South Carolina Will Be National Model for
Forensic Interviewing Course in 2001
Obtaining detailed information from young children about
an ~veat they-haw:-expweru:-ed .is-diffi&Hlt under thebes
circumstances, a problem compounded when children are
interviewed about suspected sexual abuse. Defense counsel
fully recognize the problems inherent in conducting
forensic interviews of children and routinely challengeboth at trial and on appeal-the reliability of children and
the competence of interviewers.
In spite of the crucial role of the child interview, forensic
interviewing training often is unavailable or prohibitively
expensive. No longer. Beginning in March 2001, the
Children's Law Office will offer Finding Words South
Carolina, an in-depth forensic interviewing course.
Participants will learn how to conduct forensic interviews
of children and how to defend those interviews in court.

About Finding Words
In 1998, the National Center for Prosecution of Child
Abuse (NCPCA) developed Finding Words, a forensic
interviewing course for law enforcement officers, child
protection caseworkers, and prosecutors. Several
components distinguish the NCPCA course from any
other offered.
First, Finding Words teaches a specific interviewing
protocol. Many courses give only generic advise on talking
with children. Finding Words provides participants with a
step-by-step method of interviewing child sexual abuse
victims that is based on years of experience as well as a
thorough understanding of the research literature.
The second distinguishing feature of the course is the
practice component. In one practice session, participants
interview a child about a non-abuse event. This exercise
tests the participant's ability to use age-appropriate
language and open-ended questions in eliciting information
from a child. In the next practice session, participants
conduct a 30-minute interview of a professional adult actor
playing the role of a sexually abused child. This exercise
closely simulates an actual forensic interview, testing
participants' ability to apply the interview protocol.
A third unique feature to the course is a requirement that
all the multi-disciplinary team members who investigate
and prosecute child sexual abuse attend the course
together. NCPCA staff who developed the course believe
that children are better served when those who interview
children and defend those interviews in court work from
the same base of skills and knowledge.
Finally, in order to receive a certificate of completion,
participants must attend every session and must complete
assigned reading of professional literature from the fields
of law and psychology before and during the course. At the
end of the course, participants must demonstrate mastery
of the materials on an essay examination.
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About Finding Words South Carolina
Concerned that its national training course is unable to
keep up with the high demand nationwide, NCPCA has
begun an effort to develop state-level forensic
interviewing courses, and the Children's Law Office is
the first partner in this effort. During 2001 NCPCA will
work with the Children's Law Office to develop Finding
Words South Carolina, a version of the national course
modified to South Carolina law and practice. Once the
course is fully developed, the Children's Law Office,
along with local partners, will conduct the course
regularly for South Carolina professionals.
To receive NCPCA's endorsement, Finding Words South
Carolina must retain the basic elements of the national
course: attending as a team, extensive reading of
professional literature, mandatory attendance, a final
examination, and application of the protocol with
professional actors. Affiliation with NCPCA will ensure
the quality of the course keeps pace with the best
national training available.
Continued on page 2 ...

How to Apply for the March Course
Step One: Call Charles Phipps at 803-777-1979 for an
application.
Step Two: Contact team members, fill out the
application as a team, and submit your application by
February 16. All teams will be notified of their
acceptance the following week.

Dates, Location, and Cost
The course will be offered March 12-16 in Columbia at
the ARC training room on the campus of the state
Department of Mental Health. ARC's child-friendly
interview rooms will be used for the mock interviews
Cost is $100 per participant for the week-long course.
Participants are responsible for their own lodging and per
diem expenses.

If you are not accepted for March .
Because the intensive, practice-oriented nature of the
course limits participation to approximately 30 people per
session, some teams may not be accepted and teams from
large counties may not be able to bring every member of
their team. Applicants who do not make it into the
March course will be given priority for the courses
offered later in the year. The course will be offered again
August 6-10, and October 29-November 2.

If you are not part of a team.
Individuals may apply, but teams will be given priority.
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... Interviewing Course, Continued
The Children's Law Office plans to conduct Finding
Words South Carolina three times annually, training
approximately 90 in-state professionals each year. In
time, the course should be available to every person in
the state who conducts forensic interviews of suspected
child sexual abuse victims.

Why is specialized training needed?
Before trial, the forensic interview establishes the basis
for further investigation. The interview may reveal that
an adult misinterpreted a statement of a child and that in
fact no sexual abuse occurred; the interview may confirm
suspicions but be insufficiently detailed to proceed with a
criminal investigation; or the interview may result in a
detailed description of abuse upon which an investigation
and prosecution is based.
Thus, if a child will not talk, an interviewer may terminate
an investigation when, in fact, the child has been abused.
Alternately, an interviewer who uses coercive methods
and asks yes/ no questions could conclude that abuse
occurred when in fact it did not.
At trial, the child is central to the prosecution. The
reliability of both the forensic interview and the trial
testimony often is challenged either through an attack on
the child or an attack on the interviewer. When a trained
investigator conducts the initial interview, problems
before and at trial can be substantially reduced and the
integrity of the entire criminal justice system enhanced.

Suggestibility of Young Children
Several highly publicized cases in the 1980s involved
interviews of young children that were later attaCked as
eliciting unreliable information through highly leading
questioning. In response to these cases, many researchers
designed studies throughout the 1990s to explore
problems they perceived in child sexual abuse
investigations. These studies demonstrate that in a highly
coercive environment in which children are repeatedly
misinformed about events, some children may adopt the
false information as true. Further, these studies
demonstrate that, under the same coercive and deceptive
environment, some children misreport events involving
genital touching and painful experiences.
Balancing these researchers is another group of scholars
who conclude from their studies that children are highly
accurate in their recollections of traumatic events in their
lives and that children have a remarkable ability to resist
suggestive questioning. These researchers conclude that:

(1) pre-school aged children (five years old and
younger) are more suggestible than older children and
adults; (2) a higher percentage of very young childrenthree-year-old children-are particularly suggestible; (3)
school-aged children are more suggestible than adults;
(4) children over the age of five years old are highly
resistant to suggestion, and many pre-school aged
children resist being misled by leading questions; (5) by
the time children reach ages nine to eleven, they are no
more suggestible than adults. These researchers point
out that all children are susceptible to suggestion but
emphasize that the degree of an individual child's
suggestibility has less to do with age and more to do
with a variety of "situational, developmental, and
personality factors."
Although a skillful defense attorney can find something
to criticize in nearly any interview, well-trained
interviewers are less likely to provide the defense with
plausible challenges to the integrity of a child's account.
Participants who complete Finding Words South Carolina
will be able to defend their interviews against attacks
based on the suggestibility literature by understanding
the details and the implications of the literature.
Participants also will be taught interviewing techniques
designed to enhance the reliability of the interview and
reduce the opportunities for attacks on the child based
on the interview process.

The Organizations Involved
Working with the Children's Law Office will be the
Assessment and Resource Center (the ARC). ARC staff
conduct forensic physical examinations of suspected
child abuse victims, forensic interviews, mental health
evaluations, and other services for victims and their
families. Serving approximately 500 children annually, the
ARC primarily receives its referrals from law
enforcement and DSS personnel across a 17 -county
region, with Richland County as its primary focus. The
ARC is a nationally accredited Children's Advocacy
Center which has operated since 1993 as a partnership of
the South Carolina Department of Mental Health, the
USC School of Medicine, and the Children's Hospital of
Palmetto Richland.
The National Center for Prosecution of Child Abuse is a
project of the National District Attorneys Association
and the American Prosecutors Research Institute based
in Alexandria, Virginia. Established in 1985, NCPCA is a
leading national voice and resource for prosecutors and
investigators who work child abuse cases.
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