
hi ld  sexual  abuse preven-
tron pro€rrams have prolif_
erated over the past several
years.  Many of  these pro-

g ran r  app roaches .  wh i ch  i nc lude
plays, garnes and videos. are visuallv
appealing and highly, entertaining. and
pa ren ts  and  teache rs  have  w ide l v
embraced thern. Hou,ever. despite rhe
popu la r i t y  o f  such  p rog rams .  l i t t l e
effort has been made to evaluate their
ef fect iveness in  changing chi ldren.s
behavior.r As a result of participation
in a sexual abuse prevention program.
has  a  ch i l d ' s  vu lne rab i l i t y  t o  abuse
been leduced. for example. or. has his
or her sense of personal safety been
enhanced ?

Early' childhood educators. parents
and  o the rs  i n ro l ved  i n  se lec t i ne  and
conduct ing chi ld  sexual  abuse pr-even-
t i on  p rog rams  shou ld  a l so  be  con_
cernr..d about such questions as:

o Is there a measurable difference
in the abi l i ty  to  demonstrate preven_
t ion sk i l ls  betueen chi ldren u ho have
been exposed to previous pret,ention
efforts and those who have not?

o  A re  commun i t i es .  f ee l i ns  con -
f ident  that  rhe1,  have addressld the
issue of  ch i ld  abuse,  nrak ing any s ig_
ni f icant  contr ibut ion t r )  the Dersonal
saf'en' of their children?

. What elements of programming
a re  respons ib le  f o r  p roduc ing  the
desired prevention skil ls' l

o  I s  i t  necessa ry  t o  g i ve  ch i l d ren
explicit information about child abuse
in order to achieve the desired level of
prevention?

o Does the program have negative
side ef fects-such as fear  or  anx-
iety----of which we renrain unaware?

.  At  what  age do chi ldren learn
prevention skil ls most effectively?

Ir{any professionals and organiza-
trons, such as the National Committee
tbr  Prevent ion of  Chi ld  Abuse.  have
stronglv urged more stringent criteria
for  evaluat in-e the ef fect iveness of
prevention programs. As researcher
J.M. Leventhal  notes;

" I r he ]  
u l r ima re  goa l  o f  any  p ro_

-qram to prevent  sexual  abuse is  to
teach behaviors so that when an adult
makes  a  sexua l  advance  toward  a
chi ld .  the chi ld  wi l l  ac in  an appro-
priate manner by saf ing no and tell ing
a responsib le adul t  what  happened.
Yet none of the evaluative efTorts has
exan t i ned  th i s  d i rec t  ou t come.  I n -
stead, a change in knowledge. which
is really an intermediate measure. has
been examined wi thout  an1'  ev idence
t h a t  s u c h  a  c h a n g e  i s  l i n k e d  t o
c h a n g e s  i n  b e h a t , i o r  . . .  D o e s  a

change of  two points on a 20-point
quest ionnaire about  chi ld  protect ion
mean that the child is l0 percent more
l i ke l y  t o  p ro tec t  h im-  o r  he rse l f , l
Obviously not. ":

In order to protect children, educa-
tors and parents need to know what
works.  Equal ly  important .  they need
to knou,  how to accompl ish th is  end
wi thout  compromis ing the chi ldren 's
emo t i ona l  we l l - be ing .  W i thou t  t h i s
level of evaluation and accountabil ity.
resulting in more progressive and reli-
able programs. child ahuse prcvention
p rog rams  w i l l  con t i nL re  t o  be  used
w i thou t  any  c lea r  unde rs tand ing  o f
their effectiveness or impact.

In  1987.  the Coal i t ion for  Chi ldren.
I n c . .  a  i l o t - f o r - p r o f i t  o r s a n i z a t i o n
involved in curr icu lum development
and evaluation, received a grant fron.)
the Nat ional  Cenrer  on Chi td Abuse
and  Ne-e lec t  t o  eva lua te  t he  ac tua l
reduct ion of  r isk for  ch i ld  abuse thal
could be at t r ibuted to a school-based
prevent ion program. 1 'he pro. ject
focused on measur ing the behaviora l
sk i l l s  assoc ia ted  w i th  p reven t i on  o f
v ic t imizat ion before and af ter  par-
ticipation in the Salc Child Personal
Sa.fen' Troining Progrant, a standard-
ized.  scr ip ted,  v ideotape curr icu lunt
that  prov ides t ra in ing for  teachers.
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paren ts  and  ch i l d ren  ages  th ree
th roug . l r  lO  i n  f i ve  age -app rop r i a te
sesnrents.r In thc Safe Child program,
a videotape is used to teach basic con-
cepts and ro le-p lay ing techniques:  th is
is  lb l lou,ed by ro le p lay ing.  d iscus-
sion and activit ies in the classroonr to
establ ish mastery of  the sk i l ls .

The Safe Chi ld  pro-eram enrpha-
sizes prevention o1' sexual. entotional
and physical  abuse by pe<lp le known
to the chi ld .  prevent ion of  abuse and
abduction by strangers. and safety for
chi ldren in  sel l -care.  The teaching of
such  l i l ' e  sk i l l s  as  con rn run i ca t i on .
asse r t i veness .  dec i s i on -n rak ing  and
p r o h l c n r - s o l v i n g  i s  i n t e r u o v e n
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m .  w h i c h
bui lds developnrenta l ly  f rom year to

),ear. The program does not present
specific information that might create
misunderstanding, t 'ear or anxiety for
c h i l d r e n .  R a t h e r .  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m
builds from children's everydaS, expe-
r i ences  and  teaches  then r  how to
apply general ized sk i l ls  to  speci f ic .
risk-associated situations.

The Evaluation

The  eva lua t i on  o f  t he  Sa fe  Ch i l d
p rog ram was  based  on  a  c l ass i ca l
exper imenta l  research design.  us ing
pre-  and post- test ing of  sanrple t reat-
ment and control groups '* ' i th similar
prof i les.  The evaluat ion u,as conr-
p leted wi th 670 chi ldren.  ages three
th rough  10 .  f r om ru ra l .  u rban  and
suburban schools in three states.

Simulation and role play were used
lo nrcasure actual  bel rav iora l  change
attributable to the progrant. and the
behav io ra l  r esu l t s  we re  co r re la ted
ui th inst runrents to measure knowl-
edge/attitude. self-esteem and locus of
contro l  ( the percept ion of  a connec-
tion between one's action and its con-
sequences)  to evaluate var iables in  a
ch i l d ' s  ab i l i t y  t < ' r  success fu l l y  res i s t
v ic t imizat ion.  A one-on-one interv ieu '
at the end of the project was used to
de te rm ine  whe the r  t he  ch i l d ren  had
anv concerns or had experienced fear
or  anr ien at  an\  point  in  thc inst ruc-
t ion and evalual ion.

l-he most inrportant elenrent o1' this
assessnrent uas the scripted role pla1,

used to measure behaviora l  change.
Because prevent ion of  sexual  abuse
applies specil ' ically to behaviors prior
to the in i t ia t ion of  abuse.  the ro le p lay
m e a s u r e s  t h e  c h i l d ' s  a b i l i t y  a n d
u  i l l i n -eness  to  t e rm ina te  unwan ted
touch efl 'ectively and appropriately in
the I 'ace ol' f lattery. enrotional coer-
c ion.  re. iect ion.  br ibery and secrecy.
The sequence of  the ro le p lay u,as
designed to engage the child; to meas-
ure his or her wil l ingness to spcak up
about  unwanted touch:  to  as.sess the
consistency of  the chi ld 's  response in
lhe facc of increasing enrotional pres-
sure:  to  evaluate h is  or  her  abi l i ty  to
br in-r :  in  other  resources by saying.
" l 'm going to te l l " :  and to deternr inc
the chi ld 's  wi l l ingness to keep what
happened a secret. The role play also
ind i ca tes  how we l l  t he  ch i l d ren  a re
able to denronstrate such life skil ls as
c o m m u n i c a t i o n .  a s s e r t i v e n e s s  a n d
se I f-assurance .

Each chi ld  was inv i ted to help the
examine r  ' ' l ea rn  a  l i t t l e  b i t  n ro re
about what you know" (see Table l).
Th  e  ch  i l d ren  q  u  i ck  l y  became en  -

gaged,  as chi ldren so easi ly  do.  and
responded as if the role-playing situa-
l ions were real .  This  was most  ob-
v ious u 'hen many chi ldren.  who had
been  pe r fec t l y  comfo r tab le  say ing
"nc l "  i n  response  to  t he  examine r
p lay ing  w i th  t he i r  ha i r  o r  p i nch ing
their cheek. suddenly capitulated and
agreed to a hug when the exanr iner
acted as if her feelings had been hurt.
saying.  " l f  you won' t  s tay here u ' i th
nre and let  me hug you.  I ' l l  th ink you
don't l ike me any more." Durin_s the
pretests. few children progressed past
the point  in  the ro le p lay where the
exanliner sug-eested thal she might not
be thei r  f r iend an1,n1sre i f  the chi ld
u'ould not remain close.

Sco r i ng  u ' as  based  on  the  ch i l d ' s
verbal response and bodl' language. A
straightforward system of scorin-u u'as
dev i sed  i n  wh i ch  ch i l d ren  were
au,arded one point in each of the role-
p lay categor ies i f  they verbal lv  ob-
iected or refused to go alon,r rvith the
examiner 's  suggest ion.  They received
one point in each of the categories for
ph1'sical nroverrent or body language
wh ich  l r ' as  res i s t i ve  ( f o r  exan rp le .

s tand ing  up .  mov ing  t l r c  exan t i nc r ' s
hand. or lcaning au,a), l 'r6nt thc cxalr-
i nc r  o r  push ing  hc r  au ,ay ) .  Fo r  t hc
ca tego r i es  i nvo l v i ns  son rc  I o r r r  o1 '
enrotional coercion. lhc childrcn u'crc
g i v e n  o n e  a d d i t i o n a l  p o i n t  i l ' t h c v
i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  l h e l ' u , o u l d  t c l l  a
responsib lc  adul t  about  thc inc ident .
A  cun ru la t i vc  t o ta l  o l '  l 4  po in l s  uas
possib le.

Findings

T h c  n r o s t  i n r p o r t a n l  f i n d i n g  u a s
that  th is  approach lo prcvent ion crrn-
s is tent ly  enabled chi ldrcn to denton-
st ratc  sk i l ls  associated wi th reduct ion
o l ' r i s k  f o r  ch i l d  abuse .  and  tha t  t hcy
were able to le  arn the sk i l ls  as car lv
as the preschool  years.  The abi l i t l ' to
achieve these resul ts  u,as iso lated as
at t r ibutable to the ro le p lay ing in  the
classroonr instructional period.

Other findings related to the tcach-
ing ol concepts rather than the teach-
ing of skil ls and to behavioral change
a l so  ha r . ' e  i n rp l i ca t i ons  f o r  p ro l ' es -
s ionals and parents seeking to imple-
m e n t  c h i l d  a b u s e  p r e v e n t i o n  p r o -
granrs.

Con< ' c1 t t s  r ' r f .  S t i / / s .  We- the
researchers-had hypothesized that
there is  a great  d i f l -erence bctwecn
(ot lccpts and . l f r i  / i .s  associate d u ' i th
p reven t i on  o f  ch i l d  abuse .  and  tha t
chi fdren are not  protected sole ly  by '
l ea rn ing  concep ts .  Th i s  po in t  i s  o f
pa r t i cu la r  conce rn .  s i nce  n rany  pa r -
ents and educators bel ieve that  ch i l -
dren are protected by being exposed
to books. television prograrrrs. video-
tapes and -qanlcs.  a l l  o l 'u 'h ich are pas-
s ive.  conceptual  learnrng expcr iences.

Manv of  the chi ld ien in  th is  s tudv

h a d  b e e n  p r e v i o u s l l ' e x p o s e c l  t o  a

wide rangc of  educat ional  n later ia ls
designed to prevent child abuse. This
prior exposure appeared to have nrade
no s igni f icant  d i f ference in the chi l -

d ren ' s  kno rv ledge  o r  a t t i t udes  o r  l n

thei r  ro le-p lay scores on the pretest .

The  on l l '  d i sce rn ib le  d i f f e rence
among groups was found r . r ' i th  one
group of  ch i ldren whose school  had.

i n  t h e  p r e t ' i o u s  t $ o  s c h o o l  y c a r s .

implenrented a standardiz ,ed prer  en-

t ion curr icu lunl  based pr inc ipal lv  on



classrool . t r  d iscussion.  Thc chi lc l ren in
lh is  r : roup d id not  pcr fornr  h i .uher  on
knou  l cdsc  r t t i t udL .  r r r  n r l c  p la l  .  hu t
t h c \ ,  d i d  h a v c  s l i g h t l , r ,  h i g h e r  s e l l ' _
cs t ccn t  sco res .  l ' he  l ack  o l ' anv  s i u_
ni l ' icant  d i l ' f 'erence in dcnronsi rabie
p r e V c n t i o n  s k i l l s  b e l w e c n  t h o s e
cxposed to pr ior  pro. i t rants and thosc
u r th  no  p r i o r  exposu re  sugges ts  l ha t
con rn tun i t i es  and  schoo l s  shou ld  no t
b e  s a t i s f i c d  o r  c o n r p l a c e n r  i f  n o n -
In te rac t l vc .  non_behav io ra l l y_based
Prcve t r l i on  p roe ran lm in t  i s  cu r r cn t l t
hc ing provided ro rhc i r  ch i ldren.

Ral tov i r t ru l  Chutrgt , .  Wc had hr . -
po thes i zed  rha r  . r i v i ng  t hc  ch i l d ren
oppor luni t ies to pract ice us ing prcven_
t ion sk i l ls  would be nrore benef ic ia l
than n.rerell providing thenr with con-
ceptual knou ledge of preventron tech_
n r q u e s .  W e  a l s o  t h o u g h t  t h a t  r h e
c h i l d r c n ' s  a h i l i t y '  t o  c o m n t u n t c a t e
t h e i r  u n u ' i l l i n g n e s s  t o  . . g o  

a l o n g . .
* , i th  unu'anted touch ( throuch bodv
l a n g u a g e  a n d  b y . ^ p r . r r i n g  u n -
u , i l l i ngness  to  keep  the  ac r i v i t i es  a
secret) u,ould be n.lore potent in pro-

l ec t rn I  ch i l d ren  l ' r on r  i r npend ing
abusc (han " . just  saving no.  

. .

A s igni l ' icant  chan-ru^ in  behavior .
associated u, i th  r -educt ion of  r isk f i r r
ch i ld  abuse .  d id occur  u i th  the in t ro-
d u c l i o n  o f  t h i s  b e h a v i o r a l l y _ b a s e d
cun i cu lun r .  uh i ch  ga re  each  ch i l d  , n
oppo r tun i t y  t o  l ea rn  hou ,  l o  e f f ec_
t i ve l y  r cs i s l  unwan ted  touch .  evcn  i n
thc face ol' briber-y. entolional cocr_
cron.  re- lect ton and int inr idal ion.  As
they learned prevention skil ls. related
c ( ) n c c p l s  t o  a c t u a l  s i t u a t r o n s .  a n d
expencncecl thc.ir own abil jtt, to speak
up  an t l  p ro tec t  t hemse l i es  i r on r
unwanted touch of  any k ind.  the chi l -
d ren  were  ab le  t o  den tons t ra te  t he
skil ls they had learned rn the post-test
role play. In essence. the role playing
gave thenr an experiential ntodel front
u,h ich to take act ion u,hen they were
confronred u i th an a l legedl l ,  ,n . , rn, -
for table s i tual ion.  Each of  the t rear_
men t  -q roups  ra i sed  the i r  sco res
significantly follou'in-e the program.
indicat in-e an actual  increase in sk i l ls
(see Table 2).

Do We Really Need To Talk
About Sexual Abuse?

This studl' speaks to rhc efl ' icacv ol
p l . c v c n t i ( ) t l  c d r r c u t i ( ) n  u . i ( h o u t  t h e
rntroduct ion o l '  speci f ic  in lbrnrat ion
abou t  sexua l  abusc .  pe rpe t ra ro rs  o r
phl ,s ica l  res is tance t ra in ing.  thus chal_
leng ing  the  ex i s t i ng  op in ion  rha r  d i s -
cussion o1 'sexual  abusc rs  a necessary
part  ( ) f  prevenl i ( )n pr , . ,granrrn ing.  l r r
thc ahsencc of  an undcrstanding . i i  thc
nelat ive inrpacl  such infbrnrat ion nrav
h a v c  o n  c h i l d r c n .  t h e  a b i l i t v  t i r
achrcvc the dcsi rc t l  resul r  wi thoui  the
in t roduc t i on  o f  po ten t i a l l y  anx ie t y -
provoking in lbrnrat ion should bc an
rmportanl  considcrat ion in  p lanning
cun' icu la lor  voung chi ldren.

The  l ' i nd ings  repo r ted  by  Con te .
W o l f  a n d  S m i r h  i n  i n t e r v i c u , s  w i t h
o l ' f ' ende rs  f u r t he r  suppo r t  t h i s  ap -
p roach  to  p reven t i on .  Thcy  asked ."Af tcr  you had ident i f red a potent ia l
victinr. what did you do to engage the
c h i l d  i n t o  s e x u a l  c o n t a c t ' 1 "  T h e
nrajorit l '  of offenders dcscribed how

Table 1: Role-Play protocol
"We're trying to learn a litile bit about what the chil_

dren in this schoot know. Wil l  you help me?,, (Chitd
must respond affirmatively to continue.)

"l'm going to give you some ,What if....' stories and
I want you to tell me and show me what you would do
if this happened to you in reat life. Okay/' (Child must
respond affirmatively a second time.)

Item 1: "What if your mom had a friend over and
she.was playing with your hair. Do you like for people
to play with your hair? (actualty play with child;s hair)
l f  Vou don' t  l ike i t ,  what  would you say and do?, ,
(Score 1 point for verbal no. Scoie 1 point for body
language consistent with no.)

Item 2: "What if your grandmother came over and
was pinching your cheek l ike this. (actuaily pinch
child's cheek.) Do you t ike that? l f  you don't l ike i t ,
what would you say and do?" (Score t point for verbal
no. Score 1 point for body language consistent with
no.)

Item 3: "What if a friend of your dad's was visitino
and was s i t t ing real  c lose to  you whi le  you wer i
watching television. (pui arm around child and pull
close.) You l ike this person; so, for a while i t 's okav:

but then you start to feel uncomfortable; and you want
to get down. What would you say and do?';  ( l f  chi ld
agrees to stay, stop at this point.) (Score 1 point for
verbal no. Score 1 point for body language consistent
with no.)

Item 4: "What if, when you start to get down, he
says, 'You like me don't you? please stay here with
me, you're one of my favorite kids."' (Genily pull child
back.) lf child agrees to stay, stop and thank them.
(Score 1 point for verbal no. Score 1 point lor body
language consistent with no. Score 1 point for . ,1 'm
going to tell.")

Item 5: "What if he says, 'you really hurt my feel-
ings. I  don' t  think you l ike me anymoie. '  (pul l  away
and remove arm.) Whal would you say and do?" (lf
child agrees to hug now, stop and thank child.) (Score
1 point for verbal no. Score 1 point for body language
consistent with no. Score 1 point for , ,1 'm going to
lel l . ")

Item 6: "What if he says, 'OK, l' l l leave you atone,
but could we just keep this a secret, and l' l l take you
to get some ice cream. Okay?' What would you iay
and do?" (Score 1 point for verbal no. Score 1 point
for "l 'm going to tetl.")
Maximum Possible Score: 14
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lnc\  cns; l rc( l  (hc chi ld  in  a re l l r t ion-
s l r ip ;  " l  u ,oLr l t l  in i t i lk r  d i l . l .crcnt  k inds
o l -  c ( )n lu t : t .  s r r ch  i t s  l ouch ipp  the
chi l t l 's  b i rck.  hr- - ld .  ' l  

cst ing thc chik l
t ( )  scc  hon .  n tuch  shc  r r , ou ld  t ake

l . - l i t r :  
shc  l r t ' r r l t l  l r u l l  r r u l r . . . ;  un r l" ( . i c t t i ng  

t . t r r r r l i r r t uh i c  u  i t h  t hc  ch i l d
. . .  l \ ' l ak ing  rhc r r r  l i : c l  con r l i r r l a t r l r .
$ i th  me- . . .  l ikc i l  hug.  s tur t  t ( )L lch jn-s
lhc i l  i r r n r s .  l cgs .  hugg ing  thcn r . . . r

. , : , " . : .  
c( ) tnn.rL. t . t t \  spc i tk  spcci l . ica l l - r ,

t o  t h c  i n r p o r t a n c e  o l . u s i n g  i r n  a p -
prtrach lo frrcvcntion that tcachcs chil_
drcn lo stop ul.rusc trclirrc- it hc.!: i lrs.' l 'hc 

cr 'u lu l r t i . r r r  tJcscr ibrd hcrc ra l i_
dltcs thc: usc trl pt.cr,cnt ion pr()Sralt.t-
nrrng that  avoids d is t inct ions th: r t  arc
bc1'ond lhe dcvclupmcntal  abi l i r ics of .
"voung chi lc l rcn.  o l '  tcaching sk i l ls  rh l t
appl I t r l t hc i r t r.crr,.cl itt. c r Jrr.-1 jcnr.c,,.
Childrcn lcarn to .,,1, nu to anv touch
tha t  n t i r kcs  t hc r r r  uncu r r , :  t hc i  l c l r n
thil l  lhcv should tcll c\.cr), t in.lc: sonto-
onc contlnues to 16s.1, thern in I u,av
that rnakcs thcnr unconrlbrrahlc. This
approach avr l ids issutrs  of .  . . { :ood. .
and  "bad . "  

and  l i nks  re l l i ng  i o  ge r -
t ing hc lp f ' ronr  un adul t  u ,hcn t l re i r
$,ishes arcn't re snr.c(cd. ri l thcr than" ta t t l i ns "  

abo t r t  son re th inn  . . had . . .
u ' h i ch  h ; r s  l r u i l t - i n  an rh i vJ l cncc  f o r
chi  kh en. t

Other l\{easures
Whi le chi ldren 's  sel l -estcenr .  locus

ol' control and knorvlcdge of and arti-
tudcs bu'ard risk ancl sal.ct_i, increascd
as a rersult of participation in thc pro-
grant .  nonc o l  thcsc measures coulc l
cxpla in thc et ' lcct  achievecl .  I t  bcars
rcpcalin.r that rclc plar alonc lrppears
to achi t : r ,c  thc dcsi rer l  c t . fect  ot .
changing chi l t . l rcn 's  acual  bchaviors
consistcnr  ru i th  rec luc ing thc r isk o l .
ch i ld  abusc.

Age of Maximum Receptivit_v
to Prevefition Education

0 l  111t ' .1 , '  \ . r 'U l l . l_ t  c l i i l r l I t .n  l i l  r i1 ;11_rg
c l l c c l i r u  ; l l t i l  i l i l l ) r { ) i : r r u l r  r f . i i l .  l h ; i l
t l l c \  r ' ( ru l (J  U\ ( .  l ( )  l . l t . ( ) l r .  

. t  l i t t . t r t rc l r  Cr
lf t lnt l l tc cl tr l i r 's l  l ro:r ihlc nioi l tr . i . j {  . i l l ( l
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Table 2: National Results (Total N = 569)

Sexual Abuse Role_plav 
prelest post_Test Mean ChanEe Significance

(range 0-14)
Treatment Grouo A

Grades K-3 {N =296)
Treatment Group B

Grades K-3 (N =245)
Treatment Group C

preschool (N* 13)
Control Group AB

Grades K-3 (N * 163)
ControlGroup C

preschool (N = 12)

4.4

3.4

5.0

4.5

4.5

8.3

7.7

8,7

5.0

4.8

J .Y

4.3

J, i/

P' .001

P:'.001

p>.000

not sig.

not sig.

Table 3: Prevention of Sexuaf Abuse
Role-Play -Treatment Groups

Preschool
Kindergarten
First
Second
Third

Pretest
5.0
2.8
3.4
4.0
5.2

Post-Test lncrease
8.7 +9.7
8.4 + 5.6
8.4 +5.0
6.6 4 2.6
8.3 + 3.1


