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Introduction

Lynn Staley

She is a loving mother and devoted wife, yet, she lives with the daily pain of
child abuse when she was young. She longed for someone to protect her. She longed
for safety. She longed to tell someone she could trust, but there was no one to tell.

Are you that someone in the life of a child? Are you the one who can save
a desperate and fearful child? Are you the one person who builds a trust relationship
with every child you teach? Do you know the signs of child abuse? The child in need
could live in an inner city apartment building or a suburban luxury home. Do you
observe all your children? Do you have the courage to act? Do you know the protocol
for reporting abuse?

In 1998, “approximately 903,000 children were determined to be victims
of maltreatment” as reported by the Department of Health and Human Services [HHS]
(cited in Children’s Defense Fund [CDF], 2001, p. 80). Infants and toddlers suffered
the most. “Preschool children under five accounted for 78 percent of the 1,100
children who died of abuse and neglect in 1998” (CDF, 2001, p. 80). The statistics
would suggest that there is at least one abused child in every classroom.

Did you know there is a strong relationship between domestic violence and
child abuse and neglect? The HHS reported that “domestic violence is the single most
significant precursor to child abuse and neglect fatalities in this country” (cited
in CDF, 2001). A recent review of current research by the David and Lucile Packard
Foundation concluded that ‘the most important protective resource to enable a child
to cope with exposure to violence is a strong relationship with a competent , caring,
positive adult.’ (cited in CDF, 2001, p.81). That person could be YOU.

Please take a moment to review the information included in this packet as you
rededicate yourself to protecting our children.

Dr. Lynn Staley is Professor of Elementary Education, Ball State

Reference University, IN. She also serves as a United Nations representative
Children’s Defense Fund (2001). for The Association for Childhood Education International (ACEI),
Yearbook 2001: The state a nongovernmental organization (NGO), that has consultative status
of America’s children. with the United Nations Economic and Social Council and the
Washington, DC. United Nations Children’s Fund. ACEI supports the NGO Commit-

tee on the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Working
Group on the Girl Child,and the Working Group on Education.
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A Heavy Price for Heroics

Shirley J. O'Brien

A though Betsy was a petite
41/2-year-old with amass of tightly
curled, light blond hair falling all
around her face, she was not what
she appeared to be. When she sat
on the living room rug with her 3 1/
2-year-old sister, the sun literally
danced off her hair. She played
quietly and seriously with several
little dolls, seldom smiling or laugh-
ing even when her parents pro-
vided teasing interaction with the
dolls. Suddenly she threw a doll
against the wall and stormed out of
the room. AsIwatched Betsy play,
it seemed obvious she found the
play frustrating and upsetting. I
had been invited by Betsy’s parents
to hear their story for possible in-
clusion in a book I was writing
about an agonizing and complex
topic: child sexual molestation.

Later, when the girls were in
their room, Betsy's parents ex-
plained to me why all the spirit, joy
and happiness had disappeared
from Betsy’s life. It started when
Betsybegan exhibiting unusual and
rather peculiar behavior. She would
often stand on her bed and urinate,
screaming at the top of her lungs.
She would throw any object within
her reach, bite, scratch and gener-
ally terrorize both her little sister
and the family dog. Her parents
hoped itwas justachildhood phase.
Although they consulted the family
doctor and had several sessions
with a family therapist, the situa-
tion didn’t improve.

One day, in the midst of this
turmoil, Betsy’s mother came home
from a shopping trip. As she walked
in the back door, she had a sense
that something was wrong. She

Shirley ]. O'Brien is Assistant Director,
Cooperative Extension, University of Ari-
zona, Tucson.

CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

asked where Rick, the 16-year-old
babysitter, was. Betsy said, “Rick
is in the bathroom.” Betsy also
said, “Rick kissed me on the lips.”
Betsy’s mother carefully questioned
her and discovered that Rick had
also “wanted to see her gina.”
(Proper words for body parts had
always been used in the family.)

Her mother wanted to leave the
questioning open, notleading Betsy
on, so she continued, “Did he touch
you with anything?” She waved her
thumb. “Hon, did you cry?” She
said, “No, I told him to stop, he was
hurting me.” Betsy’'s mother said,
“Good for you, Sugar. I'm very
proud of you. It is not your fault.
You have not done anything wrong.”

Betsy's mother took both girls
immediately to the pediatrician for
an examination. The doctor helped
her call the police and Child Protec-
tive Services. Interviews, additional
physical examinations, and a
schedule for individual and group
therapy sessions for Betsy and the
entire family followed.

Through therapy, Betsy’s mother
searched for answers to this diffi-
cult and agonizing experience. As
she checked her bank statement
and cancelled checks, she discov-
ered Betsy’'s outrageous behavior
occurred each time Rick had
babysat for the girls. Since she
paid Rick by check, she realized the
dates matched the behavioral erup-
tions. Suddenly, everything clicked!
Rick had been molesting Betsy for
over a year.

Since Betsy did not have the
cognitive development or language
ability to tell her parents what was
occurring, she did the only thing
she knew to do: act outrageously.
Even after the disclosure and the
initial therapy sessions, Betsy con-
tinued to behave violently. I asked
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her parents if it was aggressive-
ness, frustration or anger? Her
mother said, “It was all three. She
was being sexually explicit, acting
out the molestation and trying to
kiss us in the French-kissing man-
ner. When we would correct her,
she would hit, bite and pinch her
sister and kick the dog.” The thera-
pist explained that it was fairly
common for young molested chil-
dren tolash out against their family
after disclosure. Betsy was saying,
“Why didn’t you protect me? You
must have known it was going on
all the time. Why did you let Rick
hurt me?” So, after disclosure, it is
still a difficult period for parents.

"It is not your fault.
You have not done
anything wrong.”

As the court day drew near,
Betsy’s parents consulted lawyers
and therapists about whether or
not she should testify in Rick’s pres-
ence. In talking with Betsy, they
concluded that she wanted to tes-
tify. They realized she would treat
the experience as progress in her
therapy.

Before the trial, Betsy visited the
courtroom several times. She sat
in the chair she would sit in when
on the stand. She met the judge
who was wearing a black robe. She
talked back and forth to the lawyer
as if the court were in session.
Everyone involved believed Betsy
was ready for her courtroom ap-
pearance.

When the family went into the
courtroom, Betsy, being the child
that she was, saw Rick and said,



“Look! Look who is standing here!” She didn’t act a bit
afraid of him.

The first witness called was Betsy’s mother. She
told the story from beginning to end. When she
finished, it was the defense lawyer’s turn. He said, “Tell
me what happened.” Betsy’s mother told the story
again. This process took over an hour and a half.
During this time Betsy colored pictures quietly in the
back of the room with her grandmother.

Then it was Betsy’s turn. She took one look at Rick
and wouldn’t talk. Her attorney said, “Tell the judge
your name.” There was only silence. The judge called
arecess. Betsy’s attorney then asked Betsy if she were
scared, and she said, “Yes.” The attorney asked,
“Would you like to have the police detective come in
here to protect you?” Betsy said, “Yes.”

After the recess the detective came back into the
room, sat nearby as Betsy opened up. She told the
attorney what Rick had done to her. She told him how
he kissed her and tried to insert his finger into her
vagina. The judge asked her questions, and she
answered the questions in a similar way. She was very
consistent in telling her story.

When it was the defense attorney’s turn, he asked
Betsy, “When did this occur? On what date did this
happen?” “How did you feel about Rick doing this to
you?” Betsy couldn’t give the actual dates or even time
of day. She couldn’t tell the attorney what Rick was
wearing or what she was wearing. She couldn’t tell the
judge how she felt. Although Betsy did know the
answers to some of the questions and events, she
answered, “I don’t know.”

Betsy had begun her testimony with confidence and
strength. In a strong voice, she had told her story in her
own words. The types of questions asked by her
attorney and the judge matched her cognitive and
language age level. Her confidence faded, however,
when the defense attorney began asking his questions.

After observing young children in court, I have
found that a large percentage of questions asked of
young children are developmentally inappropriate. As
children grow and experience more of life, they move
through various stages of cognitive and language de-
velopment. At each stage, they view their world in a
different way. Young children, therefore, are often
unable to respond to difficult, complex questions in a
mature way. This should not be confused with an
inability to tell the truth. By age 5, some children can
distinguish reality from fantasy. By age 6 or 7, children
realize that Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny are
fantasy. The key to our understanding what children
tell us is to realize their developmental, cognitive and
linguistic capabilities. We must apply this under-
standing, whether asking questions or listening to
answers.

In courtroom situations, some children respond to
stress much like an adult. At times, the heightened
stress helps them focus on the task, prolonging their
attention span and providing detailed recall. More
frequently, however, young witnesses are overwhelmed
with pressure. They regress or are silent.
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GUIDELINES

Here are some guidelines for a child’s cognitive capa-
bilities, social and emotional responses and language
abilities. Whether questioning a child in a courtroom
or finding who spilled milk in the family room, these
guidelines are useful in asking for clear answers.

Young children assume all people know
what is going on in their private,
unspoken thoughts. This is why Betsy
lashed out after disclosure.

Cognitive Abilities

= Egocentricism. Young children are egocentric.
Jean Piaget, the famous Swiss psychologist, tells us
that children have difficulty seeing things from some-
one else’s perspective until they reach middle ado-
lescence, age 15 or 16. Young children assume all
people know what is going on in their private,
unspoken thoughts. This is why Betsy lashed out
after disclosure. She assumed her parents had
known that Rick was molesting her. Piaget also says
that young children often think they are the cause of
things that occur. One of the first statements that
Betsy’s mother said to her was, “It was not your fault,
Betsy. You have not done anything wrong.”

= Literal Thinkers. Young children are literal in
their thinking. They neither understand analogies or
metaphors nor deal in symbolic terms. They interpret
the activities and events around them narrowly. In
questioning children, we need to be very specific in
choosing our words. We need to use simple, direct
language. Questions like, “If you were a little girl in
Betsy’s place, how would you react?” do not make
sense to young children. They are not able to think
beyond their experiential world.

= Levels of “WH” Questions. Children’s understand-
ing of WH questions develops with age. What and
where questions develop first, usually between ages 3
and 4. Who questions develop next, followed by when
and why. Finally, by age 7 or 8, whose and how are
comprehended.

= Observation and Analysis of Thought. Children
younger than 10 are usually unable to analyze their
own thoughts or reflect on events; they may not be able
to recall how they felt about a past event. Perhaps this
is why Betsy said, “I don't know” when the defense
attorney asked her how she felt when Rick did those
things to her. Even as adults, feelings are often
difficult to describe and interpret.

= Short-TermMemory. Children's short-term memory
is not as developed as adults’. They cannot follow long,
complex sentences with if/then structure. It is wise to
avoid compound sentences, complex clauses and if/
then questions. Young children also have difficulty
understanding causal relationships such as, “If this
happens, then that will be the result.” Although the
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question “Did you know that if you
tell lies about Rick, he might have
to go tojailand he can'tlive at home
with his family anymore?” is unfair
and unscrupulous, it may not have
made any sense to Betsy. It’s easy
to see why she didn’t understand
the question.

= Single Concepts. Young
children track one idea at a time.
They cannot balance several ideas
atonce. They cannot compare and
contrast issues. These skills come
much later—some would say near
the end of graduate school!

Social and Emotional Responses

» Adults Tell the Truth. Young
children tend to believe adults
always tell the truth. They may
agree to statements that are false
when an adult makes them. A
question like, “I am not sure you
are telling me the truth when you
said that Rick hurt you” may con-
fuse and bewilder Betsy.

» Children Try To Please Adults.
Young children are anxious to
please adults. In their eagerness to
please, they may fabricate answers
to questions they do not under-
stand.

= Repeated Questions. When
young children are asked the same
question several times, they may
provide different answers each time.
They think they aren’t getting the
answer right the first time. Although
Betsy was consistent in her story,
she had a difficult time with spe-
cific, repeated questions about the
events and dates, as well as her
feelings about Rick’s actions.

Language Ability

» Understand More Language.
Young children usually understand
language more complex than they
can reproduce. Although they re-
ally have a clear understanding of
the event, they may not be able to
answer specific questions about the
event. Betsy could tell her story
very clearly. Yet, when the defense
attorney asked her specific ques-
tions about what had happened,
Betsy said, “I don’t know.”

= Tenses. It is easiest for young
children to understand the present
tense. The present tense describes
the here- and-now. The most diffi-
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cult tense to understand is the past
perfect. In questioning children
under age 8, it is best to stay with
present, past or future tense.

= Limited Vocabulary. Young
children have a greater understand-
ing vocabulary than speaking
vocabulary. Adults trying to elicit
clear answers to questions should
use short words in simple
sentences.

= Pronoun Confusion. Young
children may confuse people and
the pronouns substituted for
people. For clarity, it is better to
consistently use a person’s name
rather than he, she or they when
referring to specific people.

Summary

After several more hours of testi-
mony from Betsy’s father, the thera-
pists, the detective, Rick and Rick’s
father, the judge finally made a
decision: Rick was guilty of child
molestation. Although everyone
was exhausted, Betsy’s parents
were proud of her. She had been a
brave girl at age 4 1/2. The attorney
informed her she was the youngest
child ever to have testified at a trial
in that courtroom.

Unfortunately, after the trial
many of Betsy's behavioral prob-
lems returned. She was afraid to
sleep in her own bed. She had
nightmares about detached hands
chasing her. She experienced sepa-
ration anxiety. If Betsy were at the
grocery store and someone stepped
between her mother and her, Betsy
became hysterical.

The morning I observed Betsy
playing with her dolls, it was obvi-
ous that she was disturbed and
upset. Over time and through many
therapy sessions, Betsy has slowly
begun the healing process. Moles-
tation and the trial have taken their
toll on this innocent child. Scars
will last a lifetime not only for Betsy
and her family, but also for Rick
and his family.

Deciding whether or not to have
a child testify in a sexual molesta-
tion case is one of the most difficult
decisions one could ever face. Leg-
islatures in most states have passed
statutes acknowledging better ways
to present children’s testimony in
court. Videotaped depositions and
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closed-circuit television are two
such alternatives. Although Betsy
is a little pioneer in this field, she
carries a heavy price for her hero-
ics. Prosecutors should realize that
winning a case while destroying a
child isn't really winning anything
at all. Prevention of molestation is
still the only win-win answer.

Copyright © 1991, Association for
Childhood Education International.
Permission to reproduce this column
intact is not required. It is hoped that
readers will distribute copies to parents,
colleagues and others who work with
children.Reprints areavailable from: ACEI,
17904 Georgia Ave., Suite 215, Olney,

MD, 20832,301.570.2111, www.acei.org.



When a Child Discloses

Sexual Abuse:

Immediate and Appropriate
Teacher Responses

J. Sue Austin

enny, a 6-year-old 1st-grader, began her school year as a
bubbly, outgoing child who easily developed positive relationships
with teachers and other children. After five months of school,
however, Jenny suddenly began to spend her class time sitting
quietly. She even sat alone at recess, which represented a big change
in her behavior. She rarely smiled and often appeared to be in a daze.
She no longer interacted with the other children. Her teacher noticed
this drastic change in Jenny’s behavior and began to pay more
attention to her.

Eventually, Jenny told her teacher—in graphic detail—about the
sexual abuse she was subjected to by her stepfather. By law, the
teacher was required to inform the school principal, as well as
children’s protective services, about her discovery. Knowing that her
principal was reluctant to have the school involved in anything but
the most unambiguous cases of abuse, the teacher felt compelled to
question Jenny thoroughly before reporting the abuse. Because the
principal was fearful of falsely accusing a parent of child abuse, he
also questioned Jenny. Finding Jenny’s story to be credible, the
principal called child protective services. Investigators interviewed
Jenny again in order to determine whether or not to retain the child
until her stepfather could be removed from the home. Because of the
criminal implications, law enforcement officers became involved.
They, too, questioned Jenny.

The ordeal did not end there. In an effort to validate her story, Jenny
was examined by a physician. Later, the prosecutor interviewed
Jenny to determine whether to prosecute. Eventually, Jenny had to
testify in court while her stepfather sat across the room from her. By
that time, Jenny had been required to give details of the abuse at least
six times. During her testimony, Jenny was clearly frightened. She
cried and trembled; at times, she refused to speak. She stumbled over
her words. Because Jenny’s story was inconsistent with the report
made by child protective services and law enforcement officers, the
jury returned a verdict of not guilty. Jenny’'s mother did not believe
Jenny, and she remained married to the stepfather. Consequently,
Jenny was forced to continue living in the same house with the man.

Tragically, this scenario is not uncommon. In the absence of a
national reporting system for crimes against children, the statistics
on child abuse
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Many teachers
are at a loss when
a child discloses
sexual abuse.
Somehow,

it is much easier
to believe when

it involves
another child
Jrom another
school in another

area.

J. Sue Austin is Associate
Professor, Counselor Education,
Southeastern Louisiana
University, Hammond, LA.



tend to be unreliable. Over the past two years,
however, the author, a forensic interviewer from
a small, rural southern community, has inter-
viewed over 400 children to determine whether
abuse had occurred.

When children disclose abuse, they do so for a
variety of reasons. With young children, such
disclosure is often accidental. They may make
statements thatlead the teacher to suspect abuse.
They may tell a friend, who

child victims directly to the center. The CAC also
serves as a resource, helping teachers and other
school officials to deal more effectively with a child
who has disclosed abuse. The most important
goal is to reduce the trauma suffered by these
victims of abuse and their families.

A significant number of studies have been
conducted on child sexual abuse and the
problems associated with talking to the child

about the abuse

then tells the teacher. They
may write about the abuse
in a journal. They may be-
have in ways that lead the
teacher to wonder about the
child. Or the child may
simply be ready to act in
order to stop the abuse, and
feel sufficiently comfortable
with the teacher to make
the disclosure. Teachers

Teachers are often
the first to learn about
abuse because children

Jrequently choose

them as a safe haven
for disclosure.

(Baladerian, 1999; Faller,
1998; Goodman & Bot-

toms, 1993; Hertica,
1999; Matthews &
Saywitz, 1992; Stein-
metz, 1997; Walker,
1994). Recommenda-

tions for appropriate re-
sponses include:

*Remain calm

are often the first to learn
about abuse because chil-
dren frequently choose them as a safe haven for
disclosure. Thisis the pointatwhich the teacher’s
response is critical.

Many teachers are at a loss when a child dis-
closes sexual abuse. It is sometimes hard to
believe that a neighbor, a parent, or even another
teacher—someone you know personally—might
force sexual activity with a child. Somehow, it is
much easier to believe when it involves another
child from another school in another area. The
author hopes to decrease children’s trauma by
educating teachers on the appropriate way to
respond to these disclosures.

Schoolslocated in communities with a Children’s
Advocacy Center (CAC) are better equipped to
handle such problems. Children’s Advocacy Cen-
ters provide a safe place for children who have
been victimized by severe physical or sexual abuse,
and promote collaboration among social service
agencies. A CAC is a non-threatening, child-
friendly place where the child may participate in
a one-time interview (usually videotaped) con-
ducted by a trained forensic interviewer. By
taping the initial interview, the CAC decreases
the number of times the child has to repeat the
story, thus decreasing the trauma to the child
and increasing the likelihood that the child’s
story will be believed. The CAC provides a re-
source for child protective services, the district
attorney’s office, law enforcement officials, and
other professionals concerned with child abuse.
Teachers, parents, and investigators can refer
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and reassuring. The
child already feels anx-
ious and, quite possibly, is fearful that he or she
will not be believed, or that the disclosure will
cause people to get into trouble. In order to
minimize the child’s anxiety, it is important to
speak quietly and refrain from panicking. The
child may misconstrue any negative reaction
you make as being directed toward him or her,
thus increasing the child’s shame and guilt, or
discouraging the child from continuing.

* Take the child to a private place. Do not
question a child within earshot of other children
or adults. Sexual abuse is a private matter, and
the child deserves and needs to feel respected.
Choose the counselor’s or nurse’s office (or some
other neutral place) over the principal’s office,
which children often perceive as an intimidating
place.

* Position yourself at the child’s eye level.
The adult-child height difference needs to be
minimized as much as possible in order to make
the child more comfortable. When adults put
themselves on a child’s level, it gives children a
sense of being in control, which they do not have
with an abuser. Convey your acceptance by
maintaining an open, relaxed posture.

* Speak on the child’s level. Use language
appropriate to the child’s developmental level, just
as you would in the classroom. Accept the child’s
version of sexual terms (e.g., if he or she uses
streetlanguage), rather than translating the child’s
words into adult language.

* Listen intently. Pay attention to what the
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child is saying so that he or she
does not have torepeat it. Donot
coerce the child to disclose more
than he or she is willing to say at
the time. Use minimal prompts
such as “Um hmm,” “I see,” or
head nodding to encourage the
child to continue. Also use re-
flective listening statements such
as, “I know this is hard to talk
about and I want to help you.”

* Take the child seriously.
Children frequently feel that they
are less important than adults
and that they will not be be-
lieved. Regardless of how
shocked you are or how difficult
it is for you to believe that abuse
occurred, act as though you do
believe the child. Abusers come
from every walk of life, including
well-respected community fig-
ures. Convey to the child that
what he or she has to say is
important. Be aware that chil-
dren receive subtle messages
from adults and may feel in-
clined to respond in a way they
believe the adult wants. For
example, if the child tells you his
stepfather touched his private
part and you respond with, “Oh,
I'm sure it was an accident,” the
child may not continue the dis-
closure, or he may agree with
you because you are the adult.

* Obtain only the informa-
tion necessary to make a re-
port. When a child provides
minimal information about what
happened, such as, “Mr. E
touched me in the wrong spot,”
a follow-up question is needed.
For example, you may ask, “Do
you have another name for your
wrong spot?” If the child is re-
luctant to give you another name,
you may draw a gingerbread fig-
ure and ask the child to put an
“X” on the wrong spot. Remem-
ber that the goal is to minimize
the number of times a child has
to repeat the story. Since you
are not an investigator, save ad-
ditional interrogatory questions
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for those who are.

* Do not put words in the
child’s mouth. Ifthe child says,
“Mr. E touched me in the wrong
spot,” donot respond with infor-
mation the child did not give
you. For example, you should

ments. Make statements such
as, “Tell me what happened,”
and then allow the child to tell
the story without interruption.
Let the child control the discus-
sion. Do not ask for specific
details that are unnecessary at

Regardless of how shocked you are
or how difficult it is for you to believe
that abuse occurred, act as though
you do believe the child.

not say, “Did Mr. E touch you in
your private area?” “Wrong spot”
to one child may mean on the
back, while to another it means
the private area.

* Do not use words that the
child has not already used.
For example, if the child tells you
Mr. E put his “weenie” in her, do
not respond by asking, “He put
his penis in you?” Every time a
child uses a word that does not
sound like typical language for
his/her age, investigators, at-
torneys, judges, and juries may
become suspicious that some-
one has coached the child.

* Allow the child to have feel-
ings. Children who have been
sexually abused typically have
feelings of guilt, shame, fear,
ambivalence, etc. They are fre-
quently very confused and may
feel to blame for the abuse. Re-
flect the child’s feelings and let
him/her know that those feel-
ings are normal.

* Reassurethechild that the
abuse is not his or her fault.
Remind the child that it is the
adult who is supposed to act
responsibly. Tell the child that
even if he/she enjoyed it, did not
stop it, etc., the adult is still at
fault. Remind the child that he
or she did nothing wrong, either
by participating in the sexual act
or by telling.

* Begin with general, open-
ended questions or state-
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this stage. For example, if the
child says, “Mr. E touched my
vagina,” do not ask if Mr. Ed put
something in her vagina. Know-
ing that Mr. E touched the child’s
vagina is enough to warrant a
call to child protective services.

* Refrain from using “why”
questions. Rather than asking,
"Why were you watching the dirty
video with Mr. E?” ask “How did
it happen that you were watch-
ing the video with Mr. E?” or
“Whose idea was it to watch the
video?” “What” and “how” ques-
tions are preferable.

* Do not condemn the
abuser. The abuser is often a
parent, other family member, or
friend of the child. Condemning
the abuser may make the child
feel that there is something wrong
with him/her for liking that per-
son.

* Assure the child that he or
she is not alone. Tell the child
that abuse happens to many
children and that adults want to
help. If you were once a victim
yourself, however, do not share
that information with the child.

* Let the child know you are
willing to help. Tell the child
that you will do whatever is nec-
essary to help him/her feel safe.

* Do not touch the child with-
out permission. Because of the
abuse experience, the child may
not feel comfortable being
touched by you. To be on the



safe side, you should ask the
child if he/she would like to be
hugged.

* Tell the truth. Do not make
false promises or tell the child
nothing bad is going to happen.
The truth is that something
badprobably will happen, but it
is not your place to tell the child.

* Inform the child of the
process you must follow. The
child must be told in as honest
and reassuring a manner as
possible that other people must
be told about the abuse, and
that the child will remain with
someone safe until the authori-
ties have arrived. This informa-
tion is better left unsaid until the
end of the discussion. Under no
circumstances should you allow
the child to return to the home of
the abuser. Thatis a decision for
someone from child protective
services or a law enforcement
officer.

* Thank the child for con-
fiding in you. Reassure the
child that even though it was
hard to do and that he/she is
afraid, feels guilty, etc., telling
you about the abuse was the
right thing to do.

* Help the child devise a
safety plan. Have the child
determine what to do if abuse
occurs again. Remind the child
to tell a trusted adultright away.
If you believe that there is no
reliable adult at home for the
child to tell, give him or her
permission to tell a teacher,
school counselor, or nurse.

At times, a child discloses in-
formation that is not clearly a
case for protective services or
officers of the law. However, it is
not the responsibility of the
teacher to determine whether the
disclosure is true or fabricated.
In addition, children’s initial dis-
closures are often a cry for help,
and so they may not include
more severe aspects of the abuse.
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Rather, the child may provide
just enough information to get
the teacher’s attention. Once
the caseisreported and the child
is in the hands of the protecting
agency, more details may emerge.
For thisreason, teachers need to
take all disclosures seriously.
When in doubt about what to do,
the teacher should say honestly
to the child, “I am not sure what
is going to happen now. I have
to call someone whose job is to
help keep children safe and find
out what to do. Someone else
may need to talk to you, but Iwill
be here for you whenever you
need me. It's good that you told
me.”

Again, reassure the child that
he or she has done nothing
wrong. You are mandated to call
protective services even if you
only suspect abuse; therefore,
you should have little doubt
about what to do when a child
tells you that he or she has been
sexually abused. If you are con-
fused about whether to report,
call protective services and offer
a hypothetical question to deter-
mine whether itis a case for their
agency. After you have reported
the case to protective services,
regardless of the result, the child
will need your continued sup-
port. Remind the child that you
are willing to listen any time he
or she needs to talk. Remember,
however, that you should never
ask the child for details about
the abuse—instead, just listen.

Teaching undoubtedly would
be more enjoyable if teachers
could just teach and not have to
deal with bad things happening
to innocent children. The fact
remains, however, that bad
things do happen. As a teacher,
you are in an ideal position to
protect children from abuse by
being sensitive to the child’s
needs, and by making yourself a
safe person to whom the child
can disclose sensitive informa-
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tion. In addition, by responding
to the child’s disclosure appro-
priately so that the child’s state-
mentis not tainted, you can help
ensure that the child gets help
and that the offender will not be
able to harm other children.
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Reaching and Teaching
Abused Children

Marilyn E. Gootman

Millions of children in the
United States carry more
than their book bags to school
each day. They haul the baggage
of abuse straight into the class-
room. And what do they un-
pack? Pain masqueradingin the
guise of misbehavior and under-
achievement. And who gets
blamed? Teachers. When
troubled children misbehave and
underachieve, their teachers are
often accused of incompetence.
Feeling like failures, teachers
themselves accept the blame
when they are unable to reach
these children.

Teachers are not to blame!
Standard classroom manage-
ment techniques do not work so
well for abused children as for
children who misbehave and
underachieve because of imma-
turity, lack of motivation or at-
tention deficit disorder. Abused
children’s baggage is too heavy.

Teachers have a legal and
moral responsibility to report
suspected abuse. They must be
adequately trained to recognize
the physical and behavioral signs
of abuse or neglect. Once teach-
ers report suspected abuse or
neglect, however, they still have
to deal with the ramifications of
this abuse. They still have to
contend with the leaden bag-
gage of abuse on a daily basis.

In the classroom, many
abused children act out their
searing pain because they can-
not express it in words. They act
out this pain in disruptive, an-
noying and frustrating ways—
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through behaving aggressively,
hurting others without seeming
to care, deliberately annoying
others, being hypervigilant, dis-
sociating themselves, fearing fail-
ure, and other dysfunctional be-
haviors. Not all children who
behave this way have been
abused. Consequently, this be-
havior should not be used as the
sole criterion for reporting sus-
pected abuse. If the children
who exhibit any of these be-
haviors have been abused,
then teachers must stop blam-
ing themselves or the children
for the problems. Instead, by
seeing these behaviors as frantic
signals for help and by under-
standing their causes, teachers
can help these students learn
socially acceptable coping strat-
egies (Morrow, 1987).

But can teachers make a dif-
ference in less than a year, for
just a few hours a day? Can
teachers really help without de-
voting their full attention to one
child or becoming therapists?
Absolutely! Alice Miller, author
of several books on abused chil-
dren, stresses that teachers,
among others, can be “enlight-
ened witnesses” for abused chil-
dren. By believing that there is
a core of goodness within each
child and that children are not
to blame for their abuse, an “en-
lightened witness” can help chil-
dren overcome the trauma of
mistreatment (Miller, 1990).

Zimrin’s research with adults
who had been abused as chil-
dren confirms the importance of
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such a witness. Zimrin found
that abused children who grew
up to be healthy, nonabusing
adults knew an adult during their
childhood who treated them with
empathy and encouragement
and inspired confidence in them.
Children who did not have such
an adult were not so fortunate.
Their dysfunction continued into
adulthood. Zimrin includes
teachers in her list of possible
adult supporters. She stresses
thatbeing such a supporter does
not require extra time, just sin-
cerity and confidence in these
children (Zimrin, 1986).

Zimrin_found
that abused children
who grew up to be

healthy, nonabusing
adults knew an adult
during their childhood
who treated them with
empathy and courage.

Teachers who perceive abused
children as “wounded” and “vic-
timized” rather than “mean,”
“lazy,” “stubborn” or “bad” can
begin to become “enlightened
witnesses.” Trust, empathy and
the patience to help wounded
children develop socially accept-
able coping strategies can plant
healthy seeds within the child
that will flower in the future. The
key lies in acknowledging that

Marilyn E. Gootman is Assistant
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these children are not at fault,
understanding the nature and
origin of their behaviors and then
using the classroom experience
to counterbalance the situation.
Keep in mind the complexities of
people and their relationships
andrecognize that behaviors can
have more than one origin and
more than one solution.

The behaviors discussed be-
low are some of the more com-
mon dysfunctional behaviors
manifested by abused children
in the classroom.

Behaving Aggressively

Some children seem to be con-
stantly fighting with others. They
often pick fights for seemingly
trivial reasons. They are aggres-
sive and rarely hesitate to hit
when angry.

Origin #1. All children iden-
tify with their parents. Abused
children are no exception. As
part of the process of identifica-
tion, children copy parental be-
havior whether or not the behav-
ior is worthy of copying. If par-
ents hit their children, their chil-
dren will hit others. If parents
have no impulse control and lash
out when they are angry, their
children will do the same. Many
children who have been treated
aggressively at home carry that
learned aggressiveness into the
classroom.

Strategy #1. Children also
identify with teachers. If teach-
ers “keep their cool” when angry,
restraining themselves from
lashing out at students either
verbally or physically, they can
counterbalance aggressive mod-
els children may observe at home.
A teacher who remains calm, yet
firm, when angry can replace the
aggressive parent model and be-
come a constructive source of
identification. Staying calm does
notmean ignoring inappropriate
behavior. Rather, it means stay-
ing calm when dealing with it.
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Origin #2. Abused children
are usually enraged by their mis-
treatment. Anybody who is
abused has aright to be furious.
Their rage silently foments within
them because expressing their
anger would antagonize their
abusers and generate further
mistreatment. Butrage can only
boil within for so long before
spilling out.

No one has the right
to tell someone else
how to feel.

Abused children spill their rage
on “safe” targets, such as class-
mates and teachers, rather than
on those who instigate

it. They seem angry all the time
and are constantly getting into
fights.

Strategy #2. While their rage
is certainly a justified response
to abuse, taking it out on others
is not. Angry children need to
learn that while they are entitled
to their anger (as well as to other
feelings), they are not entitled to
express their anger through hurt-
fulness and aggression toward
others. Three basic components
to helping abused children deal
constructively with their anger
are:

n Acknowledgment. Acknowl-
edge when they are angry, recog-
nizing that they are entitled to
their feelings. Bring the anger to
the children’s attention and then
help them to recognize their own
personal symptoms of anger—
getting hot, shaky, sweaty, cold.
Help them figure out their physi-
cal responses. Each person’s
reactions are different. Do not
try to deny the anger or convince
the children that they have no
right to be angry. They will only
become angrier. No one has the
right to tell someone else how to
feel. Try not to get angry at
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children for being angry. Re-
member, you are not respon-
sible for their anger so don’t take
it personally. Also, try not to be
afraid of angry children, lest it
render you powerless.

n Cooling down. Once chil-
dren recognize the symptoms of
anger, help themlearn cool-down
techniques, such as deep breath-
ing, counting backward from ten,
writing, drawing, painting, scrib-
bling, making something or lis-
tening to music. Find something
that works for them personally
and helps them release tension.

n Verbalization. Encourage
children to put their feelings into
words. Focus on the feelings
behind the anger smokescreen.
Listen. You do not have to agree,
but they need to be heard. The
goal is to teach children to sub-
stitute words for actions when
they are angry. Also, remember
tobe encouraging when children
behave with self-control and do
not act out.

Abused children are
usually enraged by

their mistreatment.

Origin #3. There is abso-
lutely nothing children can do to
protect themselves from a pow-
erful, abusive adult. Abused
children are terrified of re-expe-
riencing the utter helplessness
and powerlessness they suffered
during abuse. When they fear
that their safety or self-esteem
may be threatened again, they
try to replace helplessness with
power by becoming aggressive
and lashing out. They try to
achieve mastery over a previ-
ously passively experienced dan-
ger, by being able to predict when
the punishment will come and
thus prepare themselves (Green,
1985).

Strategy #3. The key to help-
ing abused children lies in giving
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them a positive sense of power
and control over their own
destiny. Allow them to make
choices about their work.
Involve them and all their class-
mates in determining classroom
rules. When they break a rule,
let them help you decide on an
appropriate consequence.
Encouragethem to adopt a prob-
lem-solving approach: “This is
what I did, this is what I can do
next time instead.”

Hurting Others Without
Seeming To Care
Some children hurt others and
do not seem to care that they
have inflicted pain. They seem
cold, hard and unfeeling.
Origin. Many abused chil-
dren are hurt so often that they
finally close off their minds from
feeling. The only way they can
tolerate their suffering is by sup-
pressing their feelings so that
they are nolonger aware of them.
But as Alice Miller notes, “The
repression of our suffering de-
stroys our empathy for the suf-
fering of others” (Miller, 1990).
Children who cannot feel their
own pain do not know that

A predictable
environment is
essential for abused

children.

others feel pain. Pain is aforeign
concept for them. They are un-
aware that others feel pain and,
therefore, hurt without feeling
empathy for their victims.

Strategy. Even if they are
ignorant about pain, no children
should ever be allowed to hurt
others. Children must be di-
rectly confronted and stopped
when they cause pain and be
told that they are hurting others.
“Stop that. When you poke Billy
with the ruler, it hurts.”
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Acknowledge when children
are hurt. Because they have
numbed themselves from feeling
pain, abused children are often
unaware that they have been
hurt. They may act totally un-
aware of an injury they have
sustained, such as a serious cut
or bruise. Saying “That must
have hurt when you fell off the
swing” helps them to acknowl-
edge their own hurts. At first
they may deny that they are feel-
ing pain and may act as if they do
not know what you are talking
about. Nevertheless, they need
to be reminded when they hurt
in order to reawaken their feel-
ings. Once they feel their own
pain, they will learn to acknowl-
edge the pain of others as well.

Try to help them see that pain
is an alarm that warns them to
cry for help (Terr, 1990). Do not
be concerned if their initial re-
sponse to pain is exaggerated.
This is a common reaction when
the senses are reawakened.

Deliberately Annoying Others
Some children will do anything
todeliberately annoy the teacher
or classmates. They tap on desks,
drop pencils, constantly inter-
rupt, argue about everything and
often go out of their way to dis-
obey.

Origin #1. Often, abuse hap-
pens spontaneously, without
misbehavior or provocation on
the part of children. Abused
children frequently have noidea
when they will be hit. The
unpredictability terrifies many
children and renders them to-
tally helpless. In order to over-
come this sense of powerless-
ness, some children deliberately
provoke as if to say, “I will mis-
behave so thatIwill be in control
and know exactly when I will be
punished.”

Strategy #1. A predictable
environment is essential for
abused children. Knowing the
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routines of the day—when they
eat, when they go torecess, when
they study math—reassures
them that order, rather than
chaos, is the modus operandi in
the class. They also need to
know when routines will be
changed (e.g., for a class play or

Some children receive

very little stimulation

except when they are
being abused.

a field trip). Advance prepara-
tion eliminates the fear of ran-
domness and helplessness. In
addition to routines, clearly
stated rules and consequences
are essential for creating a pre-
dictable environment. Knowing
in advance what is expected of
them gives children a sense of
self-control and responsibility.
Origin #2. Some children
receive very little stimulation
except when they are being
abused. They so desperately
want to be touched and noticed
that they will even provoke pun-
ishment in order to get atten

tion. They transfer this behav-
ior into the classroom and delib-
erately annoy teachers to get
attention.

Strategy #2. Annoying chil-
dren are often ignored because
“they are just looking for atten-
tion.” They are usually looking
for attention because they need
it and if positive attention is not
given, these children will de-
mand negative attention. Prais-
ing them for improvement or ac-
complishments is positive atten-
tion. Giving them responsibili-
ties in the classroom—such as
taking care of a pet, delivering
messages to the office or erasing
the blackboards—is positive at-
tention (if you fear you cannot
trust them alone, pair them up
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with a more responsible child).
Calling when they are absent or
listening to their ideas is positive
attention. Having them share a
hobby or special knowledge with
the class is positive attention.
Such positive recognition helps
convince children that they are
worthwhile human beings and
encourages them to seek recog-
nition in socially acceptable
ways.

Being Hypervigilant

Some children always seem to be
on guard and are hypervigilant
while sitting passively. They are
fearful, suspicious and mistrust-
ful—always on the lookout for
potential dangers. These chil-
dren are acutely sensitive to
mood, tone of voice, facial ex-
pression and bodily movement.
Often they are afraid to express
their own ideas.

Origin. Abuse is unpredict-
able. Children never know when
they are going to “get it” next.
Abusers are impulsive and often
lash out unexpectedly with no
rhyme or reason. Therefore,
abused children have to remain
constantly on guard. They also
have to remain on guard in the
outside world lest an event occur
that might trigger the same feel-
ings of helplessness and panic.
Hence, their frequent state of
“frozen watchfulness” (Ounsted,
Oppenheimer & Lindsay, 1974).
Unfortunately, because they are
using their receptors to identify
potential dangers, they may not
use them to process the environ-
ment, thus compromising their
learning (Green, 1985).
Strategy. A predictable envi-
ronment is essential for
hypervigilant children. Clearly
stated routines, rules and con-
sequences that are consistently
followed will gradually help re-
duce their hyper-alertness.
These children also need teach-
ers who remain calm and who
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do not explode in unpredict-
able outbursts.

Dissociating Themselves
Some children become trance-
like in school. They may appear
“spacey” and forgetful and fre-
quently daydream. Through the
process of dissociation, they re-
move their minds from their bod-
ies. Some of these children read
and donot seem to be processing
what they arereading. When car-
ried to the extreme, dissociation
can lead to multiple personali-
ties. Scientists believe that some
children may have a genetic
predisposition to this form of
coping.

Origin. Many children disso-
ciate or hypnotize themselves,
separating their minds from their
bodies to escape overwhelming
thoughts, emotions and sensa-
tions they experience during
abuse (James, 1989). They also
dissociate to defend themselves
against any event that might
trigger memories of their origi-
nal suffering. Therefore, they
may become spacey or dissocia-
tive in school when they experi-
ence an echo of their painful
experience. Even a seemingly
innocuous story in a reading
book could trigger this reaction.

Strategy. First, try torecog-
nize when this happens to your
students. It is neither the
children’s fault nor yours.
Children do not deliberately go
into a trance and you have not
knowingly caused it. Try to
stand by these children and
gently bring them back, per-
haps by softly calling their
name. Do not reprimand chil-
dren for dissociating. Privately
help children become aware of
whatis happening (“I notice that
when . ..”). Also help children to
identify and sort out feelings of
sadness, anger and happiness.
Make children aware that each
person has many feelings and
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that thoughts and feelings are
not the same as actions. No-
body will punish or reject them
for their thoughts and feelings
(James, 1989).

Fearing Failure

Some children seem to give up
before they even try. They may
cry and tremble when faced with
anew lesson or activity. “Ican’t”
is their favorite phrase. Some try
so hard to get everything just
right, that they never finish their
work.

Origin. Some parents hold
unrealistically high expectations
for their children. When the
children fail to meet these ex-
pectations, they heap physical
and/or emotional abuse upon
them. “How can you be so stu-
pid?” and “What’s the matter
with you, dummy?” can hurt
just as much as the sting of a
belt. These children are para-
lyzed by the fear that they will
make a mistake.

Strategy #1. Try to have a
fail-safe environment in the
classroom. Allow children to
correct papers until they are
right, rather than grading them.
Break work down into small seg-
ments that are easier to grasp.
Also, your contact with parents
must be very circumspect. Try
to be as positive as you can,
rather than venting your
frustration with their child’s
behavior.

Strategy #2. Use a problem-
solving model for dealing with
misbehavior: 1) state the prob-
lem, 2) brainstorm solutions, 3)
choose a solution, 4) implement
the solution, 5) evaluate whether
the solution is working and 6) if
the solution fails, return to step
2. Problem-solving helps chil-
dren learn that we all make mis-
takes and that mistakes are part
of learning.
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Conclusion

The key to working with the dis-
cipline problems presented by
abused children lies in under-
standing the origins of their mis-
behavior and then designing
strategies to counteract these
origins. Ten basic strategies
emerge from this approach:

= Modeling appropriate be-
havior. Children do as we do. If
we want them to have self-con-
trol, thenteachers must model
self-control and not lash out
hurtfully.

» Directly confronting hurt-
fulness. Regardless of children’s
pain, they must not be allowed to
hurt others either physically or
emotionally. Some children will
assume approval of their actions
if they are not directly told to
stop them.

= Acknowledging pain and
other feelings. Children who
cannot feel for themselves can-
not feel for others. Helping them
acknowledge their own feelings
will increase their awareness of
others’ feelings.

» Teaching anger manage-
ment skills. Expressing anger
in words rather than actions is a
skill that can and must be directly
taught to children.

» Teaching problem-solving
skills. Problem-solving can help
children who feel totally helpless
and overwhelmed realize that
they can gain some sense of con-
trol in many aspects of their
lives.

= Establishing routines and
a predictable, stable environ-
ment. Chaotic home environ-
ments create anxiety and ten-
sion that are often transferred
into the classroom. Classroom
predictability and stability can
help diminish this hyper-alert,
hyper-reactive state.

» Settingfair, meaningful lim-
its and consequences. Overly
restrictive rules and harsh con-
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sequences are commonplace in
abusive homes. It is essential
that classrooms counteract this
situation.

» Providing opportunities for
choice and decision-making.
Children who feel totally power-
less in their home lives can gain
a sense of self-respect and em-
powerment when given the op-
portunity to make choices and
decisions in school.

»« Helping children find an
area of interest and expertise.
Children who feel doomed to fail-
ure and who are constantly re-
minded of their inadequacies can
overcome their negative self-im-
age by becoming an “expert” in
an area that captures their at-
tention.

» Focusing on the positive
throughrecognition and encour-
agement. Honest, sincere, posi-
tive feedback is a basic need for
every human being.

Often, teachers solicit parents’
help when their children are be-
ing disruptive in the classroom.
It certainly makes sense for par-
ents and teachers to work to-
gether to solve problems. If you
suspect that parents may be
abusing their children, however,
do not ask them to help you with
disruptive behavior or even with
homework. This will likely gen-
erate further abuse. Try to be as
positive as you can about their
children. While it would be a
natural tendency to be angry at
these people and treat them with
hostility, try to look at them as
troubled human beings whoneed
some support and encourage-
ment. Certainly, if you have
evidence of abuse, report it im-
mediately.

Approximately 2.5 million
American children are abused
annually. You will probably meet
several of them during your
teaching career. Their behavior
is often exasperating. They pose
a challenge to the best of teach-
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ers. But remember, they will
likely continue along this de-
structive path unless an “en-
lightened witness” steps for-
ward.
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Should Young Children Be Asked
To Protect Themselves?

Rebecca Isbell and Brent Morrow

S exual abuse prevention

programs exist throughout the
United States and are often
mandated for preschoolers as
well as school-age children. In
response to the very real prob-
lem of sexual abuse, these well-
intended programs were devel-
oped to teach children to recog-
nize and prevent abuse. With
respect to young children, how-
ever, the effectiveness of such
programs may be questioned.

Young children, according to
Jean Piaget (1963), are in the
preoperational stage of cogni-
tive development. In this stage,
their understanding of the world
is bound to their concrete expe-
riences. They have difficulty
comprehending abstract ideas
and generalizing information to
unfamiliar situations. Young
children also make judgments
based on visual outcomes with-
out consideration of underlying
meanings.

The characteristics of young
children’s thinking have pro-
found influence on their under-
standing of information pre-
sented in sexual abuse preven-
tion programs. The compre-
hension of several basic con-
cepts is critical for young chil-
dren if they are to protect them-
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selves and report an incident to
an appropriate adult. In a com-
prehensive study of child sexual
abuse prevention programs, the
Berkeley Family Welfare Re-
search Group (Gilbert, Berrick,
Prohn & Nyman, 1989) exam-
ined the curricula of seven
sexual abuse prevention pro-
grams that are used with young
children. They reported that
young children found it difficult
to understand some of the pro-
grams’ basic components.
Akey concept of sexual abuse
prevention programs is the dis-
tinction between a “good touch”
and a “bad touch” (de Young,
1988). The distinction is criti-
cal, as the child must be able to
recognize what constitutes
abuse. This idea is further ex-
panded to include the identifi-
cation of the “confusing touch.”
This abstract continuum of the
types of touch requires young
children to label the touch and
then to generalize this informa-
tion to other situations. Can
young children, at their level of
cognitive development, really be
expected to learn that genital
touch by some adults could be a
good touch (a parent bathing
them) or a bad touch (molesta-
tion)? Researchers who have
interviewed child molesters re-
port that offenders commonly
desensitize children to touch by
gradually moving from non-
sexual to sexual touching
(Conte, Wolf & Smith, 1989).
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They suggest that by the time
young children become aware
that a bad touch has been per-
petrated upon them, they might
feel they have given consent.
Young children attribute good
qualities to those people who
treat them in positive ways. This
view of adults presents prob-
lems for young children as they
attempt to understand that a
“good” person can do “bad”
things. This inconsistency is
confusing to young children for
their judgments are based on
the outcomes they experience,
not theintent of the adult. Many
abusers establish a trusting re-
lationship with children by giv-
ing them special attention, ex-
pressing love and gentle con-
tacts. The young child is then
unable to determine that this
good person has bad motives.
Young children cannot under-
stand that a person can be both
good and bad at the same time.
Another abstract concept that
isincluded in many programs is
the meaning of secrets. Many
young children understand a
secret to be something whis-
pered in their ear. Young chil-
dren are taught that good se-
crets make you happy and
should be kept, but bad secrets
should bereported immediately
to an adult. They are asked to
separate secrets into categories
of good and bad, keep and tell.
Without this understanding,
young children are unable to
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determine if it is appropriate to
report an incident.

Kohlberg (1984) described
young children as being in the
heteronomous stage of moral
development. At this level,
young children defer to the
adults of authority in their lives
and are obedient primarily be-
cause they want to avoid pun-
ishment. Many programs ad-
vise young children to prevent
abuse by saying “No” to the
perpetrator and telling another
adult what has happened. Al-
though this concept is impor-
tant, the sexual abuser is usu-
ally known to the child, is often
a family member and is fre-
quently a powerful person in
the child’s life. If young chil-
dren are taught to disobey an
adult, especially a significant
adult, at certain times, they will
find it difficult to act on this
admonition. The young child
perceives the social world as a
place where powerful adults
should be obeyed; consequently,
the exceptions to that rule are
difficult for them to compre-
hend.

Besides the doubtful effec-
tiveness of prevention programs
for young children, questions
remain as to the negative im-
pact such programs may have.
Gilbert et al. (1989) reported
that following a sexual abuse
prevention program,
preschoolers were more likely
to associate negative affect with
touches like bathing or tickling.
Young children need to develop
a sense of trust and a positive
view of their own bodies and
sexuality. Prevention programs
for young children could have
the unintended consequences
of conveying a sense of mistrust
and fear of adults and physical
affection that would make it
difficult for children to develop
a secure view of the world.

Efforts to prevent sexual
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abuse of young children are es-
sential. Prevention programs
might prove more effective, how-
ever, when targeting significant
adults in the young child’s life.
For example, parent education
programs could be implemented
early in an infant’s life and con-
tinued throughout childhood.
Teachers and care- givers can
be trained to detect child abuse,
become better observers of be-
havioral and physical symp-
toms, refine ways of commu-
nicating with suspected vic-
tims and learn methods of
reporting offenses (Koblinsky &
Behana, 1984). It also appears
more appropriate to direct pre-
vention efforts toward school-
age children who are more de-
velopmentally ready to grasp
and apply abstract concepts.
Before any prevention pro-
gramisimplemented with young
children, it should be carefully
evaluated to ensure that the
concepts are appropriate for
children in the target group.
Basic concepts must be identi-
fied and analyzed to determine
if young children can compre-
hend their meaning and apply
what they have learned to real
situations in their lives. Addi-
tional research is needed to ex-
plore the effects of prevention
programs on young children,
looking for both positive and
negative outcomes. Studies
should also examine how adults
can be trained effectively to as-
sume more responsibility for the
identification and prevention of
young children’s sexual abuse.
Young children, dependent
on others in their lives, have
limited capacities to protect
themselves from those who
would molest them. It would be
a mistake to assume that pro-
grams will empower young chil-
dren to protect themselves.
Adults must maintain a strong
presence in the protection of
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young children rather than as-
sume that programs relieve
them of that responsibility. We
cannot expect young children
to protect themselves from
harm.
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The Role of Teachers in Helping
Children of Domestic Violence

Looking across the sea of faces in his class, Mr. Benjamin spots
7-year-old Johnny with his _feet on the chair seat, his knees close to his
chest as he rocks repetitively. Without expression, he gazes at the
classroom clock.

Timmy'’s oppositional behavior is a frequent source of frustration for his
5th-grade teacher. She has tried to be nurturing, suspecting that he has
some kind of trouble at home, but he continues to show her disrespect. The
teacher becomes confused when Timmy rapidly develops a friendship
with her new teaching assistant, Robert, and begins responding to her
requests by saying, “I don’t have to do anything you say! I only have to
listen to Robert!”

Anna is shy with her classmates, but she adores her teacher and works
excessively hard to please her. After she returns from an absence of several
days, her teacher inquires about where she has been. Anna’s eyes widen,
her body freezes, and she is silent.

Marcella’s teacher wonders why Marcella seems so angry. The teacher
has to watch her like a hawk because she bullies other children so much.
Marcella becomes enraged if she so much as suspects that she has been
insulted, yet she often calls herself stupid, worthless, or ugly.

These children appear so different from each other, yet they all live with
the same frightening secret: Their mothers are routinely battered by
intimate partners. Every day, these children fear witnessing their
mother’s abuse. Although many children suffer from this problem, the
shroud of silence that surrounds domestic violence leads them to believe
that they are alone.

What Is Domestic Violence?

Domestic violence may be defined as the systematic abuse by one person
in an intimate relationship in order to control and dominate the partner.
This pattern of behavior is learned, self-reinforcing, and more socially
condoned than you might want to believe. Abusive behaviors can be
physical, emotional, mental, and sexual. Batterers also can use spiri-
tual, social, and economic realms to control and dominate their partners,
such as denigrating their partner’s religious beliefs or withholding
financial support in order to create dependency. Although men are not
the only abusers, about 85 percent of the victims of intimate violence are
women (Greenfield et al., 1998).

Domestic violence is a social issue. It afflicts persons of all socioeco-
nomic categories and cultures (Greaves, Heapy, & Wylie, 1988). MacLeod
(1987) reveals that least one in 10 Canadian women are abused by the
man with whom they live. One in 14 marriages in the U.S. suffers from
repeated, severe violence (Dutton, 1988). A review of the literature
(Edleson, in press) cites substantiated estimates that, in the U.S., from 3.3
million to 10 million children are exposed to domestic violence each year.
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Common Feelings for Children
Exposed to Domestic Violence

Anger: at the abuser for the violence, at the victim or themselves for not
being able to stop the violence, and at the world for allowing this to happen.

Fear/Terror: that the mother or father will be seriously injured or killed, that
they or their siblings will be hurt, that others will find out and then the
parents will be “in trouble,” or that they will be removed from the family.

Powerless: because they are unable to keep the fights from happening or
to stop them when they do occur, and because the community, including
law enforcement, often does nothing to stop the abuse.

Loneliness: feeling unable or afraid to reach out to others, feeling
“different,” or feeling isolated.

Confusion: about why it happens, about choosing sides, about what they
should do, about what is “right” and “wrong.” Additionally, they are
confused about how the abuser can sometimes be loving and caring, and,
at other times, be violent.

Shame: about what is happening in their home.

Guilt: because they believe that they cause the fights or should be able
to stop them.

Distrust: of adults, even teachers, because their experience tells them
that adults are unpredictable, that they break promises, and/or that they
do not mean well.

Table 1

The School’s Role in
Combating Domestic Violence
How can schools help? Often, they are
the only emotionally and physically safe
havens for children. During a group
therapy session for children of battered
women, one 2nd-grader sadly noted, “The
ONLY safe place is school.” Weeks later,
when his mother attempted to get away
from her batterer, she escaped by board-
ing the school bus with her children.
When she arrived at the school, I helped
her to file a police report, obtain an order
of protection against her husband, and
develop a safety plan with her children.

The School’s Domestic
Violence Safety Plan

Ideally, schools should have a plan for
helping children and families of domestic
violence. Table 2 offers a domestic vio-
lence intervention process that schools
can follow. Note that effective interven-
tion involves many people, not just the
teacher. Unfortunately, too many school
administrators avoid this disturbing is-
sue altogether, and so do not have clear
procedures. While schools are legally

Approximately 3 to 5 children in every

Canadian classroom will be exposed to
domestic violence (Kincaid, 1982). Al-
though such violence reaches across all
socioeconomic strata, impoverished children
have fewer means to escape its impact. They
typically live in smaller dwellings, and so are
more likely to experience the violence up
close, and they lack the resources to find
help or seek refuge.

Exposure to violence dramatically in-
creases the potential for children to be-
come victims or batterers as adults
(Dutton, 1988; Strauss, Gelles, &
Steinmetz, 1980). Table 1 shows how
domestic violence affects children’s feel-
ings and perpetuates the cycle. Each
violent act they witness harms or con-
fuses children. Over time, they lose the
meaning of morality and love. With proper
intervention, however, children can learn
to cultivate healthyrelationships. Break-
ing the silence surrounding domestic
violence and providing children with the
skills needed to cope are the keys to
ending this cycle.

School Safety Plan in the Domestic
Violence Intervention Process

Principal: believe a spouse who reports or discloses domestic violence;
organize roles for school personnel; disseminate information; purchase
domestic violence educational materials (see Appendices A and B).

Social Worker: know the community resources and the processes
involved in getting help for an abused spouse, including orders of
protection, shelters, and police reporting (see Appendix C).

Counselor: work with the mother and the children therapeutically, and
guide the teachers in their education efforts.

Nurse: document any injuries stemming from domestic violence.

Teacher: address domestic violence as a social issue in the curriculum
(see Appendices A and B); teach non-violent methods of resolving
conflicts; model and reward pro-social behaviors.

Safety Officer: make a police report of the victim’s disclosures.

Secretary: call 911 from a safe office when an abusive parent is on the
school property in violation of a protection order.

Child: work with adults to create a safety plan specific to the family’s
situation. Always prioritize the child’s physical safety, then his siblings’
physical safety, and then obtain adult help, if possible.

Table 2
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when listening to accounts of even the most challeng-
ing and painful stories of abuse, most teachers are not.
Therefore, I believe that social workers should not shift
the responsibility of handling abuse onto teachers;
teachers need to focus on the classroom. Second, social
workers should attend not only to the teacher’s need to
understand how to deal with children of domestic
violence, but also to the possibility that domestic vio-
lence may be part of a teacher’s own experience. Third,
they should be aware of the school’s child abuse/
neglect reporting policy, and help teachers understand
the reporting and subsequent investigation process.
Some child welfare services may not consider the wit-
nessing of domestic violence as a reportable incident of
abuse, and therefore the agency may not intervene.
(Foradiscussion of Child Protection Services responses
to children of battered women, see Echlin & Marshall,
1995.) Finally, school social workers must remember
that teachers are their clients, too. They should have
regular conversations with the teachers about the child
in question, provide specific intervention techniques,
and remind teachers of the positive influence they can
have.

The Role of the Teacher

Without supportive policies in place, the teacher must
bear responsibility for meeting the needs of children of
domestic violence. The first challenge is to identify at-
risk children. Upon first learning that a student is
struggling with family violence, teachers may feel
overwhelmed by the desire to save the child. The
teacher’s role, however, is not to end violence, inves-
tigate any allegations, or advocate that the child be
removed from the family. Consequently, teachers may
feel helpless.

Instead of giving in to these feelings, teachers should
take comfort in knowing that they promote healing. A
teacher’s willingness to listen to a child’s story without
judgment can provide the foundation from which to
build resiliency and personal strength. The most mean-
ingful assistance teachers can offer these children is a
comforting place to unload their burden.

Identification: The First Step

Toward Intervention

Identifying children of domestic violence, the first step
in the intervention process, should be done primarily
by the school social worker. The teacher, however, is
often the first person to notice signs of trouble, and so
he or she needs to report those concerns to the social
worker. If the social worker cannot, or refuses to, assume
primary responsibility in the intervention process, the
teacher must advocate in the student’s best interest. Seek
guidance through alocal domestic violence program, or
contact any of the resources listed in Appendix C.
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Questions To Ask Yourself

Witnessing signs of domestic violence and hearing
disclosure from the child (or parent) are the two most
common ways that teachers and social workers become
aware of abuse. Children may display disturbing,
provocative, and/ or confusing behaviors. Aside from
directdisclosure, thereisnosingle behavior that proves
exposure to domestic violence. Research has shown,
however, that these children generally exhibit certain
behaviors. Whether or not teachers see obvious signs
of domestic violence, teachers can become aware of its
existence by answering these questions.

Is the child apprehensive about going home? Does
the child express a wish that you were his parent?
Children of battered women often attempt to escape
the inevitable tension and violence in their family.
They may avoid going home, or create a fantasy family
to which they can “escape” emotionally.

Does the child worry excessively over his mother,
father, or siblings? Does he attempt to be overly
responsible for adult matters? Does he try to convince
you that there is an urgent need for him to go home? In
their attempts to thwart future violence, children may
try to keep order by pleasing others. The child may be
overly preoccupied about being available in order to
keep his mother or siblings safe. Simply hearing that
itis not their obligation to end the violence, and know-
ing that someone would help their family, can bring
relief and allow these children to return to their normal
classroom activities (see Table 2).

Does the child fall asleep in class during low-stress,
low-activity periods? Is she often sleepy or lethargic?
Because conflicts often begin at night, children com-
monly are afraid to go to sleep, fearing the onset of more
violence, or they might be awakened by fights. Some
abusers purposely awaken the children in order to have
them witness the violence, as testimony to their power.

Does the child threaten and bully to get his way? Is
the child repeatedly the victim of others’ bullying? Does
she act timid, fearful, or passive with peers? Children
from violent homes often act aggressively. They may be
re-enacting the traumain an attempt to gain mastery over
their feelings of powerlessness. Furthermore, their pri-
mary source of modeling has been a coercive and unpre-
dictable adult. Consequently, these children view
relationships as having a winner and a loser. At school,
they may go to great lengths to ensure that they “win.”
Never enter into a power struggle with these chil-
dren—you’ll both lose. Learn how to bow out so that
you both save face. On the other hand, some children
may need to be taught appropriate assertiveness. They
may be accustomed to staying quiet in order to keep
safe. Children who behave in such a way may identify
with the victim instead of with the abuser.
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Does the child talk about alcohol or drug use at
home? Alcohol and drug use are highly correlated with
domestic violence. There is an 85 percent incidence of
alcohol or other drug abuse among batterers, and alco-
holic women are at a higher risk of being abused than
are non-alcoholics (Children of Alcoholics Foundation,
Inc., 1996).

Is the child withdrawn? Does she have difficulty
making friends? Does she appear depressed? Some
children withdraw emotionally, as well as physically,
in their attempts to cope with abuse. They may lack the
capacity to establish prosocial bonds or to trust others,
due to repeated experience with broken promises and
unpredictable and dangerous parental behaviors.

Does he complain frequently of stomachaches, head-
aches, or other afflictions? Does the child have fre-
quent ailments? The child who complains of aches and
pains may have found this strategy to be an effective
means of obtaining nurturing attention. Furthermore,
children of domestic violence are more apt to suffer
from bona fide health ailments, such as ulcers and skin
rashes, than other children (Kilmer & Price, 1995).
Regardless of whether the need for medical services is
legitimate, teachers should attend to the emotional
content behind the complaint.

Does the child have a very low threshold for frustra-
tion? Does he cry or throw a fit over minute difficul-
ties? Children who experience domestic violence often
have difficulty coping with even small amounts of
frustration or challenge. Do not mistake their low
tolerance for low ability. Their potential has been
marred by trauma, and needs to be patiently restored.

Does the child seem preoccupied? Does she startle
easily? Children sometimes daydream or become pre-
occupied about abusive events. They may be startled
by ordinary events, such as a teacher’s approach.

Does the child’s mood shift abruptly, without rea-
son? Is she calm at times, and inconsolable at other
times? Does she often seem agitated or anxious? Does
she have peculiarreactions to routine events? Children
whohave witnessed domestic violence may show signs
of trauma during routine activities and in play. They
may respond to seemingly benign events with aninten-
sity specific to the original violent incident. Even at
school, traumatized children often live in the emotional
environment of the traumatic event.

Do the parents seem to be hiding something? Do they
deny or minimize any observable injuries? Based on
my experience, abusers are capable of presenting them-
selves as caring, charming, and concerned parents.
When questioned about the family, however, the abuser
responds evasively or defensively, projecting blame
onto others for any problems that the teacher describes.
Meanwhile, the victim’s evasiveness and defensive-
ness are part of efforts to abide by the abuser’s control
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and to ensure personal safety. Children of these par-
ents may be overly tidy and well-groomed, in order to
maintain the facade of domestic tranquility.

Not all children exposed to violence manifest obvi-
ous behavioral signs. Some children keep emotional
wounds hidden and appear to be “handling it.” Some
children survive domestic violence by fading into the
background and keeping silent. They take this survival
skill with them into the classroom. Still others outper-
form their peers, hoping that their actions will not be
the cause of anyone’s grief.

A Child’s Disclosure of Domestic Violence
The second way teachers and social workers become
aware of domestic violence is through a child’s disclo-
sure of the trauma. Disclosure can occur all at once, or
in bits and pieces as the child tests the teacher’s re-
sponses. Fear and silence are teachers’ two common
responses toward domestic violence. The teacher must
confront his own reservations and prejudices before
domesticviolence canbe addressed. The teacher’s first
responsibility must be to stay calm and supportive.
Therefore, first inquire about the school’s safety plan
(see Table 2), and obtain specific information and
support from school staff.

Here are suggestions for responding to a child’s
disclosure of domestic violence.

DO NOT:

* Make promises you cannotkeep. If the child asks you
to keep a secret, remember that you are required to
report child abuse and neglect. You can, however,
promise to help. Say, “You want me to know what has
happened, but you think it should stay secret. I cannot
promise to keep what you told me a secret because I
need to tell the right people who can help you. I can
promise to do my best to help you.”

* Become emotional or judgmental. The child will be
watching your reaction. Stay calm and do not respond
with personal opinions.

* Get angry at the abuser. Regardless of the situation,
the abuser is still part of the child’s family. The batterer
may appear kind, caring, and loving at times. That is
the parent the child wants. Children from violent
homes generally do not want the family to splitup; they
just want the violence to stop.

* Jeopardize the child’s or parent’s safety by sending
home unsolicited information about domestic violence. The
same rule applies to parents/partners who are separated.

DO:

e Listen withoutjudgment. Let the child talk about his
experience, without passing judgment or asking direct
questions. A child may disclose feelings voluntarily, or
she may be waiting for you to let her know you are
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emotionally available. Say, “You look upset/unhappy
today. Has something happened to upset you?”

e Identify the child’s feelings as normal. Ask how she
is feeling. Help the child identify those feelings. A way
to respond might be, “That would be scary/sad/con-
fusing. Are you feeling scared /sad /mixed up? Any-
one would be. Itisnormal (or okay) to feel scared / sad /
confused about family fighting.”

e Letthe child know thatyoubelieve him. It takes great
courage for a child to disclose domestic violence. Fam-
ily and society at large send the message that children
should keep family dysfunction a secret. Reassure the
child by saying, “I believe what you are sharing with
me. You arebrave. What you told me will help you feel
better and might help your family.”

e Putresponsibility for the abuse on the abuser. Remem-
ber that violence is a choice. Sometimes, children believe
the batterer’s excuses that he had no other choice. You
can talk with the child about alternative choices.

* Begin the safety plan (or some type of intervention).
Enlist the help of social workers, or another intervening
party, to help the child develop a personal safety plan
(see Table 2).

e Inform the child of what will happen each step of the
way. You can help reduce a child’s fear by communi-
cating throughout the process. Let her know what you
will and will not do. Will you talk with the social
worker or mother? Will you help her think out a safety
plan? Be specific; certainty helps reduce fear.

* Help the child develop coping skills. Help the child
identify ways to discharge his feelings safely. Provide
a variety of classroom activities that allow the child to
work through his feelings.

Classroom Strategies

The teacher’s response to domestic violence sets the
stage for how the child copes with this painful issue,
now and in the future. Your response is the litmus test
for further disclosure. Teachers can help by:

* Making the classroom an emotionally safe place

* Encouraging cooperation instead of competition

e Accepting alternative ways for children to complete
their work, instead of having one “right” answer or
product

* Maintaining a calm and upbeat voice

e Focusing on the reasons and goals for having class-
room rules on safety, and for exhibiting caring behaviors

* Rejecting threats or fear as discipline methods

e Alerting the child to any changes in the class sched-
ule; talking through new or different procedures and
rules; preparing them for the presence of new people
in the classroom

® Modeling nonviolent, prosocial problem-solving
behaviors
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* Modeling a variety of assertive behaviors; pointing
out nonviolent assertive (as opposed to aggressive)
behaviors as they occur

* Talking about people at school, or outside of school,
who model prosocial behaviors

* Focusing on the victim’s needs when aggression occurs,
and helping the victim avoid becoming a victim
again.

The above strategies are just a sampling of what teach-
ers can do to establish a productive classroom environ-
ment. If teachers need more help, they should sitdown
with a social worker (or appropriate personnel) and
explain in detail what has been observed. If more
intervention is necessary, involve a network of profes-
sionals. The appendices at the end of this article offer
resources for dealing with domestic violence. One
resource I recommend to professionals and teachers in
their search to understand better how to deal with
domestic violence, and in their more direct interventions
with children, is called “Della the Dinosaur” (Schmidt &
Spencer, 1996). This manual focuses on grades K-6, and
offers advice for gaining administrative support for ad-
dressing domestic violence as a social issue; forming
support groups for at-risk children; and helping children
regain trust, confidence, and self-esteem.

Closing

Domestic violence requires intervention from a large
network of trained professionals. Teachers play a key
role simply because they have the most contact with
children affected by such violence. However, social
workers and principals must shoulder most of the re-
sponsibility. Teachers’ first and foremost priority is to
make the classroom emotionally safe. Including a topic
on “Family Diversity” can open doors for talking about
how “all families are different, and allhave problems and
manage their problems in different ways.” Finally, all
adults canhelp children of domestic violence understand
that they have the right to be safe, healthy, and loved.

Note: Ms. Kearney can be reached at: P.O. Box 80333, Phoenix, AZ
85060-0333; at mkearney@primenet.com; fax 602-956-2358.
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Appendix A

Storybooks for Helping Children With Family Violence

AFamily That Fights, by Sharon Bernstein. Morton Grove, IL:
Albert Whitman & Co., 847-581-0033. An 8-year-old boy
and his two younger siblings live in a home where the
father abuses the mother. This is a realistic portrayal of a
family struggling with domestic violence. Ages 4-12.

A Safe Place, by Maxine Trottier. Morton Grove, IL: Albert
Whitman & Co., 847-581-0033. This story describes a
young girl’s experience of staying with her mother in a
domestic violence shelter. Ages 5-9.

Clover’s Secret, by Christine Winn and David Walsh. Minne-
apolis, MN: Fairview Press, 800-544-8207; FAX 612-672-
4980; http:/ /www.press.fairview.org. In a land where
people can fly, two girls form a friendship that eventually
exposes the family violence that one of them experiences.
With the support of her friend, Clover reaches out to her
teacher, who begins the helping process. Ages 4-10.

Daddy, Daddy, Be There, by Candy Dawson Boyd and Floyd
Cooper. New York: Philomel Books. This story touches
on children’s moving pleas for fatherly love and support.
Ages 3-10.

I Wish the Hitting Would Stop, The Rape and Abuse Crisis
Center of Fargo-Moorhead. Fargo, ND: Red Flag Green
Flag Resources, 800-627-3675; FAX 888-237-5332; http:/ /
www.glness.com/rfgf/index.html. A workbook that ex-
plores young persons’ feelings and thoughts about paren-
tal violence. Safety planning and coping skills are
addressed, as well. A 68-page facilitator’s guide includes
discussion questions, related activities, and a resource
section listing books, films, and games for children and
adults, as well as information on the “Cycle of Violence”
and “Myths and Realities of Domestic Violence.” Ages 6—
14.

Mommy and Daddy Are Fighting, by Susan Paris and Gail
Labinski. Seattle, WA: Seal Press, 206-283-7844; FAX 206-
285-9410; www.qrd.org/qrd/business/publishers/
seal.press-catalog-fall.95. Three sisters build a fort of
blankets and huddle together to cope with their father’s
abuse against their mother. Ages 4-8.

Salad for 20, by Anna Garcia Steiner. Concord, CA: Battered
Women’s Alternatives, 925-676-2845; FAX 925-676-0532;
P.O. Box #6406, Concord CA 94524. Told from the
perspective of an 8-year-old boy, this book focuses on a
mother and child’s experience of leaving an abusive father
and entering the unfamiliar environment of a shelter. This
book is available only through Battered Women's Alter-
natives. The cost is $5.95 each, plus $.75 for postage and
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handling. A package of six costs $25, plus $3 for postage
and handling. Proceeds from the sale of this book support
the fight to keep women safe from domestic violence.
Ages 5-10.

Something Is Wrong At My House | Algo Anda Mal En Mi Casa,
by Diane Davis. Seattle, WA: Parenting Press, 800-992-
6657; FAX 206-362-0702; www.parentbooks.com. A boy
tells about the violence in hishome and how it affects him.
Includes advice for children. Ages 3-10.

When Mommy Got Hurt: A Story for Young Children About
Domestic Violence, by Ilene Lee and Kathy Sylvester. Char-
lotte, NC: KIDSRIGHTS, 800-892-5437; FAX 704-541-
0113. A child tells a story about parents fighting, about
how the mother and child leave to live somewhere safe,
and about the conversations the mother has with the child
afterward. The story focuses on four points: violence is
wrong, it is not the child’s fault, it happens in many
families, and it's OK to talk about it. Ages 3-9.

Appendix B

Videos for Helping Children With Family Violence

Kids" Stuff combines drawings and puppet animation to
convey the emotional conflicts of a child living in a violent
home. Intense and powerful. Ages 6-10; length, 6 min-
utes.

The Crown Prince video depicts the feelings and frustrations
of two sons of a battered woman. The film explores issues
related to student disclosure to a teacher. Ages 10-12; 38
minutes.

Above distributed by: National Film Board of Canada, 350
North Pennsylvania Avenue, P.O.Box 7600, Wilkes-Barre,
PA 18773; 800-542-2164

Tell ‘Em How You Feel is the story of a child who feels all alone
and angry at his parents and best friend. A friendly troll
teaches him how to appropriately handle anger and con-
flict. Ages 4-9; 18 minutes.

What Tadoo With Fear explores, with the help of puppets,
both the positive and negative aspects of fear. Italso gives
real-life examples of children conquering fear and open-
ing up to trustworthy adults. Ages 4-9; 20 minutes.

It’s Not Always Happy at My House traces the consequences
for three children of their mother’s abuse. Ages 7-14; 33
minutes.

Above distributed by: MTI Film and Video, 108 Wilmont
Road, Deerfield IL 60015; 800-621-2131

Secret Wounds: Working With Child Observers of Family
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Epilogue

eachersfaceaveryreal problemin today’s schools—
expandingroles and increasing demands. They are expected
to do more with less, and within the same amount of time. In
the past, a teacher’srole was more clearly delineated. Parents
naturally assumed responsibility for children’s physical care
and general well-being, and so teachers were responsible
only for the children’s education. The greater needs of
society, however, have shifted more of the responsibility of
caring for children onto the schools.

Goodlad points out that because society is not taking care
of what it used to, teachers have pulled everything under
their wings. Teachers’ roles have expanded beyond just
instruction to include baby-sitting, health and nutritional care,
counseling, and, as Sluss and Minner discuss, even teacher
preparation. We know these are all good things that benefit
children and the profession, but can teachers continue to do it
all? DeCicco and Allison warn that this “mission clutter”
undermines the success of America’s public education, pre-
venting teachers from their intended role as educators. Peel
and McCary question whether teachers can continue to solve
more of society’s problems. Do we want our teachers to take
extensive roles like those outlined by Bhavnagri and Vaswani
in their article about teaching in the slums of Baroda, India?

Nevertheless, we cannot ignore children’s needs, such as
those examined by Miller, Ryan, and Morrison in their
article on divorce and by Kearney in her article on domestic
violence. Understanding such issues is necessary for effec-
tive teaching. As Spodek notes, we cannot separate out
different aspects of children’s lives and simply focus on
teaching. Can we both teach and care for children success-
fully? As Wasley puts it, when do teachers have time to
think about teaching and develop repertoires to meet the
education needs of all children?

Instead of being applauded for the admirable work they
are doing, teachers are often blamed and maligned. Such
“psychological threats” are far worse than the increasing
demands. Teachers are told that if they do not meet stan-
dards, their jobs will be on the line. Goodlad decries this
notion that people will behave better if they are afraid.
Ironically, as DeCicco and Allison note, of all the hats that a
teacher wears, the teaching hat is the becoming the one least
frequently worn. Although society is demanding so much
more than instruction, the criteria for successful schools
seems to be increasingly on children’s academic test scores,
not for the time spent counseling or seeking out social ser-
vices. Teachers often find themselves in the uncomfortable
position of ignoring what they know will benefit children in
order to satisfy society’s demands.

The solution to this problem of teaching and caring for
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children is not easy. Teachers will find it difficult to teach a
child when the child’s basic needs are not being met. Yet Peel
and McCary stress that teachers can no longer work alone;
they call for a “shared vision” for the future that unites forces
inside and outside the school. Collaboration alone, however,
is not the answer, particularly if it means giving teachers yet
another role within the same time constraints.

We also need to reconsider the “structure” of schools and
how to balance the needs of children with the roles and
expectations of teachers. How can we begin the process of
ensuring that every child has the opportunity to enjoy life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness? First, publicsupport for
our teachers is imperative. Praise is the foundation of this
support. Why don’t teachers have the psychological support
they need to accomplish their crucial work? As Goodlad
notes, people respond best when they are praised and made
to feel important. Second, time, personnel, and money must
undergird this process. Teachers need time and resources to
prepare environments, develop repertoires of teaching strat-
egies, and balance the basic needs of children with their
education needs. Third, our teachers must have a voice in
deciding how schools are run. Peeland McCary pointout that
schools are still predominantly managed from the top down,
and public consensus is often impossible to define, much less
achieve. Fourth, collaboration (and making time for collabo-
ration) with all stakeholders will best facilitate meeting
children’s needs.

Finally, it is imperative that we re-envision the primary
function of our schools. Who is responsible for children’s
welfare? Do teachers need to take time to help children take
care of their teeth, or use that time to help children learn anew
math concept? What is the mission? Our current path is not
effective. We are losing our teachers through burnout, and
losing ground in meeting the needs of our children. We need
to redefine our schools’ mission, teachers’ roles, and the
collaborative roles of parents, social services, and society in
general. Teachers do need to have an awareness and under-
standing of children’s needs, and adjust their teaching inlight
of these needs, but teachers should not, and cannot, be the
provider of all these services. While schools of the future may
be places where families and children find the social services
they need, teachers are only a part of this new structure. They
may collaborate with other professionals to meet the needs of
children, but their primary responsibility is to educate children.

Publiceducation has been a light in our changing society—
uniting, educating, and caring for children, to help ensure a
better future. We must rally around, and support, positive
“structural” changes in which children, teachers, parents,
and society benefit from a “shared vision.”
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RELATED RESOURCES

To order:
*Visit our web site at www.acei.org
*Charge by Phone: 800-423-3563
or 301-570-2111
For a complete ACEI Education Resource
Catalog, call the phone number above or
send an e-mail to aceimemb@aol.com.

Children and Stress: Understanding and Helping
Veteran educators explore how children feel and
perceive stress, then cull from their experience the
most useful insights and advice they can offer. Each
chapter contains illustrative cases to assist with
awareness, theory, and research to increase educa-
tors’ understanding, as well as suggested courses
and resources to consider for action. Beverly
Hardcastle Stanford & Kaoru Yamamoto, Eds. 2001.
128 pp. No. 1011. $22 ($14.40 ACEI members)

Common Bonds: Anti-Bias Teaching in a Diverse
Society, 2nd Edition

Examines growing diversity in a constructive, em-
powering manner. Each chapter deals with a different
form of diversity in school: a) racial/ethnic, b) reli-
gious, c) ability, d) socioeconomic class, €) linguistic,
f) gender diversity, and g) activities, and suggests
methods for teachers to build inclusive classroom
environments. Deborah Byrnes & Gary Kiger, Eds.
1996. 112 pp. No. 1960. $18.50 ($12 ACEI members)

Conflict Resolution/Peace Education

Used in ACEI Peace Education workshops, this
collection of Childhood Education articles provides
suggestions for creating safe, peaceful classroom
environments, teaching children respect for them-
selves and others, and addressing diversity issues.
1997. 13 articles. 55 pp. No. 2970. $9.25

($6 ACEI members)

Creating Safer Environments for Children in the
Home, School and Community

Childhood Education theme issue. Contributors
include Dr. Joycelyn Elders and Angela Mickalide,
Program Director of the National SAFE KIDS Cam-
paign. Subjects covered include violence, how adults
help children feel safe, safety concerns of homeless
children, helping children develop self-control, conflict
resolution/peer mediation as alternatives to violence,
and the use of community services to provide support
and guidance. James L. Hoot & Glenda Roberson,
Eds. 1994. 80 pp. No. 4940. $10 ($8 ACEI members)
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Educators Healing Racism

Addresses the topic of racism from the teacher’s
perspective and proposes strategies for teacher
education programs and in classrooms. The book
examines the social, political, and psychological
perspectives of racism and stimulates dialogue
among educational professionals. Joint publication of
the Association of Teacher Educators and ACEI.
Nancy Quisenberry & D. John Mclintyre, Eds. 1999.
160 pp. No. 1990. $27.50 ($18 ACEI members)

The Peaceful Classroom: 162 Easy Activities to
Teach Preschoolers Compassion and Cooperation

Group learning activities to help children acquire
compassion, cooperation, friendship and respect for
others. The book suggests ways teachers can work
with parents to extend these learning experiences at
home. Charles Smith. Gryphon House. 1993. No.
9930. $14.95 ($12 ACEI members)

The Vaues Book: Teaching Sixteen

Basic Values to Young Children

Young children learn best by doing, even when it
comes to learning values. The Values Book is full of
activities, projects, and ideas to help children learn
values and build character, both individually and in
groups. Each chapter addresses one of 16 different
values, including understanding, patience, and
tolerance. After defining the value, the authors ask
the reader questions to help clarify what the value
means to us as adults. This is the perfect book to
introduce and strengthen the teaching of values in
any early childhood classroom or home. Pam Schiller
& Tamera Bryant. Gryphon House. 1998. 167 pp. No.
9983. $14.95 ($12 ACEI members)
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17904 Georgia Ave., Suite 215
Olney, MDD 20832
800.423.3563 or 301.570.2111

www.acei.org 24



