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ARTICLES

Unto the Third Generation:
A Call to End Child Abuse in the United States

Within 120 Years

Victor I. Vieth

SUMMARY. It is possible to significantly reduce, even eliminate child
abuse if we address five obstacles: (1) many mandated reporters fail to
comply with the law; (2) most child abuse reports are not investigated;
(3) frontline child protection professionals are inadequately trained; (4) we
do not address child abuse at the youngest ages; and (5) maltreated
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children receive an inadequate share of financial resources. Accord-
ingly, we must reform our higher education system to ensure that all
child protection professionals have the skills necessary to recognize and
respond to abuse. We must provide ongoing training to professionals in
the field, have at least one forensic interview-training program in each
state, develop prevention programs at the local level, and teach frontline
professionals to advocate for children. Finally, we must recruit a second
generation that will build on these successes and continue to improve
our response until child abuse no longer exists. [Article copies available
for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery Service: 1-800-HAWORTH.
E-mailaddress:<docdelivery@haworthpress.com>Website:<http://www.HaworthPress.
com> © 2006 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.]

KEYWORDS. Mandated reports, forensic interviews, child protection
curriculums, child abuse prevention

Take heart. Suffering when it climbs
highest lasts but a little time.

–Aeschylus1

The thought had been in my head for some time but I had never said it
aloud much less in a setting quite as public as this one.2 And yet, there I
was sitting as part of a panel discussion in front of 200 Mississippi child
protection professionals and faced with the question of predicting the fu-
ture for child abuse victims in our country. I could have played it safe and
offered thoughts on likely challenges and reforms we will see in the years
ahead. Instead, I said what I really thought and I will say it again now.

I believe we can end child abuse3 in the United States within three
generations. If we start the clock ticking from this moment, this gives us
120 years to get the job done.4 Please do not misunderstand me. This
statement is not the sort of platitude offered by those seeking votes ev-
ery other November. I am not carelessly joining the throng of those who
speak wistfully but insincerely about ending this nightmare. I really
mean it. We can end child abuse and we can do so within the lifetimes of
our great grandchildren.

When I say “end” child abuse I mean we can achieve the sort of vic-
tory we have in the fight against polio. There will be re-occurrences and
I can think of no means to prevent rage, mental illness or other factors
from always contributing at some level to the abuse and neglect of chil-
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dren. We can, though, end cyclical child abuse and reduce from millions
to thousands the number of children victimized over the course of any
decade.

In saying this, I am echoing the voice of many leaders in the child
protection field. Although Dr. David Chadwick contends that a signifi-
cant reduction, much less elimination of child abuse cannot be achieved
in less than a century, he does believe victory is possible.5 According to
Chadwick, this victory will “require keepers of a plan who will devote
many decades of their lives to the effort. The keepers will keep the mes-
sage alive. It will take sweat and tears. These keepers must recruit suc-
cessors with similar dedication. Who, among you, are the keepers? Who
will be willing to step forward and work tirelessly to keep the message
alive?”6

Anne Cohn Donnelly also sees the potential for a very different
America a century or so from now but she warns that truly ending
child abuse will require “adopting a far longer view than we have his-
torically held, such as planning out our efforts over decades, not
years, and likewise measuring their success over decades not years.
This new approach would require flexibility and a great deal of pa-
tience. But in my own view, it is possible. Not that we will ever to-
tally eradicate child maltreatment, but rather that we do have it
within us to bring about very significant reductions in maltreatment
over the long haul.”7

While there may be, then, a consensus that the near eradication of
child abuse is possible over the course of a century, there remains the
question of who will be the keepers of this plan and what, exactly,
will the plan entail? The keepers, I suggest, are the universities that
train front line professionals and, in turn, the front line professionals
who serve children in need. As for the plan, many specifics will have
to be developed between university professors and front line profes-
sionals as we strive to bring academia into the street. Having said
this, I believe a meaningful blueprint for action is emerging across
America. Unlike so many social epidemics, the changes now unfold-
ing in our land are being driven from the bottom up. The mobilization
on the front lines means there is every reason to expect success. This
is because only when those closest to the front speak with a common,
if not altogether united, voice will child maltreatment end. That day
is approaching.
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THE HISTORY OF THE FIGHT AGAINST CHILD ABUSE

In American history, we can find skirmishes against the social ill of
child abuse but, to a great extent, we have abandoned children to the
mercy of those who harm them. In 1865, the Society to Prevent Cruelty
to Animals was founded but it wasn’t until 1874 that the Society to Pre-
vent Cruelty to Children was founded. It wasn’t until the 1930s with the
passage of the Social Security Act that the federal government recog-
nized an interest in protecting children from abuse. It wasn’t until 1962
when C. Henry Kempe authored the Battered Child Syndrome that phy-
sicians recognized child abuse as an independent diagnosis. It wasn’t
until 1967 that all 50 states passed mandated reporting laws. It wasn’t
until the 1970s that these laws were expanded to include within their
purview protecting children victimized sexually. Even then, though, the
primary purpose of the laws was to intervene solely with social services.
Although the prosecution of child abusers was not new,8 the 1980s pro-
duced a dramatic increase in the number of cases brought to court.9 Un-
fortunately, child abuse cases are so complex and so different from
other crimes that the investigators and prosecutors courageous enough
to pursue these cases often did so incompetently. As a result, there was a
backlash10 and many prosecutors simply chose not to pursue child
abuse cases unless there was clear medical evidence or a confession.
For all practical purposes, this means that many parts of the country did
not, and still do not, prosecute child abusers.

The handling of child abuse cases on the front lines reflects the view
of child victims contained in academic literature. As noted by one com-
mentator, prior to the mid-1970s, the “legal, mental health, and medical
literature contributed to a legacy of skepticism about allegations of rape
and child sexual abuse.”11 Although there continue to be “serious” aca-
demic articles perpetuating ancient myths about child victims,12 the
shift in scholarship in the mid-1970s was the forerunner of reforms on
the front lines.

In 1985, the National District Attorneys Association took action to
improve the quality of investigations and prosecutions by creating the
National Center for Prosecution of Child Abuse with funding support
from the United States Congress. The organization quickly became and
still remains the premiere trainer of child abuse investigators and prose-
cutors in the United States. In the past three years, for example, NCPCA
has traveled to every part of this country and trained over 30,000 police
officers, social workers and prosecutors.
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In addition to NCPCA, other national organizations began to seek re-
forms in the handling of child abuse cases. As a result, most states today
require that child abuse cases be handled by a multi-disciplinary team
(MDT).13 There is also a clear consensus that children should be inter-
viewed in child friendly environments such as child advocacy centers
(CAC). Today there are literally hundreds of CACs that can be found in
48 states and several U.S. territories.14

As a nation, we have done more to address child abuse in the past 30
years than occurred in the first 200 years of our history. Unfortunately,
the obstacles that remain are nothing less than mountains.

THE PRESENT STATE OF THE CONFLICT:
THE FIVE OBSTACLES TO ENDING CHILD ABUSE

Many children suspected of being abused are not reported into the
system. A 1990 study found that only 40% of maltreatment cases and
35% of the most serious cases known to professionals mandated to re-
port were in fact reported or otherwise getting into the child protection
system (CPS).15 A study published one decade later found that 65% of
social workers, 53% of physicians and 58% of physician assistants were
not reporting all cases of suspected abuse.16

In a survey of 197 teachers, these educators were given two hypothet-
ical cases of abuse. In the first hypothetical, the teachers were asked if
they would make a report when a student tells them a stepfather has
been touching their genitals. In the second hypothetical, the teachers
were asked if they would make a report when a student tells them that
another teacher was touching their genitals. Only 26% of the teachers
said they would report the first instance to the authorities and only 11%
said they would report the second incident to the authorities.17

There are several reasons why mandated reporters do not report. In-
sufficient evidence, lack of certainty that abuse has occurred, the belief
a report will cause additional harm, and the need to maintain a good re-
lationship with patients and clients are some of the reasons cited by re-
porters who fail to comply with the law.18 Ambiguity in some mandated
reporting statutes also contributes to underreporting. A survey of man-
dated reporters in Iowa revealed difficulty in determining whether a
given injury was reportable under the Iowa law.19

Even when the law is clear, ignorance of its provisions may prevent a
report from being made. For instance, I once handled a case where a
physician was frustrated that he could not report a pregnant mother’s
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use of cocaine. In fact, Minnesota law required him to make such a re-
port.20

A lack of training may explain the ignorance of some mandated re-
porters about their obligations. In a 1989 survey of 480 elementary
school teachers, 50% said they had not received any in-service training
on mandated reporting and most of the teachers were not fully aware of
their school’s policies as to the handling of child abuse cases.21 One de-
cade later, inadequate training of reporters persists. In a 1999 survey of
382 master’s level social workers, pediatricians, physicians, and physi-
cian assistants, researchers found that 57% of the respondents had re-
ceived less than ten hours of training on their obligations as mandated
reporters.22 In a 2001 survey of 197 teachers, 74% said they received
“minimal” or “inadequate” preparation in college to prepare them for
the work of being a mandated reporter and 58% said they were receiving
minimal or inadequate training on child abuse once they entered the
field.23

Even if a reporter is not ignorant about his obligations, other factors
come into play. Physicians often worry about the effects of an un-
founded report on their private practice.24 In small towns, patients may
be reluctant to visit a physician who has previously reported abuse, par-
ticularly if the report is viewed as frivolous.25 Although the identity of a
reporter is to be handled in confidence, small-town life is such that the
identity of the reporter can often be detected.26

Some skilled reporters recognize that child protection investigators
must prioritize the reports received and may be able to respond to only
the most serious. Recognizing this, some reporters may not call in a sus-
picion of abuse because it is believed no action can be taken.27

Even when reports come into the system, most children will never
have their cases investigated. In 1999, there were 3.244 million chil-
dren reported as abused and neglected.28 Most of these cases will never
be investigated. According to the Third National Incidence Study of
Child Abuse and Neglect (NIS-3), only 28-33 percent of America’s
maltreated children have their cases investigated by CPS.29 The report
found “especially remarkable the finding that CPS investigation ex-
tended to only slightly more than one-fourth of the children who were
seriously harmed or injured by abuse and neglect.” The gloomy conclu-
sion of NIS-3 is that “as the total number of maltreated children has
risen, it means that a larger percentage of these children have not had ac-
cess to CPS investigation of their maltreatment. This picture suggests
that the CPS system has reached its capacity to respond to the mal-
treated child population.”30
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Seven years after this disheartening conclusion, researchers continue
to document that the large volume of children whose allegations are ei-
ther not investigated or that result in a CPS finding of “unsubstantiated”
are just as likely to be victims of abuse as are those children whose alle-
gations are substantiated. As one recent study documents, the “high
level of recidivism among unsubstantiated cases show unambiguously
that such cases are at high risk for subsequent maltreatment and show
clearly that these cases are not simply erroneous reports made against
families unlikely to engage in child maltreatment.”31

In Missouri, for example, approximately 80% of child maltreatment
reports were not substantiated and yet this “large number of initially un-
substantiated victims comprises more than three quarters of the victims
that later return to the attention of the child welfare system.”32

In summarizing twenty years of work with child molesters, famed
psychologist Dr. Anna Salter laments:

In the interviews I have done, they (the perpetrators) have admit-
ted to roughly 10 to 1,250 victims. What was truly frightening was
that all the offenders had been reported before by children, and the
reports had been ignored (emphasis added). 33

Even when cases are investigated, the investigators and other front
line responders are often inadequately trained and inexperienced. Un-
dergraduate, graduate and law schools seldom prepare students for the
reality of child protection. Reporter Anna Quindlen describes a social
worker’s obstacles as follows:

Their training is inadequate, and the number of workers is too
small for the number of families in trouble. Some of the cases
would require a battalion of cops, doctors, and social workers to
handle; instead there are two kids fresh out of college with good
intentions and a handful of forms.34

Commenting on his lack of training, social worker Marc Parent said
he received “two weeks of solemn discussion on child protective issues,
but little on getting a drug dealer to let you into an abandoned building
or talking a restless police officer into sticking around until you get
through with a case and back into your car.”35

Part of the problem may be the standards promulgated by the Council
on Social Work Education (CSWE) for accreditation of social work un-
dergraduate programs. Although CSWE recognizes the “purposes of
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social work education are to prepare competent and effective profes-
sionals,”36 some of the accreditation standards limit the ability of uni-
versities to adopt curricula that will produce competent child protection
workers. Specifically, the accreditation standards state that “baccalau-
reate social work education programs prepare graduates for generalist
professional practice” and that only “master’s social work education
programs prepare graduates for advanced professional practice in an
area of concentration”37 (emphasis added).

The problem with the CSWE standards is that when it comes to the
work of child protection, there simply is no room at the inn for general-
ists. From day one, front line child protection workers must be able to
interview child victims, conduct assessments or investigations, collect
evidence for child protection proceedings, develop case plans with a re-
alistic hope of preventing the re-occurrence of abuse and, in some cases,
to advocate for termination of parental rights. When CPS workers lack
these and other essential skills, children continue to be abused and, in
some cases, they die.

The problem extends to graduate schools as well. A recently pub-
lished study of American Psychological Association (APA) accredited
graduate programs found that many of the programs “fall far short” of
guidelines proposed by the APA for minimal levels of competence in
handling child maltreatment cases.38 The study finds the lack of gradu-
ate training for psychology students “contradicts the rapidly expanding
literature on responding to maltreatment and the demands of this inter-
disciplinary, professional endeavor.”39

Discussing her educational background, psychologist Anna Salter
writes:

In the two years I spent at Tufts getting a Masters degree in Child
Study and the five years I spent at Harvard getting a PhD in Psy-
chology and Public Practice, there was virtually nothing on child
sexual and physical abuse in any course I took. I had one lecture on
the victims of child abuse, but not a single lecture anywhere on of-
fenders. Ironically, many of the lectures were on maladies so rare
I’ve yet to see them in twenty years of practice.40

The training we provide to medical professionals is similarly inade-
quate. When it comes to medical schools, the reality is that “more than 40
years after the diagnosis of battered child syndrome entered the literature,
our pediatric residency programs do not have a significant education re-
quirement for preventing, recognizing, or managing child abuse.”41 As a
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result, egregious errors occur. In one study, for example, researchers
found that 31% of shaken baby cases were not recognized by the physi-
cians who first evaluated these victims.42

When universities and other institutions of higher education fail to
teach practical information to the child abuse professionals of tomor-
row, it means these professionals must learn on the job with the lives of
children hanging in the balance. As a result, children are often not pro-
tected or even die and child protection workers lose their idealism and
add themselves to the list of burned out workers.

Even when an investigation successfully substantiates abuse and gets
a victim into the system, the child is typically older and it is more diffi-
cult to address the physical, emotional and other hardships caused by
the abuse. The inability of many investigators to interview and other-
wise work with young children means that we fail to address child abuse
at the outset.43 As a result, it is primarily older victims who are accepted
into the system. The average age of victims who come to court is 10 and
the median age is 13.44 In many cases, older victims come into the sys-
tem as delinquents, runaways, and prostitutes.45 If, as a nation, we are
ever going to break the cycle of child abuse we must intervene in the
lives of these children when they are much younger. At the present time,
the cost of dealing with child abuse primarily when its victims are older
or have reached adulthood is staggering. Each year, we spend approxi-
mately 100 billion dollars in dealing with the aftermath of child abuse.46

Many of these costs could be avoided if we can get more kids into the
system at younger ages and address the child abuse in its earliest stages.

Because the child protection community lacks a unified voice in com-
municating the needs of maltreated children, these victims receive an
inadequate share of our country’s financial resources. Although child
abuse and neglect has been appropriately termed a “public health epi-
demic,” our nation has not invested money in addressing this ill to the
extent we have other epidemics. For example, a study of federal re-
search commitment found we invest one nickel for every 100 dollars of
societal cost associated with child abuse whereas we invest two dollars
for every 100 dollars of societal cost associated with cancer.47 This is so
even though the rate of child abuse is ten times greater than the rate of
cancer.48 In the words of Dr. Chadwick and colleagues, “(w)ithout the
appropriate investment, it will be difficult to successfully achieve a sys-
tematic, coordinated national effort to ameliorate child abuse and ne-
glect.”49
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In a paper discussing the modern political history of child abuse and
neglect, Dr. Richard Krugman, Dean of the University of Colorado
School of Medicine, offers this analysis of the problem:

Effective policy making requires an “iron triangle”: an effective
lobbying organization, several congressional “champions,” and
inside help from a supportive bureaucracy. In contrast to the many
instances of effective political efforts in health and defense, for ex-
ample, the child protection system is ineffective. There are few no-
table Congressional advocates, a weak lobby, and an even weaker
bureaucracy.50

Arguably the most effective voice for children is the front line profes-
sionals closest to the problem. Unfortunately, the turnover rate for so-
cial workers and other professionals is so high that it results in those
closest to the situation never mastering the art of handling their assigned
caseloads much less learn how to communicate to governmental leaders
what does and does not work in addressing child abuse and neglect.

THE BATTLE PLAN FOR ENDING CHILD ABUSE

Stated in its simplest terms, three things must happen if we are to sig-
nificantly reduce and eventually end child abuse. First, abused children
must be reported into the system and those reports must be of a high qual-
ity. Second, the system must conduct a competent investigation of every
child abuse case that comes to its attention and, when abuse is substanti-
ated, appropriate civil and criminal actions must be competently pursued.
Third, we must teach police officers, prosecutors and social workers to be
community leaders in the prevention of child abuse. As part of this re-
sponsibility, front line child protection professionals must effectively
communicate to governmental and other leaders the needs of maltreated
children and the means most effective in addressing these needs.

Abused children must be reported into the system and those reports
must be of a high quality. Teachers, day care providers, foster parents,
doctors and others who work daily with young children are on the front
lines of the child protection system. If these professionals are ignorant
in the detection of abuse or, even if knowledgeable of their obligations,
are unwilling to report, most victims will be left unprotected. If the vast
majority of these cases are not reported, 51 we are leaving most child vic-
tims to fend for themselves. To correct this problem, two things must
happen.
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Every university must teach students entering mandated reporting
professions the necessary skills to competently perform this task. The
United States must end on-the-job training for mandated reporters. To
this end, every graduate of every American university that declares a
major in a field where they will likely be mandated reporters must re-
ceive comprehensive training that equips them for this task. Moreover,
the training must be tailored to the professions the students will be en-
tering. We should not, for example, teach future teachers how to do an
autopsy but we should teach them about unusual sexual behaviors or
bruising patterns that indicate abuse.

We must also teach ethics to tomorrow’s mandated reporters. What
should a teacher do, for example, if she suspects abuse and alerts her
principal but the principal tells her not to report? We must teach these
students to make the report for the sake of the child and to comply with
the law. Even if the student takes a position in a state such as Virginia,
where simply alerting the principal is sufficient,52 we must encourage
future teachers to go the extra mile and make the report themselves.
They, after all, will have the best and most direct knowledge of the child
and the basis for their suspicions.

This is not a pie in the sky proposal. The American Prosecutors Re-
search Institute (APRI) is partnering with a prestigious university in
Minnesota interested in becoming the first institution to adopt this
plan.53 Several other universities have approached us to assist them in
developing something similar. Once developed, we believe that gradu-
ates of these programs will make a higher percentage of substantiated
reports than others in their profession who have not received this train-
ing. It is our hope that we can demonstrate this with research and
persuade hundreds of universities to follow suit.

Mandated reporters in the field must receive annual training on the
detection of abuse and their obligations to report. For those mandated
reporters already in the field, child protection professionals should take
the lead in their communities to ensure reporters are adequately trained
on an annual basis. This was the practice in Cottonwood County, Min-
nesota, where I served as a child protection attorney and child abuse
prosecutor for several years.54 This practice was based on the simple
theory that if abused children are not reported, society will be unable to
stop the abuse and repair the child’s family.

Child protection workers and law enforcement officers must conduct
a competent investigation of every child abuse case that comes to their
attention and, when abuse is substantiated, pursue appropriate civil
and criminal actions. Children reported as victims or witnesses to an act
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of child abuse must be interviewed by a social worker, police officer or
other professional trained in the science and art of speaking to children.

Develop state of the art forensic interviewing courses such as
APRI/CornerHouse’s Finding Words. Front line interviewers must
have basic training on child development, linguistics, memory and sug-
gestibility and other issues impacting on the child interview. Interview-
ers must have a thorough understanding of how the dynamics of abuse
will impact the interview. An older child, for example, may not view
herself as a victim or may have guilt over her “compliance” with the
act.55 Irrespective of their age, children should be interviewed as part of
a forensic interviewing protocol that is supported by research.56

There are a number of national and state organizations that offer
quality forensic interview training including the American Professional
Society on the Abuse of Children (APSAC),57 the National CAC Acad-
emy in Huntsville,58 CornerHouse,59 the Cincinnati Children’s Hospital
Medical Center,60 and First Witness.61

In 1998, APRI’s National Center for Prosecution of Child Abuse
partnered with CornerHouse, a child sexual abuse evaluation and train-
ing center in Minnesota, to present a forensic interview training pro-
gram entitled Finding Words.62 One of the unique features of this
program is that Finding Words trains teams as opposed to individuals
and insists that prosecutors be part of the team. Since an investigative
interview may need to be defended in court, the prosecutor must have
the same base of knowledge as the investigator. Equally important, the
prosecutor who may call a child as a witness must be well versed in
asking questions the child can understand.

Finding Words not only teaches the students pertinent research in
child development, linguistics, memory, and suggestibility but also re-
quires students to read much of the literature. Each student interviews a
child about a non-abuse event such as a trip to the zoo and then is
critiqued.

The heart of the course is the final two days when the 40 students are
divided into four groups of ten. The students then receive ten fictitious
reports of child sexual abuse. Working with their teams, they chart out a
game plan of how a particular interview will unfold. Developmentally,
what is the child’s likely attention span? What cultural barriers or
blocks should I be on the lookout for? What alternative hypothesis will I
explore in the interview? Then, each student gets a chance to do a 30
minute videotaped interview with a sexual abuse victim. The “victims”
are portrayed by adult actors/actresses who themselves have received
some child development training. In this way, a student who asks a de-
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velopmentally inappropriate question will get the answer he is not look-
ing for. If, for example, the student asks the actor if “daddy’s pee-pee
was hard or soft,” the student is trying to find out if the alleged perpetra-
tor had an erection. If the actor, though, is playing the role of a
4-year-old child he will respond “soft” because, at that age, the child is
likely thinking in terms of texture.

When the student completes the interview, he or she receives cri-
tiques from each of his nine peers. The reason we require the students to
critique one another is that we are trying to build into each community
the idea of ongoing peer review. We are trying to drive home to the stu-
dents the idea that when it comes to protecting children, there is no room
for egos. The final critique would be from the professional interviewer
assigned to the room.

The last part of the course is an essay examination to measure the stu-
dents’ grasp of the materials. As of this writing, we have had over 300
graduates of Finding Words and all but a handful of students have suc-
cessfully completed the course.

Each state must have a forensic interviewing course of the quality of
Finding Words that is locally run and taught. Quality forensic interview
training programs must provide hands-on instruction in which students
can practice their skills. Unfortunately, this necessary approach limits
the number of students and creates a demand for training that no na-
tional course can provide. In the case of Finding Words, for example,
the demand for admittance into the course was so great that APRI was
turning away as many as 90% of the investigators and prosecutors who
applied.63 As a result, APRI concluded that the future of forensic inter-
view training lay in establishing state and local training courses that up-
hold national standards.

To establish state-run forensic interview training courses, APRI
launched a program entitled Half a Nation by 2010. By the end of the
decade, we will establish in at least 25 states their own version of Find-
ing Words that will be locally run and taught. The genesis of the project
comes from Minnesota where our partner, CornerHouse, has trained po-
lice officers, social workers and prosecutors in 85 of Minnesota’s 87
counties.

The Half a Nation project was successfully launched in South
Carolina and, as of this writing, teams of students from more than 50
percent of the counties in that state have received the training. The pro-
ject has also been completed in the states of Indiana, Mississippi, New
Jersey, Georgia and Missouri. In 2004, the project will be completed in
the states of West Virginia, Maryland and Illinois. In 2005, Kansas and
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Ohio will complete the project. In total, representatives from over 40
states have expressed interest in the project.

If APRI reaches its goal of completing the project in 25 states by the
end of the decade, hundreds of thousands of children victimized by
abuse or neglect will be empowered to share their experiences at a much
younger age because the system will be better able to address their
needs.

There may be states that choose not be part of the Half a Nation proj-
ect. Within the states that do become part of the project, there may be
some jurisdictions that choose an alternative training program for its fo-
rensic interviewers. This is perfectly acceptable. What is not acceptable,
however, is for any state or local jurisdiction to maintain a status quo
that puts thousands of abused children into the hands of inadequately
trained, even incompetent forensic interviewers.

In addition to quality forensic interviews, there must be in place a
system to assist children that do not respond well to an investigative in-
terview. Finding Words employs a child first doctrine that acknowl-
edges that not every child will respond well to a forensic or investigative
interview. Pre-school aged children, for example, may lack the verbal
skills to participate in such a model.64 Some children may have the ver-
bal skills to participate in a forensic interview but, for any number of
reasons, will require a more extended forensic evaluation to determine
whether or not they have been maltreated.65 Some children may respond
better to a medical model of forensic interviewing in which a physician
or nurse is the primary interviewer.66 Accordingly, MDTs must be pre-
pared to employ alternative approaches when necessary to meet the
needs of each victim who comes into the system. Simply educating
front line professionals about these alternative models and where to lo-
cate professionals and facilities using these alternative approaches may
be sufficient to reduce the chance of leaving any child unprotected.

Child protection workers called on to investigate and repair families
damaged by abuse must be competent to perform these tasks. Each year,
I train thousands of child protection professionals, many of whom are
front line social workers. I have asked hundreds of these workers if col-
lege taught them anything of value to their jobs. In response, these
workers tell me that although college may instruct them as to the preva-
lence of child abuse, various dynamics that contribute to child abuse,
and even offer various theories to address the problem both from inside
and from outside the system, that very little instruction is given on the
mechanics of investigating a report of abuse and working with a given
family to end the maltreatment once and for all. Although well-inten-
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tioned and filled with idealism, untrained social workers are ill-
equipped to handle the stress and complexity of a situation such as en-
tering a crack house to rescue an addicted baby. As noted by one com-
mentator, “few colleges and universities . . . provide training that
specifically targets workers who deliver direct services to children and
families. As a result, agencies must hire workers who are woefully un-
prepared for these critical positions and responsibilities.”67

The failure of colleges to provide adequate training leaves many work-
ers disillusioned. Burnout is so common that it is unlikely that any CPS
system in the country has a truly knowledgeable, experienced team of in-
vestigators.68 Although many measures can be taken to address the ongo-
ing stress of working in the field, 69 we must end the practice of on-the-job
training as the primary source of education for child protection profes-
sionals. No child’s life should be placed in the hands of someone who is
inadequately prepared for the task.

The proposed curriculum detailed below constitutes the minimum
level of skills front line child protection professionals must have. Hope-
fully, universities will go even further than this outline in designing cur-
ricula that will dramatically improve our nation’s ability to protect
abused children.70

Every university must teach child protection professionals necessary
investigative skills. In addition to teaching mandated reporters to com-
petently fulfill their responsibilities, universities must provide rigorous,
hands on instruction to tomorrow’s police officers and social workers.
As a starting point, universities should, in a full semester course, teach
students to competently conduct a multi-disciplinary investigation of a
report of child abuse.

On the first day of this semester course, students could be presented
with a realistic, complex report of child abuse. This hypothetical case
can be referred to repeatedly as students learn from the ground up how
to build a meaningful investigative response to child abuse allegations.
Students should learn about infamous child abuse cases where failed in-
vestigations left alleged perpetrators and victims in limbo and ruined
the lives of many, including the investigators. Students should learn to
create a multi-disciplinary team by exploring different approaches and
then drafting an investigative protocol for their hypothetical commu-
nity. Students should then learn the art of investigating a child abuse re-
port as part of an MDT. Instruction should include interviewing the
suspect, interviewing the non-offending parent, and interviewing the
children alleged to be abused or who dwell in an abusive environment.
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Students should learn the importance of corroborating evidence and
how to find it.

As the course progresses, students should be teamed up as part of a
fictitious MDT that will be called on to investigate the report of child
abuse. Near the end of the semester, the teams of students should enter a
house to conduct an investigation. The students should interview pro-
fessional actors/actresses posing as the child abuse suspect, non-offend-
ing parent, and several children who may have been victimized or
exposed to the victimization of siblings.71 Students should search the
house for evidence and document their findings with photographs,
videotapes, etc.

Once the investigation is complete, students should present their evi-
dence in a mock trial. Students should work with a real prosecutor in
presenting the evidence and then be cross-examined by a defense attor-
ney. Students should be critiqued on their performances.

Every university must teach child protection professionals to work
meaningfully with families impacted by abuse. Once students learn to
competently investigate these cases, they must learn the art of repairing
troubled homes. To this end, the child protection workers of tomorrow
should complete another semester long course that exposes them to the
aftermath of a proven case of child abuse. Taking the case investigated in
the previous course, students should be called on to develop a case plan to
address the needs of the family in the hopes of healing wounds, building
parenting skills, dealing with the mental health needs of the victims and,
perhaps, reunification with the perpetrator. Students should also learn ap-
proaches to developing programs or otherwise reforming child protection
systems that are inadequate to respond to the needs of families impacted
by abuse.

Students should also be exposed to alternative responses to reports of
maltreatment. According to a study of the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, alternative response is defined as a “formal re-
sponse” by a CPS agency that “assesses the need of the child or family
without requiring a determination that maltreatment has occurred or
that the child is at risk of maltreatment.”72 Alternative response ap-
proaches are available in 20 states with 11 states implementing the prac-
tice statewide.73 This approach may be appropriate for many neglect
reports or other less “serious” allegations.74 In cases such as these, an al-
ternative response may prevent mild maltreatment from becoming se-
vere. State policies do not permit alternative responses for maltreatment
cases involving criminal offenses, sexual abuse, or cases involving
physical injury or endangerment.75
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A curriculum along these lines should produce child protection
workers who will remain on the job longer, will have higher job satis-
faction and will perform their jobs better than those CPS workers who
receive only on-the-job training. If this logical hypothesis proves to be
true, model child protection curriculums may become the norm for ev-
ery American university undertaking the task of preparing child protec-
tion workers for the most difficult, and important, of jobs.

GRADUATE SCHOOLS MUST ADEQUATELY
PREPARE PROFESSIONALS TO WORK

WITH CHILD VICTIMS

Although there is no substitute for adequate undergraduate training, a
number of graduate schools also train professionals who almost certainly
will encounter child abuse victims. Consider the following examples.

Law Schools. Although law students interested in becoming prosecu-
tors or public defenders are the best candidates to interact with abused
children before or during court, tomorrow’s civil attorneys will also en-
counter child witnesses in divorce/custody cases, civil child protection
proceedings, and in other instances involving civil litigation. Future
judges must also deal with child witnesses.76

To this end, law schools should introduce tomorrow’s trial attorneys
and judges to the concept of court schools77 and the art of preparing
children for court.78 Law students should understand the research on
conducting developmentally appropriate oaths.79 Most importantly, to-
morrow’s trial attorneys and judges must be introduced to the concept
of questioning children in a manner they can understand.80 Just as we
would oppose questioning in English a child who could only speak
Spanish, we must oppose the practice of questioning children in a man-
ner they cannot comprehend. According to one study, 2/3 of public de-
fenders and 1/3 of prosecutors admitted questioning children in a
manner designed to confuse the child.81 Law schools must take the lead
in teaching the attorneys and judges of tomorrow that questioning
designed to take advantage of a child’s vulnerabilities is unethical.

Medical Schools. The role of physicians in ending child abuse cannot
be over-stated. A significant portion of child abuse and neglect reports
comes from medical providers. Accordingly, the early detection of
child abuse and neglect in doctor’s offices, emergency rooms, dental
and community health offices is essential if we are to address abuse at
an age where society is best able to respond effectively. Even when chil-
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dren do not come into the system as a result of a report from a medical
provider, many of these children will nonetheless come into contact
with a doctor once they enter the system. This is because medical evalu-
ations are an essential part of not only making the case against the per-
petrator but also ensuring the child that his or her body is healthy.
Accordingly, it is essential that medical students have rigorous training
in the recognition, intervention and prevention of child abuse.

In designing a medical school curriculum, it is helpful to remember that
child abuse is not always easily detectable.82 Accordingly, medical schools
must give the medical professionals of tomorrow a thorough understanding
of taking a history/interviewing a child, conducting a physical examination
of a possible victim of abuse, the collection of appropriate laboratory data,
diagnostic considerations, proper record keeping not only for assisting the
patient but in preparation for court, long term treatment of the child, and
various legal issues (hearsay, mandated reporting, etc.).83 Beginning in
medical school, physicians must learn to identify and respond to the physi-
cal and psychological neglect of children84 and continue to receive training
on these complex issues. Just as social workers, police officers and other
child protection professionals must learn how to conduct themselves in
court and, for the welfare of the child victims, present their findings in a
convincing way, it is important to instruct medical professionals in the art
of testifying.85 Intervention, of course, is only one piece of the puzzle. As
with all professions involved in child abuse, doctors should receive courses
on the prevention of abuse and their role in giving parents anticipatory
guidance.

Residency training may be the best place to provide this education so
long as the training is not only for those desiring to be child abuse spe-
cialists. This is because specialists “practice in academic centers,” thus
making the distribution of these specialists “somewhat limited.”86 In-
stead, the “complete education of primary care physicians in the evalua-
tion of child abuse and neglect is mandatory in order to reach most
pediatric patients with quality evaluation services.”87

As with all professionals, the training must not end in medical school.
In some states, child abuse continuing education is a condition of con-
tinued license. This requirement should be expanded to all states. More-
over, it is time that specialists in child abuse and neglect receive
subspecialty status in the profession and be certified through examina-
tion, provision of fellowships, and a career track in this subspecialty.

Other Graduate Schools. All graduate schools that teach students
who will inevitably encounter child abuse victims must adequately pre-
pare these men and women for the challenges they will encounter.
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Graduate schools that train tomorrow’s psychologists,88 dentists,89 jour-
nalists, clergy-persons and veterinarians90 are but some of the profes-
sionals that come to mind.

Once in the field, civil child protection professionals must have ac-
cess to ongoing training and technical assistance. In addition to the
aforementioned undergraduate and graduate courses, front line child
protection workers must never be left alone in the field. These workers
must be able to access ongoing training, technical assistance and publi-
cations. A social worker or child protection attorney should receive
monthly newsletters to keep themselves current, should be able to at-
tend trainings from nationally renowned presenters, and should have a
national program they can call for advice or other technical support on
individual cases.

To this end, there are already efforts underway. In February of 2003,
Congress appropriated approximately one million dollars to create a
National Child Protection Training Center on the campus of Winona
State University. The program is up and running, provides precisely the
services discussed above, and is modeled after the National Center for
Prosecution of Child Abuse’s efforts on behalf of prosecutors.91 If we
can achieve on the civil side what we have accomplished on the criminal
side, namely training thousands of professionals in the field, we will
dramatically improve the quality of work on the civil side of child pro-
tection, the side that is necessary to end the cycle of abuse family by
family.

PROSECUTORS MUST BE ADEQUATELY TRAINED
TO PROSECUTE EGREGIOUS CHILD ABUSERS

Child abuse was, to a large extent, ignored by our criminal justice
system until the 1980s. Unfortunately, the criminal justice system was
ill equipped to handle these cases and, in a number of instances, did so
incompetently. As a result, there was a backlash that deterred many
from prosecuting these cases.92 As I travel around the country, the im-
pact of the backlash remains real and rampant. In some states, for exam-
ple, prosecutors hold fast to the idea that they will not prosecute a child
sexual abuse case unless there is clear, unmistakable medical evidence.
Because such evidence is rare,93 this means that most children will
never have their perpetrators brought to justice.

There are some who maintain the criminal justice system is more of a
hindrance than help in addressing the horror of child abuse. Hubert
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Humphrey, for example, once advocated reducing child abuse crimes to
nothing more than a misdemeanor in the hope of encouraging more re-
ports.94 Though well meaning, such an argument relegates children to
the back of the bus of our criminal justice system. We would never sug-
gest that those who beat or rape ourselves or other adults should receive
relatively meaningless consequences or that such cases should be han-
dled by unskilled prosecutors. To say that a different standard should
apply when the victim is a child is to designate the most helpless part of
our population to the status of second-class citizen. The criminal justice
system defines our deepest beliefs as to what is right and wrong, moral
and immoral. If we fail to say as a society that beating, burning, binding,
raping and murdering children is worthy of consequences then we
forfeit the right to call ourselves civilized.

Moreover, prosecution is an essential part of prevention. According
to one study, 561 non-incarcerated sex offenders accounted for the sex-
ual abuse of 195,000 victims.95 From studies and personal experience
we know that many offenders will accumulate hundreds of victims un-
less and until they are caught. For every apprehended offender, dozens,
even hundreds of other victims can be spared.

Improving the quality of prosecution can only be done through edu-
cation. Since law schools do not presently teach future prosecutors the
intricacies of successfully handling these cases, the training must come
elsewhere, must be comprehensive, and must be consistent throughout
the nation.

In 1985, the National District Attorneys Association secured from
congress funding of 1.5 million dollars to create the National Center for
Prosecution of Child Abuse. The purpose of NCPCA is to provide train-
ing, technical assistance and publications for front line investigators and
prosecutors. NCPCA stands today as the premiere trainer of front line
professionals. In 2001, for example, we trained over 14,000 investiga-
tors and prosecutors in over 30 states in every region of the nation. In
2002, we again traveled to over 30 states and trained over 12,000 child
protection professionals and, in 2003, we continued at this level.96

Unfortunately, Congress has not increased NCPCA’s funding and the
program has been forced to do more and more with less. United States
Senator Paul Wellstone examined the program’s funding and wrote a let-
ter to the Senate Appropriations Committee asking the funding be tripled
to 4.5 million dollars so that, in real dollars, the program has the same op-
erating capacity that it did in 1985. With a relatively small increase in its
budget, NCPCA could reach thousands of additional professionals annu-
ally.
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We must teach police officers, social workers, prosecutors and other
child protection professionals to be community leaders in the prevention
of child abuse and this training must begin in college and continue once
these professionals are in the field. This training must begin in college
and continue once these professionals are in the field. Universities must
not only equip future social workers and police officers to competently
investigate cases of abuse but must teach them to be community leaders
who proactively seek to prevent child abuse. Students should be taught
interpersonal skills that will be necessary to move entrenched child pro-
tection systems. If, for example, a new graduate comes into a community
with a poorly defined MDT, how does he or she convince a long-standing
and popular sheriff to make the needed reforms? As individual or class
projects, students should be given true to life community projects and be
asked to develop prevention efforts. If, for example, a community has a
significant problem with poor parents not being able to afford infant car
seats, is there an alternative to filing neglect petitions or writing citations?
The solution could be as simple as giving the offending parent 48 hours to
visit the local CPS center and pick up a free car seat donated by commu-
nity members and organizations. Universities must require students to
think meaningfully in both a micro and macro approach to combating
child abuse.

In teaching students the art of prevention, a sea of front line profes-
sionals will be able not only to initiate new reforms but to complement
existing and promising practices such as home based services aimed at
preventing abuse in at-risk families.97

The idea of teaching college students to be community leaders on a
given topic, as opposed to simply passing on ideas to those who are al-
ready community leaders, is not necessarily new but it does challenge
the status quo in a way that may make some uncomfortable.98 What was
once perceived as novel, though, must become the norm if child abuse is
to end. We simply must produce, beginning in college, an army of front
line workers well equipped to organize all the players in their local com-
munities for the betterment of children. We must teach child protection
workers not only how to organize their communities in efforts that ad-
dress child abuse, we must teach them the skill of communicating the
needs of child abuse victims to governmental leaders. The child protec-
tion system is woefully under-funded simply because children cannot
communicate their needs to the powers that be.99

There is a very compelling reason why the future of children depends
on turning front line child protection workers into community leaders. It
is because these are the professionals who work directly in our commu-
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nity with children in need. These are the professionals who, in the words
of Theodore Roosevelt, are “in the arena”100 as the brave-hearted souls
undertaking to remove bleeding boys and girls from the jaws of the
beast. Because experience instills her lessons in a way no other teacher
can, these are the professionals most likely equipped to identify neces-
sary programs and services that will prevent abuse.

In my former community, for example, our social workers believed a
Parent’s Anonymous program would be helpful in preventing egregious
acts of abuse. Working with other community leaders, we developed
and implemented the program within a year.101 Just as “all politics is lo-
cal,”102 so must be all child abuse prevention efforts. What is needed
and what will work in a rural community in Minnesota may be very dif-
ferent from what will work in an apartment complex in New York. The
future role of child protection workers must include an assessment of
what is needed at the local level to get the job done. The job of policy
makers must be to listen to those on the front lines and to adequately
fund meaningful efforts.

Prosecutors must also think outside the box and become well versed
in the art of community prosecution. Under this approach, prosecutors
are proactive in preventing crime. APRI has developed an entire pro-
gram on the subject of community prosecution and this concept is part
of many of our child abuse trainings. We must, though, accelerate the
numbers trained in these programs from hundreds to thousands.

IN THEIR ROLE AS COMMUNITY LEADERS,
CHILD PROTECTION PROFESSIONALS MUST ENLIST
THE SUPPORT OF THE FAITH-BASED COMMUNITY

When police officers, social workers and prosecutors become com-
munity leaders proactive in preventing child abuse they learn the art of
reaching out to other community leaders who are often hostile to the
government’s handling of child abuse. Specifically, it is essential that
child protection leaders develop bridges with America’s faith commu-
nities. There are two reasons for this.

First, the work of child protection necessarily involves the social
worker or police officer in the religion of families in need. What, for ex-
ample, does the front line worker do when he or she contends an act of
corporal punishment is child abuse but a parent contends the corporal
punishment is a fundamental teaching of their church?103 What does a
front line worker do if a parent is healing a child through prayer or other
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spiritual means as opposed to traditional medical care?104 What if a
child needs a blood transfusion but the child refuses because, as a Jeho-
vah’s Witness she believes the transfusion would violate the tenets of
her faith?105 What if a child is to participate in a snake handling ritual as
a testament to the child’s faith?106 In conducting an investigation, does
the religion or culture of a child make a difference in terms of the tools
we use when we interview the victim or investigate the case? Dr. Erna
Olafson from the University of Cincinnati, for example, has raised a
very important question of whether it would be wise to use anatomical
diagrams or dolls with an Amish child who may be particularly sensi-
tive to such tools.107 It may, of course, be that if an Amish child is partic-
ularly sensitive to discussing alleged sexual abuse that the anatomical
diagrams or dolls may be even more important. The point is that al-
though we can make a plausible argument on both sides of this debate,
there is little research to support either position. What, then, should a
child protection worker do? What does a child protection worker do
when the child victim raises a question of religion? For example, many
child protection workers have been in the situation of a victim asking
questions such as “am I still a virgin in God’s eyes?” These are not only
spiritual questions, they are mental health issues that would be cruel to
ignore.

Child protection workers must confront the religion of families not only
when investigating a case of abuse but also when selecting and administer-
ing services. Indeed, the law requires us to be sensitive to the culture and re-
ligion of families.108 What does a child protection worker do, for example,
if a parent or child needs counseling but the family objects to secular coun-
seling and insists that the counselor be a member of their faith? It may be an
easy question if the “religious” counselor is equal in all other respects to the
secular counselor. But what if the family’s chosen therapist is lacking fun-
damental knowledge of a given subject that needs to be addressed? When
can a child protection worker, and our courts, compel services that a given
family considers insensitive to their culture?

These and myriad other issues have been present from the moment
the very first child protection case came into the system. Unfortunately,
little is being done to prepare social workers and other players in the
system to address these issues. As a result, the conflict between the
child protection and faith communities continues to rise. The casualties
in this conflict are not the faith or child protection communities so much
as the children both communities care about.

Second, we must reach out to diverse faiths because this community
can play an important role in protecting children. In every great social

Victor I. Vieth 27



reform, there is a moral backbone driving the effort. In many cases, the
religious community provides this moral compass. Although religion is
responsible for crusades, bigotries, and an assortment of other evils, re-
ligion has also played an important role in social movements such as the
abolition of slavery and social reforms such as hospice care and Habitat
for Humanity.109 Mahatma Ghandi in India, Martin Luther King, Jr., in
America, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer in Germany are examples of men
who used religion to galvanize others to combat bigotries and hatreds
and build a better life in this world.110

Dr. King, for example, believed religion provided the “necessary
foundation” for the civil rights movement,111 and contended the “thing
that we need in the world today is a group of men and women who will
stand up for right and be opposed to wrong, wherever it is.”112 In his fa-
mous letter from a Birmingham jail, King recognized the importance of
awakening the religious community to speak out against the evil of seg-
regation. King lamented that “(s)o often the contemporary church is a
weak, ineffectual voice with an uncertain sound. So often it is an arch
defender of the status quo. Far from being disturbed by the presence of
the church, the power structure of the average community is consoled
by the church’s silent, and often even vocal, sanction of things as they
are.”113

Just as Dr. King recognized the essential role the church would play
in ending segregation, we must likewise awaken the faith community to
end its silence and, in some quarters, its vocal support of child abuse.114

To this end, APRI has already developed some workshops and has writ-
ten a paper with concrete proposals for crossing the divide between
these communities.115 We are also in the process of creating a working
group of faith and child protection leaders to develop further solutions
to this problem. One possibility is to design a model curriculum for
seminaries on the issues surrounding child abuse. When the cause is
protecting children, liberals and conservatives alike should be able to
find room at the table for the nation’s faith communities.116

PREVENTION EFFORTS MUST BE LOCALLY RUN
AND TAILORED TO LOCAL NEEDS

There are many factors that contribute to child maltreatment. Care-
givers engaging in substance abuse or who themselves had poor paren-
tal role models are at greater risk to offend against their children.117

Parental age, stress levels, unemployment, poverty, and child character-
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istics such as disabilities are additional factors that increase the chances
of maltreatment.118 These and other factors, however, may not be pres-
ent in every community. For example, poverty may contribute to child
abuse and yet not every community has measurable rates of poverty.
Even factors that may be present in each community, such as substance
abuse, may exist at different levels or take different forms. One commu-
nity may have a significant problem with cocaine while another deals
primarily with alcoholism.

In many communities, widespread ignorance about child sexual
abuse increases pedophiles’ success rate of abusing children unde-
tected. If prevention efforts can create a well educated populace that un-
derstands child molesters can be the local softball coach as well as the
community flasher, parents will be less likely to give a potential abuser
unbridled access to their child.119

Given the numerous factors that contribute to maltreatment, and the
different levels of these factors in each community in this country, we
can never launch effective prevention programs unless these programs
are designed at the local level by those closest to the situation and unless
these programs are tailored to the dynamics unique to each community.

Deborah Daro and Anne Cohn Donnelly evaluated the history of
child abuse prevention efforts in America and found six factors contrib-
uting to the shortcomings of these efforts.120 When the shortcomings of
past prevention efforts are compared to the overall structure of the Unto
the Third Generation proposal, there is reason to believe this approach
will be more successful.

First, Daro and Donnelly accuse prevention proponents of “oversim-
plifying things” and promoting “singular solutions.”121 Prevention as
envisioned by Unto the Third Generation will be just the opposite. Rec-
ognizing that prevention is complex and will differ from community to
community, this proposal puts the responsibility of prevention in the
hands of front line child protection workers, police officers and prose-
cutors who are closest to the situation. The nation’s communities will
serve as mini-laboratories testing myriad prevention efforts until we
finally get it right.

Second, Daro and Donnelly accuse prevention proponents of overstat-
ing “prevention’s potential, allowing rhetoric to outpace research and em-
pirical support.”122 According to these authors, “prevention efforts are
framed as offering the potential for success in all cases, an impossible stan-
dard to achieve.”123 The Unto the Third Generation proposal realizes that
prevention will not succeed in all cases and thus advocates competent in-
vestigators and full funding for training programs that will assist in the
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prosecution of egregious child abusers and in providing competent child
protective services in those cases where family preservation is a realistic
goal.

The third and fourth factors are related. Daro and Donnelly allege
that prevention advocates “continue to misrepresent the pool of fam-
ilies they can successfully attract and retain in voluntary prevention
services” and that these advocates have “failed to establish a signifi-
cant partnership with their local child protective services.”124 Recog-
nizing that many, if not most, abusive families will not seek or stay in
services, the Unto the Third Generation proposal places the primary
responsibility of these efforts in the hands of child protection work-
ers and allied professionals. When generic prevention efforts come
up short, the well trained child protection workers of tomorrow will
be able to competently investigate abuse reports and get more of
these hurting children into a system better prepared to receive them.

Fifth, Daro and Donnelly contend that prevention efforts have fo-
cused more on breadth than depth and there has been too much empha-
sis “on increasing the number of program sites before it fully
understood what it would take to make these programs sustainable and
effective.”125 Because the Unto the Third Generation proposal decen-
tralizes prevention efforts, making them the responsibility of local
professionals, these professionals will not implement prevention pro-
grams as if they were a franchise in a fast food chain. Instead, they will
take ownership of their efforts and tailor them to local needs. This
ownership will give these programs depth and, through the work of the
National Child Protection Training Center, the very best approaches
will be shared with other communities interested in applying hopeful
practices.

Sixth, Daro and Donnelly contend the “field has failed to establish the
public will and the political clout to bring to fruition the policies and pro-
grammatic reforms needed to prevent child abuse.”126 Again, the Unto
the Third Generation proposal advocates teaching child protection pro-
fessionals beginning in college that they have a responsibility to prevent
abuse and develop all necessary services from the ground up. This re-
sponsibility includes organizing their community and effectively com-
municating the needs of child abuse victims to local, state and national
leaders. As these model university programs sweep across the land, we
will eventually have thousands of child protection workers serving as
public advocates for the children so often left out of public policy consid-
erations. The world will change, and it will change in relatively quick or-
der.

30 ENDING CHILD ABUSE



EVERYONE ENGAGED IN THE CAMPAIGN
AGAINST CHILD ABUSE

MUST UNDERSTAND THEIR ROLE IN HISTORY
AND ACT ACCORDINGLY

Whether we are dealing with divergent faiths or divergent members
of our multi-disciplinary teams, we must understand that we have
within our means the ability to significantly reduce if not eliminate child
abuse within several generations. To this end, our conduct will eventu-
ally be judged by those who come after us.

At the national level, this means that organizations competing for
limited resources must put children first and work with any ally in the
fight against child abuse. When I became director of NCPCA, I devel-
oped a set of seven principles that would serve as the ethical core of our
program.127 One of those principles requires us to “collaborate with
other organizations that can assist us in our primary mission of helping
prosecutors help the children whose lives depend on us. We are not in
competition with other child abuse organizations. We are in competi-
tion with child abusers for the futures of a sea of children. As long as
children and prosecutors are being served, it doesn’t matter who gets the
job done and it matters even less who gets the credit.”128

The founders of our nation were acutely aware of their role in history
and this no doubt enabled them to put significant differences, even ha-
treds aside for the good and glory of their cause.129

THE TIMELINE FOR ENDING CHILD ABUSE
WITHIN 120 YEARS

The First 40 Years: 2001-2040

We must within the next 40 years achieve six goals. Although each
goal will require a great deal of effort and some financial resources, the
effort and money pales in comparison to the time and money we currently
spend on dealing with child abuse. Unless we believe the status quo is the
best we can do, a new course must be set. Efforts are already under way to
achieve each of these goals within the suggested time frame.

Every suspected case of child abuse will be reported and every report
will be of a high quality. We must complete and perfect in one or more
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universities a comprehensive training program that provides everyone
entering a mandated reporting profession the skills necessary to per-
form this task. We must then replicate the program in every university
in our nation. If this can be achieved by 2040, we will have gone a long
way in ensuring that children suspected of being abused will be reported
as required by law and that those reports are of a high quality.

Every child reported into the system will be interviewed by someone
who can competently interview a child about abuse and the investiga-
tion of all child abuse allegations will likewise be competently com-
pleted. we must, by 2010, complete the project Half a Nation in 25
states and complete the project in the remainder of our country by 2020.
In each state, the local leaders must work diligently to make sure that, by
the year 2040, every child reported to be abused or neglected will be in-
terviewed by someone trained to competently interview children.

Every substantiated case of egregious child abuse must be prose-
cuted by a child abuse prosecutor skilled at handling these complex,
special cases. We must as a society draw a line in the sand and say that
just as those who beat, rape and murder adults are subject to prosecu-
tion, those who commit egregious acts of child abuse will also be held
accountable in our criminal courts. This sends a message to the perpe-
trators and to society that this conduct is intolerable. To do this, we must
give state and local prosecutors ready and stable access to high-quality
training, technical assistance and publications. Simply put, we must en-
sure that every child abuse prosecutor competently handles these cases.

Every CPS worker will be competent to investigate and work with
child abuse victims and their families from day one. We must imple-
ment in one or more universities the type of comprehensive training out-
lined in this paper and make sure that, within 40 years, every university
that undertakes to train child protection workers gives them the neces-
sary skills to investigate these cases, defend their actions in court and,
equally important, the skills to address the myriad problems child abuse
brings to a family in the hopes of breaking forever the cycle of abuse in
each of these homes.

Every CPS worker will be a community leader skilled in the art of
prevention. We must ensure that every university teaches social work-
ers to be community leaders who can assess the needs of the children
and families they interact with and develop those programs necessary to
prevent abuse.
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Every child protection worker and attorney will have access to na-
tional trainings, publications and technical assistance. The work of
child protection is an ever-changing field. As we improve our ability to
work with child abuse victims and their families, this information must
be shared quickly and effectively with those on the front lines. Accord-
ingly, we need a national program that can annually train thousands of
child protection professionals at the state and local level regarding new
and better practices. We also need a program that those in the field can
call when in need of assistance on individual cases. Again, the National
Child Protection Training Center at Winona State University is one ef-
fort currently being undertaken to achieve this goal.

The Next 80 Years (2040-2120): The Search for a Tipping Point

What if, in the next 40 years, we created an America where every sus-
pected case of abuse was reported and those reports were of a high qual-
ity? What if every child reported into the system was interviewed by a
child protection professional trained in the art of speaking to children?
What if every child abuse case was the subject of a quality investiga-
tion? What if every child abuse prosecutor was trained in the art of pros-
ecuting those who commit egregious acts of abuse? What if every CPS
worker was well trained to work with families impacted by abuse? What
if our CPS workers, those closest to the crisis of child abuse, were
trained as community leaders to develop at a local level the resources
necessary to prevent abuse and to deal with it when it has occurred?

What if we achieved all of the above within 40 years and then sus-
tained these efforts for another 80 years or an additional two generations?
Although only God knows for sure, I suspect we would dramatically re-
duce, if not eliminate child abuse in our country. This would occur be-
cause we would get most of the victims into the system when they were
younger and the problems associated with abuse would be easier to ad-
dress. We would be removing from society the hard-core child abusers
who, left unchecked, do immeasurable damage to countless children. We
would be developing prevention efforts at the local level by those closest
to the problem. And the difficult task of breaking the cycle of abuse in
these homes would be placed in the hands of child protection workers
well trained from day one in the art of working with these families. We
would also be providing the ongoing support and training all of these
heroes and heroines so richly deserve. This would reduce burnout and,
over time, create a child protection work force that is not only well trained
but is experienced.
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The Tipping Point

At some point in this process we would find what Malcolm Gladwell
calls a “tipping point” that results in a social epidemic of positive
change.130 To create a social epidemic, Gladwell argues that three things
are necessary. First, social epidemics are driven by “the efforts of a hand-
ful of exceptional people” who are “sociable . . . energetic . . . or knowl-
edgeable or influential among their peers.”131 To some extent, the initial
charge of Unto the Third Generation will be led by the attorneys and
other child protection professionals employed at the National Center for
Prosecution of Child Abuse (NCPCA) and the National Child Protection
Training Center (NCPTC). NCPCA alone trains thousands of child pro-
tection professionals each year. These numbers will expand as the
NCPTC begins its training of those handling the civil side of child protec-
tion cases. The NCPCA and NCPTC messengers, however, will not be
alone. States participating in the Finding Words/Half a Nation initiative
consist of statewide coalitions of child protection professionals that will
also be instrumental in disseminating the message. As Winona State Uni-
versity develops a model undergraduate curriculum, and other universi-
ties follow suit, the academic community will also play a critical role in
spreading the word. To the extent medical schools, law schools and other
graduate schools get on board, these institutions will also fuel this train.
Finally, and most importantly, it is the front line professionals who re-
ceive this message and who are at the heart of the reformation, who must
communicate the message to their peers and to the leaders of local, state,
and national governments. All things considered, the conditions are ripe
for a social epidemic.

Second, Gladwell says a social epidemic must have a message that pos-
sesses a quality he calls “stickiness.” According to Gladwell, “(s)tickiness
means that a message makes an impact. You can’t get it out of your head. It
sticks in your memory.”132 The goals of the NCPCA are easily understood
by academics and those on the front lines. The goals of our programs are
contained in the titles themselves. Half a Nation by 2010 clearly states the
goal of establishing the Finding Words course in 25 states by the end of the
decade. Unto the Third Generation contains a similarly understood goal of
ending child abuse within 120 years. More importantly, each of these pro-
posals has an easily understood blueprint for accomplishing these ideals.
That blueprint is contained in the pages of this article. The stickiness of this
proposal is exemplified in the fact that its supporters have included famous
liberals133 and conservatives.134
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Third, Gladwell claims a social epidemic is driven by the “power of
context.” Gladwell contends that when too many people are assigned
the task of solving a problem, the problem continues unabated. He ar-
gues the “key to getting people to change their behavior, in other words
to care about their neighbor in distress, sometimes lies with the smallest
details of their immediate situation.”135 This is perhaps the greatest
hope that Unto the Third Generation will cause a social epidemic that
greatly reduces, if not eliminates, child abuse. In the past, the great
cause of ending child abuse was the subject of university debate or polit-
ical banter. Unto the Third Generation turns the world upside down by
making the front line professionals the army that will win this fight and
subordinates politicians and academics to the role of providing these
soldiers with the necessary ammunition. By placing the task of ending
child abuse on the shoulders of those closest to the front, we will force a
massive army to act on behalf of the smallest victims.136

When we reach the tipping point, the culture that permits child
abuse will be crushed and the numbers will spiral down rapidly. Take,
for example, the crime rate in the City of New York. During the 1980s
crime was rampant, reaching a high point in 1990 with over 2,000
murders and 600,000 violent felonies. Suddenly, the murder rate was
cut by 2/3 and violent felonies were cut in half.137 Given that New
York’s economy was stagnant, poor neighborhoods were being nega-
tively impacted by welfare cuts, and the population was getting youn-
ger, logic would suggest an increase in crime as opposed to a dramatic
reduction.138

The crime rate in New York decelerated rapidly because the city, un-
der the leadership of Mayor Rudolph Giuliani,139 employed the “Bro-
ken Windows” theory of criminologists George Kelling and James Q.
Wilson.140 Under this theory, if the city continued to allow broken win-
dows, graffiti, and turnstile jumpers at subway stations, it was convey-
ing the image of chaos and sending to criminals the message that
anything goes. Under this theory, the criminal “far from being someone
who acts for fundamental, intrinsic reasons and who lives in his own
world, is actually someone acutely sensitive to his environment, who is
alert to all kinds of cues, and who is prompted to commit crimes based
on his perception of the world around him.”141 If this is true, we may not
have to undertake the Herculean tasks of ending poverty or social injus-
tice to reduce crime. It may be that our task is as simple as ending the
culture that permits the disease.

If the broken windows theory worked in New York and reduced so
dramatically the incidence of murders and violent crimes, perhaps the
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same theory can be applied to the ending of child abuse. The Unto the
Third Generation proposal will strike at the heart of the culture permit-
ting child abuse. Mandated reporters will learn in college that their first
priority is to recognize and report suspected abuse. Police chiefs and so-
cial service supervisors will understand that on the job training is no
longer acceptable when it comes to handling child abuse cases. Instead,
they must hire graduates only from universities who adequately teach
these professionals to perform at a high level from day one. Moreover,
these professionals will never again be left alone but will have access to
ongoing training on both the civil and criminal side of child protection.
Most importantly, child protection professionals will be taught begin-
ning in college to be community leaders who, in essence, create a
broken windows policy in each town in our country.

At some point, the message will be clear to all offenders. If you fail to
respond to the prevention efforts in your community and proceed to beat
or rape a child, a mandated reporter will call the authorities, the authori-
ties will respond competently, egregious abusers will be incarcerated,
and social services will repair the remaining family by every means nec-
essary to break the cycle of abuse once and for all.142

Will ending the culture permitting child abuse really end abuse alto-
gether? Since nothing this sweeping has ever been attempted, no one
can be absolutely certain if the ultimate victory will be achieved at all,
much less quickly. We can, though, be certain of this much–even if our
aiming for the stars falls short we will, three generations from now, land
at a better place than we are presently at.

If we can reach the tipping point in the next 40 years, we will have at
least two more generations who can analyze the extent of our success and
build on what we accomplish. Just as an earlier generation instilled in the
child protection community the idea of multi-disciplinary investigations
and the importance of child advocacy centers, our present generation can
instill in this country the ideas that child protection professionals should
receive more than on the job training and that all prevention is local. The
task of the second and third generations will be to finish any part of the
job that remains once the enormous undertaking set forth in this paper is
part of history.

ENDING CHILD ABUSE: OUR LAST FULL MEASURE

History is replete with examples of dreamers who accomplished
things as difficult as ending child abuse. Henry A. Wallace, who served
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as Agriculture Secretary under President Franklin Roosevelt contended
that the “highest joy of life is complete dedication to something outside
of yourself.”143 One of the tasks that Wallace dedicated himself to was
ending world hunger. Wallace’s work with hybrid corn and chicken
breeding impacted the world.

In 1931, the United States corn yield was 24.1 bushels per acre,
largely unchanged since the end of the Civil War.144 By 1941, the figure
rose to 31 bushels an acre and, by 1981, the United States was produc-
ing three times as much corn on one-third the acres we had in 1931.145

The introduction of hybrid maize in this country and around the world
saved and continues to save countless lives and the person most deserv-
ing of credit is Henry Wallace.146 Wallace’s efforts to produce the “per-
fect chicken” also met with success. Even a quarter of a century after his
death in 1965, one-third of all the eggs eaten in the United States and
nearly fifty percent of the eggs consumed in the world were laid by
descendents of Wallace’s chickens.147 Orville Freeman said “no single
individual contributed more to the abundance we enjoy today than
Henry Wallace.”148

How could one man, in his lifetime, set in motion an agricultural rev-
olution that saved millions around the world from starvation? Accord-
ing to Dr. Paul Mangelsdorf of the Harvard Botanical Museum, “it was
Wallace’s fate to be often regarded as a ‘dreamer’ when actually he was
only seeing in his own pragmatic realistic way some of the shapes of
things to come. . . .” 149

Although Wallace’s pragmatism saved untold lives, world hunger re-
mained because succeeding generations did not pick up the banner and
eliminate political and other factors that contribute to malnutrition and
starvation. Wallace may have given us the capacity to feed the world but
he could not give us worthy successors that would complete the job.

Therein lies the dilemma. Just as Wallace did with world hunger, we
can pledge our lives, fortunes and sacred honors to the equally noble
task of ending child abuse. Unfortunately, this is not a dream that can be
achieved in our lifetimes and, no doubt, there are many stone-throwers
eager to argue that ours is a dream that can never be realized, a dream
that only fools can harbor. How do we live, and die, for such a cause?

THE LAST FULL MEASURE

What, for me, began as a handful of hesitant comments on a stage in
Mississippi culminated on a Pennsylvania battlefield. Until I visited
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Gettysburg with my family, I had no response to the critics who contend
our quick-fix, fast-food nation will never dedicate itself to a long-term
battle against child abuse, a battle that may extend into the next century.

As I walked the hallowed grounds of Gettysburg, though, an idea be-
gan to take shape. I was deeply moved by the displays of unbridled
courage on both sides of the conflict. Although we didn’t have the time
to fully absorb every aspect of the battle, I did, as a native Minnesotan,
make a special effort to visit the monument commemorating the valor of
my home-state heroes. As I read of their sacrifice, I began to understand
the sort of faith we must have in the campaign to end child abuse.

In the second day of battle at Gettysburg, Union General Daniel Sick-
les erred in seeking higher ground to defend. As a result of this error,
Sickles’ soldiers were subjected to a relentless attack from Confederate
General Longstreet and the Union line was in danger of collapsing to
advancing rebels. If the line had folded, the battle and likely the war
would have been lost.

Union General Winfield Scott Hancock, who had an uncanny ability to
appear at the moment of greatest danger, perceived the situation and im-
mediately looked for help. All he found was a Minnesota regiment of 262
soldiers. “My God,” asked the general, “are these all the men we have
here?” Hancock then ordered the regiment to charge in the hope he could
slow the confederate advance for five minutes and get reinforcements.

Upon this order, 262 Minnesotans charged into a field of 1,600 ad-
vancing troops. It was, in every sense of the word, a suicide charge in
the hope of buying a few minutes time for soldiers who may or may not
later appear and secure the victory. With casualties approaching 82%
and a death toll of 70%, no regiment gave more at Gettysburg. General
Hancock later said, “I saw that in some way five minutes must be gained
or we were lost. It was fortunate that I found there so grand a body of
men as the First Minnesota. I knew they must lose heavily and it pained
me to give the order for them to advance, but I would have done it if I
had known every man would be killed. It was a sacrifice that must be
made. . . . There is no more gallant deed recorded in history.” For their
country, and for all that our nation has been and can be, these Minneso-
tans gave their last full measure.150

For our country, and for our children, we too must give our last full
measure in the hope that others just as dedicated will come after us and
complete what we begin. Someday, somewhere, somebody will write
the history of our nation’s victory over child abuse. When that history is
written, may it be recorded that the beginning of the end occurred in the
early part of the 21st century when thousands of child protection profes-
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sionals from every region of the country joined forces to lead the
charge.

If we act now and for the rest of our lives as a testament to the invisi-
ble attributes of faith, hope and love, a later generation may one day see
with their eyes what our hearts tell us is our nation’s destiny.

Child abuse will end.
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APPENDIX

Unto the Third Generation:
An Outline for A Call to End Child Abuse in the United States within
120 Years

I. Introduction
II. The history of the fight against child abuse
III. The present state of the conflict: the five obstacles to ending child

abuse

A. Many children suspected of being abused are not reported
into the system

B. Even when reports come into the system, most children never
have their cases investigated

C. Even when cases are investigated, the investigators and other
front line responders are often inadequately trained and inex-
perienced

D. Even when an investigator successfully substantiates abuse
and gets a victim into the system, the child is typically older
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APPENDIX (continued)

and it is more difficult to address the physical, emotional and
other hardships caused by the abuse

E. Because the child protection community lacks a unified
voice in communicating the needs of maltreated children,
these victims receive an inadequate share of our country’s fi-
nancial resources

IV. The battle plan for ending child abuse

A. Abused children must be reported into the system and those
reports must be of high quality

1. Every university must teach students entering profes-
sions where they will be mandated reporters the skills
necessary to perform this task

2. Mandated reporters in the field must receive annual train-
ing on the detection of abuse and their obligations to report

B. Child protection workers and law enforcement officers must
conduct a competent investigation of every child abuse case
that comes to their attention and, when abuse is substantiated,
pursue appropriate civil and criminal actions

1. Children reported into the system must be interviewed by
a social worker, police officer or other professional
trained in the art of speaking to children.

a. Develop state of the art forensic interviewing courses
such as APRI/CornerHouse’s Finding Words

b. Each state must have a forensic interview training
course of the quality of Finding Words that is locally
run and taught

c. In addition to quality forensic interviews, there must
be in place a system to assist children that do not re-
spond well to an investigative interview

2. Child protection professionals called on to investigate
and repair families damaged by abuse must be competent
to perform these tasks
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a. Every university must teach child protection profes-
sionals necessary investigative skills

b. Every university must teach child protection profes-
sionals to work meaningfully with families impacted
by child abuse

c. Graduate schools must adequately prepare profes-
sionals to work with child victims
1. Law schools
2. Medical schools
3. Other graduate schools

d. Once in the field, civil child protection professionals
must have access to ongoing training and technical
assistance

3. Prosecutors must be adequately trained to prosecute
child abusers

C. We must teach police officers, social workers, prosecutors
and other child protection professionals to be community
leaders in the prevention of child abuse

1. The training must begin in college and continue so long
as these professionals are in the field

2. In their role as community leaders, these child protection
professionals must enlist the support of the faith based
community

3. Prevention efforts must be developed and run at the local
level and tailored to meet local needs

4. Everyone engaged in the campaign against child abuse
must understand their role in history and act accordingly

V. The timeline for ending child abuse within 120 years

A. The first 40 years: 2001-2040

1. Every suspected case of child abuse will be reported and
every report will be of a high quality
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APPENDIX (continued)

2. Every child reported into the system will be interviewed
by someone who can competently interview a child about
abuse and the investigation of all child abuse allegations
will likewise be competently done

3. Every substantiated case of egregious abuse must be
prosecuted by a child abuse prosecutor skilled at han-
dling these complex cases

4. Every CPS worker will be competent to work with child
abuse victims and their families from day one

5. Every child protection social worker, police officer and
prosecutor will be a community leader in preventing
child abuse

6. Every child protection worker and attorney will have ac-
cess to ongoing training, technical assistance and publi-
cations to constantly refresh and improve their skills

B. The next 80 years (2040-2120): the search for a tipping point

VI. Ending child abuse: the last full measure
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