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PART 1: A TIME TO PROTECT GOD’s CHILDREN 
 
This training contains true stories of survivors based on real cases of child sexual abuse. The content 
may be disturbing; it may bring about strong reactions. If you feel you are unable to continue, please 
communicate with your coordinator. 
 
We all value the protection of children and youth…Children are the hope of our future. 
 
Every smile from a child is a precious gift. They come to us with open hearts, with a trust so honest, it 
brings joy and lights our lives. All children deserve to have happy and healthy childhoods. As adults, it is 
our immense responsibility to nurture and guide them through their journey to adulthood. It is a privilege 
for caring adults to keep a child as safe as possible.   
 
Although this training primarily focuses on children and youth, what you learn here can also be applied to 
addressing other vulnerable populations, such as vulnerable adults, who could include those who are 
physically, emotionally or developmentally incapacitated or disabled. 
 
Thank you for being here. Together, we are making a difference in the lives of people who cannot always 
protect themselves. Every employee and volunteer in child-serving environments must be committed to 
working together to protect children and youth, and this program is here to show you how to do that.   
 
But first, we cannot expect to protect the children and youth in our care unless we bring the reality of child 
sexual abuse out into the open. We know too well that there are those who harm children and youth in 
order to meet their own selfish interests. And if no one stops them, they will continue to cause harm...” 
Abuse can happen wherever there are children and youth present, even in the most trusted 
environments... 
 

 
Michael D. Hoffman speaks… When I was young, I was sexually abused by a 
man who was a dear friend to my parents. It went from a mentoring type of 
relationship, that ended up being some of the worst years of my life.  

 
He was held in high regard within our community. And, because my parents 
really trusted him, I didn’t think that my parents would believe me. So, I didn’t tell 
my family, or my friends. I didn’t say anything until 30 years later. 
 

 

 
 

Caleb speaks… I loved sports; you know. I wanted to go pro; I still do. I really 
thought I could make it—and he said I could, too. Coach told me “you got this…” 
Yeah! Look at me now. After what happened to me, nobody would want me. 
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Comprehension Question: Which of the following statements are TRUE? 

A. Children are the hope of our future and deserve to have happy and healthy childhoods. 

B. As adults, it is our immense responsibility to nurture and guide children and youth on their journey 

to adulthood. 

C. Abuse can happen wherever there are children and youth present, even in trusted environments. 

D. What we learn about ways to prevent and respond appropriately to child sexual abuse can also 

be applied to the prevention and proper response of vulnerable adult abuse.  

E. All of the above. 

 

The correct answer is “E.” It is true that children are the hope of our future and deserve to have happy 

and healthy childhoods. As adults, it is our immense responsibility to nurture and guide children and youth 

on their journey to adulthood. Abuse can happen wherever there are children and youth present, even in 

trusted environments.  And, what we learn about ways to prevent and respond appropriately to child 

sexual abuse can also be applied to the prevention and proper response of vulnerable adult abuse. 

 

 

Robert H. Farley speaks… Everywhere children, youth and vulnerable adults 
gather, there is the potential for victimization—including the ever-evolving virtual 
world of the Internet. 
A significant characteristic of technology-facilitated victimization is that the 
victims often fail to identify themselves as having been victimized. Due to the 
manipulation of the abuser, they frequently feel they are in love with the molester, 
or the molester is a "good friend." 
 

 

 
Emily speaks… I was in middle school when I first met Mike online. He became 
my best friend. Actually, I loved him and I thought he loved me… What he did to 
me really hurt. 
 
I used to talk to Mike online every day—and even on the phone. Mike asked me 
out several times and eventually I agreed, and we went out. Mike had told me he 
was 17, and he even sent me pictures of himself. But, when I actually met him, 
he looked, he looked a lot older. Still, we went on our date and everything was 
fine until the ride back to my school, where Mike was going to drop me off so my 
parents wouldn't find out. 
 

 
These are not isolated cases. Research repeatedly shows that the number of survivors who have 
experienced child sexual abuse is alarming. 
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Dr. David Finkelhor speaks… Between five and ten percent of adult men say 
they were molested as kids and the number is 20 percent of adult women. 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Child sexual abuse can include a range of physical and non-physical actions. Touching a child anywhere 

on their body in a sexual manner, or forcing a child to touch the private parts of an adult, is child sexual 

abuse. Non-touching behaviors include voyeurism—such as, trying to look at a youth’s naked body, or, 

exhibitionism—meaning exposing one’s genitalia, or, showing a child pornographic images. 

 

Eliza McCoy speaks… Child sexual abuse is a significant and pervasive 
problem. And, child sexual abuse is not “new.” Child Advocacy Centers and 
reporting centers have seen abused children come from every environment—
schools, daycares, youth-serving organizations, sports, in homes amongst family 
and caretakers and babysitters, and from every type of church. 

 
 

 
 
 

Roberto speaks… He would always talk to my mom and me at church. And my 
mom always thought he was so nice. And, yeah, he’d have me over to his house 
to play with his kids and spend the night. 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 
Caleb speaks… Everybody knew coach and liked him. To us guys, he was like a 
pal, like one of us. He treated us… Like we were grown-ups. We did all kinds of 
stuff with him… I mean, he’d let us go to his house and drink with him. We told 
him everything; he really seemed like he was one of us. But then things changed. 
He started to single me out, paying more attention to me. Asked me to go to his 
house, by myself. And… And, then, that’s when he started messing around with 
me. 
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Comprehension Question: Please finish the following statement with the correct answer(s):  

Child sexual abuse can include… 

A. Touching a child anywhere in a sexual manner. 

B. Showing a child pornographic images. 

C. Giving a child a quick “high five”. 

D. All of the above. 

E. A and B only. 

 

The correct answer is “E.” Child sexual abuse can include touching a child anywhere in a sexual manner 

and showing a child pornographic images. Giving a child a high five is not considered sexual abuse, and 

would actually usually be considered to be an appropriate way to briefly communicate with a child. 

 
It seems as though every day there is another story in the news of a child sexually abused by someone 
known and trusted. The abuser can be a coach, a teacher, a friend of the parents, family, a member of 
the clergy, a male or female—or even another child. 
 

 
Deborah speaks… I was in the 7th grade. And, uh, and I wasn’t doing very well 
in English class, so my teacher would keep me after class to help me. And then 
she started hugging me, and kissing me, and then she uh, fondling. I kept 
thinking that if I was a better student, then she wouldn’t have done that, or if I 
hadn’t stayed after class. I know now that I was wrong in thinking that. That it 
wasn’t my fault. But how is a 12-year-old supposed to know that? 

 
 

 

 
Children often feel blindsided and confused by the manipulation done to them, whether it is in person, or 
through the Internet. 
 
 
 

 
Robert H. Farley speaks… While providing almost limitless, positive 
opportunities for youth to learn and socialize, the Internet can also provide 
another avenue of access for child abusers. A child molester can use a computer 
or Smartphone to roam online from gaming sites to social networking platforms 
looking for children and teens susceptible to victimization. 

 
Children may be at risk of victimization and exploitation, possibly exposing them 
to sexting, pornography, sexual solicitations and even human trafficking. Online, 
the abuser does not even have to be physically present to groom the youth or 
arrange a meeting to further sexually exploit them in person. 
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Emily speaks… When Mike pulled in the parking lot I started to get out of his 
van, but he wouldn’t let me. He started to do things I didn’t want him to do… I told 
him to stop, but he told me that this is what people do when they love each other. 
What he did to me really hurt. When I walked home that night, I was crying. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Caleb speaks… At first, I was really happy when I joined the team. Everybody 
knew coach and everybody liked him. He was like—a hero because his teams 
were always winning. Coach told me I was good and that I could be even better 
with a lot of work, but I needed his help. I believed him, and I was ready. I 
thought I wanted to do whatever I could to become the best. And he did help me 
be better. My parents were so proud that he showed interest in me. They used to 
say, “Hey, dreams do come true.” And it really seemed like mine were… 
 
I trusted him. We all did. Then one day after practice he called me into his office. 
Told me that with hard work I could become team captain. Wow! Man! I was on 
cloud nine. 

 

 
Comprehension Question: Please select whether the following statement is True or False:  

Sexual abusers are most often someone known and trusted to the child, such as a coach, teacher, 

friend of the parents, family, a member of the clergy, a male or female, or even another child. 

A. True. 

B. False. 

 
 
The correct answer is “A.” Sexual abusers are most often someone known and trusted to the child, such 

as a coach, teacher, friend of the parents, family, a member of the clergy, a male or female, or even 

another child. 

 
 

 
Dr. David Finkelhor speaks… Some child molesters are very appealing, 
socially gifted people. They win over congregations; they win over neighbors; 
they win over families; they even win over the kids themselves. They can be 
talented, resourceful and authoritative, but they use those talents to gain 
confidence with parents and access to kids to act on their own sexual interests. 

 
 
 

 

 
Child abusers employ several different tactics to abuse children; sometimes they abuse in such a subtle 
way that the child isn’t aware the behavior is abusive. The abuser is constantly evaluating how much 
further they can push the child’s defenses or boundaries for the “next time,” especially if the child doesn’t 
seem to react or protest right away. 
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Boundaries are limits, or lines that separate our personal space, emotions and behaviors from others. 
Children, especially, are harmed when their boundaries are violated—regardless of whether it is  
 
intentional or not. Crossing them can often be part of a larger, manipulative grooming process. This 
manipulative process can take time, and includes physical, psychological and community grooming 
intended to create an environment that traps children and lulls families, and other safe adults into 
complacency. 
 
Physical grooming involves a physical progression of touches, beginning with a normal, acceptable 
touch, that transitions to a more inappropriate or sexual touch over time—that ultimately culminates in 
abuse. Abusers do this for two reasons, to desensitize the child or youth to inappropriate touch, and to 
confuse them about appropriate boundaries. 
 
Psychological grooming occurs when the abuser manipulates the child to form an emotional 
attachment, making the youth feel dependent on the adult, and, more isolated from others. They might  
 
give youth drugs or alcohol to make the child feel complicit, so the youth feels they were responsible for 
the abuse, or contributed to it. Abusers may also coerce the child by threatening a loved one, or 
performing actions to make the youth feel conflicted or helpless. 
 
 

 
Michael D. Hoffman speaks… My abuser told me that what he was doing to my 
body was a normal way for two people to show love and affection for one 
another. 
 
I carried shame around for years. But, I came to realize, I didn’t do anything 
wrong—it wasn’t my fault. 

 

 

 

 
Community grooming provides the abusers with the environment needed to accomplish their goals.  
 
They build trust not just with the child, but with the child's support system as well. Abusers will work to 
ingratiate themselves into the community, developing relationships with adults and children for greater 
access to youth and protection against suspicion. 
 
 

 
Volunteer Coordinator speaks… We all loved him. We trusted him and felt like 
he was exactly what our community needed. We were grateful seeing him take 
such an interest in our young people, and we brought kids who needed help to 
him… He told us that the most powerful moments were when he was one-on-one 
with youth, so they wouldn’t have any distractions. What he said made sense, so 
we gave him space and didn’t challenge his methods, even though they were a 
little different from our rules... But, it never occurred to us that he could be doing 
such awful things. 
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Caleb speaks… Coach said I'd have to stay after team practice, and he'd work 
with me one-on-one and give me "special" pointers. He even got permission from 
my parents to let me practice with him at his house.  
 
I thought... Great! But, then those after school practices… Turned into something 
else. I tried to tell my parents. But, they didn't get it. They said, when you work 
with someone great, like Coach, sometimes they’re a little quirky. But, I should 
stick with it, because he was the best. 

 

 
Comprehension Question: Which of the following statements about boundaries is accurate? 

(Select the best answer) 

A. Boundaries only involve our physical space, and are not important in the grand scheme of our lives 

and relationships. 

B. The idea of upholding boundaries ONLY applies to me and my wants and needs; I do not need to 

think about or be concerned at all with the boundaries of children. It’s important that I ensure that my 

boundaries are solid so that I don’t get hurt.  

C. Boundaries are limits, or lines that separate our personal space, emotions, and behaviors from 

others. It is important to be concerned about setting our own boundaries, and upholding the 

boundaries of children, because children are harmed when their boundaries are violated, whether it is 

intentional or not. 

 

The correct answer is “C.” Boundaries are limits, or lines that separate our personal space, emotions, and 

behaviors from others. It is important to be concerned about setting our own boundaries, and upholding 

the boundaries of children, because children are harmed when their boundaries are violated, whether it is 

intentional or not. 

 
It is heartbreaking any time a child is a victim of abuse, and even more so when it involves an abuser 
within a church community. Because, to that child, the abuser represents the Church, and can represent 
God. 
 

 
 
 

Volunteer Coordinator speaks… When the allegation came out about him, it 
completely divided us. He denied everything—but it all came out in the 
investigation. People were in denial that he could be abusing kids, and so they 
accused the kids of lying—and basically blamed them instead. 
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Michael D. Hoffman speaks… I’ll never forget what happened when I attended 
my first VIRTUS training as a volunteer. The gentleman sitting next to me was a 
fellow parent and parishioner—a good guy. He kept shaking his head throughout 
the entire training and telling me that, “This would never happen to my boys. That 
boy looks weak, and my boys aren’t weak.”  
 
He was essentially revictimizing the child, and perpetuating the social stigma of 
blaming the victim, which is something that many in our society continue to do.    

 

 
Child abusers rely on their power as adults, and their manipulation tactics, to make it even more difficult 
for children to talk about the abuse. They convince children that adults won't believe them if they tell. 
 
 

 
Deborah speaks… One time, I told her that I didn't want to go to tutoring after 
school anymore. And she told me that I better not tell my parents any lies about 
her. I knew my parents were gonna believe her over me because she was a 
teacher and she was just helping me with my schoolwork. And, she was so nice 
to them. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Dr. David Finkelhor speaks… Molesters often leave victims feeling as though 
the victims themselves were to blame. The kids think that they somehow led the 
offender on, or that they used bad judgment, or that they were at fault because 
they liked the offender and the attention that the offender paid to them. Many 
child molesters have a lot of genuine skill in relating to children and can easily 
find jobs and volunteer opportunities that give them access to kids.  
 
They imagine that they’re providing kids with love and attention that they 
desperately need and they rationalize away the terrible anguish and confusion 
that they’re causing. 

 

 
There are different types of abusers. Some abusers abuse multiple children. Either because they have a 
sexual preference toward children, or because they sexualize many or all their relationships.  
 
Other abusers have fewer victims, possibly even one, because the abuse is situational to a specific 
relationship or opportunity. They take advantage of opportunities in family and social relationships, acting 
out of loneliness, stress, entitlement, and unresolved sexual and developmental traumas. There are also 
abusers who will sexually victimize anyone at any opportunity, in any deviant or sadistic way possible.  
 
However, for the types of preferential and situational abusers who specifically abuse children, their 
victimization is achieved through grooming and manipulation. 
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Roberto speaks… It’s not something you just get over. You just don’t get over it, 
it’s not that simple. I thought that everyone that looked at me knew that my 
manhood was gone. I felt dirty; used; disgusting. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Dr. David Finkelhor speaks… Kids and adults who were molested are much 
more likely to have drug and alcohol problems, depression, and other mental 
health difficulties. They’re even more likely to have physical ailments. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Most often, children are abused by someone they or their family knows and trusts. This can create layers 
of complexity when attempting to disclose and present significant challenges for a child trying to heal. The 
effects can be profound and long-term on the survivor, their family, and even their community.  
 
Many victims do not disclose sexual abuse until they are adults. Survivors may experience a range of 
emotions including hopelessness, fear and anxiety. Shame, embarrassment and self-blame are common 
reactions that can feel paralyzing and may prevent victims from seeking help from friends and family and 
reporting the abuse. 
 

 
Comprehension Question: Victims/Survivors of child sexual abuse may experience which of the 

following: 

A. Nothing, there are no known lasting effects of being sexually abused. 

B. Drug or alcohol problems and physical ailments. 

C. Depression, hopelessness and anxiety. 

D. Shame, embarrassment and self-blame. 

E. B, C and D. 

 

The correct answer is “E.” It is common for survivors of child sexual abuse to experience a range of 
reactions and problems because of the manipulation and abuse done to them. For example, 
victims/survivors of child sexual abuse may experience drug or alcohol problems and physical ailments. In 
addition, survivors may experience depression, hopelessness, anxiety, shame, embarrassment and self-
blame. 
 

 
Child sexual abuse can be stopped before it starts. And you, as a caring adult and a member of the 
community, can have a pivotal role in protecting all of our children in each of your environments. In order 
to protect youth, we must separate the myths from the facts. 
 
Fact: Child abusers cannot be identified solely based on the way they look.  
 
Abusers can look like, or be, anyone, male or female, or even a team of people working together, in  
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addition to adults who are married—with children of their own. Sex abusers look like your neighbors,  
 
friends and acquaintances—the people with whom you work, family members, other trusted adults and 
even other youth. Child sexual abuse happens in all income, racial, ethnic, and other demographic 
groups, and sex offenders do not fall into one certain category. 
 
Fact: Most abusers are known and trusted by the victim—and the victim’s family. 
 
Studies estimate that the vast majority of child abuse, 89 percent, is performed by someone known and 
trusted—both by the victim and the victim’s parents or guardians. This means that only 11 percent is 
performed by strangers... 
 
Fact: Most sex abusers are not homosexuals.  
 
Research shows that an individual who identifies, or behaves, as someone with a same-sex attraction for 
adults does not pose a greater risk to the sexual abuse of children. 
 
Fact: Celibate clergy are not more likely than others to abuse children.  
 
Promising celibacy, or even taking a vow of chastity, does not cause someone to abuse children—as 
most abusers have never made promises of celibacy. 
 
Fact: Children rarely lie about sexual abuse.  
 
When disclosing about sexual abuse, over 95 percent of the time, children are telling the truth. And, fewer 
than five percent of their allegations are intentionally false. 
 
If we understand that the majority of children are telling the truth when they speak about child sexual 
abuse, then we also need to know what to do, and how best to respond. 
 

 
Eliza McCoy speaks… The effects of abuse are complex, but healing is 
absolutely possible. For healing to occur, we need to provide the child with an 
environment that is safe and supportive, where people believe what they say. 
 
There is a detrimental message our society conveys to survivors of child sexual 
abuse—that it is best not to talk about what happened; that it is better to keep it 
to yourself. But, the victim is never to blame. There is no shame in being a 
survivor, and it is never too late to talk about it with someone who can help. 

 

 
 
Michael D. Hoffman speaks… My family and my community had a lot to do with 
that healing process. Healing came to me when my story was believed by my 
family, my friends, my community. Listening, hearing and believing when any 
person trusts you enough to tell you their painful story—now, that’s the start of 
the healing journey. 

 
I want every parent, every staff member, every employee—in fact, everyone in 
the community, to know that you have a great opportunity to protect all children 
and even, perhaps, save their lives. You are an integral part of the prevention of 
sexual abuse. 
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And, you, as a caring adult and a member of the community, can have a pivotal role in protecting all of 
our children in each of your environments. 
 
Learning more about the reality of child sexual abuse is just the beginning. We need to take what we've 
learned and use it to build safer environments for everyone—both in the Church, and everywhere in our 
lives involving children and youth. 
 
In this way, we are protecting all of God's children. 
 

 
Comprehension Question: Please select whether the following statement is True or false:  

Children rarely lie about sexual abuse. 

A. True. 

B. False. 

 

 

The correct answer is “A.” It is true that children rarely lie about sexual abuse. When disclosing about 
sexual abuse, over 95 percent of the time children are telling the truth. This means we must take any 
possible reports of child sexual abuse seriously. How we respond can make a big difference in getting the 
youth the help that they may need. The appropriate action to take is outlined in the next set of videos. 
 

 
PART 2: A PLAN TO PROTECT GOD’s CHILDREN 

 
One child who has experienced child abuse is one too many… 
 
 

 
Volunteer Coordinator speaks… I ask myself what I could have, or, what I 
should have done differently. Because he was such an important person to our 
community and we thought he was so great, we let him interact with our youth 
without oversight. If my guard had been up… If I had paid more attention on how 
to spot problems, if I had thought more about the reservations I did have, or 
learned how best to check in with the youth—I could have done something... 
 
I want to help others learn from what we experienced, that no matter how much 
you think you know a person, this could happen within any community. But, you 
can learn what to do ahead of time. 

 

 
There is hope… Hope for survivors. Hope for safer environments. When we work together, we have 
tremendous power to protect youth. 
 
Here we identify a tangible action plan, based on research, that we can accomplish together. There are 
five steps for you to follow to help protect the vulnerable from abusers and people with inappropriate 
boundaries. 
 
The steps are: 

1. Know the Warning Signs of Adults  
2. Screen and Select Employees and Volunteers 
3. Monitor All Environments, including Activities Involving Technology 
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4. Be Attentive to Children and Youth, and, 
5. Communicate Your Concerns 

 
 

Dr. David Finkelhor speaks… It is rare for an adult to actually witness abuse. 
Most abuse occurs in private, with no other adults or children around. In fact, 
molesters often go to great lengths to make sure they are not observed, but if 
you maintain a high level of awareness, you can see warning signs that a child is 
in danger. 
 
 
 

 

 
Many survivors and their families identify multiple warning signs when looking back… 
 
 

 
Deborah speaks… My teacher would keep me, only me, after school. She was 
overly physical, always touching me. Where were all the teachers?  
 
If my parents or another teacher or anyone could have spotted one warning sign, 
then this never would have happened.  

 
 

 
 

 
Comprehension Question: Please select whether the following statement is True or False:  

Child sexual abuse only happens within some communities, and there is nothing we can do to 

stop it. 

A. True. 

B. False. 

 

The correct answer is “B.” The fact is: Child sexual abuse can happen within any community, and you 

CAN learn what to do ahead of time. There is hope. Hope for survivors and hope for safer environments! 

 

 
Step one is "Know the Warning Signs of adults.” Knowing the behavioral warning signs of adults 
means we can recognize inappropriate and concerning actions adults exhibit, which may also be part of 
the grooming process.  
 
Keep your eyes open for concerning or inappropriate behavior and things that may give you an “uneasy” 
feeling. For example, you may notice an adult who is frequently taking, or posting, photos of children who 
aren’t their own.  
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Michael D. Hoffman speaks… Thinking back, there were several warning signs 
that other adults should have noticed. He always wanted to be alone with me, he 
discouraged other adults from getting involved. Sometimes he would give me 
gifts or take me to special events—and he never asked for my parents’ 
permission. He always told me to keep everything a secret.    
 
 
 
 

 

 
Dr. David Finkelhor speaks… Most child molesters are well known or related to 
the kids they molest. They look for kids who are comfortable with them or who 
are needy and therefore vulnerable. They convince parents and other caretakers 
that they're just trying to help out with homework, with babysitting, with special 
treats. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Roberto speaks… He always had kids at his house. Oh yeah, he always had 
plenty of toys. Y'know every toy that any kid could possibly ever want, he had it, 
video games, you name it, he had it, whatever. He was always hanging around 
with us.  

 
 
 
 

 

 
Caleb speaks… I don’t know when or how it started, but when I look back on it, 
he would always try to sit real close to me and touch me all the time. He said I 
needed to trust him... That, this is what I needed to do if I was serious about 
being captain or wanted a college scholarship recommendation from him.  
 
Then he told me I’d better keep this our little secret. 

 
 

 

 
A person may go overboard touching children; always wanting to wrestle or tickle them, especially when 
they don't know the children very well. The adult may talk about their own personal problems and create 
age-inappropriate relationships with youth, or try to become their friend.  
 
Abusers often make the victim feel like the child did something wrong, or that the youth was the one 
choosing the abuse; even that they caused the abuse to happen.  
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Dr. David Finkelhor speaks… The molester is testing the child and making 
them feel complicit. If the child doesn't back off at that point, then the molester 
moves on to the next step. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Roberto speaks… He would leave dirty magazines out for me to look at… I knew it was wrong, but I 
thought it was kind of cool that, you know he was letting me do adult stuff. 
 

 
A significant red flag is when adults start talking to children about sex, or they tell them dirty jokes. 
Abusers will even show children sexualized materials in person and through social media and technology. 
 
Be vigilant of adults who demonstrate an attitude that the “rules do not apply” to them. They may 
repeatedly ignore standard policy or bend the rules with kids, such as letting them get away with things 
their parents would not approve of. They may not respect personal boundaries or honor a child’s “no.” 
 
 

 
Dr. Finkelhor speaks… It’s not always easy to distinguish the person whose 
interest in the child and family has these ulterior motives. And that’s why it’s so 
important for parents to have talked with their children about these dangers.  

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
While we may not always know someone’s intentions, their behavior should speak for itself. Your specific 
role in protecting children begins with knowing the warning signs of inappropriate behavior. 
 
We must also acknowledge that our own behavior might be problematic and may need attention. Safe 
adults cannot behave in a way that conditions children to tolerate, or accept, inappropriate or boundary-
violating behavior from others. To ensure that interactions with youth are healthy and safe, the following 
can be used to guide adult behavior: [PACT] 
 
First, always Prioritize safety, 
act Appropriately—without the possibility of being perceived as sexual or romantic in nature, and,  
Consistently follow the Policies—behaving with transparency in your actions and communication, at all 
times. 
And, commit to working Together, to follow the five steps. 
 
Upholding this PACT will help to keep youth as safe as possible.  
 
Keep in mind, if adults are exhibiting warning signs of a problem, or behaving inappropriately, it does not 
necessarily mean that they’re abusing a child. The person could have a poor understanding of 
boundaries, or, may not be aware of the rules. However, it could be grooming. In either case, these 
behaviors must be addressed, no matter what.  
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Comprehension Question: Please review the following text, and provide the best answer from the 

following options:  

Sam is an adult volunteer for the parish youth group. Everyone is accustomed to Sam always 

being overly physical with everyone. He also takes a lot of pictures of the youth and gives them 

little gifts, which is very generous of him. Lately, he has been spending a lot of time only hanging 

around one of the teens, Rachel. Sometimes Sam even takes Rachel out to eat by herself because 

her family can’t afford to go to restaurants, which is against the Policy. Her family doesn’t mind at 

all and appreciates how he helps out, because they believe he has good intentions. Are these 

behaviors of concern? 

A. No, Sam is just being nice to Rachel and is trying to help her out. His intentions are more 

important than his actions. 

B. Since Rachel’s family doesn’t have any concerns about Sam, you shouldn’t either. 

C. Only a little bit, but nothing too concerning. 

D. Yes, Sam’s behavior is of concern because he is exhibiting warning signs of inappropriate and 

potentially grooming behavior, and his behavior is also against the rules. 

 

The correct answer is “D.” Sam’s behavior is of concern because he is exhibiting warning signs of 

inappropriate and potentially grooming behavior. For example, much of what was described about his 

behavior would be contrary to a policy or code of conduct, i.e., taking pictures of youth, giving them gifts, 

being overly physical, and taking a child out to eat one-on-one without other adult supervision. 

It’s possible that Sam isn’t actually abusing Rachel, but his behavior is still inappropriate. Keep in mind 

that adults, parents and the community can also be recipients of the manipulative grooming process. 

Regardless of Sam’s intentions OR how Rachel’s family reacts to Sam’s behavior, again, his behavior is 

still inappropriate and needs to be addressed. The specific way to address this type of behavior will be 

addressed in later steps.  

 

 
Step two is "screen and select" employees and volunteers. Adopting the following proactive 
screening procedures makes it more difficult for people with bad intentions—or problematic behavior—to 
have access to youth. 
 

 
Michael D. Hoffman speaks… 40 years ago, I don’t think we really had any 
consistently used screening process. There was an assumption that anyone 
involved with children was trustworthy.  
 
I know now that leadership needs to identify whether there’s any history or known 
conduct that could create future harm. This process should be completed ahead 
of time, prior to the person's actual employment or volunteer involvement, and 
should be standard operating procedure. 

 

 
People often get upset during screening processes, because they feel like the organization is saying they 
aren’t trustworthy, or “good” people. We have to shift our focus here. This isn’t about trusting any one 
person, it’s about holding everyone to the same standard and doing everything possible to protect 
children. 
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When recruiting volunteers or hiring employees, whether applicants have direct or indirect access to 
children, organizations should require a written application, distribute a policy and code of conduct, obtain 
a signed acknowledgement of receipt and provide safe environment training. 
 
Face-to-face interviews are important because they give the organization a chance to meet the applicant 
and to communicate a commitment to keeping children safe.  
 
Due diligence requires that criminal background checks be a priority, especially for all pertinent 
individuals in an environment with children.  
 
Even though the majority of people don’t have criminal histories, many who do will sign the authorization 
to get them through the screening process, assuming that no one will really check—or that they’ll be able 
to "explain away" any perceived “issues.” 
 
A reference check, and prior employer check of the applicant is another critical part of the process.  
 

 
Deborah speaks… When it was finally over, it turned out that my teacher was 
fired at her last job because of a student's complaint about the very same thing. If 
someone would have checked this, it never would have happened to me. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
No one is “guaranteed” to work with, or care for, our children—it's entrusted only to those adults who 
consistently demonstrate they can keep children protected and safe.  

 
Step three is "Monitor all environments, including activities involving technology." Once potential 
volunteers and employees have been cleared through the screening process, we closely supervise the 
entire environment with careful oversight, whether it is on-site or online.  
 
Although they have been known to perform grooming actions while other people have been present, 
abusers often need time alone with a child in order to commit the more aggressive crimes. 
 

 
Volunteer Coordinator speaks… Our community learned that everyone needs 
to be observant of secluded areas. We had to clearly designate some as off-
limits, and keep some areas locked. Our leadership even created a policy to 
perform “random” status checks. We now do this every time we have activities or 
events, even off campus. 
 
After we worked on better monitoring practices, everyone came to understand 
that trustworthy adults are willing to only meet with children and youth in 
designated areas. These are the areas that are open to the sight or hearing of  
others, where any one of us welcome that type of observation. 

 

 
Parents and caring adults have a right to know that their children are safe—especially when participating 
within activities and programs on behalf of the Church. And, every adult must also maintain a healthy 
caution about any environment in which they entrust children—including activities and internet 
interactions.  
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It's important to know exactly who is running the program, what child protection safeguards are in place 
and what the procedures are for dropping in to observe. 
 
Promoting a safe environment includes following an approval process for new programs, ensuring there 
are sufficient adults present, and keeping track of everyone involved. 
 

 
Robert H. Farley speaks… Monitoring activities means that we must continually 
examine the different types of technology that are utilized not only by children, 
but also adults. When young people use the Internet without limits, they can 
become vulnerable. 
 
And so, it’s critical that the behavior of caring adults, when communicating while 
using technology, is just as safe and transparent as it must also be in person. 

 

 
Whether you are communicating online with youth through your organization or encountering them online, 
there are actions caring adults like you can do to be proactive and encourage healthy boundaries when it 
comes to technology. 
 
Employees and volunteers should: 
 

• Follow the organization’s social media and technology policies. 

• Utilize technology (devices, applications and platforms) sanctioned by the organization.  

• Avoid “friending,” “following” or communicating with minors using personal accounts or private 
messages.  

• Avoid taking or posting photos or videos of youth upon any social media account, unless you have 
approval from the organization and signed, parental permission. 
 

• Communicate with youth during appropriate timeframes, and,  

• Include additional adult oversight for any communication or online meetings with minors.    
 

 
Robert H. Farley speaks… The best security measure of all is to frequently and 
openly communicate with children and teens about the latest evolving 
technology. You should discuss the risks and benefits as well as the potential 
impact upon their lives. 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Each of us can help prevent inappropriate situations and technology threats if the entire environment is 
being monitored at all times. 
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Comprehension Question: Why must we screen and select all employees and volunteers before 

they start working or volunteering? 

A. Everyone should be held to the same screening standards per their role, and should complete the 

process prior to starting employment or volunteer work. 

B. This is one proactive way we can shift our focus to doing everything we can from a due diligence 

perspective to protect children and youth—from the very beginning. 

C. Working or caring for our children is entrusted only to those adults who consistently demonstrate 

they can keep children protected and safe; the screening process isn’t just something that we do 

once. 

D. All of the above. 

 

The correct answer is “D.” The best safety practices include screening and selecting all employees and 

volunteers before they start working or volunteering.  Everyone should be held to the same screening 

standard by completing the process prior to starting. Screening and selecting is also one way we can shift 

our focus to do everything we can to protect children and youth. Working or caring for our children is 

entrusted only to those adults who consistently demonstrate they can keep children protected and safe. 

 

 
Step four is "Be Attentive to Children and Youth." This step is two-fold:  
 
First, we need to be attentive to concerning behavioral cues that children might exhibit when experiencing 
abuse.  
 
Second, while it the primary responsibility of adults to protect children and youth, there are also elements 
we need to teach youth on how to partner with us for their safety when they aren’t in our immediate care.  
 

 
Deborah speaks… I, uh, started to hate going to English class—started 
skipping, and, I, uh, would complain about her at home. Why wasn't anyone 
watching what was going on? Why wasn't anyone listening to me? 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Caleb speaks… When Coach wouldn’t stop messing with me, I quit going to his 
house and made up excuses to ditch practice. My teammates would ask me 
why... But, I couldn't tell them.  
He was so smart, and he fooled everyone, even my parents. 
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Michael D. Hoffman 
 speaks… A child—or even an adult—might come to you with what they fear is 
their deepest, darkest, most horrible “secret” related to the abuse that they may 
have experienced. Don’t be afraid of that.  
 
Kids don’t always disclose. I exhibited multiple red flags through my behavior and 
body language, and with the way that I said some things and also in the way that 
I avoided saying some other things... I was desperate for people to know that 
something was wrong, that something was happening to me… 

 

 
Volunteer Coordinator speaks… That child didn’t know whom to talk to who 
would actually listen—we didn’t listen to her. Never again will we doubt a child 
who is disclosing abuse. We are committed to being there for them no matter 
what they say. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Dr. David Finkelhor speaks… Many children will deny having been abused or 
will even recant after telling. They're afraid of being blamed, they're afraid of 
being contradicted by a more influential person, they're afraid of what their 
parents, family, and friends may say. The molester may have even convinced 
them that they were at fault, but patient, non-judgmental listening will usually 
allow the story to come out. 
 

 
 

 
A child may be experiencing sexual abuse or exploitation by an adult or another child if: 

• There is a sudden change in behavior relating to likes or dislikes, health problems or eating 
habits, 

• They appear increasingly moody or aggressive, withdrawn or depressed, 

• They lose interest in school or there is a sudden shift in grades or school activities, and, 

• They become secretive or defensive, including with technology or online activities… 
 
They may also be experiencing sexual abuse or exploitation if:   

• They become fearful, anxious or uncomfortable around certain people, 

• They bathe excessively, or stop taking care of personal hygiene, [and,] 

• They have regressive behavior such as bed-wetting, or thumb sucking. 
 

 
Eliza McCoy speaks… Although these behavioral red flags don’t necessarily 
mean that a child is being, or has been abused, they are indicators that shouldn’t 
be ignored. We must engage in regular, proactive conversations about sexual 
abuse, personal boundaries and healthy relationships with the children in our 
lives.  
 
Rules about bodies should be just like any other safety rule—like putting on your 
seatbelt, and looking both ways before you cross the street… These 
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conversations must be had from birth through adulthood.  
 
 
Adults need to understand that children and adults should know and use the proper names of their body 
parts. Nicknames indicate to children and abusers that private parts are a taboo subject. Using them puts 
children at greater risk and makes it less likely for them to disclose abuse.  
 
The following are examples of what we need to teach youth in age-appropriate safe environment 
lessons—it’s information that they need for when they’re in a safe adult’s direct care, and when we aren’t 
directly supervising them. 
 
Adults need to teach children and youth: 

 

• The personal boundary safety rules, such as, if someone asks to see or touch their private parts, 
shows them their private parts, or tries to force the child to touch their private parts, the youth 
should say words that mean “no,” try to get away as soon as possible, and tell a safe adult right 
away, 

• Adults needs to teach children and youth about healthy boundaries. Children need to know they 
have a right to be safe, and that it’s OK to speak up when they feel uncomfortable or unsafe, no 
matter what, 

• That being victimized is never their fault—regardless of any circumstances,  

• That they have safe adults who will advocate for their safety and protect them—that’s us! They 
need to hear, from you, that when it comes to their safety or the safety of one of their friends, you 
will believe them, and they won’t get into trouble with you. Regardless of your role in the program 
or activity, you never know if you might be the person the child trusts enough to reach out for 
help. 

 
Youth who are involved in open and straightforward conversations about safety rules and boundaries are 
less likely to be victimized in person, and online. 
 

 
Robert H. Farley speaks… The reality is there is nothing that's private on the 
Internet. Absolutely nothing at all. Young people should be warned whenever 
they communicate with someone using technology—even if it’s just chatting 
about homework or playing within a gaming site. The person on the other side 
may not be who they expect. Even so, regarding child abuse, or simply the 
child’s own digital footprint that extends well beyond here and now, young people 
should be educated when and where it is appropriate to provide “personal” 
information online.   
 

When providing sensitive information about themselves, they need to understand when it’s necessary 
versus when it’s dangerous. Young people should also be cautioned to never engage in sexualized 
conversations or share nude or sexual images with anyone, especially with people they have “met” 
online. 
 

 
It is never too early to begin speaking with youth about these subjects—or too late. They need to know 
that you are there to protect and care for them and that they can tell you about anything. 
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Comprehension Question: Please review the following text, and provide the best answer from the 

following options:  

Bradley is a fourth-grade student at a local Catholic school. Lately he has appeared more tired in 

school, and his grades have started dropping. Bradley also used to love playing baseball, but then 

suddenly quit the team and he no longer talks to his former teammates, who used to be his best 

friends. Sometimes Bradley also gets very anxious and easily stressed. What could Bradley’s 

behavioral cues mean? 

A. Bradley is likely just having a difficult time with school and needs tutoring or more time with 

teachers; he may also need to be disciplined for poor academics.  

B. Bradley is exhibiting behavioral cues that something is not right. It may not be sexual abuse, but it 

could be. In any case, these behaviors shouldn’t be ignored. Safe adults should communicate 

with Bradley to see if something is bothering him, if he feels uncomfortable or unsafe, and to see 

how they might help. 

C. Bradley is just going through a phase and he’ll soon snap out of it. Safe adults should just wait 

and see. 

D. There might be something wrong, but nothing of concern yet. Safe adults should just wait and 

see. 

 

 

The correct answer is “B.” Through these behaviors (sudden behavioral changes, liking an activity and 

suddenly disliking it, completely changing friend groups, exhibiting anxiety, changes in school behaviors, 

etc.), Bradley is exhibiting behavioral cues that something is not right. It may not be sexual abuse, but it 

could be. In any case, these behaviors shouldn’t be ignored. 

Safe adults should communicate with Bradley to see if something is bothering him, if he feels 

uncomfortable or unsafe, and to see how they might help. 

 

 
Step Five is Communicate Your Concerns—especially when you see something that looks suspicious, 
questionable, inappropriate or that simply makes you feel uncomfortable. There are varying levels of 
communicating concerns depending on the urgency and seriousness of what is observed or known. 
 
Recall how the first of the five steps described the warning signs of adults as inappropriate behavior that 
could possibly be grooming. When you see or hear any of those warning signs of inappropriate adult 
behavior from step one, or any other behaviors that are contrary to the organization’s policy, do not 
hesitate; speak to a supervisor right away. 
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Volunteer Coordinator speaks… We now ask everyone to truly read—and 
understand—our policy, especially the Code of Conduct. So, no one can get 
confused, or have their own opinion about whether something could be a 
problem. This way, our policy helps as a basis to raise concerns if anyone sees 
something that makes them feel uncomfortable, or that’s inappropriate.  

 
 
 

 
 
Communicating concerns about the behavioral warning signs an adult might be exhibiting is not accusing 
anyone of being a child abuser—it simply draws attention to behavior that is of concern and gets the 
information to the right person who can do something about it. 
 
If we continue to see inappropriate behavior after we have already communicated a concern, this is a 
more heightened level of concern—that may not rise to the suspicion of abuse—but is still concerning, 
nonetheless. In these situations, take the concern to the supervisor again, or to another person 
responsible for the program or activity, and keep communicating your concerns to people in elevated 
positions of authority if nothing seems to be addressed or you aren’t taken seriously.   
 

 
Michael D. Hoffman speaks… You don’t need concrete proof of anything to 
express a concern or an observation. I often speak with other survivors of abuse, 
and a common question comes up—how many people in our childhoods noticed 
something along the way, but they didn’t say anything? 

 
 
 
 

 

 
There is a more elevated, severe level of concern that must be reported to the local authorities; there may 
be times when you actually suspect that a child is being, or has been, abused.  
 
It’s more than a concern about an adult’s behavior—having a suspicion of child abuse essentially means 
that you have observed or heard something that then makes you believe or wonder whether abuse is 
occurring.  
 
If something just doesn’t seem right, don’t overrule your initial instincts, and always err on the side of 
caution to protect the child. Any time you have a reasonable suspicion, or knowledge, that a child is being 
abused, you have a moral and, possibly, a legal obligation to report the suspicion to civil authorities. You 
may also need to report again depending on the circumstances. 
 

 
Michael D. Hoffman speaks… My abuser was able to take advantage of and 
hurt me and other children because adults were unable, or unwilling, to talk about 
it. Knowing my abuser thrived in the silence, I support an open dialogue that can 
help protect children from harm.  
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Caleb speaks… And, I just couldn’t keep quiet anymore, I finally came out and 
told my parents about everything. At first, I was mad because my parents were 
defending him. When everyone found out, they were all mad at me, like I had 
done something wrong. Some people thought I was lying—they were all judging 
me; blaming me... I think some people thought it was my fault that it happened. I 
even began thinking it was my fault, like I caused these problems. I felt angry and 
alone. But when some of the other guys said he did some—some of the same 
things to them, people started to believe me. 
 

 
Comprehension Question: Regarding when to communicate concerns of inappropriate behavior 

to a supervisor, vs. reporting actual suspicions or knowledge of abuse, which of the following 

statements is correct? 

A. If you see or hear of inappropriate behavior an adult is performing that does not rise to the level of 

abuse, but is still concerning (either because it’s inappropriate, against the rules or code of 

conduct or policy, seems unsafe or makes you feel uncomfortable), you should communicate this 

to the program supervisor. 

B. When a child discloses sexual abuse to you, you must report it to child protective services or 

appropriate civil authorities in your area. 

C. When you aren’t quite sure of whether you have a suspicion of abuse, but you think abuse could 

be happening—although, you feel like you don’t have all of the facts… Then, the best course of 

action is to simply wait and see what other information you can gather and observe, and perhaps 

question the people around you to see what others have observed.  

D. All of the Above 

E. A and B only. 

 

 

The correct answer is “E.” If you see or hear of inappropriate behavior an adult is performing that does 

not rise to the level of abuse, but is concerning (either because it’s inappropriate, against the rules or 

code of conduct or policy, seems unsafe or makes you feel uncomfortable), you should communicate this 

to the program supervisor. Continue to communicate with that supervisor, or, up the chain of command, if 

nothing seems to resolve. 

When a child discloses sexual abuse to you, you must report it to child protective services or appropriate 

civil authorities in your area.  

When you aren’t quite sure of whether you have a suspicion of abuse, but you think abuse could be 

happening—although, you feel like you don’t have all of the facts… Then, the best course of action is 

actually to still call child protective services or the civil authorities in your area.   

The reason that you would not wait and see, or ask for others’ observations, is because it is not your role 

to “investigate” whether or not a child is being abused. Your role as a safe adults is to relay knowledge or 

suspicions of sexual abuse to the right person/entity, and that is always to the child protective services in 

your state (or, to the civil authorities). Child protective services will take your call/report, and will help you 

to validate your concerns. And, it’s always best to err on the side of caution to protect children.  

To be clear: when you suspect a child is being or has been sexually abused (or, abused physically, 

psychologically or abused through neglect), you must report it to child protective services or the 

appropriate civil authorities in your area. 
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Eliza McCoy speaks… It is our task as adults to report anything that causes us 
to suspect that a child is being or has been abused—especially if they disclose to 
us. If a child discloses any type of abuse, a thoughtful, calm response is 
essential—start thinking, right now, of how you’ll react.  
 
Your response can have a profound impact on a child’s ability to recover 
and start the healing process. After listening, with patience and compassion, it is 
imperative that you contact the appropriate child protection agency within your 
state.  

 

 

Dr. David Finkelhor speaks… All states have laws that require professionals 

who work with children to report suspected child abuse. Many require everyone 

to report, not just confirmed cases, but even if they just have a suspicion. Some 

people find that hard because they're afraid they may be wrong or that they might 

alienate someone, but such courageous reports rescued many victimized kids 

from terrible torment. You can even make such reports anonymously, and if you 

make the reports in good faith you can't get into trouble. 

 

 
Eliza McCoy speaks… To report suspicions of abuse, contact the child 
protection agency in your state. You can find the phone number for a child abuse 
hotline through an Internet search or within phone directories.  

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
If the suspected abuse involves a church volunteer, employee or member of the clergy, you should first 
contact civil authorities, and then also notify a church official designated by your organization’s policy.  
 
If you become aware that a child is in danger of imminent abuse at that moment, this is a critical level of 
concern, and you must call emergency services right away. In most cases—dial 911 immediately. 
 
When youth are being sexually exploited online, make a report to the National Center for Missing and 
Exploited Children's CyberTipline, accessible 24 hours a day. You can also contact law enforcement. 
 
 

 
Robert H. Farley Speaks… When a young person has been exposed to 
inappropriate online content, it’s essential for adults to be aware of their 
reactions. Youth will need safe adults and parents not to be critical or punitive, 
but instead provide a supportive and helpful response. 
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Michael D. Hoffman speaks… Communicating concerns can be a challenge. 
But, we need to find the courage to speak up, and we must speak up. Kids 
depend upon it. I’m a survivor of childhood sexual abuse... But, you know, this 
VIRTUS training is so much bigger than me and my personal experience—in 
fact, it’s bigger than any of us. The goal here is to change the culture of silence to 
open discussion.  
 
You know, anyone who is thinking of abusing a child, to be sure, will have to 
consider the openness and the willingness of our entire community to speak up 
and take action. 
 

 
 

The Plan to Protect God’s Children requires that you follow each of the five steps: 
1. Know the Warning Signs of Adults  
2. Screen and Select Employees and Volunteers 
3. Monitor All Environments, including Activities Involving Technology 
4. Be Attentive to Children and Youth, and, 
5. Communicate Your Concerns 

 
None of these steps, by themselves, are foolproof—they must be woven together and consistently 
followed to be most effective. 
 

 
Michael D. Hoffman speaks… I know there’s a daily dedication that’s required 
from each of us to keep kids safe. I didn’t have that when I was young. But, these 
kids have you...  
 
I’m so thankful to see the progress we’re making together. You are safeguarding 
the dignity, safety and love that all children deserve. And, I want to express 
gratitude for each one of you for going through this training.  
 

 

 

 
Eliza McCoy speaks… Together we can give children a voice, to help them feel 
safer at home, in their community and anywhere they go. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
As we continue our commitment to protecting the vulnerable in each and every one of our environments, 
we are grateful for people like you who have unselfishly given your time and have enthusiastically 
embraced the concepts of the VIRTUS® Programs. 
 
By working together, we can identify potential risks, prevent harm and help to reduce the circumstances 
of sexual abuse. It is up to us as caring adults and parents, all of us—regardless of our role within the 
community—to guide and protect the most vulnerable. 
 
Thank you for your willingness to serve, and for all that you do as a protector of children. 
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Comprehension Question: If a child trusts you enough to disclose sexual abuse to you, how 

should you respond? 

A. Be supportive; tell the child that you believe them and that telling a safe person was the right 

thing to do. 

B. After listening with patience and compassion (and without reacting in anger, shock or disgust), 

then contact the appropriate child protection agency within your state once you’re no longer with 

the youth. 

C. Promise confidentiality to the child either before they disclose, or during the disclosure. It’s 

important that you let the child know that you won’t tell anyone else, especially if they ask you for 

secrecy. 

D. All of the above. 

E. A and B only. 

 

The correct answer is “E.” If a child trusts you enough to disclose sexual abuse to you, be supportive; tell 

the child that you believe them and that telling a safe adult was the right thing to do. After listening with 

patience and compassion (and without reacting in anger, shock or disgust), then contact the appropriate 

child protection agency within your state. 

It would never appropriate or safe to promise a child secrecy—especially when it comes to unsafe 

situations such as child sexual abuse. Safe adults will inform children that they may need to communicate 

with only those people who can help keep the child safe. This usually still allows the story to come out. 

 


