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Forward to Third Edition


So much has changed since we embarked on the first edition of We Won’t Let It Happen Here.  We know so much more about sexual abuse, and attitudes have changed in some ways.  

We used to think that if children said they were abused, they were, that they didn’t lie about such things.  Now we know that young children, especially, can be confused by inappropriate questioning and can report “abuse” which didn’t happen.  We know that older children may, in fact, lie about abuse for reasons of their own or to ally themselves with one person against another.  We still know that many (most) reports of abuse are legitimate, but that Child Protective Services caseworkers are reluctant to believe reports which occur in the midst of a divorce and that juries want CSI-type proof before they find someone guilty.  Sexual abuse rarely leaves physical evidence.  So how do we protect our children and our volunteers?

We used to think that certain behaviors indicated a child had been abused, but we now know there are no clear markers, that problem behavior and even sexualized behavior can occur in children who have never been fondled or raped.  Children and youth are increasingly being exposed to sexualized content on television and their computers.  Is it abuse if our children see pornography?  At what age is that abuse, and at what age (if ever) does it become normal adolescent curiosity?

We previously focused our concerns on children (especially pre-school children) whom we deemed unable to protect themselves.  But sexual abuse occurs in a variety of forms and at various ages.  Adolescents are just exploring adult behavior, including sexuality, and can be vulnerable to the attentions of adults who make them feel attractive and grown-up.  

Although we have known for years that adult males are not the only ones who abuse children and that women and adolescents can also be offenders, many of us still tend to focus our concerns on adult males.

Perhaps most problematic of all in the new terrain of sexual abuse is the sexual offender lists established by federal law and promulgated in almost all states.  We have come to think that it someone who is on the list is someone of whom we need to be careful – but we have also come to think that, if they are not on the list, they are safe.


We hope, in this third edition to begin to expand our product to address many of these new issues – the broader age range of victims and offenders, the pros and cons of record searches, and reports made within the church.
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We Won’t Let It Happen Here:
Keeping All Our Children Safe in the Church


When Joanne first began working in childcare, she was exposed to the world of abused children.  She was stunned, at first, on hearing the stories of some of the children.  She began working with other staff to find resources to help children learn about what is and is not abuse and what to do if they are being abused.  The state in which they worked provided some of these resources and, eventually, required a number of protections for children in childcare.  One of these was mandatory criminal background checks on all childcare staff in licensed childcare programs.  When Joanne read that the increased use of background checks by agencies that work with children might mean that sexual predators would seek contact with children through organizations that did not do such screening, she thought about her church.  However, when she talked with her pastor, he quickly assured her that their large, suburban, well-respected congregation wouldn’t have such a problem.  “It can’t happen here.”

Over the years, we have become much more aware that child abuse does happen here – in the United States, in our state, in our community, and even in churches.  In 2010, 688,251 children were found to have victimized at least once, with a total of 753,655 incidents of substantiated abuse.  This is a rate of 9 for every 1000 children being victims of abuse in one year.  One thousand five hundred thirty-seven (1537) children died from abuse and neglect during that year, with 48% of those dying being under one year of age and 57% of these being under the age of four.  It must be pointed out that these statistics come from local and state child protective services agencies and do not include children under tribal jurisdiction or children with parents who are active duty military.*

Unfortunately, the church continues to be among the last institutions to respond to this crisis.  There are a number of reasons for this.  
· We are trusting.  Our congregations are our spiritual communities.  We know and like most of the members.  We find it hard to imagine that someone in our community - someone we know and like, someone who professes faith in God -could abuse a child.
· We are welcoming.  We want to share the Gospel with others.  We believe that those who attend church with us will be striving to live Christian lives.  We want to make new members feel comfortable.  The idea of “screening” volunteers might make people feel unwelcome or might convey that we don’t think they are truly serious about being Christian.
We are forgiving.  Many of us have believed that “forgiveness” is the erasing of sins, as though they never happened, and that someone who has repented will never sin again.  Perhaps our discomfort with the idea that people abuse children makes us want to forgive the perpetrator and get the matter behind us.  Perhaps we have doubts about whether allegations of abuse are true and worry that we might be accused of abuse as 

*U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Administration on Children, Youth and Families, Children’s Bureau. (2011). Child Maltreatment 2010


well.  But forgiving child abuse offenders too quickly puts our children at risk. 
It becomes very easy, under these circumstances, to deny that there is or could be a problem with child abuse in our church or involving members of our church.  In doing so, we fail to protect our children or to respond to their needs.

By being too trusting and too forgiving, churches have found that teen volunteers have molested pre-school children while taking them to the bathroom down the hall or have learned from the television news that their beloved youth minister had been arrested for child exploitation involving youth outside of the church or have been made respondents in lawsuits brought on behalf of children abused by a staff person in the childcare facility housed in their church.  Adults have come forward and talked about being abused as children and about the impact that abuse had on their lives and their faith.  Starting in 1984, churches have successfully been sued for failing to deal effectively with child abuse by church staff and preventing further abuse of children.

When this happens, conflict and tension arise within the congregation between those who believed that no one in the church could have done such a thing and those who are all too aware that “it can happen here.”

Over recent years, some of the media attention has abated.  Following the revelation that some of the most notorious allegations of child sexual abuse (for example, the McMartin pre-school) were hampered by very poor handling of the investigation, people have become more skeptical of claims of child abuse.  As people have watched more CSI, they have become less inclined to find alleged offenders guilty of sexually abusing children, saying “Well, we believed the child, but there wasn’t any [physical] evidence.”  

But the statistics in Child Maltreatment, 2009 tell us that abuse continues to happen and it continues to happen “here.”

The National Child Protection Act of 1993 and the PROTECT Act of 2003 required states to provide complete criminal history background checks on all staff and volunteers for certain child-serving agencies, including licensed day-care centers, public schools, and Head Start and for all foster and adoptive parents.  Churches are often exempt from this requirement, both in their own child and youth programs and in their church-housed day care.  However, the availability of such screenings make it more likely that churches will be held legally liable if a child is abused by church staff or volunteers and if the church has failed to utilize criminal background checks.

Legal liability issues are clearly present, though it is not known exactly how many churches and how much money has been involved.  About one percent of all congregations have been sued because of child abuse in the church.  Because some cases are settled out of court, the full financial consequences are not known.  However, it is increasingly clear that, if a youngster were abused by a church staff person or volunteer and if a civil suit were brought against the church as well as the individual, the court would likely find the church negligent if they could have obtained information about the perpetrator and failed to do so.  Companies who insure churches are quite aware of this and are increasingly encouraging churches to develop policies for the screening of volunteers and staff.

Many individuals, aware of the increased concern about child abuse and often unsure of what to believe, have become reluctant to work with children for fear of being falsely accused of abuse. However, policies for the appropriate screening of staff and volunteers and guidelines that protect children from abuse also protect adults from unjust accusations.

In addition to concerns about protecting children from abuse and protecting adults from false allegations, there is concern about the profound damage to congregations when abuse is alleged.  The abuser is almost always someone known to the child and, thus, to the child’s family and community.  Many in the congregation don’t want to believe that abuse could happen to one in their midst or that someone they know could be an abuser.  Members who have a history of having been abused as children will often have strong feelings about how the situation is handled and may need to deal with their own grief and anger again.  Congregation members who don’t want to think about such distressing topics may criticize those who advocate for the prevention of child abuse in the church.  The tension and potential for conflict may drive people away or may cause a congregation to split.

As we’ve learned more about abuse from the survivors, it has become apparent that one of the effects is impaired spirituality.  Men and women who grew up thinking of God as “father” and who also had an abusive father find it difficult to worship God.  They frequently question how a God who is all-knowing and all-powerful could allow abuse to have happened to them as children.  Faith is shaken further when a minister or teacher of God’s word is the one who victimizes children.

The tradition of the Presbyterian Church (USA) has long been to act in the world wherever injustices are present.  This tradition is firmly rooted in the teachings of the Bible and our Confessions.  We are created in God’s image and are children of God.  We share responsibility with God for the care of creation.  We are repeatedly enjoined in the Old Testament to care for widows and orphans and are assured that God will surely hear their cry when they call out to Him.  Christ went further by telling us that those who harm children (still considered property in his time) would be better off dead (with a millstone around their necks). 

We are engaged by our Confessions and our covenant of baptism to participate in the nurture and guidance of all children of God.  Children are to honor their fathers and mothers, but parents are not to provoke their children to anger.  

The General Assembly has a long history of promoting the meeting of the needs of children.  The Presbyterian Church (USA) and its predecessors have passed resolutions supporting a reduction in poverty, feeding of the hungry, a reduction in racism, and education for all children.  The needs of children, including protection from abuse, were specifically targeted by the General Assemblies in 1991 and 1996, and by the Year of the Child in the year 2000-2001.

It is part of God’s plan and our response to God’s love and grace that each of God’s children be nurtured in faith and love.  Children cannot grow in faith and know God’s love and grace when they are victims of child abuse.  The church’s complicity in or failure to respond to such abuse makes the experience of faith and love less likely.  Our response must not be that “it can’t happen here” but “We won’t let it happen here!” 



The Nature of the Problem


What Is Child Abuse?

There are many different definitions of what is and is not child abuse.  Some lists include “neglect” under child abuse.  The definitions may vary depending on whether the focus is from a medical, legal, or social service perspective.  So what are these different types of abuse, and why is it important to have a definition?

The primary importance of knowing what is child abuse or neglect lies in knowing when a report to Child Protective Services is necessary.  The most important definitions you will need to know are those found in your state law about abuse and neglect.  As your congregation develops a policy to deal with child abuse, working with the local authorities or an attorney can be very helpful, so that the definitions in your policy are consistent with your state law.

“Abuse” is generally considered an act that causes physical and/or emotional damage to a child.  There are generally three types of abuse delineated in the law.

Physical Abuse involves a person (older and larger) causing bodily harm to a child.  Examples include hitting a child with fists or objects, shaking a child (especially an infant), kicking, throwing, scalding, choking, burning, or otherwise causing injuries.  The critical aspects of the definition are injury to a child and the injury being non-accidental.  

Sexual Abuse generally is considered to be sexual contact between a child and a person substantially older than the victim for whom the purpose is the sexual gratification of the older person.  Sexual abuse includes fondling, sexual battery (unwanted sexual contact), criminal deviate conduct (forceful sexual encounter other than intercourse), intercourse or rape, and sexual exploitation (using a child for pornography or solicitation).  It may also include an ongoing pattern of sexual talk or exposure to sexual material inappropriate for the child’s age.  A “child,” for the purposes of sexual abuse, is defined differently in different states and may be defined differently for different sexual offenses.  For example, sexual contact between an older adolescent and an adult may be an offense only if they are related.  

Psychological Abuse or psychological maltreatment is more elusive, especially in state laws.  It is generally considered to be a pattern of behavior that results in emotional disturbance in a child.  It may include terrifying or humiliating punishments (killing a child’s pet, making a child wear a sign that says he is a bed-wetter, locking a child in a dark place), isolating a child from others, convincing a child she is bad or incompetent, or exploiting a child (for example, using her to commit crimes because of the reduced likelihood that the child will be punished by the law).  Physical abuse and sexual abuse often involve aspects of psychological abuse.  For example, a child who is used for the sexual satisfaction of an adult will, over time, “learn” that they are not worth protecting.

Neglect usually involves a failure to act by the parents or other caregivers such that the child is deprived of basic needs.

Neglect can involve educational neglect, in which parents do not ensure that the child goes to school or learns in some other way the basic material required by state law.  Medical neglect involves failure to obtain needed medical care (timely inoculations, care for illnesses) for the child.  Physical neglect can be the failure to provide for basic needs of food, clothing appropriate to the weather, and shelter.  Exposing a child to dangerous situations (letting a young child play near a busy highway without adequate protection or supervision) can also be considered neglectful behavior.  Emotional neglect includes the failure of a parent to provide the love, nurture, and availability that children need to feel competent, self-confident, and loved.  

Ritualistic Abuse is a term that was sometimes applied to allegations of satanic rituals.  There is no evidence that there have ever been any satanic cults abusing children.   However, there is some reason to believe that some abusers use rituals and costumes to control the child victim or to make any report unbelievable.  For example, if a small child said that Superman molested them, they would likely not be believed.  But there have been cases such as this in which evidence has been found (e.g., a Superman costume) which supports the child’s story of abuse. Other abusers may include cruelty to animals and threats of harm to other people or pets to control victims. 

Internet pornography and other cyber issues have become more known and more readily available and problematic since the publication of the second edition of We Won’t Let It Happen Here.  Just a few years ago, computers and cell phones were not available to juveniles until they were in high school.  Now there is a greatly increased access to computers, as most homes have at least one and many schools are making certain that every student has a computer and internet access in order to do their homework.   Currently, about sixty per cent of eight to twelve year-old children have a cell phone.  While the cell phones have many advantages for families, there are also serious disadvantages, including sexting and unsupervised access to the internet for many of these children. What many youth and parents do not realize is that “sexting” (taking nude pictures of one self) and accessing pornography which may include pictures of minors amounts to child pornography under federal regulations.  Thus, children may not only be followed for years by nude pictures of themselves floating around the internet, but the child may also be dealing with the federal authorities about serious legal charges.  While the church is not responsible for the behavior of children and youth when they are not at church, children and youth using computers and cell phones for illegal activity while at church can extend liability to the church, especially if the youth are using a church computer or cell phone.  

There is also the risk that church computers will be used by staff or volunteers to access pornography.  Exposing children to pornography may be considered sexual abuse and a criminal offense in some states.  Involving children in the making of pornography is a federal offense, as is the viewing of pornography involving children.  


Who are the Abusers?

People who abuse children cannot be easily characterized.  They come from all socio-economic levels, all races and nationalities, and both genders. People who abuse children are NOT “crazy” or “gay.”  While some abusers may by “crazy” or “gay,” that is 

also true of the general population.  There is no evidence that those with mental illness or persons who are homosexual are more likely to abuse children than are the rest of us.  

Those who physically abuse children often are experiencing other problems in their lives.  People who abuse children may have chronic problems of low self-esteem, drug addiction, or poverty or more acute problems, such as illness or job loss.  It takes considerable emotional energy to care for children, and all of us recognize that we have less patience when we are tired, worried, depressed, or ill.  People who have been raised by abusive or inadequate parents may not know how to cope with stressful situations, including the daily stresses of dealing with children.  For people with more stresses than usual or fewer emotional resources, lashing out at a child can happen before the parent realizes what he or she is doing.  

The stress in a situation can be increased if the child is also having problems.  A child’s hyperactivity, illness, colic, or disability can make extra demands on a caregiver’s time or energy and can increase the likelihood of physical abuse occurring.  

Perhaps not surprisingly, small children are more likely to be physically abused by their mothers.  Older children are more likely to be physically abused by fathers.  Men are more likely to perpetrate child sexual abuse, but some women do as well.  Boys as well as girls can be sexual abuse victims.

Parents who are neglectful may be depressed.  Alcohol or drug use can play a role in any type of abuse or neglect.  The alcohol and drug use may leave little money for providing for children, or parents may be sleeping or gone much of the time, leaving the child alone and unsupervised.  Alcohol and drug use may decrease inhibitions about violence and sexual behavior.  Some drugs, such as methamphetamine and cocaine, can make people more prone to violence.

It is more difficult to say what types of people sexually abuse children.  There have been a number of typologies suggested over the years, but research has found no clear support of any of these typologies.  Some have suggested that persons who sexually abuse children are inadequate in “normal” sexual relationships.  While there may be some offenders who are like this, many appear to have good marriages and adequate sexual functioning.  Most men who abuse boys (and women who abuse girls) are heterosexual in their adult relationships.  Some may abuse a child or children out of anger and aggression.  At least some men have molested a daughter to “get back at” a wife or girlfriend who has been less attentive than the man wished.  


Who Are the Victims?

We often think of victims as young and helpless and to think of adolescents as more capable to helping themselves.  In fact, we have all often heard people ask, “Why didn’t she tell anyone?” or “Why didn’t he defend himself?”  We are more likely to blame the victim when the victim is adolescent or even younger (middle childhood).  Even parents of a six-year-old asked, “We talked to him about good and bad touch.  Why didn’t he tell us?”  

Adolescents are more likely to become involved in a sexual relationship with an older person because the perpetrator appeals to their need to appear more adult themselves, because they feel flattered by the adult’s attention, and because they tend to turn from their parents to other caring adults as they desire more independence.  Even as adults we can easily succumb to the attention of someone who flatters us.  We are most likely to succumb when that person is someone who holds authority in our lives (teachers, ministers, youth directors, physicians).  This is why, in  most state, the licensed professional is subject to criminal prosecution or loss of license if they engage in a sexual relationship with someone with whom they also have a professional relationship..  


The Impact of Abuse in the Lives of Our Children

The impact of abuse in the lives of children varies widely.  Some children have nightmares, have trouble concentrating in school, become aggressive, or sexually act out.  Others appear to have no problems and may even be exceptionally good students and eager to please.  There is no single cluster of symptoms or behaviors which clearly indicate that a child has been abused.

There are many reasons for the different reactions to child abuse.  For example, if a child is fondled by a neighbor, reports this immediately to his parents, is believed, and provided protection in the future, it is likely that there will be few, if any, effects of the abuse.  On the other hand, if a child is regularly and aggressively sexually abused by a parent or other trusted adult, the long-range effects will likely be much more serious.  

The following are factors that may affect the degree to which children will be harmed by abuse:
· The relationship.  Children abused by parents and others they trust are more harmed emotionally than those who are abused by someone they barely know.  Abuse by trusted persons teaches them not to trust primary relationships.  
· The age at which the abuse occurs.  This relationship is not entirely clear.  Young children who are abused may experience more powerlessness and develop more problems with distrust and with feeling a lack of control in their lives if the abuse is ongoing, the perpetrator is someone known to them, and the abuse is physically painful.  However, younger children are also less likely to understand that the abuse is “wrong” and may not encode shame or other “bad” feelings with their memory of abuse.  This would be especially true of fondling which does not cause pain and does not continue beyond an age at which children begin to recognize that this is “bad” behavior.  Older children are more likely to tell immediately and to put a stop to the abuse and less likely to see the abuse as their fault.  Teens who are involved with an adult who is courting them may not tell and may, in fact, defend the perpetrator as long as they believe they are in a love relationship.

However, older children may feel more shame because they have a better understanding that what they are doing is wrong, because they have been told that they will be in trouble if the abuse is discovered, or because they believe that they are somehow responsible for the abuse.  Shame is perhaps the most damaging emotional consequence of abuse.
· The age difference between abuser and abused.  Injury is more likely to occur when a brother who is 16 hits a 6-year-old sibling than when the hitter is 7 years of age.  The age difference is also a factor in the degree to which the victim feels they have some control in their life and some ability to protect themselves.  A larger age difference often leaves a child feeling they don’t have a right to respond, to “talk back” to the older perpetrator, or to protect herself.  The older the abuser, the more likely the child is to see them as having authority that the child victim must obey.
· The degree of violence and aggression involved in the abuse.  Obviously, abuse is more damaging when physical injuries occur or when a child is terrified than when the abuse is not violent.
· The duration of the abuse.  Abuse that continues over a long period of time is more traumatic for children than is abuse that occurs for only a brief period or only once because there is more sense that the child is complicit in the abuse.  Victims come to believe that they should have been able to stop the abuse and to feel guilty and ashamed.
· Frequency of abuse.  Abuse that happens often is more upsetting and debilitating than abuse that happens rarely.

Obviously, some of these factors interact with each other.  Even infrequent abuse can be devastating to a child if it is particularly violent    It is important to remember that even occasional abuse, mild abuse (fondling as opposed to rape), or abuse by a stranger may have a serious impact on children.

Research has also found that the impact of any particular traumatic event is determined, in part, by exposure to previous trauma.  For example, a child who has grown up in family in which parents have physical fights is more likely to be traumatized by stranger abuse than is a child who hasn’t had the previous trauma.  An adult raped as a teen may react more strongly to a motor vehicle accident than an adult not traumatized previously.  This is because trauma results in changes in our brains which make us more sensitive to repeated trauma.

We also react to trauma in different was.  Some children are more likely to react with anger and aggressive behavior.  Others, who feel more shame and suffer guilt and reduced self-esteem, are more likely to react by developing a pattern of over-achievement in order to convince others and themselves that they are adequate and not so damaged and “bad.”

Some children survive abuse in defiance of all we know about reactions to abuse.  Often, this is because there was someone in the child’s life who valued the child, believed in the child, and was willing to take time with and advocate for the child.  This person listens, cares, and supports the child in his or her school, friendship, and faith endeavors.  This person may or may not know about the abuse, but takes the report seriously if the child does report it.  If the child does report the abuse, it is likely to be to such a person.












Developing a Policy


Jesus taught us, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me”  (Matthew 18:5). 

Children are our present and our future, our teachers and our inspiration.  They are full participants in the life of the church and in the realm of God.  And yet, there were almost seven hundred thousand children who were confirmed to have been abused or neglected in the United States in 2010 (the year for which the most recent statistics are available).  Studies have estimated that one of four girls and one of seven boys are sexually abused before the age of 18.

Jesus also said, “If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones. ...
It would be better for you if a great millstone were fastened around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea” (Matthew 18:6).  Our Christian Faith calls us to offer both hospitality and protection to the little ones, the children.

Tragically, churches have not always been safe places for children.  Child abuse and exploitation occur in churches, both large and small, urban and rural.  Child abuse occurs in all aspects of the church – in Sunday school, in church-housed child care programs, and in the mission field.  The problem cuts across all economic, cultural and racial lines.

Such incidents are devastating to all that are involved:  the child, the family, the local church, and the church as a whole.  Increasingly, churches are torn apart by the emotional and social consequences of abuse and sometimes by the legal and monetary consequences of litigation following allegations of abuse.

Developing a plan to protect the children in our midst becomes part of our mission as a Church and our baptismal commitment to the children in our midst.  It is part of creating a culture of safety. 

In developing a plan, it may be wise to consult with the insurance company covering the church and with legal counsel with expertise in the area of child abuse and risk management.  You may also want to review policies developed by other churches or other denominations for ideas.  Of particular importance for review is Youth Protection Policies for Individual Conferences or Events, a resource which was developed by Praesidium for the PC(USA) in 2008 and adopted by the Expanded Leadership Team of the PC(USA) as an in-house resource.  Certainly, we hope that you will find this resource helpful, as well.

However, it is important to use resources for ideas and not to adopt any one resource without having thought through the needs of your own congregation.




Insurance Coverage

It is not uncommon for liability insurance to specifically exclude sexual misconduct claims.  It is also not uncommon for congregations to forego coverage of such events, recognizing the financial constraints that all churches experience and thinking that sexual misconduct could never happen in their church.  However, the cost to a congregation if a sexual misconduct claim is brought can be enormous financially as well as emotionally.  The congregation needs to seriously consider if it can afford to be without such a rider. 

The congregation will also want to talk with their insurance agency about savings there might be in the cost of their policy’s premium if the church develops and implements a “Safe Church” policy.  Insurance companies may have recommendations about how to develop your risk management policy.  They may also have preferred sources for getting background checks completed.  However, do not accept their recommendations without question.  Make certain that their recommendations fit your needs.


Legal Advice

In developing your church’s policy, it can also be important to obtain legal advice from an attorney who understands child abuse laws in the state and the legalities of background checks or pre-employment screening.  Your Presbytery may know of such an attorney in your area.  The denominations legal department may also be willing to help, as the denomination may bear some legal responsibility if sexual misconduct happens in a church.


Values and Goals Underlying the Policy

In developing your congregation’s policy, it is important to develop a statement of values and goals on which to base your policies.  The values might include the teachings of the Bible about the value of children in our midst and about our obligations to widows and orphans, to those in our society who may be more easily preyed upon.  Goals would revolve around our intent to keep safe those in our church family and those served by our church.  

Developing a policy for dealing with child abuse in the church provides an opportunity for a congregation to look at all the ways in which congregants need to be protected in and by the church.  Some churches have chosen to develop a “Safe Church” policy, looking not only at child abuse issues, but driving records of those who will be transporting the elderly to church, van maintenance, fire extinguisher placement, First Aid training, and a multitude of other safety issues.  

If your congregation provides a “home” for programs which are somewhat independent of your congregation, it is really important to expect that these programs will develop and implement their own policy addressing the same concerns as the one your congregation is developing.  If the program (e.g., child care) is operated by your congregation, then those staff must be involved in developing the church’s policy and must be covered by its goals and mandates.

Definitions are also important in developing policy.  At whom is the policy aimed?  Who is meant to be covered?  What exactly is meant by the guidelines developed?

For example, in this resource, “youth” refers to any person under age eighteen (18).  While this may include some persons who would not be considered of an age to be a victim of child abuse by some state laws, we are not convinced that this would make a difference to most people.  While it may be “legal” in your state for a sixteen (16) year old to give consent to sexual contact, a parent of a sixteen-year-old girl might still think of a law suit if their daughter was sexually involved with the youth pastor.  There are powerful ethical principles which make professionals and institutions responsible for protecting those with whom they are in relationship, even if the law does not require it.

“Children” is a variant of “youth” which informally refers to younger persons in this category.

 “Personnel” is used in this resource to refer to both paid and volunteer staff of the congregation or of any church-related service housed in the church (egg., child care, food pantry).  “Staff” is generally used to refer to paid employees of the church or related service, while “volunteer” is generally used to refer to unpaid persons providing services to the church or related services.


Selecting and Screening Staff and Volunteers

After the outlining of basic values and goals, it is a good idea to create an inventory of all staff and volunteer positions within the congregation.  Developing a “job description” for each position (and putting it in writing) will help to prioritize which positions are will need background checks and what type of background check they will need.  Background checks can be expensive, depending on who does these and how extensive they are.  This list of job descriptions helps you to be good stewards of the church’s finances as well as providing a sound basis for risk management.  For example, the church treasurer is not likely to need a background check for sexual offending but may need to be checked for embezzlement or other financial improprieties.  The church secretary who is not a member of the church and is only in the building during standard business hours is not likely to need a background check if there are not usually children in the building during those hours.  However, if there is a child-care program operated in the same building, a background check of the secretary becomes more important.

Once the position descriptions have been developed, the committee can include with them the selection and screening procedures for each position.  For positions with high access to youth, these procedures should include 
· an application which includes questions about criminal history and about a personal history of abuse;
· a criminal background check for each state and/or county in which the applicant has lived in the past ten (10) years, and national sex offender registry check (with social security number trace and alias search);
· a face-to-face interview;
· a minimum of three reference checks that include professional and personal references.

Persons whose work will have low involvement with youth might have a different application, a less extensive criminal background check, and fewer references. 

For existing personnel, it is recommended that a multi-state criminal background check and a national sex offender registry check (with social security number trace and alias search) be conducted every three years if they remain in service or return to service. 

Using employment and volunteer applications can be helpful in reducing the risk of child abuse and other risks in the church.  In addition to the typical questions on applications, there need to be questions about whether the applicant has ever been convicted of, or pled guilty or no contest to a crime other than a minor traffic violation or have charges pending against them at the time of the application.  The application should also include a statement authorizing the church to collect information regarding the applicant’s character and fitness for work with children and releases the church and those who provide information from liability in the gathering of that information (except, of course, when someone knowingly communicates false information).  The applicant needs to sign and date the application.  Unsigned applications should not be considered.  Sample applications are in the back of this resource.

Some congregations have chosen to ask on their application forms about a volunteer’s personal history of child abuse victimization.  This provides some information that may be helpful to the selection committee, but it needs to be handled with great sensitivity.  While we know that persons who abuse children have often been victims themselves as children, it does NOT follow that most people who were abused as children grow up to abuse children themselves.  


Final candidates for staff or volunteer positions should be interviewed, with questions asked about background and whether or not the person’s skills are suitable for the position.  Questions should also ask about specific behaviors which are likely to arise in the position for which they have applied.  These might include questions such as “What would you do if a child threw paint on another child?” or “How would you respond to a young woman who appears to be developing a crush on you?”  Questions should be open-ended (requiring more than a “yes” or “no” answer) so that the applicant must present their own ideas about dealing with the behaviors about which you ask.  It will be helpful to develop a list of questions for each position, so that interviews are standardized across interviewers and interviewees.

 An interview provides the opportunity to follow up on questions about prior legal problems or child abuse history.   If applicants have been asked if they were abused as children, a positive response needs to be discussed with the applicant.  Such a discussion can be initiated with sensitivity by asking something like, “Were you a victim of abuse while a minor? Before you answer, let me assure you that if you are uncomfortable with this question you do not have to answer it.  A yes answer, or a no response, will not automatically disqualify you from consideration.”  Use the interview as a time to assess whether there seem to be ongoing issues for the applicant that might make it difficult for them to work well with children.

During the interview, be alert for any red flags, such as resistance to supervision or an insistence on working with a particular age group.  Is someone who has moved frequently trying to avoid having a reputation catch up with them?  Do the frequent moves allow them to avoid close personal relationships and intimacy?  How would this affect their working with children?  On the other hand, have frequent moves been because they were a college student moving back and forth between home, college, and a summer work location?

It is recommended that any person who has been a member of the congregation for less than six months should NOT volunteer with children and youth.  This policy discourages those who might come to a church to gain access to children.

At least three references are recommended for volunteers who will be working with youth.   The application should encourage listing of previous employers and previous places at which the applicant volunteered, especially if the applicant worked with children.  Ask permission to contact previous congregations.  Contacting the references by telephone is recommending over getting written references, as it is easier to hear hesitancies in the voice of someone who might not be willing to give a bad reference but may also be reluctant to give a good one. Again, open-ended behaviorally-based questions are helpful.  For example “How did this person handle the flirtatiousness of adolescents with whom he worked?”  However, some “yes” or “no” may be helpful, especially if the reference appears reluctant to provide information.   These may include questions such as “Would you hire this person again?” and “Would you trust this person to work with 20 junior high youth?”


Criminal History Background Checks

Background checks may be completed for a number of reasons.  Someone who will be handling church finances may want to ensure that there have been no convictions for fraud or embezzlement.  A history of driving infractions would be helpful to know about someone who might be driving a church van.  However, those having high access to youth will need checks primarily for a history of sexual offending.

When the National Child Protection Act of 1993 was first passed, the conclusion was that 
Not all occupations and volunteer positions merit the time and expense of criminal history record checks.  There are other means available to protect children from abuse, including the checking of prior employment history and character references and proper training and supervision of employees and volunteers. The committee expects that the states, in deciding which types or categories of positions require criminal history background checks, will consider the degree to which a particular position or child care activity offers opportunities to those who would abuse children.  The committee expects that the states will find for examples, that positions involving long-term or ongoing contact with children in one-on-one situations merit criminal history record checks and that positions that involve infrequent direct contact or contact only in group settings do not merit such checks.  The bill as amended leaves that decision to the respective states. The National Child Protection Act of 1993 (excerpted)
At that time, there were many fewer resources for conducting background checks.  States were just beginning to keep sex offender registries and were just beginning to share these data with the federal authorities.  Subsequent efforts have led to the development of sex offender registries in most (but not all) states and increasing sharing with the FBI.  Many states have made their sex offender registries publically accessible on-line.

Most states have some requirement for conducting background checks on persons employed in certain professions (for example, child care workers, foster parents, and teachers).  Some states require or allow background checks on volunteers in certain capacities (for example, those at Boys’ Clubs or Girls’ Clubs).  Fewer states are likely to have such requirements of volunteers in church programs because of the separation of Church and State.   

There will be church members who will object to doing background checks.  They may object because they believe it will be more difficult to get volunteers, because if seems too “un-Christian,” (distrusting, unforgiving), because of the cost, or because they really believe that abuse cannot happen among people they know or among “good Christians.”  However, when the congregation is encouraged to think about the potential consequences in terms of the trauma to victims, the emotional and spiritual impact on the congregation, the potential for negative news coverage, the potential for litigation, the possible financial cost of litigation, and the personal impact on church members and church leaders, most readily agree that it is best for children and the entire congregation to take precautions.  

Again, the congregation may want to think not only of child abuse but also of other areas of potential risk which could affect children and other parishioners. For example, if the congregation has a volunteer drive a van to transport the elderly to church services, should that person’s background be checked for alcohol or drug – related offenses or for traffic violations.   If so, the congregation needs to remember to make certain that the data source which is checked includes the infractions of concern.  

Criminal History Background Checks are available in most states, though the laws governing them vary from state to state.  Most states limit, to some degree, what information is available and who has access to it.  Whether or not the background check is free may also vary by state.  In some states it is necessary to run a check through both the State Police and Child Protective Services in order to obtain full information.  

There are a number of companies which will obtain background checks for churches. However, the church needs to be clear about what types of background checks are done (criminal, sexual offender) and will need to be clear about what data bases are searched.  If the company only searches on-line data bases, a number of states will be missed.  Your insurance company may be able to provide guidance on this, but they may not have all the information, either.  Ask all the questions you need to ask of a search provider prior to agreeing to contract with them.


Problems with Sex-Offender Registries

There are a number of serious problems with the federally-mandated sex offender registries.  On the one hand, the registries will miss some people who would present a risk, while, on the other hand, being over-inclusive in other ways.

It must be kept in mind that not everyone who has molested children has been arrested and that not everyone who has been charged with a sexual offense against children is convicted of that charge.  It is not at all unusual for charges to be reduced before a plea agreement or a conviction is reached.  That is, what may have been a charge which would have led to a listing on the sex offender registry may be reduced to one which does not lead to such a listing.

This is increasingly an issue as juries have become more demanding of physical evidence due, perhaps, to the popularity of CSI and various other shows on television.  It is not at all uncommon currently to hear jurors say, after an acquittal of a person who had been charged with child sexual abuse, “I believed her [the victim], but there wasn’t any evidence.”  The reality is that there is rarely physical evidence in child molestation cases, as fondling is the most common form of sex offense against children and it leaves no physical evidence.  

On the other hand, the Adam Walsh Act requires that all states include people found guilty of kidnapping and false imprisonment to be listed on the sexual offender registry even though there may be no sexual element to these crimes.  While kidnapping and false imprisonment sound like serious charges, they could involve something such as a grandmother who is concerned about the abuse of her grandchildren refusing to give the children back to their parents until Child Protective Services can investigate or an 18-year-old boy locking the car door when his under-age girlfriend wants to stop a discussion which he wants to continue. 

Other than the charges listed in the Adam Walsh Act which requires a person to be placed on the sex offender registry, states are free to decide which sex offenses will lead to someone being put on their state registry.  In some states, this can include consenting sex between two adults.  For example, a young couple having sex in the wooded area of a public park can be arrested for public indecency and end up on the sex offender registry in some states.   

Not all sexual offenses lead to life-time registration.  There are tiers to the sex offender registries, and some offenders will age off the list after a period of time.

The problems inherent in criminal background checks and with sex offender registries highlight the need for churches to be thoughtful and discrete in managing this issue and the need for them to be thorough in other aspects of their assessment of personnel.


Addressing the Issue of Juvenile Sex Offenders

Some offenders on the sex offender lists are juveniles, and the issue of juvenile sex offenders warrants special consideration.  

It is, first, important to understand that children, even very young children, are sexual beings.  Masturbation can begin in infancy, as most parents recognize.  As with most behaviors, most children learn to conform their sexual behavior to social norms as they get older.  How children deal with their sexuality is also influenced by the culture in which they grow up.  Some cultures and families are much more open about sexuality and others prefer to keep sexuality very private.

Parents generally teach their children to touch themselves in private places and not in front of others.  During the preschool years, however, children become interested in the differences between men and women and often are found “playing doctor.”  Children at this age may also ask to see adult genitals or may grab at them.  At four and five, drawing genitals and products of elimination may become common.  Children who live in large families with a relatively small living space are more likely to have witnessed adult sex acts and to act them out with peers.

There has been much less research on the normal sexual behavior of young adolescents.  However, it does not appear to be uncommon for young adolescents to choose a “safe” (e.g., younger) partner for early exploration of adult sexual behavior.  Thus, a young adolescent boy or girl may look at, touch, or fondle a younger child as a prelude to sexual contact (kissing, “making out”) with same-age peers.  If this comes to the attention of authorities, such a youngster may end up on the sex offender registry, even though their risk of reoffending is quite low.  The data show that fewer than three percent (3%) of adolescent sex offenders ever reoffend.

Not all youth who are judged to be sexual offenders, however, are so innocent.  One of the authors has evaluated a number of youthful “sex offenders,” and the range of behaviors is broad.  There was the young male who touched a sleeping (younger) female friend, stopped immediately when she awoke, and apologize profusely but nonetheless was sent to a year-long residential treatment program for sex offenders.  Then there was the young woman who, by age nineteen, had - on an ongoing basis - fondled and had intercourse with multiple children in her family constellation.  These cases need to be assessed carefully.

Besides knowing that children are sexual beings, we also know that brain develop is not completed until around twenty-five years of age.  Young people often make impulsive and unwise decisions, not thinking about the consequences to self or others until later.  An example might be the young man mentioned above.  We, in fact, recommend that no one under the age of eighteen be used as a volunteer with children or adolescents because of the problems mentioned above. 

In spite of all the problems with sex offender registries and criminal background checks, it is unwise to offer a “second chance” to anyone who has been found in the past to have problems with sexual misconduct or child abuse.  The liability the church faces by knowing that someone has previously offended and then allowing them to work with children or other vulnerable members of the congregation would be high.

The limitations of the criminal background checks also make it clear that relying on these is not sufficient.  The church needs to take seriously the job of screening applications, interviews, and references.  Once staff and volunteers are in place, the congregation continues to have an obligation to provide supervision and to take complaints seriously.  Negligence in keeping an employee or volunteer about whom there have been complaints of misconduct will also contribute to the church’s legal liability.  The PC(USA) and your presbytery have a policy concerning sexual misconduct.  A similar policy can be followed for dealing with other complaints.


Training

Once selected and screened, training of volunteers needs to follow.  Your policy should specify who is trained and how they are trained.  Some of this is outlined in Youth Protection Policies, with the recommendation that such training occur within thirty (30) days of selection or prior to placement.

Your policy should provide for training in how to recognize and deal with potentially problematic situations.  This is for the safety of children but also for the safety of personnel.  For example, if two volunteers are in a classroom with fifteen (15) children and one has to leave for emergency reasons, how would the remaining volunteer handle this?  Would the response be different if there were only two (2) children in the room?

The policy should address issues of what types of behavior management techniques are appropriate with various age youth.  What, if any, physical contact is appropriate?  Is it OK to put a hand on a youth’s shoulder to redirect them to another activity?  What types of verbal interaction are acceptable?  

What types of social interaction are reasonable?  Is it OK for a camp counselor or a pastor to walk away from others to have a private talk with an individual youth?  What is the best way to handle the risk to youth and to personnel involved in that kind of privacy?  While we don’t want to lose sight that we all thrive on affection, are hugs something they church wants to condone?  Are there other ways to communicate affection with less risk of misinterpretation?  

Are there some activities which the congregation will choose not to allow or to allow only under special circumstances?  Should a youth pastor or volunteer chat with a teen over a burger at the local fast-food restaurant?  Would it make a difference if the parent(s) and the church secretary were aware when this was happening?

All of these questions and others like them need to be addressed in the policy and then in training of personnel.

The policy should also address ways to modify the environment to limit the opportunity for risk to youth.  For example, having bathrooms in the church-school classrooms eliminates the need for a volunteer to take a child down the hall to use the bathroom, which leaves the volunteer and one child together in a fairly private setting.  Keeping unused rooms and closets or storage areas locked when not is use keeps these from being accessible for possible sexual abuse.  

Training should also include information about recognizing signs of possible abuse.  Not too many years ago, there were checklists describing “Behavioral Indicators of Child Abuse.”  In fact, one was included in the first edition of this resource.  We know now, however, that such checklists are easily misinterpreted.

No checklist of behavior problems should be used to determine whether or not a child has been abused.  Many different problem behaviors may result from abuse, as we have seen in the section on “How Abuse Effects Children.”  Children react differently.  Some may become withdrawn.  Some may become aggressive.  Some may act out the sexual abuse with dolls or with younger children.  However, even sexual behavior does not necessarily mean that a child has been abused.  Children are sexual beings.  Little boys find at a very early age that stimulation of their penis feels good.  For both boys and girls, interest in the genitals increases during toilet training.  Pre-school children discover that boys and girls are different and explore each other as they play “doctor.”  Most boys masturbate, and a large proportion of girls do as well.  

Acting out specific sexual acts is more common among children who have been sexually abused, but it is not unheard of among children who have no history of sexual abuse.  It can also occur because children have been exposed to adult sexual behavior by walking in on their parents or seeing sexual behavior in the media.

Besides sexual behavior, most of the old checklists included a wide variety of behaviors often experienced by children, including trouble sleeping, inattention, social withdrawal, anxiety around strangers, and other changes in behavior.  While these behaviors are sometimes exhibited by children who have been abused, not all abused children exhibit these symptoms.  Further, there are a large number of children who exhibit these behaviors who have never been abused.  

Lizzie, for example, screamed in terror every time the regular babysitter came to stay with her and her brothers and sisters even though the sitter had never abused her.  The first time the sitter had come to stay with Lizzie and her siblings was the same night the family had moved into a new house.  Lizzie was eight-months-old.  She was left with a stranger in a strange place.  Her crib was set up, but nothing else looked familiar.  For 

years after that, the sight of the babysitter aroused in her that sense of abandonment, and she clung to her parents desperately.  

An automobile accident, events on the news, the illness of a parent, the death of a friend, and countless other events in the lives of children can contribute to some of the behaviors found on many of the checklists of “Indicators of Child Sexual Abuse.”  

It is important, therefore, not to jump to conclusions when a child’s behavior changes.  When a child’s behavior changes dramatically, it is best to stay alert, to ask the parents about changes in the child’s environment, and to watch for indications of what the problem might be.  It is also important to make certain that the child knows that they can talk with you about whatever their concerns are.

IT IS ALSO IMPORTANT TO REMEMBER THAT MANY CHILDREN WHO ARE ABUSED SHOW NO CHANGE IN BEHAVIOR.

While the focus of the congregation policy should be on protecting children, it is also helpful to be aware of the impact of abuse on all others affected by allegations of abuse.

Policy and training should also cover making a report about suspected child abuse.  There needs to be a policy about documenting any incident which may be a potential cause for concern, including examples of what those may be and what needs to be documented.  This would include, at the very least, a clear description of what happened, a list of who was involved, the names of any others who knew about or witnessed what happened, and where and when it happened.  It also needs to be clear where this documentation will be kept and for how long.

Educating personnel about the state’s reporting laws and developing a chain of command and procedure for this should also be a part of the policy.  

To enhance the congregation’s culture of safety, the policy needs to develop a plan for making reporting relatively easy for youth.  Child abuse, especially sexual abuse, is experienced as very private and shameful (especially by older children and adolescents) and is extremely difficult to report.  When the youth is not clear that the report will be welcome, it becomes more difficult to report.  The church needs to be vocal about their willingness to hear reports and about the avenue for making reports.  The fact that there is an avenue does not mean, however, that youth will use this.  They may confide in a trusted adult or a friend.  It becomes important, therefore, that all members of the congregation have some education about handling reports.  

The policy should include a specific person to whom reports are made in-house.  This should be posted in the church office, and all personnel should be made aware of the process of reporting and the person to whom reports are made.  

More on reporting is in the next section.







































Handling Reports of Abuse

Most of us have one of two reactions when a child mentions to us that they have been abused.  One is denial--ignoring the child or responding with something like ”Honey, I know your Daddy.  He would never do anything like that.”  The second is an attempt to make it all better by taking on the role of investigator-therapist.  “He did WHAT?”  

While these may be the normal reaction, they are not helpful to the child.  You don’t have to have been trained as a child abuse investigator or a licensed therapist, however, to be responsive if a child tells you about abuse.
· Know the state law (and church policy) on handling reports of abuse and of sexual misconduct.
· Remain calm.  This may be quite difficult if you haven’t been the recipient of such news in the past.  It becomes more difficult if you know and like the accused or if you have been a victim yourself in the past.  If you are a Sunday school teacher, a pastor, a youth group leader, or a nursery volunteer, practice now with peers or in front of a mirror so that you can remain calm when you are trusted with such confidences.  Be aware of your body language.
· Listen, and don’t ask questions.  Remaining calm and listening to what the child has to say communicates that you are concerned and want to help and that you are taking the child seriously.  Asking questions may communicate that you don’t believe what the child is saying.  Further, asking questions can forever affect the child’s believability to those who must investigate.  For example, if you ask questions which suggest an answer (Did your Mommy do this?  Did it happen at church?), the investigators (and the court, if it comes to that) will never know if the child is reporting what really happened or what you suggested.  This is especially a risk with younger children.  It may result in social services dropping the case and, thereby, failing to protect a child who needs protection.  Gently praise the child for talking to you but NOT for specific pieces of information.  Say something like, “I’m glad you talked to me.  I will try to get you some help.”
· Let the child know that you may ask to have something repeated ONLY because you didn’t hear what was said or didn’t understand.  Indicate that you were not present and that you don’t know what happened.  Don’t ask for more details than the child offers voluntarily.  That is the job of trained CPS caseworkers or police.
· Reassure the child in a meaningful way.  It is all right to say, “I’m glad you trusted me.”  However, these comments should not editorialize on the incident being reported.  To tell a child, “Your babysitter is a bad person for doing this to you” may again suggest to the child information you think is important.  If a child likes the person being accused, they may feel uncomfortable with your negative comments and feel less willing to discuss this with others.
· Let the child know that you will help her.  “I am really glad that you told me about this.  I would like to help you so that this doesn’t happen anymore.  To do that, I will need to report this to Child Protective Services, because they know better than I do how to help you.  I will do as much as I can to help you.”
· As soon as you are away from the child, write down word for word (or as close as possible) everything the child told you.  Use the child’s words.  If she tells you someone touched her “monkey,” don’t write down the correct anatomical name (and don’t tell her the correct name at this time.  It would affect her believability.)
· Follow the church’s policy on reporting.  There is usually someone on staff who is responsible for receiving such reports.  Most, if not all, states also require the person who first hears the information to make a report to the appropriate agency (Child Protective Services), even though it has been reported within the church structure.  Share with CPS what you have written down.  You may want to invite the child to be a part of this reporting, asking them to correct you if you have made a mistake.  This helps to maintain the accuracy of the report.
· The church’s policy should also give some guidelines about informing parents.  This may not happen until AFTER the report to Child Protective Services has been made.  Ask Child Protective Services for guidance about when and what to tell parents.
· If the abuse occurred on church property or if church personnel (staff, elders, deacons, teachers, pre-school staff) were involved, a report to the Presbytery Sexual Misconduct Response Coordination Team also needs to be made.

Anyone who might have to report child abuse and, especially, those creating a congregation’s policy would benefit from reviewing the Sexual Misconduct Policy and Its Procedures [PC(USA), 1993].  The goal of the sexual misconduct policy and the established response coordination teams in the presbyteries is to address the “needs that have to be met for the good of all persons, groups, and entities. . . . .”  This team will not investigate the allegation or in any way function as a special disciplinary committee, but should confine itself to coordinating a process that will meet the specific needs of the situation. . . .   In cases of sexual misconduct, these are the needs of accuser/victim and their families (if any), the accused and family (if any), employing entities, congregations, and governing bodies.”

While the focus of the congregation policy should be on protecting children, it is also helpful to be aware of the impact of abuse on all others affected by allegations of abuse.























Providing a Safe Environment


In addition to providing a screening process, making the church safe for children involves supporting volunteers who work with children and providing for resources for child safety.  For example, the church may want to have a policy that all vehicles used to transport children have passed a safety inspection within a specified time period.  You may want to ensure that there are fire extinguishers in all the classrooms.  

In addition to screening staff and volunteers, it is helpful to set some minimum criteria for those who will work with children.  Including in your policy a minimum age for volunteers is a good idea.  The age needs to be set with consideration of the many situations that can arise.  A volunteer working with children needs to be old enough to be seen by the children as having some authority over them.  They also need to be old enough to be aware of risks and to be able to take responsibility for reducing these risks.  

One of the authors volunteered with a Scout troop a number of years ago.  The regional Scout administrator was in his early 20s.  On a planned bicycle trip, he and some of the high-school-aged Scouts took a detour for a dip in an abandoned stone quarry, telling no one what they were doing.  He clearly did not consider the risks (diving onto boulders beneath the surface, getting tangled in trash under the water) or the liability of the Scouts if someone was hurt or killed.

A college student dating a high-school senior and serving as a volunteer supervising a church youth group on a camp-out may not provide adequate supervision for all of the participants if the college student is so absorbed in spending time with the one senior to the exclusion of attention to what the others are doing.  

A minimum age of 18 years allows for at least some maturity and some authority over younger children.  However, it is highly recommended that volunteers also be at least five years older than the oldest youth they will be supervising.  This increases the likelihood that supervision will be adequate.

Determining an adequate child/youth to adult ratio can also be done as part of the policy developed by the congregation.  At least two adults need to be present with all groups of children when other adults are in the vicinity (in the church building, for example).  Having two adults present with a group dramatically reduces the risk that one might abuse a child or that an adult will be falsely accused of abuse.  It also allows for someone to go for help, if there is a crisis, while the other stays with the children.  In a more remote setting (a camp-out or even a lock-in, when there are few others in the church building), a minimum of three adults is advised.  This allows for two to stay with the children or youth while the third goes for help if necessary.

Beyond this basic guideline, it is important to have enough adult supervisors of children and youth to minimize injuries and accidents and to provide needed care.  The number may vary with the nature and location of the activity.  Children in a church-school class who are discussing a Bible story will obviously need fewer volunteers present than the same number of children on a scavenger hunt in the woods behind the church.

For persons who work with children on a regular basis, First Aid and CPR training can be quite important.  Little children, especially, are at risk of choking.  Besides making certain that the nursery and the toddlers’ rooms don’t have toys with small pieces, having staff or volunteers trained in CPR and First Aid further assures the safety of the children.  First Aid training can also be really important for volunteers who work with junior high and high school groups, which are more likely to be leaving church property, going on mission trips, and camping out.  First Aid and CPR certification need to be renewed on a regular basis.  Training is available through the American Red Cross. 

Having a first aid kit readily available to the classrooms (especially those of younger children) or on trips away from the church is also an important safety measure.  All volunteers working with children need to know where the kit is located.

Ongoing supervision and education of staff and volunteers are also important.  An annual orientation can review your church’s policies about safety issues, the screening process, policies on reporting abuse, issues of confidentiality, and appropriate ways to manage discipline with a group of children.  It can be a time to role-play hearing and responding to a report of abuse.  Such an orientation session also allows a time to review the policies in an attempt to amend and improve them as necessary.  As you put your policy into practice, you will undoubtedly find better ways of managing safety in your church.

The annual orientation is also a time to ask volunteers and staff to renew their commitment to following the safe church policy.  Some churches use a participation covenant for all church leaders.  See example on page 18.

Having a standard format for giving advance notice to parents and getting parental permission for children and youth to participate in special activities (especially those involving leaving the church property) can also reduce the congregation’s liability.  The parents should be given information about where the children or youth will be, what activities are planned, who will be supervising the activities, when the group will be leaving (and from where) and when they will be expected to return (and to where).  Parents will want to know how to get in touch with the group if something unexpected comes up at home.

Some congregations have made structural changes to help insure the safety of their children.  For example, one change involving minimal effort and expense, involves putting windows or Dutch-doors (doors in which the top can open while the bottom stays closed) in all classrooms used by children and youth.  In that way, anyone going past the room can see in, greatly reducing the opportunity for inappropriate activities.  Other churches have gone so far as to re-build classrooms so that each classroom has its own bathroom, so that children can go by themselves and won’t be alone with an adult volunteer while going to the bathroom down the hall.  

Keeping safe the smallest members of the congregation can be a special challenge, especially in a very large church or one that has a great deal of transition.  Many congregations ask that only a parent drop off or pick up a child from the nursery.  

Some put a sticker on the infant or toddler and give a matching sticker to the parent, so that it is easy to see when the parent returns which child goes with that parent.  Other congregations may use code words.  Some ask that parents sign the child in and out, allowing for the comparison of signatures.  It is always a good idea to know, on any given day, how to contact the parent in the event of an emergency.
 
Clearly, if church-school staff and volunteers are using equipment with children, the equipment needs to be age-appropriate and in good working condition.  A regular check of electronic equipment (projectors, tape recorders, VCRs), of playground equipment, and of any vehicles used to transport children is a good idea.  It is equally important that staff and volunteers know how to use equipment safely and will help children be safe in their use of the equipment.  Playground surfaces can be made safe, with a number of choices for surfaces which provide more safety than blacktop or concrete.

Again, it is a good idea to check the congregation’s insurance policy.  Are you covered for a trip away from the church?  If there is an accident in a volunteer’s van, whose insurance will cover that?  If the youth group is going hang-gliding, will the church’s policy cover injuries sustained in such risky behaviors?




Helping Children Avoid Sexual Abuse


It is never a child’s job to protect herself from abuse.  However, everything we adults do to protect children may not always be sufficient.  Children do need to know what they can do to avoid difficult situations and to get help if they need to do so.

There are a large number of resources designed to tell children about “good” touch and “bad” touch.  Many of them are limited in significant ways.  In teaching children about child sexual abuse (and child abuse in general), there are several really important concepts.

One of these is an understanding of what is abuse.  Children can quickly identify many aspects of life that are unpleasant but not abusive (sweeping the garage, for example), and teachers can help students identify what is and is not abuse.

Part of understanding what is and is not abuse involves children knowing what part of their body is private.  The best way to describe this area is to talk about it being the area underneath a bathing suit.  If children are not aware that their behind (and not just their genitals) are private, they may not report abuse when it happens.  

It is also important for children to understand the different types of touch.  There are many kinds of touch that are enjoyable (hugs, back rubs, high fives) and many which are not (hits, pinches).  Some touch may be OK from one person but not from another.  For example, a child may like a kiss from Mom or Dad but not from Aunt Matilda, who smells strongly of perfume.  Tickling may be fun unless it doesn’t stop when the child is ready for it to stop.  Talking about touch can help children understand that there are different types of touch and that what they like and don’t like may vary depending on who is touching and how they are being touched.  They also need to know that they are free to refuse any type of touch with which they are not comfortable, even if it is a kiss from Aunt Matilda and even if Aunt Matilda has hurt feelings.

Children also need to understand when some unpleasant types of touch are necessary.  For example, parents need to touch the private area of infants to clean them when the diaper is being changed.  Doctors may need to touch private areas when examining or treating a child.  Talking with children about this before it happens may make some medical appointments much easier.  However, when children are old enough to adequately apply medication to themselves, they should be allowed to do so, even if an adult needs to supervise.

Talking about touch in a context with the other senses can reduce the scariness found in some resources designed for children.  Talk with children about what they do and do not like to taste, see, smell, and hear as well as what they do and do not like to touch.

It is also critical that abuse education not focus only on strangers.  Even some otherwise very good programs have failed to prepare children for the fact that most abuse happens within families or at the hands of others known to the child.  While it is important for children to know not to get into a car with strangers, it is even more important for them to know that they do not have to allow anyone to touch them in ways they don’t like or in their private area, no matter who that person is (except for certain situations, as indicated above).  

In talking with children about abuse, it is important for them to understand that they can tell a trusted adult about the uncomfortable touch, that they can keep telling about it until someone understands and protects them, and that they are not to blame if they are abused.  It helps kids understand whom they can tell if you have a class generates a list together.  The list can include parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, teachers, principals, counselors, ministers, police, doctors, and others.  Children may mention brothers and sisters or friends when making such a list.  They need to be cautioned that other children may not be able to protect them from the abuse.  Children can also learn that, if a friend tells them of abuse, they need to tell an adult about their friend’s problem.

It is helpful in children’s understanding to distinguish between a surprise and a secret.  We don’t tell Dad what he is getting for Christmas, because we want it to be a “surprise.”  However, when an adult touches a child and asks that the child keep the touch a secret, it is something that should be told.  Children can also learn that it is never too late to tell about abuse.

It is helpful for children to understand that persons who abuse children have problems and that other children cannot be protected and that the abuser cannot get help for his problems if those who are abused don’t tell.  Abusers often tell children that the child or the adult (or both) will be in trouble if the child tells.  While the abuser may be in trouble, the child should be assured that most abusers get help rather than punishment.  Sometimes children don’t tell because they like the abuser and don’t want the abuser to get into trouble.

Perhaps the best resource for use with children is My Very Own Book About Me!, written by Jo Stowell and Mary Dietzel, developed by Lutheran Social Services of Washington.  There is a workbook for children, with guidelines for teachers and parents available from
ACT for Kids
7 S. Howard, Suite 200
Spokane, WA 99204-0323
509-747-0609 (fax)

As indicated above, however, educating youth about good touch and bad touch is NOT sufficient to protect them from abuse.  In numerous “tests” (performed primarily by law enforcement) for the purpose of educating children and parents, children “failed” the test.  Early primary children readily succumbed to an adult male with a puppy, walking with him from the park where they met him to his car across the street and standing with inches of his open car door.  Older elementary and middle school children often went to “help” an ice cream truck driver, getting into the back of the ice cream truck with him.  One youngster told his therapist after having been brutally abused on multiple occasions by a neighborhood teen that he didn’t report it – in spite of his parents having told him about private parts – because “I didn’t know that was my private parts.”

We as adults must take responsibility for supervising and protecting our children adequately.  Developing a policy for your church is a major step in the right direction.
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Developing a Training Plan


It is very important that congregations develop a training plan to educate staff and volunteers who work with children about the realities of child abuse, how to prevent abuse, how to recognize signs of abuse and what to do in cases of suspected abuse.  In planning for such training, the following issues need to be taken into consideration.

Any training should be built on a Biblical base.  Take time (or assign trainees) to look up references in the Old and New Testament about the treatment of children and orphans.  Become acquainted with the teachings about children in our Confessions and in the historical actions of the denomination.  You may also want to use this resource and the Sexual Misconduct Policy of the Presbyterian Church (USA) as references.

The goals of training are to ensure that staff and volunteers who work with children understand the nature of child abuse and how to respond if it becomes apparent that a child has been abused.  Training is also useful in reviewing and modifying the church policy, as volunteers who have had experience working with the policy share their experience.

At least part of the training should be provided by someone knowledgeable about child abuse and about the laws and policies in your state.  Attorneys, child protective service caseworkers, counselors who have a lot of experience in this field, and school social workers are among those who may have the training and experience to help with your program.

Topics to be included are
· What is child abuse?
· How do we recognize child abuse?
· What is the church policy about volunteers working with children and youth?
· Why are an application and references necessary and how are they to be used?
· How do we keep children safe?
· What are the state laws concerning reporting?
· How is a report made?
· How can we talk to children about child abuse without scaring them?
· What are the community resources available?
· Any topics which may be specific to your congregation
· Specific information for paid staff
· Specific information for volunteers

Training would ideally occur annually, perhaps at the beginning of the church school year.  This allows new volunteers with youth to be trained and returning volunteers to help coach each other and to evaluate the policy and how it has functioned.

The training should involve all employees and volunteers who will be working with children and youth as part of your church program.  This may include people who are not members of your church but who work in a church-housed daycare program.

You may want to allow time to review the application procedure and to explain and emphasize the need for references who know the applicants work with children and youth.  It is also appropriate to review the “Safe Place” policy.  This acquaints new volunteers with the policy and allows experienced volunteers to evaluate how the policy has worked over the past year.

If your congregation chooses to use a covenant, the training session would be a good time for volunteers and staff to discuss what it means and to ask all to sign them.






Directory of Resources


A directory of resources in the community who can help in the event of child abuse in the church can be a part of the materials handed out during orientation.  Such a directory would likely include whom to reach

· Child Protective Services (including their after-hours number)
· The local law enforcement agency.
· Community agencies that are trained to assist in circumstances of suspected abuse.
· Persons within the Presbytery who can assist in helping the families and the congregation in dealing with abuse within the church.
· The person at the Presbytery level who receives reports of sexual misconduct
· Counselors who specialize in work with sexual abuse victims and their families
· Counselors who specialize in work with sexual abuse offenders

· In addition, it might be helpful to include some printed material, such as: 
· A guide for reporting child abuse, which includes an idea of to whom it should be reported, what information will be needed, and other pertinent information.
· References for more information on dealing with child abuse in the church
























National Child Protection Act of 1993

The purpose of the National Child Protection Act of 1993 is to encourage states to improve the quality of their criminal history and child abuse records.  The Act was passed in October 1993, and amended in the Crime Control Act of 1994.

· Requires states to submit “child abuse crime information” to, or index such information in the national criminal history background system maintained by the FBI.  A state’s reporting all felonies and serious misdemeanors to the FBI will satisfy this requirement of the Act.
· Mandates that the U.S. Attorney General establish timetables for each state’s criminal history records system to reach milestones for improvement and completeness.
· Authorizes a state to establish procedures requiring organizations serving youth, the elderly and individuals with disabilities to request a nationwide criminal history background check on prospective employees and volunteers.  31 states and the District of Columbia have laws mandating some individuals working with children to undergo criminal history background checks.  The Act expands this to the elderly and individuals with disabilities and encourages criminal history checks for a more uniform, but broader, cross-section of employees and volunteers.
· Provides access to the National Criminal History Records system maintained by the FBI in order to perform criminal history record checks.  Access is limited to the states in which permissive legislation or regulations have been established.
· Establishes minimum procedural safeguards for conducting criminal history record checks.  Procedures require checks to be based upon fingerprints; the agency checking the records must attempt to obtain disposition data; the actual record cannot be conveyed to the seeking organization but a statement must be provided by the state agency indicating whether or not the individual has been convicted of or is under pending indictment for a crime that bears upon the individual’s fitness for taking care of children; and, the individual authorizes the check and signs a statement that he or she has never been convicted of a crime or if he or she has been convicted of a crime, lists the particulars of that crime on the form requesting the criminal history background check.
· Places responsibility on states to define crimes that bear upon the individual’s fitness to work with children, the elderly and individuals with disabilities.
· Places responsibility on the states to identify the positions that will require criminal history background checks.  Requirements for criminal history background checks will vary from state to state.
· Shields organizations from liability “solely for failure to conduct a criminal background check…” The Act allows organizations to use other kinds of child abuse prevention strategies so that failure to conduct a criminal history record check could not be used as a sole reason for liability.
· Limits the cost of criminal history record checks so that “fees to nonprofit entities for background checks do not discourage volunteers from participating in child care programs.” Amendments to the Act limit the fee that can be charged by the states to $18 and those charged by the FBI to $18 or a total of $36.  The amendments also permit some federal funds to be used to offset some or all of this cost.

Resources for Child Advocacy


This is a list of places from which one can get information or assistance with developing a policy or with education about child abuse and child advocacy:



	Center for the Prevention of Sexual 
And
Domestic Violence
240045th Street, #10
Seattle, WA  98103
1-206-634-1903 (Telephone)
1-206-634-0155 (FAX)

	Prevent Child Abuse America
200 S. Michigan Avenue
Chicago, IL  60604-2404
1-312-663-3520 (Telephone)
1-312-969-8962 (FAX)

	Child Advocacy Office
Presbyterian Church (USA)
Patricia Chapman
100 Witherspoon Street, 4615
Louisville, KY  40202-1396
1-888-728-7228, ext. 5838 (Telephone)

	Presbyterian Child Advocacy Network
A Network of PHEWA
Nancy Troy
100 Witherspoon Street, 4617
Louisville, KY  40202-1396
1-888-728-7228, ext. 5794 (Telephone)

	Presbyterian United Nations Office
777 United Nations Plaza
New York, NY  10017
1-212-697-4568 (Telephone)
1-212-986-3002 (FAX)

	Presbyterian Washington Office
110 Maryland Office
Washington, DC 20002
1-202-543-1126 (Telephone)
(ask for information sheets on various topics)

	Presbyterian Distribution Services
Presbyterian Church (USA)
100 Witherspoon Street
Louisville, KY  40202-1396
(for any resource with a PDS#)
1-800-524-2612 (Telephone)
www.pcusa.org

	Children’s Defense Fund

25 E Street, NW
Washington, DC  20001
1-202-628-8787 (Telephone)
www.childrensdefense.org


	UNICEF
UNICEF House
3 United Nations Plaza
New York, NY 10017
www.unicef.org

	The Annie E. Casey Foundation Advocates
701 St Paul Street
Baltimore, MD  21202
1-410-547-6600 (Telephone)
www.aecf.org


	National Association of Child Advocacy
1522 K. Street, NW, Suite 600
Washington, DC  20005-1202
1-202-289-0777 (Telephone)
www.childadvocacy.org






References


Bavolek, Stephen J. (1990).  A Handbook for Understanding Abuse and Neglect.  Park City, UT: Family Development Resources, Inc. 

Burdick, Faye, ed. (1996).  God’s Plan for Growing Up: Amazing Stuff.  Louisville: Curriculum Publishing, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  Sexuality curriculum for grades 4-5.

Burdick, Faye, ed.  (1996).  God’s Plan for Growing Up: Wonderfully Made.  Louisville: Curriculum Publishing, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  Sexuality curriculum for grades 2-3.

Children’s Defense Fund. (1994). Welcome the Child: A Child Advocacy Guide for Churches.  Washington, DC: Children’s Defense Fund.

Cobble, James F., Jr., and Hammar, Richard R.  (1996)  Selecting & Screening Church Workers:  A Guide to Selecting and Screening Ministers, Church Employees, and Volunteer Workers.  Matthews, NC:  Christian Ministry Resources (P. O. Box 1098, zip 28106; (704) 841-8066).

God’s Gift of Sexuality: A Study for Young People in the Reformed Tradition.   (1989) Louisville: Curriculum Publishing, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  Sexuality curriculum for younger and older youth.

Guidelines for Child Care at Church-Sponsored Meetings. (1995).  Published by the Child Advocacy Network.  (PDC #72-650-95-002).

Hammar, Richard R., Slilpowicz, Steven W. and Cobble, Jr., James F. (1993). Reducing the Risk of Child Sexual Abuse in Your Church.  Matthews, NC: Christian Ministry Resources. (Produced by Church Law & Tax Report, complete package includes a video in two parts: part 1 is 10 minutes, especially appropriate for viewing by church leadership as well as volunteers; part 2 is 15 minutes are more appropriate for viewing by church leadership specifically.)

Heggen, Carolyn Holderread. (1993).  Sexual Abuse in Christian Homes and Churches.  Scottsdale, PA: Herald Press.

McDonald, Bonnie Glass.  (1995).  Child Abuse Ministry: A Bibliography of Resources for the Religious Community.  New York: National Council of Churches.

Melton, Joy Thornburg (1998).  Safe Sanctuaries.  Nashville, TN: Discipleship Resources.

Reid, Rev. Kathryn Goering. (1994)  Preventing Child Sexual Abuse: A Curriculum for Children, Ages 5-8.  Cleveland: United Church Press. (Available from the Center for the Prevention of Sexual and Domestic Violence.)



Reid, Rev. Kathryn Goering with Marie Fortune. (1990).  Preventing Child Sexual Abuse: A Curriculum for Children, Ages 9-12.  New York: The Pilgrim Press. (Available from the Center for the Prevention of Sexual and Domestic Violence.)

Voelkel-Haugen, Rebecca and Rev. Marie Fortune. (1996). Sexual Abuse Prevention: A Course of Study for Teenagers. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press. (Available from the Center for the Prevention of Sexual and Domestic Violence.)

Videos
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 (Name of church)
Volunteer Application


Name  					   Date 		

Address  							

Daytime phone  		           Evening phone 			

How long have you been a member of (name of church)? 			

Occupation (if employed) 					

Employer (if applicable)   					

Current job responsibilities  					

Previous work experience  

							        

Previous volunteer experience

 							

Special interest, hobbies and skills 					

Can you make a one-year commitment to this volunteer role? 		

Do you have a valid driver’s license? 	  Any restrictions? 		

Do you have vehicle liability insurance? 		  If so, are you willing to provide a copy of your coverage for the files? 				

Why would you like to volunteer as a worker with children and/or youth? 

							

							

What qualities do you have that would help you work with children and/or youth? 

							

							





What training have you received in the care and nurture of children and youth? 

							

							

In caring for children, we believe it is our responsibility to seek adult staff that is able to provide healthy, safe and nurturing relationships.  Please answer the following questions accordingly.  Answering yes to any of the questions will not automatically disqualify a volunteer from working with children.  Any special concerns can be discussed individually with the pastoral staff.

Have you ever been convicted of or pled guilty to a crime, either a misdemeanor or a felony (including but not limited to drug-related charges, child abuse, other crimes of violence, theft or motor vehicle violations?  ___ yes ___ no

If yes, please explain fully 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

Your response to the following question is optional: Have you had an experience in your life that you feel would impede your volunteer work with children and youth?  If so, do you feel comfortable explaining?  Would you like to speak to the minister regarding this experience? 
							

							

Would you be available for periodic volunteer training?  ___ (yes)   ___ (no)

References Please list three personal references (people who are not related to you by blood or marriage) and provide a complete address and phone information for each. 

1. Name 							

Address  						

Daytime phone  			  Evening phone 		

Relationship to applicant  					

2. Name 							

Address 						

Daytime phone  			Evening phone 		

Relationship to applicant  					





3. Name 							

Address 						

Daytime phone  		   	Evening phone 		

Relationship to applicant  					

I represent that each of my responses is truthful and accurate.

							
Signature of applicant			            	 Date


Waiver and consent

I, 		, hereby certify that the information I have provided on this volunteer application is true and correct.  I authorize (name of church) to verify the information I have provided on this application by contacting the references and employers I have listed, by conducting a criminal background check or by other means, including contacting others whom I have not listed.  I authorize the references and employers listed in this application to give you whatever information (including opinions) they may have regarding my character and fitness for the job for which I have applied.  Furthermore, I waive any rights I may have to confidentiality to the extent that it may be harmful to myself or others.

I have read this waiver and the entire application, and I am fully aware of its contents.  I sign this consent freely and under no duress or coercion.


							
	Date			Signature of applicant				


							
Date			Witness		 








(Name of Church)
CONFIDENTIAL Reference

The applicant named below has applied for a volunteer position as 		at (name of church).  We ask that you take a few moments to complete and return this form in the envelope provided.  [Revise this statement if you will be contacting references by telephone.]

Name of applicant  						

Name of reference  						

Address of reference 						

Phone (daytime) 			  (evening) 			

Relationship to applicant  					

How long have you known the applicant?  				

In what capacity do you know the applicant? 				

How would you describe the applicant’s ability to work with children/youth? 

							

How would you describe the applicant’s ability to relate to adults? 

							

How would you describe the applicant’s leadership abilities? 

							

How would you feel about having the applicant as a volunteer working with your child? 

							

Do you know of any characteristics that would negatively affect the applicant’s ability to work with children/youth? _________.  If so, please describe. 

							

Do you have any knowledge that the applicant has ever been convicted of a crime?
	  YES		  NO

If YES, please describe 						

Please share any other comments you would like to make.

_________________________________________________		____________
Signature of reference/phone interviewer (please indicate)		Date
(Name of Church)
Incident Report Form
(Please print all information)


Date of incident 			Time of incident 		

Name of child/youth involved 					
(A separate form should be completed for each child involved in order to keep the information confidential)

Address of child/youth 						

Phone number of child/youth 					

Name of parent/guardian 					

Location of incident  						

Name of person(s) who witnessed the incident
	
Name _____________________________	Phone 			

Name _____________________________	Phone 			

Name _____________________________	Phone 			

Please describe incident as seen/heard and actions taken 
							

								

Any additional relevant information, please document 

							

									


							
Signature of person completing this form			Date

(Upon completion of this form, immediate contact should be made with a church staff member who is responsible for Christian Education or pastoral care.)

This form should be given to staff member responsible for the program and should be filed with the business administrator. [This form may be used to report any suspicion of abuse as well as an accident.]

			
Outline of a Suggested Training Plan


1. Introductions and getting acquainted
· Who we are
· Why are we here
· How will we proceed in the time together
· What we hope to accomplish

2. Scripture and other theological grounding
Suggested passages include: 	
Exodus 22:21-23
Matthew 19:14
Luke 9: 46-48
Devotional reading
Prayer

3. Why we are here
Protecting the children and the adults who work with them
Provide information, statistics on incidents of abuse
Heighten awareness of volunteers and church at large
History of church’s involvement with child advocacy in general and abuse issues to be specific
Realities about child abuse today  (litigious society)
What is abuse
Who are abusers
Impact of abuse on the lives of children
If you suspect a child has been abused
What to do when a child reports abuse

4. View “Hear Their Cries” Depending on your time allotted, you can show the first 15 minutes (which includes signs of abuse and religious statements) or the entire video (which is ideal.)

5. Questions and discussion about video information

6. Prevention education for children, things children need to know:

· Children should be taught about "OK " and  "not OK" touches. They need to be encouraged to trust their own feelings about what touches make them feel uncomfortable.
· Children need to be taught what is mean by their "private parts", the areas of their bodies covered by their swimsuits.
· Children need to be taught that their bodies are their own. They have the right to say "no" to adults or other children who touch them for their own gratification, even if that person is someone they are supposed to trust (family member, teacher, pastor, childcare provider).
·  
STOP…GO…TELL

7. What (name of church) is doing about abuse prevention and screening 

8. Hand-out church policy
Provide application and reference check information
Discuss urgency of returning application and reference information
Set up time for interviews
Assure confidentiality procedures


Questions  (Possible questions from volunteer applicants)
Q:  Why do I have to do this, I’ve been around for 10 years?
A:  This is our current church policy; all volunteers will complete the application before working with children/youth.
Q:  Do I have to answer all the questions?
A:  If you prefer, some of the more sensitive questions can be discussed in confidence with a staff member.  Failure to answer a question does not exclude your work with children.
Q:  Why do I have to give references?
A:  All volunteers are required to provide the same information.
    Q:  Why the six-month rule?
A:  It has been determined that folks who wish to work with children must be members of this church for six months before working with children/youth.

9. Safety information (includes training in CPR/First Aid awareness, regular safety checks for church buildings, who is available during worship and teaching times in case of emergency, where is nearest phone, etc…)

10. Read together the “Covenant” (suggested enclosed)

11. Closing prayer





























Study Questions

1. What is your church doing currently to screen volunteers who work with children?

2. Does your church staff complete Criminal Background Checks?

3. What plan does our church have to protect children during church meetings?

4. Does your church have the “two-person” rule?

5. If you have church-housed childcare program, is it licensed?  If so, do church staff members meet the background check requirements that are prescribed by state licensing regulations?

6. If you have a church-housed child care program, do you have a covenant or policy that governs space use and other matters that regard shared facility use?

Study Activities

Find Old Testament verses about the treatment of children and of widows and orphans.  

Is the rod in Proverbs one of punishment or guidance?  (Compare with the rod referenced in the Lord’s Prayer.)

Find references in the New Testament (Gospels and letters) to the status of children.  Discuss these references in light of the fact that children had no rights at that time in history.

Review the Confessions for references to the treatment of children. 

Review the Baptismal vows of the parents and the congregation.

Review the actions of the General Assembly of the PC(USA) regarding children.

Develop a statement of purpose for your congregation concerning its dealing with child abuse.












Covenant Statement
(Suggested)

The congregation of (name of church) is committed to providing a safe and secure environment for all children, youth and volunteers who participate in ministries and activities sponsored by the church.  The following policy statements reflect our congregation’s commitment to preserving this church as a sanctuary for all who would enter and as a place in which all people can experience the love of God through relationships with others.

In keeping with the covenant of baptism, we have committed ourselves and our resources to the nurturing of our children.  We understand that children cannot grow in faith and in wisdom when they are frightened, distrustful, anxious, or depressed.  They cannot learn to love and trust God when those who represent God to them are unloving and untrustworthy.  We promise our children that we will provide the structure, education, and the policies that will keep them safe from harm and abuse.  In that context, we will screen volunteers, train them, and ask that they abide by the policies of our church.  We will make sure that no one who has not been a member of this congregation for at least six months is not a volunteer with our children and youth.

As a volunteer working with children in this congregation, I agree to observe and abide by all church policies regarding working in ministries with children and youth, to observe the “Two Adult Rule” at all times, to participate in training and education events provided by the church related to me volunteer assignment, and to report promptly abusive or inappropriate behavior to the church staff member who supervises my work.


____________________________       _______________________       ____________
Signature of Applicant		      Print full name	              	   Date


____________________________       ______________________         ____________  
 We Won’t Let It Happen Here

Signature of Clerk of Session	       Print full name		   Date
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Safe Place Policy

Since  _____,  _______ Presbyterian Church has had in place a policy to make sure our church is a safe place for children.  

The policy includes assurance that those who work with our children as teachers and advisors are people of moral character and known to us.  All volunteers who work with children must complete an application, have a personal interview, and sign an agreement to abide by the church’s “Safe Place Policy.”  Persons who work with children and youth receive training annually regarding the church’s policy and how to keep children safe.

Teachers and youth workers serve in teams, so that there is always a second person available to go for help and to provide personal backup should difficulties arise.  Other precautions and safeguards are also in place to make the whole environment o f the church a happy, secure one for children. 



Parents Can Help

Parents are urged to retrieve their young children from classrooms and other activities themselves.  Teachers are instructed not to let small children wander the hallways unattended.  Transportation of children outside the church as part of the church’s program requires written permission from the parents.  

An important part of the policy is the plan for dealing with any incidents in which a child feels threatened.  The pastoral staff of ___________ Presbyterian Church is available to teachers and parents to discuss any problems that may arise.  Child advocates participate in the training of teachers and volunteers around this policy and are available for consultation if teachers or parents feel the need.  A process for reporting incidents is available to teachers and youth workers, and the child advocates are equipped to follow appropriate procedures for such reports.







The Christian Education Committee supervises the entire educational program of the church in accordance with the Safe Place Policy.  A copy of the policy is available in the church office for your review.

The ___________ Presbyterian Church is pleased to have so many adults who give of their time and energy to help our children grow in faith and who care about their physical well-being at the same time.
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