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Summit: Child Abuse, Dating Violence
Be vigilante: The safety and well-being of every child is paramount
Be vigilant for the signs of child abuse.
Act on your suspicions and take
seriously the words of children.
Be sensitive to the trauma with which a
child abuse victim copes.
Remember, a child’s safety and wellbeing is paramount.
This was the message that resonated at
the Chester County Bi-Annual Safe
Schools Summit, which addressed child
abuse and neglect and teen dating
violence, at the Downingtown STEM
(Science, Technology, Engineering,
Mathematics) Academy. The Oct. 20
summit was coordinated by the Chester
County Intermediate Unit.
“The Safe Schools Summit has been
held biannually since January 2013
following the tragedy at Sandy Hook
Elementary School,” said Tonia Farnum,
communications manager for the IU. “It
was created to inform parents, educators
and law enforcement officers about serious
issues facing students and schools in
today's society. Our goal is to provide
stakeholders with prevention and
intervention strategies on important topics
to ensure all children in Chester County
are provided a safe and secure learning
environment.
“I was very pleased with the knowledge
and expertise of the keynote speakers and
panelists,” Farnum said. “Their
backgrounds were diverse and provided
the audience their perspectives based on
their backgrounds and experiences.”
The summit featured two keynote
speakers — Amelia Rayburn, a children’s
counselor and advocate with the Domestic
Violence Center of Chester County; and
Deputy District Attorney Deborah S. Ryan,
who heads the Chester County Child
Abuse Unit. The two then joined Joan
Duvall-Flynn of the Pennsylvania NAACP
Education Committee, Eve Large of

‘It’s not OK to be
pressured to do
something that
doesn’t constitute
a healthy
relationship.’
—Amelia Rayburn,
Domestic Violence Center
of Chester County

Chester County Children, Youth and
Families and Terry Stewart, supervisor of
IU’s Educating Children and Youth
Experiencing Homelessness Program for a
panel discussion centering on questions
from the audience.
Rayburn, in her remarks about teen
dating violence, said 1.5 million high
school students are subjected to physical,
mental, sexual or verbal abuse, or a
combination of them. One in three teenagers experience violence in their
lifetimes, and one in five youth ages 11-to14 years have friends who are victims of
child abuse.
She said victims will see quality school
work and grades decline, become quiet,
nervous, sensitive or depressed, become
isolated from friends with little social

contact except with the abuser, and
eventually “change dramatically who they
are.” Rayburn said that abuse victims
many times withdraw from participating in
extracurricular activities such as school
sports and theater and church activities.
They can become disciplinary problems at
school and have unexplained bruises or
injuries in various stages of healing.
“These are all red flags,” she said.
“Don’t ignore them…If is doesn’t feel
right, it probably isn’t.”
And, Rayburn said the proliferation of
social media — the cellphone and its
available apps — has only increased
bullying and abuse. She said 75 percent of
youth 12-to-17 years own cell phones and
text daily with 64 percent of them sharing
photographs. Sexting — sending photos of

a sexual nature — can only lead to
problems as the photos can easily be
forwarded to anyone, leading to
embarrassment, shame, ridicule and
blackmail for the sender. Rayburn said that
one in three young people aged 14-to-22
years admit to sexting.
“About half of them are pressured to do
so,” said Rayburn. “It’s not OK to be
pressured to do something that doesn’t
constitute a healthy relationship.”
So, why do abuse victims stay in their
relationships? Rayburn said the reasons are
many — attachment to the partner and
being in love; belief that the abuser will
change his/her ways; fear of harm at the
hands of the abuser, especially if reporting
the abuse; guilt over the deterioration of
the relationship; distrust of adults/parents
who may blame the victim for being the
root of the problem; feeling responsible for
the cause of the abuse; and a desire to stay
in the relationship, feeling that’s better
than walking away.
Rayburn said that for adults — parents,
educators, friends and family — who
witness or suspect abuse, or have the
confidence of the victim, the answer is
Trauma-Informed Practice (or Care).
Rayburn said the treatment framework
involves understanding, recognizing,
validating and responding to the effects of
the trauma. Trauma Informed Practice
emphasizes physical, psychological and
emotional safety and helps survivors
rebuild a sense of control and
empowerment. Often, trauma victims are
re-traumatized by well-meaning adults.
“Respect and support what they
(victims) say,” said Rayburn. “Don’t make
judgments and assumptions. Try to take
control of the situation … win their safety
and trust. Try to empower the victim.”
Rayburn said educators should “keep an
(Continued on page 24)
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eye out for abusive behavior and advocate
for students’ safety.” They should partner
with the Domestic Violence Center to
create a policy for dealing with date
violence and should develop a “teendriven” safety plan with a list of
supportive friends/adults to call in an
emergency. And, she said, educators
should document cases of abuse, or
suspected abuse.
The victim also can seek from the court
system a Protection From Abuse Order. A
protection from abuse order is a civil order
signed by a judge that provides a victim
protection from harm by his/her abuser
and instructing the abuser to distance
him/herself from the victim. An adult must
file for the order if the victim is a minor.
Schools, Rayburn said, should be aware if
the victim has a PFA.
In addition, she said, to help shield the
victim schools should inform the victim
when the abuser is not in attendance;
change the victim’s class schedules and
lunch period time; change the victim’s
locker location; and allow the victim to
leave the building earlier than the abuser.
“There is a seriousness of teen abuse
that must be addressed,” Rayburn said.
Ryan, the head of the county’s Child
Abuse Unit, said, “The idea that anyone
would hurt a child is unfathomable to us.
Yet, in Chester County, I’ve seen some of
the most egregious and horrifying cases of
abuse.”
She said one in four girls and one in six
boys will be victims of abuse by the age of
18, and “that’s unacceptable.” Ryan said
that in 2014 Pennsylvania had 29,000
reported child abuse cases — a record
number, up from 7,000 in 2005.
Although she acknowledged that the
state mandates reporting laws for
suspected cases of abuse by caregivers,
she said, “We have an epidemic on our
hands. Many perpetrators of physical and
sexual abuse are known to our children.
They’re parents, boyfriends, girlfriends,
aunts, uncles, neighbors, siblings …
“people who have gained the trust” of the
victims.
“What’s so amazing to me is that no
one wants to believe it (abuse) happened
… so the perpetrator continues,” Ryan
said.
She said the prosecution of child abuse
cases comes with some challenging
hurdles. For starters, the victim is a child
and has a different comprehension than
adults and also may be a compliant victim.
In just about all cases, she said, there are
no eyewitnesses to corroborate the child’s
story. In other cases, a question of the
child’s competency comes into play — for
instance, a three-year-old may not
understand the gravity of the abuse or be
able to fully communicate what happened.
Older children may not want to get a
family member in trouble, or may have
been coaxed into keeping what happened a
secret between the abuser and the victim.
“One of the biggest problems,” Ryan
said, “is that the majority of child abuse
cases are delayed in being reported.
Sometimes the victims don’t come
forward until they are adults.”
When they do come forward, Ryan said,
the district attorney’s office in West
Chester has a “safe, protected, child-

‘The idea that anyone
would hurt a child is
unfathomable to us. Yet,
in Chester County, I’ve
seen some of the most
egregious and horrifying
cases of abuse.’
—Deborah S. Ryan
Chester County District
Attorney’s Child Abuse Unit
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friendly area, like a living room,” in which
victims can tell their stories. She said there
are a waiting room, observation room and
an interview room, and the interviews are
conducted by “forensic interviewers,” who
have completed the five-day ChildFirst
training program. This, she said, is a great
way for investigators to get information,
yet keep the child protected and unafraid
to come forward.
ChildFirst is the forensic interview
training program of the National Child
Protection Training Center, which is in
partnership with CornerHouse, a child
abuse training facility in Minneapolis,
Minn. According to the ChildFirst
Pennsylvania website, its purpose since
2003 is “to assist states in developing
certified forensic interview training
programs in cases of child abuse and to
assist these participants and interviewers
in defending their interviews and work
product in court.
“This program is specifically designed
for investigative teams of law enforcement
officers, social workers, prosecutors, child
protective attorneys, and mandated
reporters of abuse who must provide
investigating professionals with essential
information.”

Ryan said a forensic interview is “nonleading, non-suggestive and rapport
building. The goal is to minimize the
child’s exposure to multiple interviews and
further trauma.”
Another positive for the child victim,
Ryan said, is the possibility he/she may be
able to testify outside the courtroom and
not have to face his/her abuser due to the
age and/or fragile nature of the child.
Following the keynote remarks,
panelists answered written questions from
the audience under the direction of
moderator Michael G. Noone, first
assistant district attorney, Chester County.
Duvall-Flynn challenged schools not to
allow police to enter school buildings,
handcuff and arrest students.
“They don’t know the psychological or
emotional condition of that child,” she
said. “It’s inappropriate and should not be
done. It started with Columbine and we’ve
all adapted to it. It’s not an appropriate
thing … it’s not what school is for. Think
about the message society is sending to
our kids.”
Large said Children, Youth and Families
now makes every attempt to keep the child
victim of abuse in his/her home and with
his/her family where, once the offending

abuser is out of the picture, feels safe and
comfortable with his/her surroundings.
Large said that once there were 500
children in foster care in the county, but
now the number has dwindled to 120. She
called that “a tremendous accomplishment,
especially when you compare Chester
County to counties of similar size.”
Stewart underscored the need for
schools to address training of its staff to
raise awareness of child abuse and for
them to be reliable witnesses and
reporters.
“Anybody in contact with students
needs to have this information, to know
the red flags,” said Stewart. “The
education of teachers is needed to spot the
difference in students when they are going
through trauma … they need to be able to
see the change in their demeanor, their
behavior and be responsive.”
The Chester County Intermediate Unit
coordinates the Safe Schools Summit in
partnership with the County of Chester
and the New Garden Township Police
Department. This was the sixth Safe
Schools Summit since January 2013 —
spawned by the December 2012 shootings
at the Sandy Hook Elementary School in
Newtown, Conn. The summit draws
hundreds of parents, local school and law
enforcement officials, and has addressed
topics such as active school shooters,
crisis communications, prescription drug
abuse, gang-related violence and
cyberbullying.
•
About the IU: The Chester County
Intermediate Unit is an educational service
agency that exists to provide quality, costeffective services to the community and its
residents. The IU administers instructional,
enrichment and administrative programs
and services to Chester County’s 12 public
school districts and to over 45 private and
parochial schools in the county.
These programs include instructional,
remedial and enrichment services for
regular and special education students.
Other IU services support teachers, school
administrators and school directors. The
diversity of programs enables IU staff to
interact with school personnel at all levels
and to maintain a cohesive educational
network throughout Chester County.

