Holy Comforter Lutheran Church 

 Sexual Abuse Prevention Plan and Safe Haven Policy

Holy Comforter Lutheran Church considers children one of our most precious resources.  The following policy reflects our commitment to provide protective care of all children, youth, and volunteers who participate in our programs and use our facilities. 

Why implement a plan to prevent child abuse?

The purpose of a sexual abuse prevention program at HCLC is intended to:

· Acknowledge the risks and develop a practical plan to reduce them

· Safeguard the children, youth,  and the adults who work with them

· Protect the church staff and volunteers from potential allegations of abuse

· Limit the extent of the church’s legal risk and liability

· The problem of abuse is real.  Incidents of abuse can occur anywhere – even in our church.  Churches have traditionally accepted the services of anyone expressing an interest in working as a volunteer with children or youth.  We certainly need these volunteers and feel a plan to prevent abuse will protect these workers by providing a plan to support their efforts.  Churches are by nature trusting and unsuspecting institutions.  Asking sensitive questions of those who are giving their time and talent can be a difficult issue.  No one wants to offend our adult volunteers but rather to provide a safe environment for all.  A single incident of child molestation could devastate a church and divide the congregation.  Church leaders must take simple yet effective steps to significantly reduce the likelihood of child sexual abuse in our church.  As we implement a program here at Holy Comforter, the objective is prevention.  Providing a safe and secure environment for the children and youth of HCLC is the primary objective.  What helps protect our children and youth also helps protect our church from unfounded charges and legal liability.  Our efforts are consistent with the ELCA Resolution on Sexual Harassment and Abuse adopted in 1989 [Appendix A].

What is sexual abuse?

Any sexual activity with a child in any setting.  Child sexual abuse is criminal behavior that involves children in sexual behavior for which they are not personally, socially or developmentally ready.  Types of abuse include:

· Inappropriate verbal comments

· Exhibitionism

· Allowing children to witness sexual activity or sexually explicit material

· Fondling, sexual penetration, or intercourse, either with consent or forcibly

· Sexual harassment is any verbal or physical sexual advance that is unwelcome or sexual conduct that creates an offensive, hostile or intimidating environment.

Why is prevention such a focus of this program?

In the conduct of adults with youth, we need to stress prevention.  Adults should know the difference between good and bad touch.  Expressions of affection are appropriate but should be limited to expressions like a touch on the shoulder, a “sideways” hug (rather than face-to-face), etc.  Appropriate expressions with a five year old may be inappropriate with an older child or youth.  Touching in a gender area (e.g. a pat on the butt) is inappropriate for all.

As adult volunteers, you may also be the witness to suspected abuse that is occurring in another setting.  While no one wants to make false accusations, you may be the person a child or youth will confide in.  You may have information that can literally save a child’s life.  You can have a role in helping children to reinforce safety rules of conduct with all adults they interact with:

· If someone asks you to do something you know is wrong, say “NO!”

· If you feel threatened by an adult, get away

· If you experience something with an adult that you are uncomfortable with, tell another adult that you trust

What are the signs and symptoms of abuse?

Children may show physical signs of abuse [bruises, welts, etc.] or emotional signs of abuse [withdrawal, belligerence, tearfulness, etc.].  Behavior that is not typical for the child may be symptom of a problem.  Children may also verbally describe the abuse to a trusted adult.

Physical signs may include:

· Lacerations or bruises

· Nightmares

· Irritation, pain, or injury to the genital area

· Difficulty with urination

· Discomfort when sitting

Behavioral signs may include:

· Anxiety when approaching church or school

· Nervous or hostile behavior toward all or specific adults

· Sexual self-consciousness

· “Acting out” of sexual behavior

· Withdrawal from church activities and friends

Verbal signs may include statements like the following:

· I don’t like _________ (Name)

· ________ (Name) does things to me when we’re alone

· I don’t like to be alone with ________ (Name)

· ________ (Name) fooled around with me

What are the effects of sexual abuse of children?

The victims of child abuse experience many losses.  These include loss of:

· Healthy social contact

· Identity and self-esteem

· Trust

· Self-determination

Abuse robs children of their childhood and can potentially scar its victims for life.  Children can suffer significant pain from even a single abusive incident.  Consequences can plague victims into adulthood.  If the abuser is a known and trusted authority figure in the child’s life, the degree of impact increases dramatically.

Who are the abusers?

Actually, no one profile “fits” the various perpetrators of abuse.  Church members are not immune.  If we think all abusers are “strangers wearing trench coats” or “dirty old men”, we will have a false sense of security.  Consider the following:

· 1 in 4 girls and 1 in 6 boys will be victims of sexual abuse before age 18

· 90% of offenders are someone the child knows and may trust (30% relatives, 60% acquaintances)

· Most abuse takes place within the context of a relationship

· 85% of victims are female; 94% of offenders are male

· The usual offender is between 20 and 30 years of age

· 20% of sex offenders begin this activity before the age of 18

· Child abusers often are married and have children

Policies and Procedures

Policies and procedures will help to provide safeguards against sexual abuse.  They will further help to reduce the risk of occurrence and provide a framework of how to handle various situations.  The components of this abuse program include:

· Screening of all adults who work with children or youth [either paid or volunteer]

· Reference checks of all paid employees who work with children or youth

· Supplying information to adult volunteers to better understand the nature of child sexual abuse

· Provide policies to adult volunteers who work with children and youth and ensure that they are followed [Safe Child Policy and Procedure – Appendix B]

· Clear expectations regarding the reporting of suspected abuse

· Comprehensive process of incident follow up led by the Pastor  

Screening

All persons working with minor children will be required to complete a Screening Form.  These forms will be reviewed and the Pastor or designee may check references.  All information will be kept secure and held in strict confidence.

· A Screening Form will be used for all adults working with minor children on a regular basis, full-time, part-time, compensated or volunteer, including clergy.  References may be checked by a pastoral designee.

· Individuals working in higher risk positions [e.g. camps, accompanying overnight trips, or working in unsupervised activities involving minor children] may be interviewed by a pastoral designate prior to their first assignment.

· All applicants should review the introductory letter and complete and sign the Screening Form.

· All applicants must agree to follow established policies with respect to working with children or youth as outlined in this Policy.

· No one will work in a capacity with children or youth ministries at Holy Comforter who has had a charge or conviction for sexual or physical abuse or misconduct.  

Supervision

The following are best practices and policies to follow when working with children and youth:

· Maintain a presence of a minimum of two adults with any youth activity whenever possible.  If one adult is involved with youth, be sure to avoid being alone with one child in a private situation.

· Any inappropriate conduct or relationship should be reported to the Pastor, Youth and Family Minister, or the Education Minister for immediate investigation.

· Reporting of abuse reflects caring and concern for the youth involved.

· All allegations need to be taken seriously and referred to the Pastor, Youth and Family Minister, or Education Minister.  Other legal authorities will be notified as applicable pursuant of Texas

· Adequate care must be shown for the well being of victims.  Victims should not be held responsible in any way.  The Pastor will follow up with the victim and their family as appropriate.

· Privacy of all parties will be strictly maintained and remain confidential to the extent provided under the law.

Summary

These policy guidelines show Holy Comforters commitment to a safe and nurturing environment for the children, youth, and the adults who work with them.  We believe this framework will provide a strong process to recruit and train adult volunteers and to support them in their work with the children and youth of the congregation.

Holy Comforter Lutheran Church

1901 Woodland Hills Drive
Kingwood, TX 77339  
281-358-6500

Date ___________________________

Dear ___________________________,

Thank you so much for your interest and willingness to serve God by working with the youth of Holy Comforter.  It is through dedicated volunteers like you that Holy Comforter can achieve its vision of helping people grow deeper in their faith.  

We are vitally interested in maintaining a safe atmosphere for everyone involved in the ministry of Holy Comforter.  It is with this safety in mind that we have implemented a resolution regarding Holy Comforters Sexual Abuse Prevention Plan and Safe Haven Policy and Procedures.  The resolution was passed with the intent that we could:

· Love one another as Christ loves us

· Provide a safe environment for our children and youth

· Provide a safe environment for volunteers

· Help members recognize that abuse toward children exists, and steps can be taken to minimize potential incidents

· Better know and manage the changing volunteers that come with the transitory nature of our society

· Reduce any legal risk to which Holy Comforter might be liable

The resolution was also passed with the intent that the impact on volunteers and the cost to Holy Comforter should be kept to a minimum.

The policy basically involves (1) training and (2) background checks.  These are required for all staff and volunteers that have significant responsibilities with the youth and children of Holy Comforter.  The policy is intended to protect both the youth of the congregation and the volunteers, and we feel the minimal time spent is extremely worthwhile.

You will be contacted concerning training opportunities available to you, including self-study packets with competency evaluations.

Please complete the attached form to allow the background check to be completed.  The check will involve publicly available information that is related to police contact identifying you by name.  Background check results will be kept confidential.

If you have questions, please contact Pastor Barbara Bartling, Kaylyn Wheeler-Kaelin or Carol Hyun at the church office.

Holy Comforter Lutheran Church

Safe Haven Policy and Procedure
Holy Comforter Lutheran Church considers our children one of our most precious resources.  The following policy reflects our commitment to provide protective care of all children, youth, and volunteers who participate in our programs and use our facilities.

· Individuals who have been convicted of either sexual or physical abuse should not volunteer services in any church sponsored activity or program for minor children.

· All volunteers/staff working with minor children are required to be active worshiping participants of Holy Comforter Lutheran Church and agree to a background/reference check.

· Volunteers/staff should observe the “two adult/open door” rule, which requires an adult working with minor children to be accompanied by an adult partner or to provide visual access to the room.

· Volunteers/staff should immediately report suspected or inappropriate behaviors to the Pastor.

Holy Comforter Lutheran Church

Screening Form

Confidential
This Screening Form is to be completed by adults working with minor children on a regular basis.  It is used to help us provide a safe and secure environment for children and youth who participate in our programs and use our facilities.

Name _________________________________   Maiden name: ________________

           (First)            (Middle)               (Last)

Phone _____________________ How long attending Holy Comfort? _______________

Home Address _________________________________________________

                                 (Street)            (City)              (State)              (Zip Code)

Length of time at this address ____________

List all previous residences within the last 5 years:

         (City)                       (State)                  (Zip Code)                  (Dates)

Profession/Occupation _________________________

Social Security Number ________________________

Date of Birth _________________________________

Race _______________________________________

If for any reason you prefer not to answer any of the following questions in writing, you may discuss your answers in confidence with the Pastor.  An applicant will not automatically be disqualified based on answers to the questions.

Have you ever been convicted or pleaded guilty to a crime, or been identified as a perpetrator in a Founded Abuse Report by any local, state, or federal agency?

· YES 

· NO

If yes, you will be asked to meet with the Pastor.

Have you been convicted of any other criminal offense?

· YES

· NO

If yes, you will be asked to meet with the Pastor.

To the best of your knowledge, is there anything from your past that would disqualify you from working with children and youth?

· YES

· NO

If yes, you will be asked to meet with the Pastor.

(  I hereby give my permission to allow a background investigation concerning police contact in the cities and states I have listed as places of residence and to release this information to Holy Comforter Lutheran Church, Kingwood, TX.

I have read the above policy and agree to observe the safeguard as listed in the Sexual Abuse Prevention Plan and Safe Child Policy and Procedure.

__________________________________       ________________________________

                 (Signature)                                                      (Please Print Name)

_____________________________

                 (Date)

Self-Study Packet and Competency Evaluation

Review all of the materials related to Sexual Abuse Prevention Plan and Safe Child Policy.  Complete and return the attached competency evaluation.  Answers are provided to the evaluation questions.

List one purpose of the sexual abuse prevention program at Holy Comforter:

What is one type of sexual abuse?

Give one example of “good” touch and one example of “bad” touch:

“Good”_____________________________________________________

“Bad”______________________________________________________

List one safety rule of conduct that children should apply to adults they interact with:  _____________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

List one Physical and one Behavioral sign of abuse:

Physical: ___________________________________________________

Behavioral: _________________________________________________

True or False: Children can suffer significant pain from even a single abusive incident.         (   True          (   False

Give one statistic about “the abusers”:

_________________________________________________

True or False: No one will work with children or youth ministries at Holy Comforter if they have been charged or convicted of sexual or physical abuse or misconduct.      (   True     (   False

List two best practices or policies to follow when working with children or youth:

1. ______________________________________________________________

2. ______________________________________________________________

What was one intent of the Holy Comforter resolution regarding sexual abuse prevention and safe child policy and procedure?
___________________________________________________________________


___________________________________________________________________

What is the “two adult/open door” rule?

___________________________________________________________________


___________________________________________________________________

True or False:  If you would rather discuss the Screening Form directly with the Pastor, that is an alternative to filling out the form.

(   True     (   False

Self-Study Packet and Competency Evaluation

Answers

List one purpose of the sexual abuse prevention program at Holy Comforter:

· Acknowledge the risks and develop a practical plan to reduce them

· Safeguard the children and youth of Holy Comforter and the adults who work with them

· Protect the church staff and volunteers from potential allegations of abuse

· Limit the extent of the church’s legal risk and liability

What is one type of sexual abuse?

· Inappropriate verbal comments

· Exhibitionism

· Allowing children to witness sexual activity or sexually explicit material

· Fondling, sexual penetration, or intercourse, either with consent or forcibly

Give one example of “good” touch and one example of “bad” touch:

“Good”  -  A touch on the shoulder, sideways hug

“Bad”  -  Pat on the butt

List one safety rule of conduct that children should apply to adults they interact with:
· If someone asks you to do something you know is wrong, say “NO!”

· If you feel threatened by an adult, get away

· If you experience something with an adult that you are uncomfortable with, tell another adult that you trust

List one Physical and one Behavioral sign of abuse:

Physical:   Laceration, bruises, nightmares, irritation or injury to the genital area, difficulty with urination, discomfort when sitting

Behavioral:  Anxiety when approaching church, nervous or hostile behavior toward all or specific adults, sexual self-consciousness, “acting out” of sexual behavior, withdrawal from church activities and friends

True or False: Children can suffer significant pain from even a single abusive incident.      True

Give one statistic about “the abusers”
· There are no “typical” abusers

· Church members are not immune

· Not all abusers are strangers or “dirty old men”

· 1 in 4 girls and 1 in 6 boys will be victims of sexual abuse before age 18

· 90% of offenders are someone the child knows and may trust (30% relatives, 60% acquaintances)

· Most abuse takes place within the context of a relationship

· 85% of victims are female; 94% of offenders are male

· The usual offender is between 20 and 30 years of age

· 20% of sex offenders begin this activity before the age of 18

· Child abusers often are married and have children

True or False: No one will work with children or youth ministries at  Holy Comforter if they have been charged or convicted of sexual or physical abuse or misconduct.      True

List two best practices or policies to follow when working with children or youth:

· Maintain a presence of a minimum of two adults with any youth activity whenever possible

· Report any inappropriate conduct or relationship to the Pastor for immediate investigation

· Reporting of abuse reflects caring and concern for the youth involved

· All allegations need to be taken seriously and investigated

· Adequate care must be shown for victims and they must not be held responsible

· Privacy and confidentiality of all parties will be maintained to the fullest extent provided under the law

What was one intent of the Holy Comforter resolution regarding sexual abuse prevention and safe child policy and procedure:

· Maintaining a safe atmosphere for everyone involved in the ministry of Gloria Dei

· Love one another as Christ loves us

· Help members recognize that abuse toward children exists, and steps can be taken to minimize potential incidents

· Better know and manage the volunteers of Holy Comforter

· Reduce any legal risk to which Gloria Dei might be liable

What is the “two adult/open door” rule?

This requires that when an adult is working with minor children, they be accompanied by an adult partner or provide visual access to the room.

True or False: If you would rather discuss the Screening Form directly with the Pastor, that is an alternative to filling out the form.       True
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