The “What If” Game

One way to help children protect themselves is to practice re-
sponses to potentially dangerous situations. That way, if neces-
sary, the children can react properly and quickly. The “What If”
game can make practicing easy and fun. Every time you play,
say this to your child, in your own words:

‘NOY
‘NOY

Here are some “What Ifs” to start you off:

1. What If...

% & %
Answer... People you trust, such as a parent, another relative,
neighbor, teacher, school nurse, police officer, clergy.

2. What If...

%
Answer... Say “NO!” and tell someone.

3. What If... %
Answer... Never accept rides from a stranger.

4. What If...

%
" = Say “NO!” to that adult. You may like the person, but
you may not want to be hugged at that time.

5. What If... $ $

! C )%
Answer... Tell the person you do not like it. You have the right
to decide when you want to be hugged or touched. Trust your
feelings about the way people touch you.

6. What If...

%
Answer... Never go with a stranger unless the stranger gives you our
special code word. (Select a simple code word and teach it to your
child. Make sure the child understands the importance of the word.)

7. What If... %
Answer... Tell them to stop. If they will not stop, call for help. If I am
not home at the time, tell me about it later.

8. What If... ,

%
Answer... There are times when others may need to touch your private
parts. For example, mommy or daddy may touch your private parts
when they are bathing you; or a doctor may need to touch you during
an examination. But, if the touching hurts or bothers you, tell them.
Alternate... Grown-ups do not usually need to touch children in pri-
vate areas unless it is for health reasons.

9. What If...

%
Answer... No one has the right to put their hand under your clothes;
force you to touch them; touch your body; or touch your private body
parts.

10. What If... - . -

%
Answer... You can say “NO!” to your uncle/aunt if, for some reason,
you do not want to do it.

You can make up many more “What Ifs” from your child’s own eve-
ryday experiences, using familiar names and places. Discuss only one
or two per talk. But, be sure to practice regularly so that your child
learns to recognize when to say “NO!” and when help is needed. This
will increase your child’s ability to act quickly and calmly. Emphasize
that the child always has a right to say “NO!” And remember, children
are safer if they know what to do when they feel threatened.
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Sexual Abuse

Good communication between the parent and child is the most
important step in protecting a child against sexual abuse. While
talking with children about anything is sometimes challenging for
parents, talking about child sexual abuse can be even more diffi-
cult. This booklet is for parents who want a little help in finding
the right way to talk about sexual abuse with their children.

Getting Ready

You might feel uncomfortable because you may not know how to
begin, or because you feel you do not have the answers to all the
questions your child may ask. You may worry that you could de-
stroy your child’s ability to trust adults and share affection, or
leave the child thinking that sex is “bad” or “dirty.” You may be
afraid of confusing or frightening the child by saying the wrong
thing. If you present the information as being a lesson in personal
safety (as when you told your child not to touch a hot stove or to
walk facing traffic), you will realize that the subject can be han-
dled in a straightforward, matter-of-fact way.

How To Start

You can start by teaching your child that his or her body is special
and should be protected. Begin as soon as you think your child is
old enough to understand, usually at about age three. Start simple
and keep it that way. While you should try to use the correct
names for body parts, this is not a requirement. Using the correct
names will help the child develop a healthy respect for his or her
body. But, if you have trouble doing this, use other names. /
#

Do not try to cover everything in one discussion. Talking to your
child about sexual abuse and personal safety should be an ongoing
process. And, do not make a big thing of these talks. Be casual
and informal, and choose a time when the child feels safe and
relaxed. For example, talk to the child:

i while the child is playing;

i during a leisurely walk, or while riding in the car or on
a bus;

b while fixing a meal together;

b while watching TV, or when discussing events in the
newspaper;

i in connection with a remark made by the child; or

i while tucking the child into bed at night.

What To Discuss

When you talk is not as important as what is said. Here are the
main ideas you should convey:

i You are special and important.

. Your body is your own.

i You have the right to say “NO” if someone wants to touch
you in any way that makes you feel uncomfortable, afraid
or confused.

i There are parts of your body that are private. You have

the right to say “NO” to anyone who wants to touch your
vagina, penis, breasts or buttocks. You have my permis-
sion to say “NO” even if that person is an adult ... even if
it’s a grown-up you know.

i Pay attention to your feelings. Trust your feelings about
the way people touch you.

i If someone bothers you, I want you to tell me. I promise
that I will believe you.

i If someone touches you in a way that does not seem
right, it is not your fault.

Children need to know that the safety rules about touching apply
all the time, not just with strangers ... or with men ... or with baby
sitters. In many cases reported in New York State and nationwide,
children are sexually abused by people they know and trust —
relatives (even parents or siblings), friends of the family, and au-
thority figures (teachers, youth group leaders, clergy, etc.). Sexual
abuse usually occurs in places where children feel comfortable

or safe — at home or in the home of a family friend.

Also, abusers seldom need to use physical force to get a child to
participate in sexual activities. Rather, they take advantage of the
child’s trust or friendship and use threats to keep the activity a
secret. For example, a child may be told that his or her parents
“will not believe a kid.” Other commonly used threats are: “If you
tell I will hurt you”; “I will hurt your mother”; “I will have to go
to jail”; or “The family will break up.” Unfortunately, abusers can
use threats successfully because children are taught to believe and
obey adults.
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Just In Case

You cannot prepare children for every single type of situation

that can occur. Parents must be on guard and observant at all

times. Here are some signs that may indicate a child is being
sexually abused:

. unusual sexual knowledge or behavior(s);

i any changes in behavior, such as loss of appetite, night-

mares, inability to sleep, or withdrawal from usual activi-

ties;
. poor relationships with friends;
. return to bedwetting or thumb sucking;
i genital disease, genital irritation or bleeding, swelling,

pain, itching, cuts or bruises in genital, vaginal or anal

areas;
i difficulty concentrating at school;
. fear of a person, or an intense dislike of being left some-

where or with someone;

. pregnancy;

. aggressive or disruptive behavior, delinquency, running
away or prostitution; and

. self-destructive behavior(s).

If your child tells you that he or she was touched inappropriately
by an adult or that an adult has committed any of the acts listed
under the “Definition” of child sexual abuse (see
o1 *2'"), there are certain
things you do:
i Listen and believe your child. Do not deny the problem
or blame your child.

i Stay calm! If you get upset or angry, you will frighten the
child. Try to talk quietly with the child.

. Tell the child that he or she did nothing wrong. Sexual
abuse is the fault of the abuser.

. Tell the child that he or she is safe and will not be harmed.

i Tell your child that he or she did the right thing by telling
you.

i Do not confront the alleged perpetrator.

i Call the authorities.

If you believe that your child has been sexually abused by a
parent, guardian or relative, or by a staff member of a day care
or other child care facility, call your nearest Child Safety Office.



