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November 2004

To: Pastors of Churches and Clerks of Sessions Where There Is No Installed Pastor, Stated 
Clerks and Executives of Presbyteries and Synods, and the Libraries of the Theological 
Seminaries 

Dear Friends:

The 216th General Assembly (2004) of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), in reliance 
upon God under the guidance of the Holy Spirit and in exercise of its responsibility to 
witness to the Lordship of Jesus Christ in every dimension of life, has approved this 
resolution on “Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse Against Educators.” It is presented for 
the guidance and edifi cation of the whole Christian Church and the society to which 
it ministers; and will determine procedures and program for the ministry divisions 
and staff of the General Assembly and its Council. This resolution is recommended for 
consideration and study by other governing bodies (sessions, presbyteries, and synods) 
and is commended to the free Christian conscience of all congregations and the members 
of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) for prayerful study, dialogue, and action. 

This resolution is the result of a development process that addressed issues in the church 
in its internal community life and in its role as advocate within the social systems such as 
public and private, state and local educational institutions. It draws upon biblical sources 
and insights and presents a theological understanding for the challenges presented by 
this complex issue. The report affi rms procedures for mandating reporting of child sexual 
abuse and the importance of handling complaints of child sexual abuse according to 
standards of fair process. By doing so, it seeks to balance the rights and duties of those 
accused of alleged child sexual abuse with the inherent needs and rights of the protection 
of children from abuse.

There will be a study and action guide linked to the electronic version of this paper on 
our Web site (www.pcusa.org/oga/publications/child-abuse-resolution.pdf). It is designed 
for personal and class use in the hope that we may all become more aware of our call to 
be God’s people in our daily lives and work.

Yours in Christ, 

Clifton Kirkpatrick
Stated Clerk of the General Assembly
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Recommendations
d.  instruct the Presbyterian Washington Of-

fi ce to advocate speedy ratifi cation of the 
United Nations’ Convention on the Rights 
of the Child by the United States govern-
ment.

5.  Direct the Stated Clerk to write to the presi-
dent of the United States and members of the 
Senate requesting the speedy ratifi cation of the 
United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of 
the Child.

6.  Urge the Offi ce of the General Assembly (OGA) 
and the General Assembly Council to advocate 
with government, universities, and seminaries 
for increased research into effective treatment 
for survivors of child sexual abuse and to better 
address prevention strategies.

7.  Direct the Offi ce of the General Assembly to 
publish the entire report in the Minutes and 
place the document as a whole on the PC(USA) 
Web site, distributing a copy to the presbytery 
and synod resource centers and the librar-
ies of the theological seminaries, and making 
available a copy for each requesting session or 
middle governing body; and direct the Stated 
Clerk to notify the church that it is available on 
the Web site.

The Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy 
(ACSWP) recommends that the 216th General Assem-
bly (2004) of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) approve 
the following recommendations:

1.  Approve the Resolution on Allegations of Child 
Sexual Abuse Against Educators, receive the 
full rationale, and encourage their churchwide 
study.

2.  Urge individual Presbyterians and the sessions 
of local congregations to become actively in-
volved in their local school districts and pri-
vate schools to ensure both public and private 
schools have

a.  adequate policies on child sexual abuse that 
set forth the responsibilities and rights of 
both students when they are abused and 
educators when they are falsely accused;

b.  mandated staff development and student 
education about sexual harassment, mis-
conduct, and abuse; and

c.  effective procedures that ensure due pro-
cess that will protect both students and 
educators.

3.  Urge sessions and middle governing bodies to 
approve and implement strong sexual misconduct 
policies, procedures, and training programs for pre-
vention of and protection from sexual misconduct.

4. Urge the General Assembly Council (GAC) to

a.  plan, develop, and implement national 
training programs on child sexual abuse 
prevention for clergy, church educators, and 
professionals who have access to children 
and youth;

b.  support and expand the work of the Child 
Advocacy Offi ce, the Presbyterian Child 
Advocacy Network (PCAN), Presbyteri-
ans Against Domestic Violence Network 
(PADVN), and Presbyterians for Disabilities 
Concerns (PDC) in their programs that 
encourage safety for children in church and 
society;

c.  urge sessions and middle governing bod-
ies to continue to plan and develop child 
advocacy programs during the Decade of 
the Child (2001-2011) and beyond; and
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A. Introduction
These recommendations and report are in response to 

the following referral: 2001 Referral: Commissioners’ Resolu-
tion 01-13. On False Allegations Against Educators in Schools 
(Minutes, 2001, Part I, pp. 62, 492-93).

This report represents the response of the Resolution 
Team on “Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse in Education” 
(Resolution Team on Allegations), formed by the Advisory 
Committee on Social Witness Policy. The 213th General 
Assembly (2001) requested this study in response to Com-
missioners’ Resolution 01-13 (CR 01-13) from the Presbytery 
of Pittsburgh (Minutes, Part I, pp. 62, 492-93). A summary 
of the instructions from that assembly and the CR 01-13 
can be found in the rationale below with the response of 
the resolution team. The resolution team commends the 
entire report for study in the church.

B.  The Mandate from 
General Assembly

The Resolution Team on Allegations received the 
following instructions from the commissioners of 213th 
General Assembly (2001)

That the 213th General Assembly (2001) 
refers Commissioners’ Resolution 01-13 to the 
Advisory Committee on Social Witness Policy for 
further study, with the following instructions:

1.  evaluate the potential risk to children if their 
rights are not fully protected;

2.  evaluate the complex legal and political issues 
in regard to potential violation of civil man-
datory reporting statu[t]es, implementation 
of state administrative provisions, and our 
church’s role in ecumenical work with educa-
tional and other child advocacy groups;

3.  determine whether the scope of this study 
should be expanded to include other profes-
sions as well; and

4.  assess the need to balance the rights and 
duties of those involved in incidents of alleged 
abuse or violence.1

Commissioners’ Resolution 01-13 advocated attention 
to the increasing numbers of allegations of sexual mis-
conduct against educators and mandatory reporting laws, 
which potentially contribute to the destruction of the 
reputations and careers of educators when the charges are 

not substantiated. In addition, schools and teachers are 
distracted from their focus on the instruction of students, 
and potential teachers are inhibited from joining the teach-
ing profession. These concerns undermine the public trust 
in education and Presbyterians’ historic commitment to 
education for all children.

In its several meetings, the Resolution Team on Al-
legations studied the commissioners’ resolution along with 
the guidelines of the General Assembly referral and agreed 
to adopt as its working title, “Allegations of Child Sexual 
Abuse in Education,” thus limiting its focus to education 
and child sexual abuse. It decided the task would be overly 
complex if it expanded into other professions beyond edu-
cation, even though there was some overlap in the issues. 
It grounded its theological refl ection in scriptural interpre-
tations of texts of welcoming the children to the Kingdom 
of God and texts against false witness. It engaged in refl ec-
tion on the social context of our contemporary situation. 
For example, it accepted the international emphasis on the 
rights of children as initiated in the United Nations’ “Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child,” which has been ap-
proved by previous General Assemblies and many nations 
of the world. It noted the complex issues of society around 
family, gender, sexuality, and education in which sexual 
abuse of children had arisen. It focused on the challenge of 
balancing the rights and duties of those accused of alleged 
child sexual abuse with the inherent needs and rights of 
the protection of children from abuse. The study moves 
proactively to affi rm procedures for mandating reporting of 
child sexual abuse and the importance of handling com-
plaints of child sexual abuse according to standards of fair 
process. The study concerns the church’s role in minister-
ing to abusers and victims in cases of child sexual abuse. 
In its report, the Resolution Team on Allegations addresses 
the church in its internal community life and in its role as 
advocate within social systems such as public and private, 
state and local educational institutions.

C. Theological Introduction
The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is already pres-

ent in public education through students, educators, and 
staff. Historically, the church has been a pioneer in the 
development and support of public education. In recent 
decades the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has been espe-
cially concerned about child sexual abuse. “Turn Mourn-
ing into Dancing! A Policy Statement on Healing Domes-
tic Violence,” approved by the 213th General Assembly 
(2001), defi nes child sexual abuse and determines that it 
“violates God’s commandments to love God and love our 

Rationale
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neighbor.”2 This policy calls for ministering fi rst to victims 
of abuse and then to the violators.3 It directs “the Child 
Advocacy Offi ce to work for the eradication of the sexual 
and immoral exploitation of children.”4 The principles of 
“restorative justice” affi rmed by the 214th General Assem-
bly (2002) recognize that “safety is the fi rst consideration 
of the community. The fi rst step toward restoration must 
be to protect those who have suffered and those who are at 
risk to suffer at the hands of others.”5

The restorative justice principles recognize the follow-
ing:

Offenders must be held accountable for their ac-
tions, expected to take responsibility for their behav-
ior, and called upon to change. Offenders should be 
expected to make restitution whenever possible not 
as a matter of punishment but as an obligation and a 
means of helping to achieve restoration.6

The church teaches that abuse must stop, that offend-
ers must be appropriately disciplined, and that individuals 
and communities must be given resources for healing. The 
church’s statement, Sexual Misconduct Policy and Its Proce-
dures, defi nes the detailed regulations required to protect the 
rights of the accused and accuser in cases of alleged sexual 
misconduct. Likewise, The Standards of Ethical Conduct, rig-
orously insist upon high moral standards for offi cers includ-
ing requirements to avoid gossip and abusive speech.

The teachings of the church are morally rigorous in 
both directions, namely, shielding the vulnerable from 
sexual abuse and insisting on fair procedures for adjudi-
cating allegations of sexual misconduct. This theology is 
grounded in the moral principles deduced from the Bible 
in guarding against sexual offenses or exploitation, in its 
protection of children, and in its insistence upon truthful 
procedures in matters of legal proceedings.

When Jesus taught about the protection of the little 
ones and said that children and the humble go fi rst into 
the Kingdom of Heaven, it became a classical summary of 
the church’s recognition of protection for children.

People were bringing little children to him in order 
that he might touch them, and the disciples spoke 
sternly to them. But when Jesus saw this, he was 
indignant and said to them, ‘Let the little children 
come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as 
these that the Kingdom of God belongs. Truly I 
tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of 
God as little child will never enter it.’ And He took 
them up in his arms, laid His hands on them, and 
blessed them.” (Mark 10:13-16)

The gospel calls us to care for our children, to protect 
them in their vulnerability, to empower them in their 
growing, and to be a sanctuary for them in a beautiful and 
yet dangerous world. A further text also applies:

It would be better for you if a millstone were hung 
around your neck and you were thrown into the 
sea than for you to cause one of these little ones to 
stumble. (Luke 17:2)

Yet we know that millions of children are violated 
in our country every year. Tragically, most of these viola-
tions are domestic abuse but some are in the streets and at 
schools. However, we also know that hysteria, dislike of 
teachers, misunderstanding, and malice occasionally lead to 
false allegations of sexual misconduct within the school. In 
its study, the Resolution Team on Allegations heard stories 
from educators and listened carefully to witnesses from the 
Presbytery of Pittsburgh who testifi ed to such allegations 
against members who teach. Nearly every public and pri-
vate school has established policies and procedures of fair 
process to adjudicate allegations, whether true or false. In 
these policies, a fair process usually includes the following: 
published rules of conduct, knowledge of charges, right of 
response, right to confront one’s accusers, adequate time 
to prepare response, impartial fact-fi nding panel, adequate 
defense, the right of review, and finality of decision.

In our biblical and theological traditions, the care to 
avoid false allegations is based on the Ten Command-
ments, especially the ninth commandment: “You shall not 
bear false witness against your neighbor” (Ex. 20:16). In 
Matthew 15:19, Jesus lists “false witness” as an evil pro-
ceeding from a false heart. False witness is condemned 
repeatedly in the Bible, and it is central to the passion 
narratives of Christ who was convicted by“false witnesses” 
(Mark 14:56-57). Theologically we must respond to the 
evil of sexual abuse in schools with restorative justice by 
protecting children and guarding against false allegations.

In past centuries, Americans became aware of the dam-
age of false allegations during the trials of so-called witches 
in Salem, the case of the “The Scottsboro Boys,” and the 
McCarthy charges of unfounded lists of communists in the 
State Department. Because of attention by the contempo-
rary mass media, the sexual abuse of school children some-
times seems to be associated with Roman Catholic priests 
or church schools for children of the First Nations in 
Canada. Presbyterians are especially aware of the problems 
at the Presbyterian School in the Congo. However, child 
sexual abuse exists in all communities, and congregations 
must pay special attention to the public schools where the 
majority of children in the United States are taught. In its 
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internal life, the church and all of its institutions must pro-
tect children in its programs, and also shield its members 
from malicious gossip. As a part of this effort, all churches 
must establish procedures to guard against false witness to 
protect teachers, administrators, and staff from falsehoods.

D. The Social Context
1. The “Rights of the Child” (United 

Nations) and the Potential Dangers if 
These Rights Are Not Protected

When we consider the problem of sexual abuse of 
children, we remember our commitment to the principle 
of paying special attention to the needs of persons who 
are most vulnerable, in this case, the children. In addition 
to the mandates from Scripture and PC(USA) policies, 
we look to the international debates about the rights of 
children. The PC(USA) General Assembly has repeatedly 
reaffi rmed the “Convention on the Rights of the Child”7 
passed by the United Nations in 1959 and endorsed by 
many nations since then. Sadly, the United States has not 
endorsed this declaration that leads to one of our recom-
mendations above. Among the principles important to our 
report are the following statements from this declaration:

The [United Nations] General Assembly 
proclaims this Declaration of the Rights of the 
Child to the end that he (sic.) may have a happy 
childhood and enjoy for his (sic.) own good and 
for the good of society the rights and freedoms 
herein set forth, and calls upon parents, upon men 
and women as individuals, and upon voluntary 
organizations, local authorities and national gov-
ernments to recognize these rights and strive for 
their observance by legislative and other measures 
progressively taken in accordance with the follow-
ing principles.

Among the principles that support our conclusions in 
this paper are the following:

Principle 2: The child shall enjoy special protec-
tion, and shall be given opportunities and facili-
ties, by law and by other means, to enable him to 
develop physically, mentally, morally, spiritually 
and socially in a healthy and normal manner and 
in conditions of freedom and dignity. In the enact-
ment of laws for this purpose, the best interests of 
the child shall be the paramount consideration. 

Principle 9: The child shall be protected against all 
forms of neglect, cruelty and exploitation.

While we acknowledge the justice claims of teachers 
who are falsely accused of child sexual abuse, we recog-

nize that the vast majority of allegations are true and thus 
endanger the lives and health of children and families. 
Nothing in our report should be construed as a limitation 
on the priority of protecting children “against all forms 
of neglect, cruelty and exploitation.” We agree with the 
United Nations that children need and have a right to “spe-
cial protection” so that the image of God will be nurtured 
and they can develop into mature adults.

2. Social Issues

In an ideal world, society would carefully provide for 
the physical, emotional, and intellectual nurturance and 
education of children as a primary task of all members 
of the community. The goal of raising healthy children 
to adulthood is paramount to a healthy and sustainable 
society. Unfortunately, we live in a society in which pov-
erty, racism, abuse, and neglect often accompany a child 
in his or her journey to adulthood. We are also a society of 
adults who struggle with complex physical, emotional, and 
intellectual challenges that come directly from childhood 
traumas. This cycle presents enormous challenges to those 
who work towards the goal of nurturing and educating 
children. Educators are forced to work towards a goal of 
preparing children for adulthood while they continue to 
live and work within the broken community that presents 
so many hurdles for the physical and emotional nurturing 
of everyone.

One of the threats to children in today’s society is 
sexual abuse. In environments where children are deval-
ued, where adults lack accountability for their behavior, 
where sexuality is commercialized, and where promiscu-
ous behavior is too often presented as normal to children, 
educators and parents are faced with the challenge to 
teach and model behaviors that may be contradictory to 
behavior learned from media images, advertising, and peer 
infl uence.

Schools face the dilemma of providing safe and 
creative spaces for children to learn, while also ensuring 
protection for educators against false allegations of sexual 
abuse. Some children face a high risk of sexual abuse 
because of prior abuse, neglect, and psychiatric problems 
such as attention defi cit disorder, depression, violent ten-
dencies, and posttraumatic stress disorder. Unfortunately, 
the risk of false allegations of sexual abuse also increases in 
such a fragmented social order.

When allegations of sexual abuse of children are made, 
educators and parents face the challenge of balancing the 
rights and duties of all persons involved, including the ac-
cuser, the accused, family members, peers, and community 
members. Allegations that are eventually found to be true 
require courage to act and compassion for all concerned. 
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Allegations that are false need the same compassion and 
care for all persons in the process of seeking God’s justice 
and mercy.

E.  Discussion Regarding Child 

Abuse in Education
1. Balancing the Rights and Duties of 

Those Involved in Incidents of Alleged 
Child Sexual Abuse

In the immediate aftermath of an accusation of sexual 
misconduct, abuse, or molestation, third parties to whom 
a report (however formal or informal) is made should re-
mind themselves of the ongoing need of both accused and 
accuser and their families for sensitivity and support.

If the accusation is in a societal context but involves 
members of the church, pastoral care and the local 
church’s support remain a priority and another role accrues 
to the local church: advocate for the rights of the accused 
and the accuser. Both have the right to a fair investigation, 
protection of their privacy, and legal representation until 
charges have been adjudicated.

Society’s beliefs and laws refl ect the inherent right of 
children to be protected from sexual exploitation. A child’s 
accusation of sexual misconduct must be treated as seri-
ously as any other charge of criminal misconduct. Even 
though various entities estimate some accusations are false, 
most school systems, in fact, experience relatively few false 
charges.

It is the right of both educators and students to have 
preventive practices and policies in place, and educators 
should have frequent staff development training. Educa-
tors, particularly, have the responsibility to know these 
policies and to practice preventive measures, but, above 
all, to never take advantage of a child’s vulnerability or to 
abuse their authority. Both educators and students should 
be trained about their rights and duties and should have 
neutral investigations when there is an accusation. School 
systems, all too often, do not turn to persons outside of the 
system who are trained in the area of sexual misconduct 
investigation.

Students have the responsibility to tell the truth and 
not use a charge as retribution against an educator who 
has spurned them, has not given them the grade they 
wanted, is disliked, or to win favor with their peers. At the 
same time, they also have the responsibility to report to an 
adult when they have been sexually molested, abused, or 
exploited.

Sometimes accused educators and their families, be-

cause of the culture of the school system and inadequate 
procedures, are left without emotional or fi nancial help. 
They have the right to support and counseling, salary con-
tinuation until the charges are substantiated, and protec-
tive reassignment if exonerated. Without these it would be 
more diffi cult for an educator to reclaim his or her dignity, 
self-worth, and professional ability.

Accused educators have the responsibility not to give 
false testimony, to respect their accuser, and to refuse to 
criticize the character and motives of any child who has ac-
cused a teacher of sexual misconduct.

School systems have dual responsibilities to their 
employers and to their students. They must be encouraged 
to remember to act humanely for both. Congregations are 
urged to take this same position in individual cases, and 
also to advocate for appropriate policies and procedures in 
their local school system.

2. Having Fair Policies and 
Administrative Procedures for 
Handling Complaints in School 
Systems

Estimates vary as to the frequency of allegations that 
are proven to be false, but school administrators tend to 
believe that the number of charges of child sexual abuse 
that are unfounded is relatively small. Regardless of the 
prevalence, due process requires that the procedures 
utilized in handling charges provide for reliability, fairness, 
and accountability.

The “Sexual Misconduct Policy and Its Procedures,” 
approved by the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in 1993, 
provides principles that are applicable for school systems. 
This statement recognizes the duty imposed upon all per-
sons to report incidents of sexual misconduct, the due pro-
cess rights of all persons, the need for documentation of 
all action taken by persons responsible for investigating or 
resolving charges, and the need for educating and training 
a wide variety of persons. The policy is directed towards 
church members, church offi cers, nonmember employees, 
and volunteers. It asserts “Sexual misconduct is not only 
a violation of the principles set forth in Scripture, but also 
of the ministerial, pastoral, employment, and professional 
relationship. It is never permissible or acceptable.”8

These principles can be applied to educational sys-
tems. A comprehensive policy for handling complaints 
against educators must recognize that school districts and 
other educational entities have not always acted effectively, 
and may not be equipped, to provide the education and 
training necessary to identify child sexual abuse when it 
occurs. School districts must follow the proper steps in 
reporting such abuse and processing complaints in a fair 
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manner. Persons responsible for investigations of child 
sexual abuse must have adequate training to protect vul-
nerable children and also take into account the possibility 
of false allegations and the complex environment underly-
ing charges of abuse.

State statutes vary with regard to the form and content 
of reports of suspected child sexual abuse. Certain pro-
fessionals, such as teachers, administrators, counselors, 
and other educational staff, are mandated reporters who 
are required by law to report child sexual abuse to state 
agencies. Any person can report, in good faith, orally or in 
writing, an alleged child sexual abuse. When an oral report 
and written report are both required, the written report 
needs to be submitted within twenty-four to forty-eight 
hours. Some state statutes will specify what information 
is to be submitted in a report of suspected child sexual 
abuse. Usually this includes:

0 Child’s name, age, and address.

0 Parents’ names and address.

0 Nature and extent of the injury or condition observed.

0 Prior injuries and when observed.

0  Reporter’s name and location (not always required, but 
valuable to child protective staff).

To assist persons making oral reports of suspected 
child sexual abuse, many states maintain a toll-free, 
twenty-four hour telephone line just for receipt of suspect-
ed abuse. Educators and administrators should have ready 
access to this phone number.

The following principles of fair process apply to au-
thorized investigators from state agencies as well as school 
administrators who may be involved in a preliminary 
investigation. The report should be submitted to a per-
son responsible for implementing fair process on matters 
involving child sexual abuse, who is in a position to ensure 
that all appropriate parties are notifi ed and the necessary 
investigation is conducted promptly and completely. The 
investigation must be promptly held, conducted in a man-
ner that respects the privacy of all parties to the extent per-
mitted by law and to the extent practical, and appropriate 
under the circumstances. The accused educator has a right 
to receive promptly, in writing, all charges against the ac-
cused that are being investigated along with the accused’s 
right to be represented by an attorney or other person of 
the accused’s choosing.

In cases where the investigation is completed and the 
responsible entity concludes that the charge is unfounded, 
the decision should be communicated promptly to the 
alleged victim, the accused, and to all other persons previ-
ously made aware of the pending charges. The accused is 

entitled to a written statement from the entity conducting 
the investigation declaring that the specifi c charge made 
against the accused was false and without foundation.

When the person(s) conducting the investigation 
concludes that there is substance to the charge, a hear-
ing should be scheduled at which time the child victim 
or his/her representative presents the facts supporting the 
charge and the accused has the opportunity to both con-
front the accusers and offer any evidence in the accused’s 
own defense. In all such cases, the vulnerability of children 
in such hearings must be respected. Where the testimony 
of children would be damaging to a child, their narratives 
might be given through recorded testimony or reports of 
interviewers. Any hearing is always subject to the right of 
the accused to be represented at the recording of testimony 
and to cross-examine the interviewers as to their reports. It 
will be held only after reasonable notice to the accused and 
only upon written charges provided to the accused prior to 
the hearing.

Due process normally requires that the accused retains 
a right to have the entire matter reviewed, by way of ap-
peal, in those circumstances where investigators have 
determined that the accused has committed the alleged act 
of abuse. Fairness dictates that both the original hearing 
tribunal and the appellate body involve persons who are 
neutral in the matter and capable of rendering an impartial 
decision.

In those situations where it is determined, at any point 
in the process, that the allegation of child sexual abuse is 
false and was instituted by a person knowing the charge to 
be false, sanctions might be imposed in order to preserve 
accountability. The sanction should take into account the 
actual harm suffered by the accused and by the community 
as a result of the false accusation.

3. Mandatory Reporting of Child Sexual 
Abuse

Any consideration of mandated reporting must begin 
by recognizing the PC(USA)’s commitment to making the 
world a place where all children are treated with dignity 
and respect and have the opportunity to experience the 
fullness of life, which we believe was intended by God. As 
Presbyterians, we believe that the best interests of the child 
should prevail in all legal and administrative decisions 
and that the safety of the child has the highest priority. 
Thus, the state has an obligation to protect children from 
all forms of abuse, neglect, and exploitation, including 
sexual abuse, and to undertake preventive programs in this 
regard. The existence of mandatory reporting statutes is 
consistent with this belief. Every state has statutes requir-
ing reporting of child abuse and neglect.
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Under the U.S. Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment 
Act (CAPTA),9 child sexual abuse is minimally defi ned as 
any recent act or failure to act, resulting in imminent risk 
of sexual abuse of a child under the age of eighteen by a 
parent or caretaker who is responsible for the child’s wel-
fare. All states require certain professionals and institutions 
to report suspected child abuse. Teachers and other school 
personnel are regularly included in the groups listed as be-
ing bound by mandatory reporting requirements.

The fi rst issue arising under the mandatory reporting 
statutes is the extent of the knowledge that leads to a duty 
to report. Some statutes call for reporting upon a “reason-
able cause to believe” or upon a “reasonable suspicion.” 
This requires that the facts be judged against an objective 
standard: would the facts available to the person reporting 
the abuse justify the conclusion that the facts observed or 
reported were abusive? To establish grounds for reasonable 
suspicion, the reporter whose impressions formed the basis 
for a report of child sexual abuse must articulate specifi c 
facts and observations that, in conjunction with reasonable 
inferences derived from those facts and observations, led 
the reporter to believe that sexual abuse had occurred and 
that the alleged offender, if named, is the person respon-
sible for the abuse.

Other statutes require the reporter to “know or sus-
pect,” which might be seen as a different degree of knowl-
edge. None of the statutes set forth, within the reporting 
statute, a defi nition or explanation of what is meant by 
the term(s) “reasonable cause to believe,” “reasonable 
suspicion,” or “knows or suspect.” Because the mandatory 
reporting statutes are not always clear to every person, 
teachers and other school offi cials need to be trained on 
how to make appropriate reports of suspected child sexual 
abuse.

The failure to report suspected child abuse can result 
in both civil and criminal liability. Most statutes typically 
call for a misdemeanor punishable by a fi ne. By way of 
example, Pennsylvania permits a person who willfully fails 
to report a case of suspected child abuse to be fi ned $300 
for a fi rst violation and to be fi ned not more than $2,500 
and undergo imprisonment for a period not to exceed one 
year for a second or subsequent violation.10 As in most 
criminal prosecutions, the action of the defendant must be 
shown to have been intentional to support the conviction. 
On the civil side, the failure to report an incident of actual 
or suspected child sexual abuse potentially will give rise to 
a legal negligence action claiming that the child suffered 
injury as a direct result of the defendant’s failure to exercise 
a duty owed to the child.

Because of the real possibility that persons accused of 
sexual misconduct will react by bringing an action against 

the reporter, CAPTA requires states to enact legislation pro-
viding for immunity from prosecution under state and lo-
cal laws and regulations for individuals making good faith 
reports of suspected or known instances of child abuse. 
In most states, this immunity is absolute, where it can 
be shown that the reporting was done in “good faith.”11 
Providing absolute immunity may encourage the making 
of unreliable or false reports, but this must be balanced 
against the state’s obligation to respond to child abuse and 
protect the safety of the child. This is best advanced by 
ensuring that persons with knowledge of abuse are not 
inhibited in coming forward through fear of retribution.

The 1993 CAPTA amendments require states to 
enact legislation providing for prosecution in false report-
ing cases. This would occur where the reporter lacked a 
“reasonable belief” or did not have “reasonable suspicion” 
that the report was true. States that already have perjury 
and falsifi cation provisions in their criminal codes did not 
move to enact parallel legislation within their child protec-
tive services statutes. Nevertheless, the existence of false 
reporting sanctions should operate to discourage unsub-
stantiated charges against educators.

Where a school administrator or another teacher both 
knows that the law requires a person to report suspected 
child abuse and knows that there exists real penalties for 
failing to report, it is more likely than not that a report will 
be generated, even on weak grounds. Opposed to these 
policies encouraging reporting are those features providing 
criminal sanctions for false reporting and the risk of civil 
suit for either negligent reporting or defamation. Here, 
there is a risk that a reporter will “think twice” before 
making a report, since the penalties for a mistake are not 
merely superfi cial, and thus may neglect to make a report 
when child sexual abuse is occurring.

The mandatory reporting statutes have developed 
through an honest desire to put in place procedures that 
operate to enhance the government’s obligation, and 
desire, to protect the well-being and safety of its children. 
The remedy for alleviating any problem of false allegations 
does not lie in eliminating the requirement for mandatory 
reporting. Rather, available resources might be directed 
more properly towards training modalities aimed at pro-
viding teachers, administrators, and others working in an 
educational setting with a clearer understanding of what 
is intended when the law speaks of “reasonable cause to 
believe,” “reasonable suspicion,” “know or suspect,” and, 
indeed, what observable conduct actually rises to the level 
of reportable child sexual abuse. The Presbyterian church 
should support mandatory reporting because of the prior-
ity of protecting children.
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F. The Church’s Role
1. The Church’s Role in Addressing Child 

Sexual Abuse

The church should be a primary source of care, nur-
ture, and support for all persons, especially children who 
are dependent on adults for their nurture and survival.

Children are valuable members of the community, and 
because of their vulnerability, it is the responsibility of the 
adult members of the community to see that they grow up 
and thrive to be the human beings God created them to be.

The church provides ministry to the victims of sexual 
abuse when it proclaims the gospel of salvation, nurtures 
the children of God, maintains worship, teaches truth, pro-
motes social righteousness, and embodies the Kingdom of 
God in the world. In countering the brokenness of the sin 
of the world, the witness of the church reduces the num-
ber of children of God that fall prey to the sin of sexual 
abuse. The gospel of forgiveness of sin frees humanity from 
the social injustice and the costs of human brokenness 
that contribute to the cycle of sexual abuse. Even as Jesus 
excised the demonic forces, so the everyday ministry of the 
church combats them. The church’s preaching, education, 
nurture, and worship can benefi t by more explicit refer-
ence to the ministry of saving children from abuse.

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A) has developed sev-
eral studies and resources addressing child abuse, which 
include the following resources from our denomination: 
Surely Heed Their Cry, A Presbyterian Guide to Child Abuse 
Prevention, Intervention and Healing (1993, PDS #257-
93-010); Striking Terror No More, The Church Responds to 
Domestic Violence, Bridge Resources (1997, PDS #095516); 
The Whole World in Gods Hands?, Church & Society (2000); 
Turn Mourning Into Dancing! A Policy Statement On Healing 
Domestic Violence, (2001, PDS #OGA-01-018); We Won’t 
Let it Happen Here: Preventing Child Abuse in the Church, 
(Second Edition, 2002, PDS #72-651-02-002); and An-
guished Hearts: A Study Guide to Accompany Turn Mourning 
Into Dancing! (2003, PDS #70-270-03-025).

2. Prevention of Child Sexual Abuse

There are many ways the church can work to prevent 
children from being abused. One way is through programs 
aimed at prevention of child sexual abuse. These preven-
tion resources include policies that identify the behaviors 
that decrease the risk of child sexual abuse as well as 
decrease the risk of false allegations within the church 
communities. It is the church’s responsibility to do all 
it can to ensure that children are safe from offenders by 
screening all paid and volunteer staff, those who have ac-
cess to children and youth programs at church, and leaders 

in camps or other church-related activities. The church 
demonstrates its unwavering commitment to the physical 
safety and spiritual nurture of children and youth when 
sound child abuse prevention policies and procedures are 
in place. The burden of prevention is the responsibility of 
adults who are leaders in the church community.

We must use the resources of the church to ensure 
that sexual offenders do not have access to children in 
our church programs. Supervision of all church leaders 
helps to ensure that potential offenders are identifi ed and 
removed from leadership positions. Additional preven-
tion practices include the recommendation that two or 
more adults be available whenever children are around. In 
addition, doors should be left open, windows into rooms 
where children are engaged in programs should be unob-
structed when individual adults must be with individual 
children, and transportation and supervision provided 
only with parental knowledge and consent.

The church has a role to play in teaching and nurtur-
ing our children. It is important that the home, the school, 
and the church present a consistent message to children 
about safety and the danger of child sexual abuse. The 
church can prepare our children to deal with a potential 
encounter with a sexual offender. This includes basic safety 
and survival information for children through educational 
awareness training. The churches should teach prevention 
in the context of biblical and theological foundations. The 
church should teach sex education and prevention from a 
sound theological perspective that includes mutual respect 
for all Gods’ children regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, 
and culture.

We call for our church and our educational communi-
ties to provide education that goes beyond giving informa-
tion to modeling appropriate and non-harmful behaviors 
and ways of relating to one another. Education should be 
conducted within the context of understanding the needs 
of different communities and creating culturally relevant 
strategies including language differences and cultural 
norms of sexuality. Educational programs may include:

0   Age-appropriate educational materials about human 
behavior and touching such as “Good Touch/Bad 
Touch,” “Safe Kid Academy,” etc.

0 Quality sex education: healthy sexuality with integrity.

0  Instruction to help children and youth protect them-
selves from abuse.

0  Instruction on pastoral care with families suffering 
from abuse including both the survivors’ and abusers’ 
families.

0  Instruction on the consequences of child sexual abuse 
and the possibilities for healing.
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0  Local community resources for victims and survivors 
and their families.

The church should encourage and support parental 
education on healthy boundaries and healthy positive 
sexuality. Parents should be encouraged and trained to talk 
with their children using appropriate language about sex 
and sexuality.

Incidents of child sexual abuse are devastating to all 
who are involved: the child, the family, the child’s peers, 
the peers of the child’s parents, the local congregation, the 
community at large, the accused offender, and the family 
of the accused offender. Each person affected must be in-
cluded in a ministry of pastoral care after an abusive inci-
dent. The desired outcome of a pastoral ministry to victims 
and the abusers is justice and healing for all as much as 
possible. There are no shortcuts or quick formulas to attain 
this outcome.

Abusers must be held accountable for their actions. 
The church can help foster accountability by advocat-
ing creative treatment options beyond incarceration. The 
church must also create opportunities for repentance, resti-
tution, and change in behavior through abusers’ programs 
such as “Men Stopping Violence.”

The good news is that child sexual abuse is prevent-
able. However, child sexual abuse occurs at an alarm-
ing rate in all segments of society regardless of religion, 
economic status, race, ethnicity, or educational level. The 
church is called to bring the message of wholeness and 
fullness of life in the face of human frailty. The grace of 
God is present with all in our brokenness and our good-
ness.

Members of the Resolution Team on Allegations: 
Elizabeth Andrews, Decatur, Georgia; Dorothy Henderson, 
Joliet, Illinois; Justin M. Johnson, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; 
Cecilia Moran, Stockton, California; James Poling, chair, 
Evanston, Illinois; Ronald Stone, Pittsburgh, Pennsylva-
nia. Staff: Thelma Burgonio-Watson, FaithTrust Institute, 
Seattle, Washington; Patricia Chapman, Child Advocacy; 
Laurie Griffi th, Offi ce of the General Assembly; and Peter 
Sulyok, ACSWP.
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Leader’s Guide

This guide has been prepared for one or two sessions. 
The fi rst session has been designed to stand alone, for 
either individual study or for a single meeting. Its primary 
purpose is to acquaint church members with the report. 
The second session, which builds upon the fi rst one, deals 
with ministering to persons within the congregation who 
are most directly affected by allegations. It also provides an 
opportunity for participants to look at their local school 
district’s policies and procedures related to sexual abuse.

To prepare yourself

1. Be clear within your own mind that

0  because children are vulnerable and have less 
power than adults, their welfare is the fi rst consid-
eration; and that

0 most allegations of sexual abuse are true.

2.   Be ready to deal with a participant’s story about a 
case in which a teacher was falsely accused of sexual 
abuse. While such stories may add interest, they often 
mislead listeners, who incorrectly conclude that the 
numbers of falsely accused people is higher than it is. 
If participants have stories of false allegations, do the 
following: sympathize, acknowledge that in such situ-
ations we must fi nd ways to minister to the accused, 
remind the group that false allegations are rare. In 
handling these and other narratives about allegations, 
honor people’s privacy. Do not let a session become a 
time for gossiping.

3.   Read and study the report. As you read, refer to the 
outline/summary and the questions participants will 
be trying to answer. 

4.  Gather materials: newsprint and markers; extra copies 
of the report; copies of the outline/summary, and ques-
tions. 

5.   It would facilitate the “homework” if you can contact 
your school district’s administrative offi ces ahead of 
time and gather the district’s policies and procedures 
related to dealing with charges of sexual abuse. You 
might then photocopy relevant pages so that everyone 
in the group has a copy.

6.   You may fi nd materials listed under “Resources” helpful.

Resolution on Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse 
Against Teachers 
A study guide to aquaint the church with the report to the 216th General Assembly, (2004)

Prepared by Nancy W. Poling
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Session One
To prepare the participants

Give everyone a copy of the report and the outline/sum-
mary a week in advance. Ask them to read the paper.

Goals 

When the session is over, participants should be able to

0  Discuss the main points of the paper

0   Agree that because children are vulnerable and have 
less power than adults, their welfare is the church’s 
fi rst consideration

0   Accept that most allegations of sexual abuse are true

0   Articulate the dilemma of balancing the protection of 
children with the due process rights of the accused

Introduction of the study topic 

Include the following information

0   The 216th General Assembly (2004) approved the 
report: “Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse Against 
Educators.” 

0   We will spend today obtaining an overview of the report.

Activity I

Bible study and prayer (10 minutes)

Read Mark 10:13-16: “People were bringing little chil-
dren to him in order that he might touch them; and the 
disciples spoke sternly to them. But when Jesus saw this, 
he was indignant and said to them, ‘Let the little children 
come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these 
that the kingdom of God belongs. Truly I tell you, whoever 
does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will 
never enter it.’ And he took them up in his arms, laid his 
hands on them, and blessed them” (NRSV).

Read Luke 17:2: “It would be better for you if a mill-
stone were hung around your neck and you were thrown 
into the sea than for you to cause one of these little ones to 
stumble.”

Ask:

If we take these passages to heart, what is our respon-
sibility to children 

0  in the church? (allow time for responses)

0  in the community? (allow time for responses)

Prayer

Gracious God, we thank you for children, for the trust 
and curiosity we are blessed to witness. We confess that 
we have not always committed ourselves to nurturing and 
protecting them. Increase our awareness of their vulner-
ability, that we may commit ourselves to their safety. Amen.

Activity II (40 minutes)
1.   Make sure every participant has a copy of the report, 

the outline/summary, and the questions (see p. 19).

2.   Divide the group into pairs. Assign one of the fi rst ten 
questions to each pair. If the class is small, you might 
assign questions to individuals.

3.   Pass out newsprint and markers. Instruct pairs or indi-
viduals to list key elements of their answer.   

4.   Allow about ten minutes for participants to complete 
the task.

5.   Invite individuals or pairs to share their answers.

6.   When all ten questions have been answered, pose 
questions 11 and 12 to the whole group (see p. 20). 

Answers to question 11 might include the following:

0  Make the church a safe place.

0   Study PC(USA) materials, such as Turning Mourn-
ing Into Dancing: A Policy Statement on Healing 
Domestic Violence; Surely Heed Their Cry, A Presby-
terian Guide to Child Abuse Prevention, Intervention 
and Healing(1993); and We Won’t it Happen Here: 
Preventing Child Abuse in the Church (Second edition, 
2002); and Creating Safe Churches:Addressing 
Sexual Misconduct,” available at www.pcusa.org/
sexualmisconduct.

0  Screen all adults who work with children.

0  Train all teachers in sexual abuse prevention.

0   Provide children with experiences that build self-
confi dence; help them develop friendships.

0   Teach children about healthy boundaries and posi-
tive sexuality.

0   Model appropriate boundaries and non-harmful 
ways of relating to others.

0   Train parents to talk with their children about sex 
and sexuality.
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0   Become involved in school and community efforts 
to end sexual abuse.

Answers to question 12 might include the following:

0  Run for school board.

0  Attend school board meetings.

0   Volunteer to work in a classroom or to mentor a 
student.

0   Study policies and procedures in depth and lobby 
for necessary changes.

0   Differences that might come from using the three 
strategies, might be that

(1)   students would feel more confi dent telling a 
school employee to stop certain behaviors

(2)   school employees would have clear defi nitions 
about what is not appropriate (example: mas-
saging a student’s shoulders)

(3)   allegations would be handled more expedi-
ently and more fairly.

7.  If possible, post the newsprint. 

Homework (optional)

Remind the group that it has been discussing what ac-
tivism in the local school district would look like. The fi rst 
step, of course, is knowing something about the district’s 
policies. The homework page can serve as a guide

Closing prayer

God of love, God of justice, God of innocent child-
hood, God of we’ve-seen-it-all maturity. We confess that 
sometimes we feel so world weary that we give up trying 
to infl uence our communities. Give us, we pray, renewed 
vigor, that we may commit ourselves to making ours a safe 
community for children and one in which teachers can 
follow their chosen career in joy. In Christ’s name we pray, 
amen.
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Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse 
Against Teachers – OUTLINE
Part I

Recommendations

Rationale

A. Introduction

B.  The Mandate from General Assembly

C.  Theological Introduction

D.  The Social Context

 1. The “Rights of Children”

 2. Social Issues

E.  Discussion Regarding Child Abuse in Education

 1.  Balancing the rights and duties

 2.  Having fair policies and administrative procedures

 3.  Mandatory reporting of child sexual abuse

F. The Church’s Role

 1.  The church’s role in addressing child sexual abuse

 2.  Prevention of child sexual abuse

Summary of the Report
Readers may fi nd it helpful to read the brief summary 

of a section before reading that section of the paper.

0  Part I states General Assembly’s recommendations. 
These recommendations “address the church in its 
internal, community life and in its role as advocate 
within social systems such as public and private, state 
and local educational institutions.”

0  Part I, B. states the instructions given the Advisory 
Committee on Social Witness Policy by the General 
Assembly and summarizes the committee’s process 
and the challenges it faced. Its focus, the report states, 
“moves proactively to affi rm procedures for mandating 
reporting of child sexual abuse and the importance of 
handling complaints of child sexual abuse according 
to standards of fair process. The study concerns the 
church’s role in ministering to abusers and victims in 
cases of child sexual abuse.” 

0  Part I, C. provides background in the theological 
imperatives that guided the committee. It cites efforts 
PCUSA is already making to protect children and looks 
at biblical teachings related to caring for children and 
not bearing false witness.

0  Part I, D. provides background related to the social 
context that guided the study. The committee affi rms 
the United Nations’ “Rights of the Child.” It agrees that 
society’s priority must be to protect its most vulnerable 
members. At the same time the committee recognizes 
educators’ problems of having to teach children who 
have been affected by poverty, racism, abuse, and ne-
glect. 

0  Part I, E. discusses the issue at hand: How do we bal-
ance the rights of children to be protected with the 
imperative of due process for the accused? One answer 
is to develop preventive practices, which this section 
describes. Another answer is to develop fair adminis-
trative policies and procedures. This section also deals 
with mandatory reporting.

0  Part I, F. addresses the church’s role in regard to allega-
tions of child sexual abuse. The church has a role to 
play in preventing abuse, in teaching children basic 
safety information, and in training parents to teach 
their children about sex and sexuality. It must also 
commit itself to ministering to children and families 
affected by sexual abuse. In ministering to abusers, the 
church must hold them accountable for their actions.

Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse 
Against Educators

Some of the questions are answered in the report; oth-
ers are intended to encourage further thought.

1.   What is PC(USA) currently doing to address the issue 
of child sexual abuse? How do the teachings of the 
church inform us on this topic? (Part I, C. Theological 
Introduction, pp. 9-11)

2.   What are the “restorative justice principles?” (Part I, C. 
Theological Introduction, p. 10)

3.   By having published policies and procedures, institu-
tions (including churches) can both protect children 
from sexual abuse and protect employees from false al-
legations. List fi ve practices that churches might follow 
in their programs for children that would serve both 
purposes. (Part I, F. The Church’s Role, pp. 15-16) 

4.   What are the rights of the child? In what ways does 
our society undermine those rights? (Part I, D. The 
Social Context, pp. 11-12)

5.   What are the rights and responsibilities of the accused? 
(Part I, E. Discussion Regarding Child Abuse in Educa-
tion, pp. 12-14)
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6.   How can school districts protect students from being 
sexually abused? How can districts protect educa-
tors from being falsely accused? (Part I, E. Discussion 
Regarding Child Abuse in Education, pp. 12-14)

7.   Think of ways in which congregations can minister to 
abused children and their families. (Part I, E. Discus-
sion Regarding Child Abuse in Education, pp. 12-14)

8.   According to the paper, what are the principles of fair 
process? (Part I, E. Discussion Regarding Child Abuse 
in Education, pp. 12-13)

9.   How can the church, without accepting the almost 
inevitable declarations of innocence, minister to the 
accused? (Part I, E. Discussion Regarding Child Abuse 
in Education, pp. 12-14)

10.   What concerns does mandatory reporting raise? How 
does the report suggest the problems be remedied? 
(Part I, E. Discussion Regarding Child Abuse in Educa-
tion, pp. 13-14)

11.   What can the church do to prevent child sexual abuse? 
(Part I, F. The Church’s Role, pp. 15-16)

12.   The paper’s second recommendation is that the pres-
byteries and sessions become actively involved in their 
local school districts. What would such activism look 
like? What differences might the three strategies make? 
(See p. 8)

Homework

What do you know about your local school 
system?

Answers to these questions can usually be found 
through your school district’s human resources offi ce or 
through your school board. Ask for a copy of the teachers’ 
handbook or the board’s policies related to sexual abuse 
and/or sexual harassment. To prevent overburdening offi ce 
staff, you may want to appoint one person to gather mate-
rials and share them. Some districts place these resources 
on-line.

1.   Does the school district do a background check on 
new teachers?

2.   Does the district require staff development about 
healthy boundaries, professional ethics, and mandated 
reporting? 

3.   Does the district have a written policy that defi nes 
abuse and states the behaviors that are not allowed? 
What are some of the behaviors?

4.   Does the district teach students of all ages how to pro-
tect themselves from sexual abuse? What specifi cs did 
you fi nd out?

5.   Does the district have written procedures that insure 
due process for educational staff? 

6.   What is the procedure when a teacher is accused of 
sexually abusing a student?

The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has long believed 
that being an involved citizen is an important part of being 
a Christian. School districts need community involvement.

By yourself or with a group try to fi nd the answers 
to questions you do not know. If sound, justice-oriented 
school policies related to sexual abuse by teachers, staff, 
and volunteers are not in place, put forward an advocacy 
strategy to develop them. 
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To prepare the participants

Before the session – for Activity 2

0   Have paper and pens/pencils on hand. However, if 
space allows, furnish small groups with newsprint and 
markers instead.

0   Duplicate page 25 so that every participant can have a 
copy.

Goals

When the session is over, participants should be able to

0   identify ways in which congregations can minister 
to those most directly affected by allegations of child 
sexual abuse and

0   analyze the local school district’s policies and proce-
dures related to allegations of child sexual abuse

Introduction of the study topic

Inform the group of the following:

In Session One we became acquainted with the report, 
“Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse Against Educators.” We 
saw that it

0  calls for us to put the safety of children fi rst;

0   describes the potential dilemma between looking out 
for a child’s safety and offering due process to the ac-
cused person; and

0   encourages us to get involved in our local schools so 
that we can work toward preventing child sexual abuse 
and guaranteeing the rights of educators

 Today we’ll discuss what congregations can do when 
members are directly affected by allegations of sexual 
abuse against an educator. We’ll also talk more about get-
ting involved in our community’s schools. 

Activity I

Bible study and prayer (5 minutes)

I Corinthians 12:26—“If one member suffers, all suf-
fer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice 
together with it” (NRSV).

Explain to the group that sexual abuse usually affects 
a person for a lifetime. In children it can lead to an abrupt 
change in personality. Adults who were sexually abused 
as children often suffer from eating disorders, substance 

abuse, or depression.

The pain of abuse extends further. The family of the 
victim, the family of the abuser, friends of both—the circle 
grows wider and wider.

Too often people are left to suffer alone. We don’t 
know what to say to a victim’s mother. We don’t know how 
to approach the husband or wife of one who has been ac-
cused. We hope that by ignoring the issue it will go away.

Today, let us commit ourselves to staying connected. 
Such a commitment requires that we work to end abuse 
and that we reach out in compassion when a member of 
our fellowship or a member of our community is affected 
by allegations of sexual abuse.

Prayer

Loving God, forgive us for the times when we have 
been unwilling to get involved in others’ suffering. Grant 
us the courage to open ourselves to their hurt. Grant us, 
we pray, the will to minister to those whose lives have been 
disrupted by allegations of sexual abuse. In the name of 
the one who showed us what compassion looks like, Jesus 
Christ, we pray. Amen.

Activity II (35 minutes)
Remind the group that we tend to feel uncomfortable 

in the presence of someone who has been involved in a 
sexual abuse case. Afraid we won’t say the right thing, we 
say nothing. As a result, accusers and their families and the 
accused and their families feel isolated. In our next activity 
we are going to imagine ways in which we can minister to 
members of our churches who are affected by accusations. 

State these two caveats:

(1)  In cases before a school district, the church is not 
the adjudicating body and should not fall into the 
temptation of deciding whether or not the accused 
person is guilty.

(2)   Most people accused of sexual abuse deny the al-
legations. By suggesting that congregations minis-
ter to the accused, we DO NOT intend to suggest 
that the accused person should be encouraged to 
spread his/her side of the story. 

Divide participants into groups of four or fi ve. Give 
each participant a copy of the three questions on page 23, 
and each group a sheet of newsprint and a marker. Assign 
one of the three following questions to each group, asking 
that ideas be recorded on the newsprint.

Session Two
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(1)   There have been television news broadcasts that a 
teacher at your local high school has been accused 
of sexual abuse. It is widely known that the alleged 
victim is a boy in the junior high group. Make a list of 
what you could do to minister to the boy and to his 
family.

(2)   There have been television news broadcasts that a 
teacher at your local high school has been accused of 
sexual abuse. The accused is a member of your church. 
Make a list of what you could do to minister to the ac-
cused and to his family. (Caution: Avoid accepting the 
accused teacher’s claim that he is innocent.)

(3)   There have been television news broadcasts that a 
teacher at your local high school has been accused 
of sexual abuse. Members of the church youth group 
know and admire the teacher. Make a list of what you 
could do to help the youth group deal with this issue.

Each group should keep the following guidelines in 
mind:

0   Be sure to honor an individual’s or a family’s wish for 
privacy.

0   Always keep the power dynamic in mind. By being an 
adult, a professional, and one who has practiced the 
art of communication, the teacher has more power 
than the student.

Allow the small groups 10 minutes to discuss their 
plans. Call the groups together, ask them to share their 
ideas, and display the lists. Encourage the larger group to 
pose questions or add to the lists.

Possible Responses

For accuser and family

0   Let family members know that you want to reach out 
and support them.

0   BUT be respectful of what they believe is best for 
them. Suggest that they let you know when they need 
something.

0   The boy is probably too embarrassed to speak with 
others. Honor that.

0   Listen to the family if members want to talk.

0   Send written notes expressing concern.

0   Assign a pastor or trained counselor in the congrega-
tion to be the primary contact (though their task is not 
to serve as a temporary therapist).

0   Accompany family members to a hearing if that is 
what they wish.

0   Baby-sit, furnish transportation, or offer other services 
if they are needed to deal with the crisis.

For accused and family

0   Remember, whether the party is innocent or guilty, 
s/he needs support.

0   “Support” does not mean that you accept claims of in-
nocence. You may have to remind the accused that it is 
not up to the church to decide guilt or innocence. 

0  Maintain communication.

0   Inquire about the needs of the accused party and his/
her family.

0   Approach family members and express concern. Give 
them a chance to speak about their feelings.

0   BUT be respectful of what they believe is best for 
them. Suggest that they let you know when they need 
something.

0  Send written notes expressing concern.

0   Don’t let the accused party’s or his/her family’s anger 
over the procedure distance you. 

If the person is determined by courts or other authori-
ties to be guilty, extend pastoral care. (“Pastoral care” is the 
responsibility of the church community, not solely that of 
the pastor.) 

0   Encourage the accused to seek help and make restitu-
tion to the victim.

0   If the person is sent to prison, stay in contact and help 
his/her family.

0   If the person loses his/her job, extend encouragement. 
S/he may need transportation to job interviews.

If the person is determined by courts or other authori-
ties NOT to be guilty, extend pastoral care.

0  Assure the person that you still respect him/her.

0   Do what you can to help the accused restore his/her 
reputation.

0   Make sure that someone from the church regularly 
visits the family to express support.

0   As a result of the allegations, the accused may be trans-
ferred or may decide to resign. Continue to provide 
pastoral care. 

0   If appropriate, urge school offi cials to demonstrate their 
confi dence in the work and ethics of the accused party.

If members of the youth group attend a school where a 
teacher has been charged with the sexual abuse of a student
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0   Arrange for someone within the congregation or from 
the wider community who is trained in issues of sexual 
abuse to meet with the youth group. 

0   Offer opportunities for the young people to discuss 
their feelings.

0   Urge the pastor to preach on what to do when people 
we respect let us down.

After discussion, remind the group that ministering in 
such situations is diffi cult, but avoiding the topic is good 
for no one. When it comes to sexual abuse, “forgive and 
forget” is not a healthy model.

Discuss “Homework” (optional)

0   Ask the group what they learned about how their local 
schools handle allegations of sexual abuse.

0   Encourage anyone who is interested to organize a task 
force that would look more closely at the district’s 
policies and procedures related to allegations of child 
sexual abuse.

Summarize the session

Today we focused our attention on the local congre-
gation’s response to members who are directly affected by 
allegations of child sexual abuse. We reminded ourselves 
that even though it can be diffi cult, and there may be awk-
ward moments, we are called to minister to them. 

(If applicable) We also began to look at policies and 
procedures in our local school district. Of course, there is 
much more to consider. Even if we don’t have children in 
school, we need to get involved.

Closing prayer

God of love, God of justice, God of innocent child-
hood, God of we’ve-seen-it-all maturity. We confess that 
sometimes we feel so world weary that we give up trying 
to infl uence our communities. Give us, we pray, renewed 
vigor, that we may commit ourselves to making ours a safe 
community for children and one in which teachers fi nd 
delight in challenging young minds. In Christ’s name we 
pray, Amen.
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Questions for Small-Group Discussion
When considering ways to provide pastoral care to 

those whose lives have been touched by allegations of 
child sexual abuse, keep the following in mind:

0   Be sure to honor an individual’s or a family’s wish 
for privacy.

0   Always keep the power dynamic in mind. By being 
an adult, a professional, and one who has prac-
ticed the art of communication, the teacher has 
more power than the student.

1.   There have been television news broadcasts that a 
teacher at your local high school has been accused of 
sexual abuse. You and several others in your church 
know that the accuser is a boy in the junior high 
group. Make a list of what you could do to minister to 
the boy and to his family.

2.   There have been television news broadcasts that a 
teacher at your local high school has been accused of 
sexual abuse. The accused is a member of your church. 
Make a list of what you could do to minister to the ac-
cused and to his family. (Caution: Avoid accepting the 
accused teacher’s claim that he is innocent.)

3.   There have been television news broadcasts that a 
teacher at your local high school has been accused 
of sexual abuse. Members of the church youth group 
know and admire the teacher. Make a list of what you 
could do to help the youth group deal with this issue.



Resolution on Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse Against Educators26

Notes



Refl ections and Feedback

Refl ections and feedback from the study of the 
Resolution on Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse Against 
Educators may be sent to the offi ces of the Advisory 
Committee on Social Witness Policy (ACSWP).

Send your comments and refl ections to:

Belinda M. Curry, Associate
Policy Development and Interpretation
Advisory Committee on Social  Witness Policy
100 Witherspoon Street, Room 3611
Louisville, KY  40202-1396

Phone: 1-800-728-7228, ext. 5813
Fax: 502-569-8041
Email: bcurry@ctr.pcusa.org
Web: www.pcusa.org/acswp




