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Principles of Youth Protection
Introduction
Risk management is the art of coping with the probability that the future will be significantly different that what one might expect. Part of managing risk is minimizing the occurrence of unexpected events. A goal of this training session is to identify some of the factors that contribute to unexpected events in youth-serving organizations and seven principles that will increase the protection of children in your organization.

How often have you heard someone say, “It’s a wonder that children survive their childhood”? There is a grain of truth to this observation as many normal experiences that children have include elements of risk for the child. A large part of their responsibility for staff of nonprofit organizations offering services to children is to protect children from the possible harmful consequences of normal activities. In the context of youth-serving organizations, normal behaviors may still be problematic behaviors for the organization—especially if they are unanticipated. 

Legal Liability and Risk Management

An aspect of risk management that many focus upon is legal liability. Organizations may be held liable if harm befalls a party to whom the organization has a “duty to care,” and the harm was a result of the organization’s negligent actions. Often the legal issues revolve around what did you know, when did you know it and what did you do. The measurement of negligence is based upon what a reasonable person would have done under the same set of circumstances. Beyond the reasonable person standard are various laws that require specific actions in some circumstances. For example, many staff members of youth-serving organizations are mandated reporters if child abuse is suspected. Failure to report suspected child abuse results in legal penalties. While we will not dwell too much upon the legalities of risk management, they are important to keep in mind. Our main argument is that anticipating and controlling risk accomplishes a more important objective of ensuring the safety of the children and youths in our programs. By protecting participants, organizations largely eliminate causes for legal action against our staffs or organizations.
The Seven Principles of Child and Youth Protection

1) Know your clientele. 
2) Select the right staff. 
3) Train for the position and the organization. 
4) Provide proper supervision. 
5) Communicate with children, youths and their families or caregivers. 
6) Control the environments in which services are delivered.
7) Take prompt action upon any allegation or suspicion of possible abuse. 
We will discuss each of these.
1. Know your clientele

The public expects organizations offering services to children and youth to have a more than a basic understanding of the target population. This understanding includes expected physical and mental development and the needs that children and youth of the targeted age range have. If services are being offered to preschool children, what precautions should the organization take to provide a safe physical environment for planned activities? If the organization offers residential care for teenagers in coeducational settings, what kind of supervision is necessary? If the organization offers a summer camp for children with physical disabilities, what are specific concerns related to debilitating conditions, i.e., cerebral palsy, muscular dystrophy or diabetes? 

Earlier, we said that negligence sometimes is centered on the responses to three questions: What did you know? When did you know it? And, what did you do? When it comes to characteristics common to your clientele, another question is relevant: What should you have known? Failure to anticipate and act on needs that are common to the kinds of children to whom you offer services could be considered negligent because the assumption could be made that service providers should be knowledgeable about these needs.
Organizations must ensure that the activities in their programs are age appropriate and consider the physical and psychological development of their service recipients. There are some organizations that attempt to serve a broad age range with the same program. It is unlikely that an 8-year-old and an 18-year-old will benefit from the same program. When children are put in situations in which they are pressured to perform tasks that are inappropriate for their age or development, it is abusive and could result in harm to the child.

The Developmental Process

Individual children may differ, but you can usually predict, at any particular developmental stage, the kinds of behavior and abilities that a child will have based on the norms for his or her age group. You can also identify, predicated on their development, the basic needs that children have. While some developmental variations are within the range of normalcy, other variations can signal the need for intervention. Youth-serving organizations are expected to understand these developmental processes and anticipate potential risks. 

Early Childhood

Early childhood spans birth to 5-years-old. The most dramatic growth of a child’s life occurs during its first 12 months. Infants will triple their birth weights, add almost 50 percent to their length and achieve most of their brain growth, according to Bright Futures: Guidelines for Health Supervision of Infants, Children and Adolescents. Because their strength and coordination will develop sequentially from head to heel, expect an infant to first gain head control and then progress to rolling over, sitting, crawling, pulling to a stand, and even walking by one year of age. Hand-eye coordination progresses from reflexive grasping to voluntary grasp-and-release to self-feeding. To advance these important motor skills, babies need opportunities to play with toys. Risk management dictates that caregivers need to choose safe toys, ones with no small parts that might come loose and choke the child, in order to further their development at this stage.

Crying is the primary method of communication babies use to indicate discomfort. Some babies, who don’t feel well, will cry for long periods of time and aren’t comforted by feeding, diaper changes or being held. Incessant crying by infants is a common trigger for physical abuse. Some frustrated caregivers resort to shaking babies in an effort to get them to stop crying. Shaking can exacerbate the baby’s discomfort, and it’s dangerous and can cause lasting brain injury. Therefore, educating caregivers about why babies cry and training them in alternative ways to manage their reaction to long-term crying is proper risk management.

Early childhood is a time of experiential learning. Children have no idea of danger; therefore they explore with an insatiable appetite for learning. They learn through the use of all five of their senses. They put things in their mouths to see how they taste. When they are able, they bang things together to see if they can make a sound. Their curiosity leads them to open cupboard doors and any drawers that they can reach. Adult supervision is a critical component of toddler safety. Adult caregivers must balance the safety of the child with appropriate opportunities for the child to learn and develop a degree of independence. Preventative measures such as childproof door and cupboard latches, and electrical outlet safety plugs or covers are part of a risk management strategy.

During the first two to three years, most children learn to control their bodily functions. Caregivers often experience frustration when toilet training is delayed. Such frustrations may trigger physical and emotional child maltreatment. When caregivers overreact to a child’s lack of bladder or bowel control, they can create long-term emotional problems for the child. A child may also learn to use bodily functions to gain attention from a caregiver. Educating caregivers what they should expect from their charges and how to manage skill differences will help mitigate risk.
Risk management considerations that programs for newborns through 5-years-old must take into account include:

· Keeping toxic substances out of reach of children.

· Using cribs and playpens that meet the latest child safety standards: slats no more than 2 3/8 inches apart and the mattresses that fit snugly, according to the Consumer Product Safety Commission.

· Eliminating soft bedding and pillows from infants’ cribs, placing infants on their backs for naps on firm, flat mattresses.

· Prohibiting the use of physical punishment in child-care programs, especially shaking babies.

· Providing constant supervision of children, particularly when they are around water, e.g., the bathtub, toilet or wading pool.

· Maintaining the water-heater temperature at less that 120(F.

· Ensuring that properly installed car seats are used when transporting children.

· Assuring young children aren’t left alone to supervise toddlers.

· Doing a “child’s eye” level safety check of the facility by getting down on the floor and checking for hazards.

· Securing electric wires, outlets and appliances so that they are inaccessible or protected.

· Securing window blind and curtain cords with tension or tie-down devices and making sure that cords aren’t loose, hanging or looped. 

· Posting emergency telephone numbers for the poison control center, emergency room, and rescue squad.

Middle Childhood
During ages 5 to 11, most children begin their formal education. School becomes a focal point of their maturation. They must learn to sit still and follow instructions from a teacher. They must adjust to an environment shared with 25 or more other students with whom they must interact and sometimes compete. 

Physical development is slower than in previous years, allowing time for strength and coordination to grow. During middle childhood, children enjoy physical activity, and this should be encouraged. Attention spans that are quite short at the beginning of this stage gradually lengthen.

The world of the child becomes larger during this stage. As the constant adult supervision necessary in early childhood lessens, the child gains more independence. This independence begins with the child playing in his or her own yard. By the end of this phase, independence expands to include the neighborhood and, often, routes to and from school. 

Intellectually, children entering middle childhood begin to manage the abstract, but do better with the concrete. By the end of this developmental period, most children are fairly adept at handling ideas, as well as things. 

Although it may happen earlier, during this phase, many children first experience organized activities outside of school. Sports programs, religious youth groups, arts programs, scouting and other youth-development organizations offer elementary school students the opportunity to participate. The keyword for youngsters in this age group is “participate,” especially for those just entering the age range. For example, most 6-year-olds could care less about winning a game or what the score is; they just want to play. 

Middle childhood should focus on building fundamental skills, whether it’s intellectual skills or physical abilities. Focusing on building skills will permit their life-long application and enjoyment. Children should be encouraged to try out a wide variety of activities and to pursue those in which they experience success and pleasure. 

Socialization is a major task of this age group. Children must learn to get along with their peers and others who may be quite different from members of their own families. Corollary skills include coping with peer pressure and resolving conflicts. Adults can help teach these skills through role-playing and by discussing options. 

Risk management considerations that programs for 5- to 11-year-olds must take into account include:

· Enforcing consistent, explicit and firm rules for safe behavior.

· Storing poisons, matches, electrical tools and other dangerous implements in locked, secure areas.

· Teaching sports’ safety measures, including the use of protective gear such as helmets, pads, mouth guards or face protectors.

· Setting limits and establishing reasonable consequences for unacceptable behavior.

· Promoting positive interactions between children and their peers, as well as between children and adults.

· Structuring program activities to accommodate the attention span of the particular age group.

· Teaching age-appropriate personal safety skills.

Early Adolescence
“With the exception of infancy, no time of life compresses more physical, intellectual, social, emotional, and moral development into so brief a span” as does early adolescence, according to A Matter of Time: Risk and Opportunity in the Nonschool Hours. “The young adolescent is simultaneously coping with the onset of puberty, progressing from the protective neighborhood elementary school to the more distant, more impersonal middle-grade school; growing taller; walking, biking, or using public transportation to travel further from home without parental supervision; and experiencing a new sense of independence.”

The report continues, “Young adolescents are preparing to become adults and experiences in early adolescence help shape the kind of adults they will be. They are developing skills, habits and attitudes that will determine whether they succeed or fail in school and establish personal and career goals.”
The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychology identifies four primary developmental areas for adolescents: 

1. movement toward independence, 

2. development of career interests, 

3. sexuality, 

4. ethics and self-direction. 

Each of these four areas has risks that accompany them for youth-serving organizations, as well as potential perils for the youths themselves.

Area 1: Movement toward independence 
The drive toward independence is extremely strong for young adolescents. It may be fed by their perceptions of the degree of independence that their peers have. This drive is often responsible for friction between adolescents and their parents, and between adolescents and other “authority figures,” such as teachers, coaches and youth-group leaders. 

Part of becoming more independent is recognizing that parents and other adults aren’t perfect. No matter how idealized their perceptions of adults were earlier in their childhood, young adolescents make it abundantly clear that they recognize the faults of adult authority figures, often going on ad nauseam to point them out during arguments. For example, if parents chastise their teenager for drinking alcoholic beverages, they can expect to hear from their teen about their own drinking habits.

The fear of losing independence frequently inhibits adolescents from seeking adult help when confronting a problem. Not only are they afraid that their freedom will be curtailed, they also don’t want to hear the “I told you so” that often accompanies parental, as well as other adult, assistance. 

Young people in this developmental stage often look for non-threatening adult mentors from whom to seek guidance and counsel. Such individuals are often popular schoolteachers, youth-group leaders, or adults with whom they have formed a bond of mutual respect and friendship.

During this period, young teens struggle to develop a sense of identity. Part of the identity they seek is with their peer group. The peer group influences interests and clothing styles. When adolescents perceive themselves as not being accepted by their peers, they may resort to forming anti-social groups to help define their sense of “self.” According to James Garbarino in The Lost Boys, “Having some identity in relation to peers is so important to most children and youth that even a negative definition of self is better than nothing at all.” 
Young adolescents can be very self-centered. They are very concerned about their appearance and want to be perceived as being pretty or handsome. They want to be liked by their peers. They are prone to sudden mood shifts. They may perceive minor events to be catastrophic. 

Area 2: Development of career interests
These 11- to 14-year-olds realize that they have to make decisions about their futures; but they aren’t ready to commit to a specific career field. They are apt to view part-time employment as a way to earn money and be more independent. First jobs might be babysitting or doing chores for neighbors. While on-the-job learning is important, adults shouldn’t permit a young person’s job responsibilities to interfere with academic or vocational education.

Many young adolescents participate in volunteer activities. These activities are an important means for learning about the world of work in general, and specifically what it might be like to pursue a career related to their volunteer activities. Many schools are requiring community service in order to graduate. 

Employers of young adolescents must be mindful that federal, state and local labor regulations limit the hours and kinds of employment that youth are permitted to engage in. Whether employees or volunteers, adolescents’ on-the-job success depends on the training and supervision provided by their employers.

Area 3: Sexuality
During adolescence, boys and girls become young men and women and must learn to cope with their newly awakened sexuality—a process that is smoother for some than others. Periods of shyness, blushing, and modesty occur as they become used to their new appearances. They worry about being normal. Thus while they may experiment sexually with same-sex peers, movement toward heterosexuality, with fears of homosexuality, is common, according to the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry.

Socially, they focus their attention on same-sex friends and group activities. One-on-one dating is fairly rare during this stage. However, girls, who develop physically sooner than boys, may establish social or dating relationships with boys a year or two older than they are.

Adults need to be available to answer questions and offer guidance during this phase. Observing young adolescents as they develop social skills responsive to their hormonal changes can be almost painful for adults. And their attempts to establish relationships often appear humorous to adults. Sensitive adults, however, think back to when they were going through the same process of development, and will only chuckle to themselves.

Area 4: Ethics and self-direction
Early adolescence is a time of experimentation, and of rule and limit testing. As they try “adult experiences,” they indulge in considerable risk taking. Young adolescents are prone to experiment with cigarettes, and marijuana, alcohol and other drugs. They perceive these activities as expressions of their independence and things that their friends are doing. They may rationalize that if it’s OK for adults to smoke and drink, it should be OK for them, too. 

Young adolescents don’t fully appreciate cause-and-effect relationships. They tend to act without consideration of possible consequences. For example, they may think that setting up a meeting with someone they meet through the Internet is an acceptable expansion of their social life without considering that the person with whom they will be meeting is likely to be someone who could do them great harm.

Peers influence the moral choices that young adolescents make. When friends and associates are involved in delinquent activities, individuals who would never engage alone in such activities are prone to go along with the group. Studies by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services show that the best indicator of whether a teen will smoke is whether his or her best friend does. 

Risk management considerations that programs for 11- to 14-year-olds must take into account include:

· Developing skills in conflict resolution, negotiation and anger management.

· Teaching age-appropriate personal safety skills.

· Avoiding promises of confidentiality for information shared by adolescents that clearly needs to be communicated to their parents or the authorities.

· Stressing the use of protective sports gear and automobile seat belts, and adhering to safety procedures.

· Establishing a zero-tolerance policy for possession of weapons, alcohol and drugs in any organizational program.

· Setting up communication with parents about scheduled activities and their children’s participation.

· Encouraging social relationships between young men and women based upon mutual respect of personal boundaries.

· Involving young people in the creation of “Codes of Conduct” and other rules so adolescents can feel somewhat empowered and responsible for their own behavior.

· Monitoring adolescent’s behavior and intervening when it places them or others in potentially dangerous situations. 

Late Adolescence
Ages 15 to 21 years, called late adolescence, is the final stage of transition from childhood to adulthood. Legally and developmentally, in our culture the 18th and 21st birthdays are milestones. You expect that individuals will be capable of assuming most adult responsibilities by age 18 and all of the responsibilities of mature adults by 21 years of age. Many legal responsibilities of youth-serving organizations will be substantially different for those younger than 18 than for those who are 18 and older. 

Area 1: Movement toward independence
Conflicts between parents and teens are common during the early part of late adolescence as teens pursue greater independence. By the end of the period, most adolescents and their parents have been able to redefine their relationships. But programs that serve this age group still need to establish communication with parents and encourage parental involvement. 

The automobile driver’s permit (license) shines as a major symbol of having made it for most adolescents. Being able to drive is a true symbol of adolescent independence. Cars serve as status symbols and social catalysts. No longer do they have to depend on parents chauffeuring them to activities or on dates. Gaining access to a vehicle—especially one’s own—represents both a giant step toward freedom, and a significant cause of death and injury among teenagers.

Leaving one’s parents’ home is another giant step. For many, this transition occurs after graduation from high school when the older adolescent either pursues a full-time vocation or goes on to college. For some, leaving home is an act of defiance—chafing against parental control and asserting one’s independence. In other cases, parents force their adolescent children to leave home when the children refuse to comply with parental demands. 

Some older adolescents who run away or who are forced out of their parents’ homes are capable of independent living while others need either temporary or long-term residential care. Many teenagers who don’t have skills for independent living and don’t find needed services are forced into sexually exploitive relationships, such as prostitution, in order to survive on the streets. 

Area 2: Development of career interests
Earning one’s own money is another step toward independence. Teens account for a large share of the discretionary spending in today’s economy. By the time adolescents enter high school, it isn’t unusual for them to hold a part-time job—moving from odd jobs for neighbors to formal employment. These jobs often provide opportunities to earn money, but not necessarily in fields that constitute potential career interests. Experiencing the discipline required for holding a job and meeting the expectations of employers is an important developmental step—but one that must be viewed in the context of other, competing responsibilities, such as school. 

Adolescents are still forming work habits. They need supervision to ensure that they are performing the responsibilities of their employment and that they are doing so safely. For example, a teenager employed as a lifeguard at the community swimming pool needs to be clear that talking to friends, flirting with patrons or posing aren’t acceptable on-the-job behaviors because they make it impossible for a lifeguard’s full attention to focus on monitoring the swimming pool. 

Older adolescents realize that very soon they will be facing decisions about their future. They need to make choices and decide if they will pursue a career field requiring additional formal education or if they will enter the world of work immediately after high school. Career paths can be another source of conflict between parents and child, such as when the parents want their child to be a physician and their child wants to be a mechanic or a forest ranger; or the parents want the child to take over the family business and the child wants to be an artist.
Staff members of youth-serving organizations are often brought into parent-child conflicts when the young person seeks allies for his or her point of view. Rather than being an advocate for a particular viewpoint, staff members should consider serving as a sounding board and offering alternatives that help to clarify positions. Even well-meaning staff members can expose the organization to potential lawsuits by exceeding their professional qualifications and attempting to offer guidance and counseling.

Area 3: Sexuality
According to the March 24, 1995 Surveillance Summary/44(SS-1); 1-55, “Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance―United States, 1993” published in Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report by the Centers for Disease Control, sexual intercourse by adolescents isn’t an unusual occurrence. For female students prevalence rates increased from 31.6 percent in the ninth grade to 66.3 percent in the twelfth grade. For male students, prevalence increased from 43.5 percent in the ninth grade to 70.2 percent in the twelfth grade. Only about 25 percent of ninth grade students reported being “currently sexually active” compared with more than 50 percent of the twelfth graders. The same report documents the risks of unplanned pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases to which young people expose themselves as they quest to separate from their parents and become their own selves.

Young adolescents engage in frequently changing relationships as they refine their social skills. “Hanging out” in groups gradually segues to pairing up. Older adolescents may date several individuals, but usually do so one at a time. This testing is all part of the learning process leading to the establishment of long-term adult relationships. During this phase, most young people begin to focus their attention on specific partners. These relationships can create conflicts with parents and cause problems that infiltrate the organizations in which the partners participate.

Area 4: Ethics and self-direction
By the end of adolescence, individuals should have a pretty good idea of who they are and what they stand for apart from their peer group. Peer groups, however, still play a role in risk-taking behavior. Consider, for example, fraternity keg parties, dares, rivalry and competition.

Risk management considerations that programs for 15- to 21-year-olds must take into account include:

· Establishing a zero-tolerance policy for possession of weapons, alcohol and drugs in any organizational program.

· Establishing clear guidelines for social relationships between participants during organizational activities.

· Monitoring conduct and intervening when adolescents’ behavior places them or others in potentially dangerous situations.

· Clearly placing limits on decisions that require judgment and that could have serious consequences.

· Maintaining contact with parents of underage teens (usually those younger than 18 years of age).

· Prohibiting sexual relationships between adult caregivers (including young adults) and program participants.

Children with Disabilities
Youth-serving organizations should recognize specific risks created by particular disabilities. Organizations also should understand that, while the developmental process may be influenced by disabilities, children with disabilities go through similar physical, emotional and intellectual development as their peers. 

For some risks, such as the risk of sexual abuse, children with disabilities are more vulnerable than children without disabilities. Dick Sobsey in his book Violence and Abuse in the Lives of People with Disabilities: The End of Silent Acceptance points out that children with disabilities are twice as likely to be sexually molested. He also says that individuals who are part of the system designed to assist disabled individuals perpetrate half of that molestation. Thus, organizations need to exercise extreme caution when selecting personnel to serve children with disabilities and to apply additional risk-reduction strategies, such as increased staff supervision and monitoring.

Depending on the severity of their physical disabilities, children may have increased physical-injury risks due to inappropriate handling, such as when given assistance in and out of wheelchairs, or inadequate accessibility provisions. 

Appropriate Program Activities
Youth may benefit from participating in challenging activities for which they have been adequately trained and are properly equipped. However, if the children participating in these activities are subjected to extreme pressure, ridicule, or other forms of psychological degradation, it is counter to the intent. The resulting destruction of self-confidence constitutes emotional abuse. Failure to recognize the inherent risks in these activities can lead to physical injuries, emotional trauma and even death.

2. Select the right staff
Screening is an important risk management tool for nonprofit organizations offering services to vulnerable individuals—children, the elderly and those with disabilities. The screening process described below, when used in conjunction with other risk management strategies, assists organizations to create safer environments in which to deliver their programs.

While screening is an important—and necessary—risk management tool, let us stress that no screening process will completely identify individuals who constitute dangers to vulnerable people. Other risk management strategies must be employed. The safety of your service recipients requires constant diligence by your organization’s staff.

Overarching Principles

The organization should have a comprehensive screening process. The screening process is based on four principles: legal compliance, systematic application of procedures, matching the level of screening with position-specific risk factors, and applying uniform selection criteria to all applicants for a specific position. Each step of the screening process should probe for abusive characteristics.

Legal and Contractual Compliance

Nonprofit organizations must comply with any federal, state or local laws applicable to the screening process. For example, if your organization performs criminal history records checks of applicants for employment using a third-party vendor, you must comply with the federal Fair Credit Reporting Act. Other applicable laws include civil rights and other non-discrimination statutes and privacy laws. Some states, notably California, have additional limitations on permissible areas of inquiry. You need to examine your application process and ensure that it complies with state and federal laws. If your organization has collective bargaining agreements with labor organizations or receives grant funds from a governmental entity, your organization may have other contractual obligations with which it must comply. 

It has been increasingly common for nonprofit organizations to seek legal counsel’s review of their screening practices in order to avoid the possibility of inadvertent violations of the law and subsequent liability exposure.

Systematic Application of Procedures

The screening process consists of several steps, which, if taken sequentially, offer both thoroughness and efficiency. The process is incremental, with decisions made at each step to eliminate individuals who don’t meet the requirements of the positions being filled. 
The process also meets the requirement to screen more carefully individuals for positions that have more risk associated with them. For example, a mentor meeting one-on-one with a child has more opportunity to violate the child sexually than a volunteer at the library who reads stories to groups of children for an hour. The mentor needs to be screened much more carefully due to the increased risk.

Each step in the screening process is designed to obtain relevant information concerning the qualifications of individuals to meet the requirements for which applicants are applying. In most cases, organizations are seeking the same information from multiple sources in different ways. For example, the application from the staff member may list past experience; checking with references verifies that the information on the application is accurate and the description of the position given by the applicant has not been exaggerated. If the information were inconsistent, the organization would be wise to deny the applicant a position. 

The application process for the position should be completed before an applicant is placed with the organization. The pressures to fill vacancies may tempt supervisors to start applicants before they complete all of the required steps. This short cut is a prescription for possible disaster. 

We would caution again that organizations should not place too much trust in the results of the screening process. Even the most thorough of screening processes cannot predict with utmost certainty how well an applicant will perform in a position or whether an applicant may constitute a threat to individuals receiving services from your organization, your organization’s assets, or its reputation in the community it serves.

Levels of Screening

As previously stated, the level of screening for a particular position should take into account the nature of the position and the opportunities the position affords to misuse the organization’s trust to cause harm. 

All staff positions—employees and volunteers—should be subject to a basic screening process. This process includes a written application, face-to-face interviews, and reference checks. Additional screening such as police records checks and credentials verification should be performed based upon specific requirements of positions for which applications are being taken—including, of course, compliance with any statutory and contractual requirements. 

Uniform Criteria

In addition to controlling risk, the application process needs to be fair. Fairness requires that all applicants for a particular position be evaluated by the same criteria and the criteria should be related to the demands of the position as well as the needs of the organization.

Selection criteria establish the minimum qualifications for each position. The screening process should surface additional assets the individual brings to the organization and should be considered when selecting staff to fill vacancies. It is important to consider unrelated knowledge and skills that may offer advantages to the organization, but they should not be allowed to overshadow deficiencies in the core requirements or major concerns that surface during the screening process.

Position Descriptions

The written position description is the keystone for the screening process. It makes possible the development of selection criteria based upon the specific responsibilities of the position taking into account the potential risks that a position may have. For this reason, a position description needs to be inclusive of all usual duties the person placed in the position will be expected to perform. It also should list occasional duties that require specific skills, knowledge or credentials, or for which there are identifiable risks or liability exposures for the organization. For example, the organization may expect someone in a particular position to run errands, when necessary, using their private vehicle. To fulfil this responsibility, the person needs to have an acceptable driving record, insurance on the vehicle, a current driver’s license and, of course, a vehicle. 

Positions descriptions should not be limited to paid jobs. They are also important tools for volunteer positions. For volunteers, position descriptions define the expectations of the organization to ensure that each volunteer understands the tasks that they are being asked to perform, the time commitment required, and the location where the work will be performed.

Application Forms

Written application forms are another important tool for screening both employees and volunteers. Application forms offer advantages over resume submissions as they provide a uniform set of information to the reviewers upon which to base selection decisions. Application forms also may include information from organizations to applicants such as a notification that incomplete applications or falsification of information provided by the applicant will result in rejection of the application or termination of the applicant if he or she has already been placed.

Most organizations use standardized application forms that serve to identify the applicant, tell where the applicant lives and how to contact him or her, and give a summary of experience in both employed and volunteer positions. Many standard application forms ask for contact information for references and also include questions concerning criminal records and driving records.

Application forms may also be customized for each position to obtain specific information needed to screen applicants. For example, if the position requires caring for children, the application may ask questions about past experiences working with children, the disciplinary techniques the applicant prefers and specific questions about child abuse or criminal conduct in which children were involved.

Experienced human resource professionals indicate that more than a third of applications and resumes inflate the applicants’ qualifications, exaggerate duties or responsibilities of past employment, or completely fabricate experience and credentials. Very rarely is an organization justified in making placements solely on the basis of information from the application and resume.

Applications should require signatures attesting to the truthfulness and completeness of the information provided by the applicant. Applicant signatures should also signify authorization for the organization to verify the information on the application from any source and to protect the organization and the individuals providing information from any liability. The statement below is a sample of suggested language for signature blocks on applications:

Disclaimer Language for a Volunteer Application
Read Carefully before Signing This Application 

I hereby consent to permit [Name of Nonprofit] to contact anyone it deems appropriate to investigate or verify any information provided by me to discuss my suitability for a volunteer position, including my background, volunteer experience, education or related matters. I expressly give my consent to any discussions regarding the foregoing and I voluntarily and knowingly waive all rights to bring an action for defamation, invasion of privacy, or similar cause of action, against anyone providing such information.

I hereby authorize any organization affiliated with [Name of Nonprofit] to investigate my background as necessary for the consideration of my application for the position of ______________________. 

I further authorize all persons, schools, companies, organizations, credit bureaus, and law enforcement agencies to supply all information concerning my background and to furnish reports thereon and I hereby release them and any organization affiliated with [Name of Nonprofit] from any and all liability and responsibility arising from their doing so.

I certify that the answers given by me to all questions on this application and any attachments are, to the best of my knowledge and belief, true and correct and that I have not knowingly withheld any pertinent facts or circumstances. I understand that any omission or misrepresentation of fact in this application may result in refusal of or separation from volunteer service upon discovery thereof.

Applicant’s Signature __________________________ Date _________________

Interviews

Face-to-face interviews are critical elements for both employee and volunteer screening. Interviews are much more effective if the interviewers have received training for conducting effective interviews. Such training should include techniques for putting applicants at ease, areas of legitimate inquiry, impermissible areas of inquiry, evaluation of applicants’ responses, and closing the interview.

Interviews are a time consuming, but necessary, part of the screening process. Interviewers need to prepare for the interview by reviewing information from the position description and the application. Interviewers should prepare a list of questions based upon the position. Other questions should be prepared based on the information provided on the application or resume. 

Some organizations have found it useful to have a team of interviewers conduct interviews. It is important that the applicant not be overwhelmed, therefore, the number of interviewers should be limited to no more than three. If more than one interviewer conducts the interview, they need to observe a protocol so that the applicant finishes responding to an interviewer’s question before being asked a question by the other. 

Interviews should provide ample opportunity for the applicant to ask questions about the organization and the responsibilities of the position. Applicants’ questions may provide additional insight for the interviewers on the level of interest and amount of thoughtful consideration the applicant has given to submitting their applications.

At the conclusion of the interview, the interviewer should explain the next steps in the screening process and what the applicant may expect. If the interviewers feel that the applicant will not be successful or is unqualified for the position, no further commitment is warranted. If the interviewers feel that the applicant has a future with the organization, the applicant should be asked if he or she would like his or her application advanced to the next stage.

Reference Checks

Despite feelings by some that reference checking yields very little information, it is an important step in the screening process. The first two steps in the screening process rely upon information provided by the applicant. The remainder of the screening process is devoted to obtaining information from other sources to verify information obtained from applicants. Checking references is an important tool for verifying past employment and volunteer service and for obtaining other information about the applicant relevant to the duties of the position.

When checking references, questions should be asked that are open-ended—allowing the reference to answer in his or her own words. In no case should the reference be given the information from the applicant to answer the question. For example, references should be asked, “How long have you known the applicant?” and not “The applicant said that he has known you for 15 years, is this correct?” 
When possible, it’s best to check with people who have direct knowledge of the applicant such as direct supervisors rather than HR personnel. Personal references may not be able to give insight on job performance, but may be able to shed light on personality traits and non job-related background—driving habits, criminal history background, and such other attributes as ability to relate to children if the position requires it.

The most common methods of checking references are by mail and by telephone. Using the telephone to check references offers the advantage of speed and the ability to interact with the individual providing the reference. Mailing a questionnaire to a reference with standard queries does provide documentation from the reference, but may slow the screening process while waiting for responses to return. 

If applicants offer general letters of endorsement, it is wise to confirm with the purported authors of the letters that they indeed wrote the recommendations. Technological developments have enabled word processing programs to create official looking letterhead and have added to the ability of applicants to further falsify their credentials.

If references verify the information offered by applicants on their applications and interviews, and don’t give credible information contradicting applicants, the organization is ready to complete the screening process. If the position only requires a basic screening, then applicants successfully completing these steps are ready to be offered positions. 

Applicants for positions of trust and those who will work extensively with children may be subjected to further screening as warranted by the nature of their responsibilities.

Other Screening Checks

There are several kinds of additional checks that organizations may include in their screening processes. Some of these are costly and therefore should be reserved for applicants who are likely to be placed upon completion and a positive outcome of the additional checks.

One of the most common checks for individuals working with vulnerable individuals is a criminal history records check. A few years ago, it was very rare for employees—much less volunteers—to be screened using criminal history records. Federal legislation was enacted in 1994 that encourages states to permit nonprofit organizations the use of criminal history records repositories to screen both volunteers and employees. This legislation, “The National Child Protection Act of 1993” (NCPA), limits the cost of screening volunteers to $36 ($18 for the state and $18 for the FBI). Unfortunately, this cost is higher than most organizations can absorb. The NCPA also requires the use of fingerprints for identification purposes and this requirement further complicates the screening process.

Another set of official databases used for screening are the state sex offender registries. Many states have placed their sex offender registries online where they are accessible via the Internet. When using sex-offender registries for screening, organizations need to be aware that states use different criteria for listing sex offenders and may not list some individuals who have criminal histories that should serve to disqualify them from working with vulnerable individuals. The advantages to using sex-offender registries are lower cost (many are free), and speed (the response, if the registry is online, is instantaneous). 

Private vendors are another source for criminal history records checks that is growing in use. Technology has made it possible for Internet-based records checks to be performed rapidly and at lower cost using name, social security numbers, and date of birth. Such services are often spin-offs from the same corporations that perform credit checks. When using these services, organizations must comply with the provisions of the “Fair Credit Reporting Act” (FCRA) as third party criminal history records checks are considered to be “consumer reports” and thereby covered by the FCRA.

Questions are often asked about the relative effectiveness of fingerprint-based vs. name-based records checks. This question may be moot since the primary reason to perform a check is to discourage individuals from applying for a position in which they could be a potential threat to vulnerable individuals. All databases including the FBI’s national crime information system have flaws and none will identify all individuals with criminal history records. It cannot be stressed enough that screening is only the first step in protecting vulnerable service recipients. Other policies and procedures must be implemented by nonprofit organizations to better protect their service recipients.

Another common records check used for screening is a department of motor vehicles records (MVR) check. This process is particularly important if the individual will operate a motor vehicle on behalf of the organization. If the vehicle capacity is larger than 15 passengers, an MVR check plus additional screening is required by the federal government pursuant to obtaining a commercial driver’s license (CDL). The CDL requirements apply irrespective of whether the driver is an employee or volunteer. MVR checks are obtained through your state’s motor vehicle department, usually for a cost of $2 or less. Sometimes the insurance company may request a list of drivers that will be driving for the organization and perform the MVR. In these cases, the insurance company may only inform the organization if the individual is insurable or not—due to privacy concerns it may not explain why. 

Drug screening is another area that organizations may need to include in their staff selection process. This is especially true of positions in drug-rehabilitation programs, those in which heavy machinery or motor vehicles will be operated, and positions in medical facilities that place staff members in close proximity to controlled substances. Drug screening should be performed in conformity with the applicable privacy laws and written policies of the organization.

Staff Screening Conclusion 

Staff screening is an important tool helping to insure that organizations obtain the personnel needed to offer quality services to the community and at the same time exclude individuals who constitute identifiable threats to the safety of service recipients, other staff members and ultimately the viability of the organization. Staff screening is but one of the tools that organizations must employ to accomplish these goals. 

3. Train for the position and the organization
Once staff members have been selected, the organization is responsible for ensuring that they receive the necessary training to perform their duties and assist the organization to accomplish its mission. Part of the training program should be designed around the organization’s policies and the staff’s responsibility to comply with them. This training is something that every staff member—both employees and volunteers—should complete prior to being placed. Part of this training should emphasize child safety including child abuse prevention, as well as information about children’s physical and emotional development, recognition of the signs of child abuse and neglect, and the reporting responsibilities of staff members. When new staff members learn how serious the organization is about protecting children and youth, they may be more motivated to implement the organization’s policies.
Another part of the training should focus on the specific duties of the position in which the staff member is being placed. This training should rely upon the position description to identify the skills and knowledge required to be successful in the position. It may be delivered by a mentoring process in which the supervisor serves as the mentor for the staff member. 

4. Provide proper staff and program supervision
Staff Supervision
In addition to careful selection and effective training, the organization should provide sufficient staff supervision to spot problems before they reach crisis status. This may be an easier task for facilities-based organizations that conduct their activities in a central location. It is definitely a challenge for mentoring organizations with volunteer mentors meeting individual mentees through the community. Each organization must develop supervisory techniques that meet the demands of its operational realities. For mentoring organizations, frequent regular contact with both mentors and mentees by a case supervisor becomes essential to fulfill the organization’s youth protection responsibilities. 
Oftentimes a supervisor can sense problems that without intervention could result in violations of the organization’s policies; for example, helping a stressed-out staff member trying to deal with an unruly child as well as direct several other children in the activity. Without intervention the staff member may have resorted to inappropriate physical discipline. By stepping in and removing the unruly child, the supervisor diffused the situation.

Supervisory personnel should give feedback to the staff they supervise. Feedback is most often informal and should not be limited to performance deficiencies. Recognition of positive achievements and complying with child and youth protection policies reinforces their importance with employees and volunteers. When supervisors detect policy infractions, they must confront the staff member and take remedial action in a timely manner. If the infraction is serious or part of a pattern of infractions, the supervisor should initiate termination proceedings in accord with the policies of the organization.

Program Supervision
Child abusers, especially child molesters, need to isolate their victims in order to perform the abuse. One of the strongest child and youth protection measures is to require that a minimum of two adults be present during all activities and outings. More adults may be required depending on the nature of the activities and the numbers of children or youth participating in the activity. 
Similarly, depending upon the nature of the organization, one-on-one contacts between adults and youth might be prohibited entirely. When private conversation is required, it should be visible to others but may be out of earshot. Limiting one-on-one contact between adults and children helps to protect children from abuse but also helps to protect adults from false allegations of abuse.

Many organizations develop leadership skills by having young people serve in leadership roles in the organization. Youth leaders should have close adult guidance when exercising leadership responsibilities and should not administer any kind of physical punishment.

5. Communicate with children, youths and their families or caregivers
Whatever activities an organization sanctions, the guidelines for what is and isn’t a sanctioned activity should be clear. By sharing these guidelines with leaders, parents and the young people participating in the program, the organization may thwart an abuser. Many molesters try to gain access to their victims by affiliating with child and youth serving programs. The molester then initiates activities with a child that go beyond the scope of the organization’s program. For example, a tutor offers to spend extra time with a child away from the school. Parents and children need to be able to know that such attention isn’t permitted and that the offer is highly questionable.

Helping young people recognize abusive behavior and learning how they can help to protect themselves is an important organizational responsibility. Child molesters look for children they can manipulate and trick into compliant behavior. Children who are empowered to resist abuse and seek help from trusted adults are more likely to avoid molestation.

Very little sexual abuse takes place during the official activities of an organization. Child molesters use the organization to gain legitimate access to children and then expand their relationships with vulnerable children and youth outside the official activities of the organization. Organizations should actively discourage out-of-program contact between children and youth receiving services and staff members. Parents and participants need to be informed by the organization that staff members are selected by the organization for their services in the organization’s official activities. Staff members aren’t selected to be baby-sitters, buddies, or escorts for children and youth away from the organization’s programs and supervision.

Secret initiations and physical hazing are invitations for physical and sexual abuse. The desire of young people to be a part of the group may encourage them to engage in activities that they would otherwise resist. Formal rituals and ceremonies are legitimate parts of many organizations’ programs and enrich the lives of their participants. Parents should be encouraged to observe these legitimate ceremonies. 

6. Control the environments in which services are delivered 
The facilities used by organizations to deliver services and conduct its activities may contribute to opportunities for abuse or may limit those opportunities. 
Controlling access to areas where children or youth are present helps to protect them from outsiders. While fire codes may require multiple exits from buildings, having a single point of entrance that is monitored is ideal yet not always feasible. For camps and other large facilities, visitors should be directed to a central registration point to sign the visitors’ log and receive a guest identification pass. Safety of children requires knowing who is on the premises and where they are supposed to be. Anyone who appears to be wandering and isn’t displaying the visitors’ identification should be intercepted by a staff member and escorted to the registration area.

Adequate lighting deters wrongdoing. The lighting in hallways, stairwells, parking areas and along walkways should be bright enough to enable participants to identify individuals as they approach and to permit observers to recognize abnormal situations. Once lighting is installed, the organization must ensure that it is maintained. Assaults, rapes, and other offenses are more likely in dark areas.

When choosing a facility to use for child and youth activities, organizations should seek one that limits opportunities for isolating a child or youth from being observed by others. If only a part of a facility is used for an activity, others areas should be secured to prevent access by individuals seeking to escape the supervision or observation by staff members.

Shower-rooms and toilet facilities are among abusers’ favorite places. A study of sexual abuse in childcare programs in the USA found that two-thirds of the cases occurred in the bathroom. Taking children into a bathroom gives the abuser an excuse to be alone with children and offers the opportunity to dupe them into genital contact. To counter this, bathrooms for young children can be designed to provide privacy for the child but permit observation of the adult helpers.

Children are more vulnerable to sexual abuse in situations in which they are changing their clothes, taking showers, or otherwise unclothed. The risk in these situations is increased when a child is isolated from other children or alone with a single adult. Ideally, programs should have separate changing areas for adults and children. If this isn’t possible, consideration should be given to scheduling the use of these areas by different age groups to minimize the opportunity for abuse or accusations of abuse. Staff members should have a separate area or scheduled times to protect their privacy and avoid situations in which allegations of sexual abuse could take on added credibility.

Some organizations are more careful about checking equipment in and out than they are about children and youth coming and going. Carefully administered sign-in/sign-out procedures can protect children leaving the site with the wrong person and ensure that staff members are aware that a child has arrived for the program.

A sign-in procedure also offers the opportunity to assess the child or youth’s condition as they arrive. Conducting a visual inspection of the child when greeting the child or helping with jackets and coats can be a part of the arrival activities. Any injuries such as cuts, bruises, burns should be noted in the child’s record. This is also a good time to note if the child appears to be healthy, is appropriately dressed for the season and meets reasonable standards of personal hygiene.

7. Take prompt action upon any allegation or suspicion of possible abuse
The Seventh Principle of Child and Youth Protection is, “Take prompt action upon any allegation or suspicion of abuse.” The protection of children and youth served by your program requires that any allegation or suspicion of abuse be acted upon with urgency and reported to the appropriate child protection agency. 

If the alleged or suspected abuse occurred within your organization, the suspected perpetrator should be suspended from any further association with your organization until the suspicions or allegations are investigated by the appropriate law enforcement or child protective services agency. Only when investigations clear the alleged perpetrator should that person be allowed to return to his or her duties.

If an employee or volunteer suspects that a child receiving services from your organization has been abused elsewhere, this suspected abuse must be reported to the authorities for investigation. Failure to report suspected abuse leaves victimized children at risk of great harm and may expose the organization to legal liability.

If the alleged abuse occurred outside of your organization but involved an employee or volunteer of your organization, the staff members should be suspended until the allegation is resolved and reinstated only upon being cleared by the investigating authorities.

Child Protective Services or a law enforcement agency should perform investigations of abuse allegations. The organization may look into the incident to determine if any of its policies were violated and initiate disciplinary actions based upon its findings.

When a child discloses abuse, listen to the disclosure. Be supportive of the child and don’t give any indication of disbelief. Express appreciation that the child trusted you enough to disclose the abuse, but don’t promise to keep it secret. Explain that you have to report the allegations to the authorities and that they will want to talk with the child. 

Summary

The principles suggested in this course can help to establish standards of acceptable behavior, reduce opportunities for abuse, ensure consistency and fairness, and strengthen your organization’s defense to lawsuits. Above all, addressing these principles will result in greater safety for the children you serve.
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