
Multi-Disciplinary Teams Continue to Work 
Numerous South Carolina counties have used a multi
disciplinary approach to investigating child abuse for 
many years. Due in part to legislation passed in 1997 
which mandates cooperation, many jurisdictions are re
examining the relationships among agencies involved in 
the investigation and prosecution of child abuse. 

To assist local team development, the Children's Law 
Office recently conducted training for seven South 
Carolina counties (Anderson, Beaufort, Berkeley, 
Charleston, Edgefield, Richland, and Sumter) . Mark Ells, a 
former prosecutor and current professor at the University 
of Nebraska, instructed the teams during a two-day 
workshop in Columbia. 

Representatives from solicitors' offices, law enforcement 
offices, the Department of Social Services, and advocacy 
centers participated. During guided working sessions, each 
county defined the functions of its team members and the 
procedures they need to implement to work together 
effectively. 

Following are excerpts from a conversation we had with 
Mr. Ells discussing multi-disciplinary teams. 

CLO: From a prosecutor's perspective, what is the basic 
purpose of a multi-disciplinary team (MDT)T 

E lls: A team brings the combined resources of the 
people and agencies represented on the team to accurately 
resolve investigations without causing undue trauma to 
the child. 

CLO: Why is a multi-disciplinary team uniquely important 
in the area of child abuse? 

Ells: First of all, it may not be unique just to child abuse -
there are other kinds of cases where you would use teams, 
such as adult sexual assault and domestic violence. A drug 
undercover operation requires a team, although a different 
type ofteam. With respect to a child abuse investigation, 
there are so many complex issues - understanding child 
development, trauma, the dynamics of child physical and 
sex abuse, the behavior of perpetrators, the behaviors of 

Newsletter Has New Look 
Thanks to cO"~puter technology that simplifies 
newsletter production, the Children's Law Office has 
been able to redesign this newsletter, formerly known 
as To Protect and Serve . .. The Kids. Articles in this 
newsletter are intended to be useful to all professionals 
involved in the response of the criminal justice system 
to child abuse, including law enforcement officers, 
solicitors, child protection workers, and many others. 

The new name, Insights, reflects our desire to provide a 
look into current issues in a concise and relevant 
manner. We welcome feedback on how we can best 
accomplish these goals. Please address comments to 
Charles Phipps at 803/777-1646. 
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non-offending parents, medical evidence. A traditional 
investigation simply doesn't bring to bear the kind of 
knowledge and expertise that is needed to resolve these 
very complex issues. 

CLO: Who are the key members of an MDT? 

Ells: Pared to its essentials, a team consists of law 
enforcement, child protection, and prosecution. You can't 
have a team without those three, although a real effective 
team requires other members, such as school personnel, 
medical and mental health providers. 

CLO: So do all these people need to meet regularly? 

Ells: Yes, but what does "regularly" mean? It might 
mean monthly, quarterly, or more often, depending on the 
case load. Teams should meet as often as necessary to be 
sure cases are addressed in a timely fashion. And some of 
the members may need to meet more often than others. 
For example, the very core members might meet more 
often than the mental health, school, and medical 
advisors. Maybe the school gives input and then is on the 
periphery for awhile because there is no need for them to 
be involved in the day-to-day issues. But a danger is you 
start to exclude those people and forget they have 
expertise that would help other investigations. 

CLO: What are the first steps to forming a team? 

Ells: First, someone has to identify a problem to be 
solved and identify the people needed to solve those 
problems. You should develop a mission statement and a 
protocol. Then you start to work. 

CLO: How do laws related to protocols and inter-agency 
cooperation affect the development of teams? 

Ells: The law just provides a framework; the people on 
the team have to make the team work. Just because you 
have a statute or have done a protocol does not mean you 
have a team. A team is a group of two or more people 
who are working together to accomplish a shared mission. 
You can put anything you want on a paper, but that 
doesn't make a team. 

CLO: How does a team stay together after it is formed? 

EIJ.s: Everyene has to want--to accomplish the-goals:-¥=
can have goals, but if everyone says, ''Yeah, OK, that's 
nice," then it won't happen. You almost need a 
commitment that transcends professional respect and 
becomes personal respect. You have to be more 
concerned with the success of another team member than 
with your own ego or concerns. 

There has to be clarity about roles, responsibilities, and 
limitations. Team members have to understand what the 
others are required to do and what they are required not 
to do. Team members also have to be competent to do 
their work, and they have to have the resources to allow 
them to do their work. 
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... Team-Building continued 

CLO: Do you have any guiding principles for teams? 

Ells: What overarches all this is people buying into the 
idea that a team is the best way to protect kids. A cop can 
go lift fingerprints and collect physical evidence, but there 
is so much more to it than just establishing whether you 
have enough evidence to charge. Things beyond the 
typical investigation are involved in cases of child abuse: 
the well-being of family and of the child, and the safety of 
the community. To take care of these additional needs and 
still obtain convictions requires teamwork. 

If are interested in participating in team training in the future, 
contact Charles Phipps at 803/777-1979. 

U.S. Supreme Court Hears 
Case on Expert Testimony 
Carmichael v. Samyang Tire, Inc., 131 F.3d 1433 (11th Cir. 
1997), cert. granted sub nom. Kumho Tire Co. v. Carmichael, 141 
L.Ed.2d 711 (1998) 

Department of Just ice 
Offers Free Publications 
The U.S. Department of Justice publishes a series of 
pamphlets containing concise information for 
professionals who investigate and prosecute child 
abuse. These free guides, titled "Portable Guides to 
Investigation of Child Abuse," are written in 
straightforward language by experienced law 
enforcement officers, prosecutors, physicians, and 
social workers. The following guides are currently 
available. 

Mark L. Ells, Forming a Multidisciplinary Team to Investigate 
Child Abuse (1998) 

Randell Alexander & Paul R. Kleinman, Diagnostic 
Imaging of Child Abuse (2d printing 1997) (NCJ 161235) 

Richard L. Cage & Donna M. Pence, Criminal 
Investigation of ChildS exual Abuse (1997) (N CJ 162426) 

Robert Hugh Farley & Robert M. Reece, Rccogniifng 
When a Child's If!iury or Illness Is Caused f?y Abuse (2d 
printing 1997) (NCJ 160938) 

Carl B. Hammond et al, Law Etiforcement Response to Child 
Abuse (1997) (N CJ 162425) 

Kenneth Lanning & Robert Hugh Farley, Understanding 
and Investigating Child Sexual Exploitation (1997) (NCJ 
162427) 

Phylip]. Peltier et al., Burn If!iuries in Child Abuse (1997) 
(NCJ 162424) 

Due to the importance of expert testimony in the 
prosecution of child abuse, any case elaborating on the 
U.S. Supreme Court's view of the federal rule of evidence 
governing expert testimony should be monitored. In 
Daubert v. Merill Dow Pharm., Inc., 509 U.S. 579 (1993), the 
U.S. Supreme Court spelled out the test for determining 
when novel scientific testimony is admissible in federal 
courts. Earlier this year, the 11th Circuit Court of Appeals 
examined the applicability of Daubert to "scientific" as 
opposed to "non-scientific" expert testimony. The court J Rob Parrish, B~ttered Chi/~ S~ndrome: Investigating Pf?ysical 
explained·~ scientific exper.t..is..an_expert..who .relies on..... _Abuse and Ho_!!1tctdej jd Qrmtmg 1997) (NQ.161406) 
the application of scientific principles, rather than on skill
or experience-based observation, for the basis of his 
opinion." The court then held that Daubert factors do not 
apply to "non-scientific" expert testimony. 

The outcome of the Supreme Court's disposition of 
Carmichael could affect analysis of expert testimony in 
child abuse cases, which often is based on experience and 
observation. Because most courts do not currently analyze 
psychological or medical testimony under Daubert, the 
Supreme Court's clarification of this area of the law will 
have great impact. To the extent that South Carolina 
courts choose to apply the analysis to our rules of 
evidence, the outcome of this case may be significant. 

Children's Law Office 
School of Law, University of South Carolina 
Carolina Plaza, 12th Floor 
Columbia, SC 29208 
(803) 777-1646 

Donna Rosenberg, Child Neglect and Munchausen Syndrome 
f?y Pro:>ry (2d printing 1997) (NCJ 161841) 

Karen]. Saywitz & Kathleen Coulborn Faller, 
Interviewing Child Witnesses and Victims of Sexual Abuse (2d 
printing 1997) (NCJ 161623) 

Margaret R. Hammerschlag, Sexuai!J Transmitted Diseases 
and ChildS exual Abuse (1996) (N CJ 160940) 

Lawrence R. Ricci & Brian S. Smistek, Photo
documentation in the Investigation of Child Abuse (1996) (NCJ 
160939) 

To order, e-mail <askncjrs@ncjrs.org> or call 1-800-
638-8736. Some of the guides are available electronically 
at <http:/ /www.ncjrs.org/jjmec.htm>. 
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