging harmful stereotypes
e improving emotional awareness and communication

¢ building online and in-person conflict resolution skills.

A unique feature of the program is the qualified mental health practitioners who are experienced in
supporting young people, as they bring best-practice therapeutic skills into the classroom for
students to practice in real time with their peers. Facilitators provide the invaluable action of role
modelling the healthy behaviours that are reflected in the content, which also helps teachers to
gain confidence in approaching these sensitive topics.

Facilitators are encouraged to involve teaching staff in sessions and share program information
with parents along with invitations for further conversation. This helps to reinforce key messages
and promote continuity of learning, which the research indicates enhances environmental and
cultural change in school communities (Our Watch, 2022).

These elements, along with the program’s capacity to align with existing school initiatives, aim to
support a whole-school approach. Respect and Connect aligns with the Victorian Government
Department of Education and Training’s ‘Respectful Relationships Curriculum’ (Victorian
Government, 2024), the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA)
frameworks for Personal and Social Capability and Mental Health and Wellbeing (ACARA, 2014)
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and the Our Watch ‘Change the story: A shared framework for the primary prevention of violence
against women in Australia’ (Our Watch, 2021).

Together, these elements position Respect and Connect as a brief but impactful contribution to
school-based efforts to support students' mental health and prevent gender-based violence.

2. Program Logic

The Respect and Connect program is underpinned by a strong theoretical and pedagogical
evidence base. It draws on current best practice in social-emotional learning, gender-based
violence prevention, and strengths-based, youth-engaged pedagogy (CASEL, 2020).

The program manual links theory, content, and facilitation practice, and the program is delivered by
qualified facilitators with relevant expertise in mental health, education, or social science fields.
Delivery is supported by school partnerships, policies and procedures, and an online portal with
post-program content for students, teachers, and families.

The 4-session program covers healthy, unhealthy and abusive relationships; gender equality and
stereotypes; emotional awareness and communication; and how to handle online and in-person
conflict. Content is multimodal, incorporating interactive activities, handouts, and class discussions
to meet different learning needs of student cohorts.

Facilitators also liaise with school staff as needed around student wellbeing, and data is collected
to support ongoing evaluation and curriculum development.

These inputs and activities are intended to achieve a range of outcomes across the short, medium,
and long term.

e Short-term outcomes include increased social-emotional competence (across self-
awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship skills, and decision-making),
improved classroom climate, greater awareness of gender inequality, and increased
knowledge of healthy/unhealthy relationships and support services.

¢ Medium-term outcomes aim to reduce antisocial behaviour and increase prosocial
behaviour, resilience, academic performance, and help-seeking.

o Long-term outcomes relate to improved wellbeing, respectful and non-violent
relationships, and a reduction in gender-based violence.

By addressing both individual skill development and broader social norms, Respect and Connect
seeks to contribute to improved community cohesion and long-term violence prevention.

A full program logic model is provided at Appendix A (see page 11).
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3. Evidence-Informed Principles

The program is grounded in 8 key evidence-based principles that guide its content, pedagogy, and
delivery:

1. Universal prevention — delivering a primary prevention approach to
support sustainable improvements in student wellbeing (Caldarella et al.,
2009; Low et al., 2015; Frydenberg et al., 2017).

2. Social and emotional learning — building resilience, empathy, prosocial
behaviour, and wellbeing through a structured social and emotional learning
framework (CASEL, 2020; Durlak et al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012).

OAOGAOAS 3. Belonging and cohesion — centring student belonging, mutual respect,
and positive peer relationships as a core protective factor (Allen et al., 2016;
Tomova et al., 2021).

. Whole-school alignment — supporting school-wide prevention efforts
through clear communication with staff and families (Berger et al., 2020;
Flood et al., 2009).

5. Whole-child perspective — acknowledging and addressing the
interconnected nature of children’s learning, development, and wellbeing
(Sahlberg et al., 2023).

6. Student safety — equipping students to recognise unhealthy dynamics,
engage in respectful conflict resolution, and seek help when needed
(Stanley et al., 2015; Flood, 2020).

N

Student voice and adaptability — valuing lived experience and tailoring
content responsively (Pufall Jones et al., 2020).

FUeDHdIOS

8. Gender equity — embedding gender equity into both program content and
facilitation approach (ANROWS, 2021; Evans, 2017).
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4. Evidence Base

a. Theoretical and Pedagogical Foundation

Respect and Connect is grounded in well-established evidence supporting social and emotional
learning, primary prevention approaches to gender-based violence, and gender equity education (Our
Watch, 2021).

These domains are strongly associated with improved mental health, reduced antisocial behaviour,
and the development of respectful relationships. Teaching social-emotional skills in childhood has
been shown to have lasting benefits for mental wellbeing and academic success (Hawkins et al.,
2005; Durlak et al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012). Programs that foster belonging, self-awareness,
empathy, and conflict resolution are also linked to protective effects across emotional, behavioural,
and relational domains (Allen et al., 2016; CASEL, 2020).

Respect and Connect provides a trauma-informed learning environment and seeks to
remove feelings of shame that can accompany these challenging topics. Program facilitators
foster a safe space for students to explore their ideas whilst also promoting accountability for
behaviours that drive gendered violence.

Primary prevention initiatives that address the key drivers of gendered violence and seek to
change and shift the underlying social conditions that enable violence against women,
strengthening prosocial behaviours and respectful relationships, can reduce and prevent the
violence occurring in the first place (Our Watch, 2021).

The program incorporates these elements through a structured and developmentally appropriate
curriculum, delivered using interactive and strengths-based pedagogies. Its design is further
detailed through a set of key evidence-based principles (see section 3).

b. Evaluation and Program Data

Since its inception, Respect and Connect has been subject to ongoing evaluation to assess its
effectiveness and inform continuous improvement. Evaluation methods have included pre- and
post-program student surveys, teacher feedback forms and, more recently, student focus groups.
With a conscious focus on ensuring the student voice these have been used to assess outcomes
related to social and emotional competence, comprehension of gender equity, help-seeking
behaviour, and relationship and conflict skills.

In 2018, the program achieved ‘Promising Program’ status with the Australian Institute of Family
Studies, reflecting its documented theory and research base, strong program logic, qualified
facilitators, and commitment to best-practice delivery.

Evaluations conducted between 2019 and 2024 consistently show improvements in students’:

e understanding of healthy versus unhealthy relationships
e communication and conflict resolution skills

e emotional intelligence and empathy

e awareness of gender stereotypes and their impact

¢ knowledge of how and where to seek help.

Recent focus group findings also suggest that students apply their learnings in practical and
reflective ways, such as identifying personal boundaries, de-escalating conflict, recognising toxic
dynamics, and showing increased empathy.
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‘Communication is crucial
in a relationship.’

‘| learned that emotional intelligence is
being aware of your feelings and emotions
and knowing how to control them.’

— Focus group participant — Focus group participant

— S y

Teachers have consistently rated the program highly, with average scores of over 8/10 for both

satisfaction and relevance to school needs.

‘The program affirms and supports other conversations
and activities the students do in the curriculum...
gives students an opportunity to have a voice, to consolidate
learning about respectful relationships and communication.’

— Teacher

- J

The cumulative evidence points to Respect and Connect as a brief, targeted intervention that
contributes meaningfully to broader efforts in prevention, wellbeing, and respectful relationships
education.

5. Evaluation Findings

Evaluation of Respect and Connect has spanned diverse groups and school settings, with a
combination of pre- and post-program surveys, focus groups, and teacher feedback used to
assess outcomes.

Across these methods, the program has demonstrated consistent and meaningful improvements in
key areas of student learning and engagement.

a. Quantitative Findings

Evaluation data collected between 2019 and 2024 shows positive change across all core domains
of the program. These include:

¢ Healthy relationships and gender equality
Students reported increased understanding of respectful and abusive relationship
dynamics, as well as greater awareness of how gender stereotypes can negatively impact
individuals and relationships.

« Emotional intelligence and empathy
Participants showed improved self-awareness, emotional regulation, and ability to
understand others’ perspectives.

e Communication and conflict resolution
Students expressed stronger confidence in communicating their feelings and managing
conflict in relationships.
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¢ Help-seeking behaviour
A large majority of students reported knowing where to go for help if they needed support
after completing the program.

These outcomes were consistent across year levels and gender identities and were supported by
teacher feedback noting observed changes in student behaviour and awareness.

b. Snapshot Survey (2024)

A redesigned post-program survey introduced in 2024 found high levels of agreement with
program learning statements. Most students reported increased ability to recognise warning signs
in relationships, manage conflict, and understand their own and others’ emotions. Students also
identified poor relationship skills, social media, and abusive relationships as major issues facing
their peers, demonstrating critical reflection on program themes.

c. Qualitative Insights
A 2023 focus group with year 8 students highlighted the following key areas of perceived learning.
e Boundaries and communication were named as the most important skills developed.

o Students expressed new understanding of emotional intelligence, including self-regulation,
body language, and empathy.

e The ability to recognise and disengage from toxic or unhealthy relationships was seen as a
significant takeaway.

o Students appreciated structured disagreement activities that allowed for reflection and
discussion in a safe way.

Teacher surveys reinforced these findings, with many reporting that program content prompted
continued discussion and supported broader curriculum goals.

6. Conclusion

This report has drawn together key evidence and evaluation findings from Respect and Connect to
provide an overview of the program’s structure, intent, and outcomes. Across multiple years and
delivery settings, the program has consistently supported improvements in student awareness,
confidence, and interpersonal skills. This brief, targeted intervention contributes meaningfully to
school-based prevention efforts and provides a strong foundation for further learning and
engagement.
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Inputs Activities Outputs Short-term outcomes |Medium-term outcomes| Long-term outcomes
Strong theoretical Relationship education Number of Increased SEC in 5 key |® Increased pro-social e Improved mental and
evidence base of run in schools over a 4- schools/groups domains: behaviours emotional wellbeing

expected program
effectiveness in building
social emotional
competence (SEC) and
preventing violence
against women (VAW)

Strong pedagogical
evidence base of
program suitability and
expected effectiveness

Program manual linking
theory, pedagogy, and
praxis

Qualified and
experienced facilitators
with background in
strengths-based
pedagogical
approaches, mental
health and/or social
sciences, and skills in
building rapport with
young people

Classroom teachers who
are informed about, and
invested in, program
success

Established networks
with school and
community groups

Policies, procedures,

week period for upper
primary and secondary
schools

Teacher and parent
sessions to form part of
wider Respectful
Relationships whole-
school approach

Handouts, video content,
interactive activities

Evaluation surveys

Content:

Relationshi

competence — building
self- and social

awareness and
relationship skills to
promote and support
healthy classroom
climate, respectful
relationships, and
positive mental health

Gender equality —
building understanding

of impact social norms
and stereotypes can
have on individuals and
relationships, and how to
critically reflect on these
to inform an

Respect and Connect: Evidence and Evaluation

Number of students

Development of
evidence-based content
on healthy relationships
and gender-based
violence (GBV)

Implementation of
evaluation forms

Data management

Develop and maintain
relationships with
schools

Facilitator liaison with
school staff regarding
any student risk or
concerns

o Self-awareness
Social awareness
Self-management
Relationship skills
Responsible
decision-making

O O O O

Improved classroom
climate

Increased awareness of
resources and access to
support

Increased awareness of
gender stereotypes and
inequalities

Increased confidence in
identifying healthy and
unhealthy relationship
behaviours

Increased knowledge in
positive coping skills to
support mental
wellbeing

Relationships Australia Victoria

e |ncreased resilience

Decreased antisocial
behaviours

® Increased academic
performance (outcome
of improved classroom
climate)

e Increased interaction
with support networks —
teachers, welfare
workers, community
services, etc

e Improved inter- and
intra- gender
relationships

e Prevention of gender-
based violence

e Healthy, respectful
relationships

e Reduction in VAW

e Improved community
cohesion

e Improved educational
and vocational
outcomes
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Inputs

Activities

Outputs

Short-term outcomes

Medium-term outcomes

Long-term outcomes

practice guidelines
Supervision and training
Evaluation support

Video conferencing
technology and
equipment

Online portal with
additional content,
media, guides, and
information for teachers,
students and families to
access post-program

understanding of self-in-
society (socio-ecological
model of mental health)

Emotional intelligence
and self-care — building
self- and social
management skills and
empathy to improve self-
regulation, pro-social
behaviour, and social
cohesion

Effective communication
— building relationship
and conflict resolution
skills to reduce anti-
social behaviour, prevent|
violence, and promote
resilience

o Coordinator fields
school enquiries and
provides Respect
and Connect
program information

o Coordinator carries
out admin for
bookings

o Continuously develop,
curriculum content
and incorporate
evidence-base and
best practice

Respect and Connect: Evidence and Evaluation
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