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A Note from the Director  

The safety of our children, creating awareness and preventing child abuse 
are among the highest of priorities for the Archdiocese of Philadelphia.  As 
part of those efforts, we are pleased to present KIDTALK, which is 
designed to help keep the children attending our religious education 
programs safe in their personal lives and online.   

This curriculum was a true collaborative effort.  It was created exclusively for the Archdiocese 
of Philadelphia based on input and feedback from directors of religious education programs, 
and professionals in the field of child protection, as well as taking a hard look at the real-world 
challenges facing our students. I am grateful for that input, which you will see is integrated into 
KIDTALK’s eight lessons. 

We can all be proud of this new curriculum which recognizes the rapid pace of technological 
advancements and developments in today’s culture. Every year the Office for Child and Youth 
Protection provides more than 100,000 children age-appropriate abuse prevention education in 
our schools and religious education programs. This new curriculum is part of those efforts and 
our commitment to constantly review, improve and build upon our programs.  For more 
information about OCYP’s work and services please visit our website at 
www.childyouthprotection.org. 

I would like to thank Ann Menna, Deputy Secretary for Catechetical Formation, Donna Heeney, 
Angela Lawlor, Marie Milano, Mary Pizzano, and Sr. Mary Ann Spaetti who served as an 
advisory committee to this project and worked within their respective counties to obtain 
feedback and Hallie Martyniuk from TD3 Consulting, for their contribution to the writing of the 
curriculum, and of course to you, our instructors in the Archdiocese’s religious education 
classrooms. I am grateful for your partnership and commitment as we work together to help to 
protect our children and youth.   

Thank you for sharing in our mission and ministry to protect all God’s children. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 
 

Leslie J. Davila, M.S. 
Director, Office for Child and Youth Protection 
Ldavila@archphila.org 

http://www.childyouthprotection.org/
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INTRODUCTION TO THE CURRICULUM  

KIDTALK has been designed for use in the Archdiocese of Philadelphia’s religious education 

programs. It incorporates key child sexual abuse prevention concepts with theological themes 

from Sacred Scripture and the Doctrinal Elements of a Curriculum Framework. As a result, each 

of the curriculum’s eight lessons are accompanied by specific catechesis, which will help your 

students not only be safe, but also be in Communion with Christ. 

Key Child Sexual Abuse Prevention Concepts 

Child sexual abuse prevention has undergone a number of changes in perspective throughout 

the years. Over time, increased research has supported the following key concepts which are 

central to KIDTALK: 

 Adults are primarily responsible for the protection of children from abuse.  

 Children should not be burdened with the responsibility of keeping themselves safe. 

 Consideration of the impact of trauma and past victimization is critical when 

engaging in child sexual abuse prevention. 

All aspects of KIDTALK are tied to these principals. 

 

TRAUMA INFORMED PRACTICE 

It is safe to assume when talking about child sexual abuse to a group of people, regardless of 

their age, that there may be individuals present who have experienced sexual abuse or know 

someone who has been abused. As a result, it is important to be trauma-informed when doing 

this work. Being trauma-informed means keeping the needs of all people, especially those who 

have experienced trauma in the forefront. This provides safety and ensures that no one feels 

revictimized.  

The following principles and messaging are important in trauma-informed programming and 

have been incorporated into KIDTALK: 

 Children are not responsible for preventing abuse. Sending messages that a child could 

have prevented the abuse if they had behaved or reacted differently is untrue and may 
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make victims feel guilty for not having been able to prevent the abuse themselves. For 

this reason KidTalk does not focus on the old “NO, GO, TELL” safety rules. 

 Children are taught that they have the right to say no to behaviors, including 

touches, which make them uncomfortable. Teaching children that they must 

communicate assertively (saying “NO”) in the event that someone has crossed their 

boundaries carries the implicit message that someone who did not communicate 

assertively is responsible for their own abuse.  

 Teaching children they must tell an adult if they are abused further sends the 

message that there is an appropriate course of action (and denies the fact that in the 

grooming process children are told NOT to tell by someone more powerful than 

them). Teaching children about the option to ask an adult for help if they are 

confused about something removes the sense that there is one correct course of 

action in response to abuse. 

Tips for Creating a Safe Space 

Helping students participating in KidTalk feel safe and supported is one of your important roles 

as an instructor. Here are some helpful tips: 

 Be aware of how students are responding to the information contained in the 

lessons. Students may express their discomfort in a number of different ways 

including acting out, appearing not to be paying attention, and/or becoming 

argumentative. It is very important to check in with students who are expressing 

these behaviors and possibly having alternative plans for those who cannot remain 

in class. 

 Children are not responsible for preventing abuse. Sending messages that a child 

could have prevented the abuse if they had behaved or acted in a different way is 

untrue and could make a victim feel guilty for not having prevented the abuse. 

Teaching a child to “Say NO assertively” in the event that someone crosses their 

boundaries implies that if a child did not/could not communicate assertively they are 

somehow to blame for their abuse. 

 Rather than teaching children to immediately tell an adult if they are abused, 

KidTalk teaches children that talking to a (trusted) adult when they feel sad or 

confused about something can help them feel better. This approach removes the 

sense that there is one correct course of action in response to abuse. 
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WHAT IS CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE? 

In general terms, child sexual abuse can be defined as sexual contact with a child that occurs 

under one of three conditions  (Finkelhor D. , 1997/1999):  

1. When there is a large age or developmental difference; 

2. When the potential abuser is in a position of authority or has a care-taking role; or 

3. When the acts are carried out against the child by using violence or trickery.  

Child sexual abuse can occur between an adult and a child and two children. 

When we refer to child sexual abuse, we are talking about a range of behaviors. The continuum 

you see below shows a range of abusive behaviors from non-contact behaviors, such as telling a 

child a joke of a sexual nature, to behaviors which include touching. When we are talking about 

child sexual abuse we are referring to any of the behaviors in this range. 
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Characteristics of Child Sexual Abuse 

Child sexual abuse differs from other forms of child abuse in several ways (The Dee Norton Low 

Country Children’s Center, 2002): 

 Child sexual abuse involves talking about sex and using vocabulary that often makes 

people uncomfortable. 

 Child sexual abuse occurs in private and more often than not, it is the child’s word 

against the abusers. 

 There is rarely physical signs of sexual abuse because most abusers groom their 

victims to allow for increased access to the child, taking care not to cause physical 

harm. 

 Children seldom tell about sexual abuse and when they do tell, they often later 

deny, minimize or retract their report. 

 The greatest risk of sexual abuse against our children comes from the people they 

know and trust. The unwillingness of adults to accept that there are individuals who 

would harm our children put our children at greater risk. 

 

WHO ARE THE VICTIMS? 

Both boys and girls are vulnerable to child sexual abuse. However, national research has shown 

that girls are abused three times more often than boys (Sedlak and Broadhurst, 1996). Here in 

Pennsylvania, according to the 2011 Pennsylvania Child Abuse Report published by the 

Pennsylvania Department of Public Welfare, 80 percent of sexually abused children were girls 

and 20 percent were boys. 

When considering statistics regarding the prevalence of child sexual abuse, it is imperative that 

two important points are taken into consideration. First, sexual abuse is the most under 

reported crime in the United States ( U.S. Department of Justice, 2006 - 2010). Second, boys are 

far less likely than girls to report sexual abuse (Sedlak and Broadhurst, 1996).  
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POSSIBLE INDICATORS OF ABUSE 

Many sexually abused children may show no physical signs of abuse. When the presence of 

physical indicators exists, confirmation of abuse should be made through investigation by 

trained professionals. Behavioral indicators are far more likely to be apparent. It is important to 

note that the behavioral indicators listed below are to be used only as a guide. Remain mindful 

of the fact that many of them may be indicative of high levels of stress or crisis in the child’s 

life, such as death of a family member or divorce (Pennsylvania Family Support Alliance, 2009) 

(Stop It Now, Warning Signs in Children and Adolescents of Possible Child Sexual Abuse) 

(National Sexual Violence Resource Center, 2011). 

Physical Indicators 

 Pain, itching, bruising or bleeding in genital area, anus or mouth. 

 Frequent urinary or yeast infections. 

 Torn, stained or bloody underwear. 

 Venereal disease. 

 Bed-wetting by a child who was not previously bed wetting. 

 Frequent stomachaches or headaches. 

 

Behavioral Indicators 

 Experiencing feelings of fear and sadness. 

 Frequent mood changes 

 Withdrawal from activities that they previously enjoyed and/or chronic depression. 

 Refusing to be left alone with certain people. 

 Lack of ability to concentrate. 

 Changes in appetite. 

 Nightmares or sudden problems with sleeping. 
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 Shared secrets between the child and adult or older child. 

 Sudden unexplained toys or money. 

 Exhibiting adult language, attitudes, and knowledge about sex or for younger 

children, a new vocabulary for body parts. 

 Sexual knowledge beyond what is natural and age-appropriate. 

 Poor self-concept and/or lack of confidence. 

 Signs of regressive behaviors such as bed-wetting and thumb sucking. 

 Acting out sexually with other children. 

 

THE GROOMING PROCESS  

Sexual abuse is rarely a sudden violent attack. Abusers take great care not to frighten or hurt 

the child so they can ensure ongoing access and secrecy. The abuser builds an emotional 

connection with the child to gain their trust, and to ensure secrecy. Grooming is a slow, gradual 

process that can last for months or even years. Children, families and even communities are 

groomed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

During the first stage of the grooming process, the abuser acts as a spy, identifying a child and 

getting to know the child’s interests and needs. The abuser will work hard to meet those needs 

to gain the child’s trust and affection. They do this by establishing a ‘special relationship’ with 

the child.  

 

The Grooming Process

Identify 
Child

Isolate 
Child

Gain 
Child’s 
Trust

Sexualize
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Keep
Secret
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The abuser will use the special nature of this relationship to isolate the child from parents and 

other adults who may be able to offer protection. It is not unusual for the abuser to use gifts 

and treats to further gain the child’s affections. These bribes or rewards may be used both to 

lure the child in and to ensure the child’s continued secrecy and compliance.  

The next stage is to sexualize the relationship. During this period, the abuser works to ensure 

that the child is more isolated from friends and family while his/her special relationship with 

the child becomes more intense. Babysitting, tutoring, private music lessons, ‘special’ trips are 

all opportunities for the offender to isolate the child. Activities such as cursing, telling dirty 

jokes, or showing the child pornography are used to introduce sexual themes into their 

conversations and to begin making sexual behavior normal. These behaviors may also be used 

to make the child feel partially responsible for future sexual activities. 

Once the sexual abuse has begun, the final stage of the grooming process is focused on 

ensuring that the child keeps the abuse a secret. This is done through manipulation of the 

child’s feelings and threats both literal and implied (McAlinden, 2006). 

 

UNDERSTANDING AND HANDLING A CHILD’S DISCLOSURE OF ABUSE 

Many children will never disclose their abuse. Some individuals do not disclose until they are 

adults. The sad reality is that most children never tell anyone about their abuse. It is important 

that individuals who work with children are prepared if a child does come forward. They must 

understand the process of disclosure and how to respond appropriately. 

Research suggests that when children disclose sexual abuse, they do so in stages. Initially, most 

will deny that the abuse occurred. It is only if and when they feel safe, that they may tell part of 

what happened. The adult’s reaction to the child’s disclosure is crucial. If the child sees shock, 

disgust, or perceives that they are not being believed, they may shut down or withdraw. If the 

child continues to feel safe and is given important positive messages from the adult, such as “I 

believe you” and “This was not your fault,” they are far more likely to provide a more detailed 

disclosure (Sorenson and Snow, 1991). 

Unfortunately, a child’s disclosure will rarely solve all their problems. Although it is the first step 

in stopping the abuse, the child may perceive that it was their disclosure, and not the abuse, 

that has caused the negative consequences they are experiencing. Recanting is common, as the 

child may want to undo the consequences to themselves, their family and even the abuser. 

Some children have reported that the events and upset following their disclosure were worse 

than the actual abuse (The Dee Norton Low country Children’s Center, 2002). 
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Young children often do not know that they are being sexually abused and disclose accidentally 

as they talk to caregivers. Those who do not yet have the verbal skills to explain what is 

happening to them may disclose through acting-out behaviors they have learned from the 

abuser (Sorenson and Snow, 1991). For example, a child in daycare who acts out sexually with 

another child may have learned this behavior through abuse. Older children may deliberately 

disclose to someone outside of their family with the hope that the person they told will take 

action. For example, they may tell a friend with the hope that the friend will tell their parent.  

Steps to Handling a Child’s Disclosure 

Telling someone about sexual abuse can be very difficult for a child. Most children have been 

threatened or manipulated by the abuser to prevent them from telling. They were likely told 

that the abuse was their fault. In the majority of cases, the children know the offender and may 

have very strong feelings about the individual. Whatever the case may be, telling is an act of 

courage. What follows is an overview of steps to handle a child’s disclosure. Keep in mind that 

the child will watch your reaction and may shut down, refuse to say more, or change their story 

if you react emotionally or negatively. Your reaction is very important and may have a long-

term effect on how the child views the abuse and their healing. 

Believe  

Let the child know that you believe him/her. Very few sexual abuse reports are false. 

Remain Calm 

Remember the child will be watching your reaction. 

Assure  

Assure the child that he/she did the right thing by telling you. 

Tell 

Tell the child it was not his/her fault, that he/she did nothing wrong and that you are glad that 

he/she told you. 

Protect 

Protect the child by immediately reporting the abuse to ChildLine, Pennsylvania’s 24-hour 

reporting hotline. You can find information about Pennsylvania state law and the Archdiocese’s 

policies for protecting children on our website at www.childyouthprotection.org. 

http://www.childyouthprotection.org/
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Why Children Don’t Tell  

There are a variety of reasons why children do not tell about sexual abuse. A key reason is the 

distinct power difference between the abuser and the child. In an interview, a three-year old 

child said that she did not tell anyone about her abuse because the abuser told her he would 

force her to eat a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and she hated peanut butter. What this 

three-year old and most child victims of sexual abuse have in common, is their abusers used 

lies, manipulation and threats to keep the abuse a secret. As the above example demonstrates, 

these threats can come in many forms. What follows are some common threats used to keep 

children from disclosing their abuse: 

 “No one will believe you.” 

 “It is your fault this happened.”  

 “You will get me (the abuser) in trouble and you don’t want to get me in trouble, do 

you?” 

 “If you tell, they will come and take me away. You don’t want me to go away 

forever, do you?” 

 “If you tell your grandmother, she will become sick and die.” 

 “I will hurt you (your family, your pet, etc.).” 

 “If you tell, I will start doing it to your little sister.” 

Emotions play a significant role in why a child may not tell. First, children often have emotional 

attachments to their abuser. They may keep the abuse a secret to protect them. The emotional 

reactions common to sexual abuse victims such as guilt, shame, self-blame, and embarrassment 

may also play a part in preventing disclosure. Fear of getting in trouble is another compelling 

reason for not telling. Throughout the grooming process, abusers allow the child to do things 

that may be ‘against the rules’ making them feel partially responsible for the wrongdoing. For 

example, the abuser may allow the child to skip school, eat candy, smoke cigarettes or drink 

alcohol - things parents would not allow.  
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