SEXUAL ABUSE
AND HARASSMENT:

TOPIGS WE
TALK ABOUT

ot too long ago, |
gave a weekend
workshop at a
church that was
staggering under the
impact of sexual
abuse. The pastor
told me that the
present church mem-
bership is about
one-third of what it was several years ago.
A generation of young people have left be-
cause of allegations that children in the con-
gregation were sexually abused by a promi-
nent church officer. Only one teacher
remains in a beautiful building that used to
house a three-teacher school. The members
are struggling to rebuild their spiritual com-
munity and hoping that someday their young
people will return.

[ hope so, too, but [ know trust is very
hard to rebuild. In cases where sexual abuse
has occurred, the damage eats at the very
core of a person and his or her beliefs about
God and the church. When a trusted adult
uses his or her (usually his) power and con-
trol to seduce or force a child into sexual
activity, the child’s capacity to love and trust
is shattered into a million tiny shards of
doubt. The foundations of personality and
the relationship with God are lost. Re-
building trust demands an arduous personal
struggle.

In some families, mothers look
the other way, refusing to ac-
knowledge the actions of their
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spouse. In schools, principals, teachers,
and students refuse to believe that a pop-
ular teacher could have done such a thing—
and scorn the accusing student. In churches,
adults do-not believe a child’s account of
abuse by a prominent church officer. All
of us prefer to believe that sexual abuse
happens somewhere else, but not in our
church or school. And so we close our eyes
to the compelling needs of children and
adults around us.

We can no longer afford to ignore sex-
ual abuse, harassment, and intimidation.
However painful or embarrasing, we must
talk about these topics. Prevention begins
with the light of open discussion. As em-
ployees at every level—from preschool to
graduate school—we must be informed and
alert. In this article, we will briefly exam-
ine how educators can actively work to pre-
vent sexual abuse and harassment in
schools.

Reports document the fact that sexual
abuse and harassment are a significant
threat to the well-being of young people
worldwide.' Social and family upheavals
have caused a breakdown in the historical
role of adults in protecting children. In
countries where traditional restraints on
conduct have been undermined, children
and young women are at particular risk for
rape and sexual abuse. In most parts of the
world, girls and women hold inferior sta-
tus, making it easy for males to as-
sert power and control at whim.

Child sexual abuse is widely be-
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lieved to be underreported. Most data
come from large urban centers, and not
all locales regularly collect and report
data.? In the United States, the incidence
of reported child sexual abuse is 1.9 per-
cent, compared with physical abuse at 4.3
percent and neglect at 2.7 percent.’ Some
10 to 25 percent of all preadolescent fe-
males have had sexual contact with adults.*
One-third of college students responding
to one study indicated they had been sex-
ually abused as children.® Another study
reported that as many as 38 percent of fe-
males have been sexually abused before
age 18.¢ The National Center on Child
Abuse and Neglect believes that the true
extent of sexual abuse of children is un-
known.” Data on sexual abuse of students
by teachers are even more difficult to ob-
tain.’ Reports of sexual abuse from other
countries vary, with some reporting lower
and others much higher incidences of
abuse and rape.* Many governments do
not systematically collect such data.

To bring the American statistics a lit-
tle closer home, and show just how many
children are being abused, we might sug-
gest that in a church school of 50 students,
it is likely that at least one child is being
sexually abused, at least two are suffer-
ing physical abuse, and one or two are ne-
glected by their families. My personal ex-
perience suggests that these numbers may
be low.

Sexual harassment appears to be even
more common. Two studies released in
1993 document sexual harassment of stu-
dents in elementary and secondary schools.
The American Association of University
Women surveyed a diverse group of 1,632
female and male public school students

in grades eight to 12 from 79 school dis-
tricts. They concluded that most students
experience sexual harassment, both ver-
bal and physical, on a daily basis."

The Wellesley College Center for Re-
search on Women and the National Or-
ganization for Women Legal Defense and
Education Fund sponsored a Seventeen
magazine survey as reported in “Secrets
in Public: Sexual Harassment in Our
Schools.”"" Of 4,200 surveys, 2,002 let-
ters were randomly selected for analysis.
Girls aged 9 to 19 years in grades two to
12 from a variety of racial groups were
surveyed. Ninety percent attended public
school, while one-tenth came from pri-
vate nonparochial, parochial, and voca-
tional schools. The researchers concluded
from their responses that sexual harass-
ment is not an isolated event: 39 percent
of the girls reported being harassed on a
daily basis during the past year, while 83
percent reported physical abuse and 89
percent reported verbal abuse at some time
in the past.

The girls reported that sexual harass-
ment happened in all kinds of schools,
and that schools were less likely to do
something about it when the harasser was
a teacher. Most harassers were male, and
the most common forms were comments,
gestures, or looks, and actions such as
touching, pinching, or grabbing. When
administrators or teachers refused to in-
tervene, the girls interpreted this as neg-
ligence because the harassment continued.

Often nothing is done by schools to
stop or prevent future sexual harassment."
Few schools have policies that they en-
force. Most school administrators admit
to feeling very ambivalent about reports

of sexual harassment and sexual abuse.
In many cases, accusations are made by
a marginal student against a popular
teacher on campus. Administrators tend
to identify emotionally with the teacher
and fear the fallout from other students,
faculty, and parents—and it will come—
if they do anything public about the ac-
cusation.

On the other side, since the advent of
laws in the United States declaring that
sexual harassment in the workplace is il-
legal, some school districts have become
more concerned.” Also, local education
agencies or postsecondary institutions that
receive federal aid from the U.S. Govern-
ment risk loss of funding if they do not
comply with Title VII of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964, which prohibits sexual ha-
rassment as a form of sex discrimination.*
Some court cases have focused strongly
on the responsibility of the school to pro-
tect students from sexual abuse and ha-
rassment.

Data on sexual harassment in higher
education are difficult to come by, al-
though it clearly exists. General harass-
ment, such as sexist comments and innu-
endos, probably is quite frequent, even on
Adventist campuses. Female students are
asked to provide sexual favors in exchange
for grades, mentoring, and career ad-
vancement. My personal experience sug-
gests that this type of sexual harassment
exists on Adventist campuses, but most
likely at a much lower rate than on secu-
lar campuses.

Finding a Balance

Because of the fear of legal recrimi-
nation, some schools have become emo-
tionally cold places for students. Teach-
ers refrain from touching students or from
seeming friendly for fear of being accused
of sexual harassment, Somewhere between
the extremes of ignoring the sexual innu-
endos or acts and giving up on normal
mentoring relationships with students is
the path of integrity we desire for Chris-
tian schools.

Schools have a responsibility to help
students who have suffered sexual abuse
outside of school. They come to school
emotionally vulnerable and needy.” Some-
times, their emotional needs are so over-
whelming that school work can only be
asideline. These children desperately need
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our help, yet they can easily misinterpret
our actions and words. We need to know
the proper way to help.

What can we do to prevent and deal
with sexual abuse and harassment in our
schools at all levels?

Prevention—Employee and Volunteer
Screening

Prevention begins with the develop-
ment of a sexual harassment policy and
careful selection of school personnel, both
employees and volunteers.* Screening po-
tential sexual abusers is not an easy task.
At the very least, all references should be
checked carefully and specific questions
asked, such as: Have there been any ac-
cusations of sexual abuse or harassment
in the past? How were the charges re-
solved? Have you ever been convicted of
a crime?

Seek legal counsel to determine how
specifically you may ask about the in-
dividual’s personal life, as well as his or
her employment history. While recogniz-
ing that there can be false allegations, we
do need to carefully investigate previous
accusations. Employers have a known
tendency to want to “pass the trash.” In-
terviewers need to be especially alert to
these issues, since previous employers may
downplay such problems. Most teachers
do not lose their teaching credentials be-
cause of a sexual abuse or some other
types of criminal conviction. Any dis-
crepancies in the application should be in-
vestigated thoroughly.

Even though most sexual abusers do
not have a police record, investigation
should also include police records and in-
formation from state or county family and
social service units. Applicants should sign
a release allowing for verification of in-
formation in their application. We can-
not be too careful in this area.

Adventist Risk Management Inc., pro-
vides guidelines' for interviewing prospec-
tive employees and volunteers, with spe-
cial emphasis on obtaining information
about past sexual misconduct. Their doc-
ument also provides suggested statements
that can be included in the application
document, as well as a sample application
for volunteers. They strongly suggest ob-
taining local legal counsel about employ-
ment/volunteer interviews and keeping
careful records, since state statutes vary

We can no longer afford
to ignore sexual abuse,
harassment, and intimi-
dation.

widely. The records of prospective em-
ployees and volunteers should be carefully
investigated, using the legal guidelines of
each locality.

Policies

Setting clear policies about sexual
abuse and harassment will go a long way
toward preventing problems. School
boards need to vote policies stating the
school’s position on these issues. Since
each county, state, and local jurisdiction
may have a different approach to the legal
issues, these policies should be carefully
reviewed by competent legal counsel. Once
a policy is voted, the board has a respon-
sibility to distribute the policy statement
to all interested parties—administrators,
teachers, parents, and students—and to
enforce it. Administrators must make sure
that the policies are clearly understood
and fairly and responsibly applied. Hav-
ing policies that are clearly and carefully
devised, then widely disseminated so every-
one concerned is aware of them, will
greatly aid in preventing sexual abuse and
harassment. The recently voted General
Conference statement on sexual abuse
provides clear support for schools to de-
vise and publicize their own policies. (See
sidebar on page 46.)

A survey reported by Phi Delta Kap-
pan concluded that “Districts that have
fewer incidents of sexual abuse have at
least three things in common. First, they
have strong and clear policies on sexual
harassment. Second, they make sure all
employees and students know what these
policies are and know how to make com-
plaints. And third, they educate students
and staff members about sexual harass-
ment and about what to do if harassment
occurs.”®

Conference departments of education
should provide model policies that are ap-
propriate for their locality. In preparing
this article, I briefly contacted some con-
ference and union offices of education

about their policies, only to discover that
they did not have any. I believe preven-
tion mandates that we devise appropriate
policies and then apply them.

Model sexual harassment policies can
be found in Fastback No. 370 from the
Phi Delta Kappa Educational Foundation:
Establishing School Policies on Sexual
Harassment."” The booklet summarizes
judicial cases and discusses procedures for
establishing policies and school-wide pre-
vention programs.

Procedures

Each school should establish proce-
dures for reporting and handling com-
plaints about sexual harassment and
abuse, both on campus and off campus
at practicum or internship sites. Teachers
and students need to know what proce-
dures to follow when they observe or are
the victim of sexual harassment or abuse,
and administrators need clear guidelines
to follow when difficult situations arise.
Schools need to be alert to potential prob-
lems that may arise in a variety of situa-
tions, including those at off-campus
school-related sites.

Individuals who report incidents
should be taken seriously. It is easy to
hide behind the standard myths or ex-
planations—*“It can’t happen here,” “She
asked for it,” “Boys will be boys,” “I can’t
believe that teacher would do such a
thing,” etc. Taking sexual complaints se-
riously helps to establish a school culture
that says “We are serious about your
safety. We believe in personal integrity.”
As teachers and administrators, our atti-
tudes state that we believe sexual harass-
ment and abuse are totally inappropriate
under all circumstances.

Teacher/Administrator Behavior

Policies and procedures mean nothing
if teachers and administrators regularly
tell off-color jokes, pat girls or women on
the behind or breast, comment about their
sexual attractiveness, tolerate sexually ex-
plicit graffiti, and generally join in the
“fun” at the expense of females on the
campus.” Students come to our schools
from sexually explicit environments. We
live in a sex-saturated society where any
type of sexual perversion can be viewed
on TV or in magazines generally available
to the public. Sexuality is used to “sell”
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almost anything, and prime-time televi-
sion is known for its explicit sexual in-
nuendos and situations. Adolescence is
portrayed as one long sexual orgy, and
perversions seem to be the norm.

Since our students are very “tuned in”
to sex, our behavior must be impeccably
non-suggestive if we are to portray Chris-
tian ideals and keep ourselves out of trou-
ble. Students who have experienced sex-
ual abuse are especially sensitive to implied
sexuality in our behavior. (See sidebar for

some of the characteristics of children who
have been sexually abused.) Teachers can
be friendly, while keeping their hands to
themselves. They can mentor a young
woman without being sexually provoca-
tive. If you have any doubts about the way
you come across to students, ask a trusted
colleague to observe and give you honest
feedback. You may be surprised. Many
times, it takes an outside observer to ob-
jectively evaluate our long-accustomed
ways of dealing with the opposite sex.

We are all born with sexual drives that
can get us into trouble if we are not care-
ful. Peter Rutter, in an illuminating arti-
cle in Ministry,* discusses sex in the
“forbidden zone”—that is, between pro-
fessionals like counselors and ministers
(or teachers) and clients (or students). The
allure of the forbidden and the opportu-
nity to engage in it are great for men (or
women) who work closely with young
people. Only personal integrity and the
grace of God can help us deal with those

Seventh-day Adventist Statement on Child Sexual Abuse™

Child sexual abuse occurs when a person older or stronger than the
child uses his or her power, authority, or position of trust to involve a child
in sexual behavior or activity. Incest, a specific form of child sexual abuse,
is defined as any sexual activity between a child and a parent, a sibling,
an extended family member, or a step/surrogate parent.

Sexual abusers may be men or women and may be of any age, na-
tionality, or socio-economic background. They are often men who are
married with children, have respectable jobs, and may be regular church-
goers. It is common for offenders to strongly deny their abusive behav-
ior, to refuse to see their actions as a problem, and to rationalize their
behavior or place blame on something or someone else. While it is true
that many abusers exhibit deeply rooted insecurities and low self-esteem,
these problems should never be accepted as an excuse for sexually abus-
ing a child. Most authorities agree that the real issue in child sexual abuse
is more related to a desire for power and control than for sex.

When God created the human family, He began with a marriage be-
tween a man and a woman based on mutual love and trust. This rela-
tionship is still designed to provide the foundation for a stable, happy fam-
ily in which the dignity, worth, and integrity of each family member is
protected and upheld. Every child, whether male or female, is to be af-
firmed as a gift from God. Parents are given the privilege and responsi-
bility of providing nurture, protection, and physical care for the children
entrusted to them by God. Children should be able to honor, respect, and
trust their parents and other family members without the risk of abuse.

The Bible condemns child sexual abuse in the strongest possible
terms. It sees any attempt to confuse, blur, or denigrate personal, gen-
erational, or gender boundaries through sexually abusive behavior as an
act of betrayal and a gross violation of personhood. It openly condemns
abuses of power, authority, and responsibility because these strike at the
very heart of the victims’ deepest feelings about themselves, others, and
God, and shatter their capacity to love and trust. Jesus used strong lan-
guage to condemn the actions of anyone who, through word or deed,
causes a child to stumble.

The Adventist Christian community is not immune from child sexual
abuse. We believe that the tenets of the Seventh-day Adventist faith re-
quire us to be actively involved in its prevention. We are also committed
to spiritually assisting abused and abusive individuals and their families
in their healing and recovery process, and to holding church profession-
als and church lay leaders accountable for maintaining their personal be-
havior as is appropriate for persons in positions of spiritual leadership
and trust.

As a Church, we believe our faith calls us to:

1. Uphold the principles of Christ for family refationships in which the
self-respect, dignity, and purity of children are recognized as divinely
mandated rights.

2. Provide an atmosphere where children who have been abused
can feel safe when reporting sexuai abuse and can feel that someone
will listen to them.

3. Become thoroughly informed about sexual abuse and its impact
upon our own church community.

4. Help ministers and lay leaders to recognize the warning signs of
child sexual abuse and know how to respond appropriately when abuse
is suspected or a child reports being sexually abused.

5. Establish referral relationships with professional counselors and
local sexual assault agencies who can, with their professional skills, as-
sist abuse victims and their families.

6. Create guidelines/policies at the appropriate levels to assist church
leaders in:

a. Endeavoring to treat with fairness persons accused of sexuaily
abusing children,

b. Holding abusers accountable for their actions and administer-
ing appropriate discipline.

7. Support the education and enrichment of families and family mem-
bers by:

a. Dispelling commonly held religious and cultural beliefs which
may be used to justify or cover up child sexual abuse.

b. Building a healthy sense of personal worth in each child which
enables him or her to respect seif and others.

c. Fostering Christlike relationships between males and females
in the home and in the church.

8. Provide caring support and a faith-based redemptive ministry within
the church community for abuse survivors and abusers while enabling
them to access the available network of professional resources in the
community.

9. Encourage the training of more family professionals to facilitate
the healing and recovery process of abuse victims and perpetrators.

(The above statement is informed by principles expressed in the fol-
lowing scriptural passages: Gen 1:26-28; 2:18-25; Lev 18:20; 2 Sam 13:1-
22; Matt 18:6-9; 1 Cor 5:1-5; Eph 6:1-4; Col 3:18-21; 1 Tim 5:5-8.)

* Voted at General Conference Spring Council, March 1997.
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moments when the allure of sex or power
seems irresistible,

Being aware of our sexual drives and
avoiding extended, isolated contacts with
students are the safest way to ensure in-
tegrity. A hefty dose of common sense
should prevail when we are confronted
with a potentially compromising situa-
tion. For example, in a slightly flirty way,
an attractive eighth grader tells you she
needs a ride home. If you are a male
teacher, suggest that she call her parents
or a neighbor. Avoid extended one-on-
one sessions with a student of the oppo-
site sex. Don’t room alone with a student
on field trips. Don’t laugh at sexually sug-
gestive jokes.

In summary, in today’s societal climate,
we cannot be too careful about matters of
sexuality. We must screen our employees
and volunteers carefully, establish and dis-
seminate clear policies and procedures about
sexual abuse and harassment, and be very
careful about our own behavior. &

Donna |. Habenicht is Professor of Educa-
tional and Counseling Psychology at the An-
drews University School of Education in
Berrien Springs, Michigan. A licensed psy-
chologist, she specializes in working with
children, has published in Child Abuse and
Neglect, and bas had administrative experi-

ence dealing with sexual harassment issues.
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