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Children and Youth Safety and Abuse Prevention Operating Procedures

Definition of Abuse
“Abuse” for purposes of these procedures includes, but is not limited to, such actions as child/youth physical, sexual, emotional and mental abuse or harm and/or child/youth neglect.

“Youth” for purposes of these procedures means minors under the age of 18.
Screening of Employees
All employees are required to sign a statement giving their permission to have their criminal records checked.  Employees will also be asked to provide additional data regarding information on child abuse.  In addition, criminal background checks, as well as previous employment and other reference checks, will be conducted for all paid employees, regardless of whether they have supervisory responsibility with children or youth.

Screening of Supervisory Volunteers

Non-employee Church members and other volunteers at Church-sponsored programs who have supervisory responsibility with children or youth (e.g., Sunday School teachers, Youth leaders, Confirmation teachers, Scout leaders) are required to sign a statement giving their permission to have their criminal records checked.  In addition, criminal background checks, as well as previous employment and other reference checks, will be conducted for all such supervisory volunteers.  

No Past Convictions/Arrests

No adult Church member or other volunteer who has been convicted for, entered a guilty plea or a plea of nolo contendere/no contest to, or been the subject of deferred prosecution or prayer for judgment continued for, a crime (felony or misdemeanor) involving children under the age of 18 or child abuse or neglect (either sexual abuse, physical abuse or emotional abuse) should volunteer or otherwise be allowed to work with children or youth in any Church-sponsored activity.

No adult applicant for employment or employee who has been convicted for, entered a guilty plea or a plea of nolo contendere/no contest to, or been the subject of deferred prosecution or prayer for judgment continued for, a crime (felony or misdemeanor) involving children under the age of 18 or child abuse or neglect (either sexual abuse, physical abuse, or emotional abuse) should be employed by or continue in his or her employment with the Church.

Abuse Survivors

Adult survivors of child abuse need the love and support of the congregation.  Any adult survivor who desires to volunteer in some capacity to work with children or youth is encouraged to discuss his/her willingness with one of the Church’s ministers before accepting an assignment.

Waiting Period For and Training of Volunteers

All new Church members and other new direct or indirect program participants at Church-sponsored ministries or programs must undergo a six-month waiting period prior to working with children and/or youth, regardless of whether they have supervisory responsibility with children or youth.

For example, a new Church member must wait a minimum of six months after joining the Church prior to volunteering to teach or assist in Children’s Sunday School.  Likewise, a parent whose child joins and begins participation in Cub Scouts must wait a minimum of six months after his or her child’s initial participation prior to volunteering to help on Pack outings or meetings.

However, by contrast, a parent whose child recently joins and begins participation in Cub Scouts will be allowed to attend (but not volunteer at) regular Pack activities/events open to parents and other family members as a whole (e.g., attendance at badge award ceremonies, Pinewood Derby.)

In addition, all Church members and other volunteers at Church-sponsored programs must attend a mandatory training session in Safe Sanctuary policies before working with children and/or youth.

Physical Contact
Although the act of physical abuse may be quite obvious, the physical contact involved in normal, healthy affection between an adult and a child/youth may appear to be sexual abuse or might lead some to suspect that abuse has or will occur.  Thus, employees and volunteers involved in ministry to or providing services or support for children/youth should consider how their conduct might appear to someone else and refrain from any questionable behavior.

Hand‑holding, extended hugs, kissing, etc. are examples of questionable behavior as well as actions that are potentially encouraging of the unhealthy transference of emotional or sexual attraction to a staff member or volunteer.  Such transference may also occur in social settings that are independent of ministry or the Church, simply because of previous ministerial or support contact.

Two Adults

Where practicable, and unless emergency or other exigent circumstance apply, two (unrelated) adults must be in a room, tent or vehicle at all times with children/youth on or in Church or non-Church property, vehicles, facilities or equipment used in Church-sponsored programs or events, and no child or youth should be alone with one adult at any time.  

However, in the event where there are not two adults or there are two related adults in a room with children/youth, a roving superintendent or monitor will be on-site during the class, function or teaching time, and the room door must be left open.

Age Limits

Employees and volunteers who have supervisory responsibility with children or youth should be at least 5 years older than the oldest child/youth being supervised.  No one under the age of 18 should be given supervisory capacity over children/youth.

Visibility in Rooms

Where practicable, every room that is used for activities and teaching of children and youth should have a window in the door, or a half door, that gives visibility to all areas of the room.  The window must be left uncovered.  If there is no window, the door must be left open at all times.

Open Door Counseling
Pastoral counseling situations are defined as any one‑on‑one ministerial and/or counseling meeting or discussion between a ministerial employee (e.g., Senior Pastor, Associate Pastor, Youth Minister, Children’s Minister) and a child/youth.  Such counseling can provide an extremely important function in the care of children/youth in meeting their personal ministry needs and coping with the problems of life. 

Although confidentiality and privacy may be important, the situation may also provide an opportunity for child abuse to occur or for false accusations of abuse.  When possible, a “buddy system” with two adults meeting with the child/youth is the best approach.  The office or meeting area door should remain open if possible, and unlocked in all cases.  If the door must remain closed, it must have a small glass window in it, and the employee should arrange for another staff member to periodically check in on the situation during counseling.   

The counseling should be done in a well‑trafficked area as opposed to a remote location.  Off-site counseling of children/youth must not be conducted except in public places.  If possible, an adult of the same sex should perform the counseling.

If private counseling is required, the staff person involved must inform another staff member of the time, place and nature of the counseling session.  He/she must also maintain a personal log of such counseling sessions.  

The counselor should be alert for behavioral indications on the part of the child/youth that may signal transference of emotional or sexual interest and shall terminate the one-on-one counseling session immediately upon such indication.  The counselor shall note such an indication in the personal log and so inform the other staff person.  Except in unusual circumstances, the number of personal counseling sessions should be limited and infrequent.

Professional counseling should be directed for a child who indicates confused or preoccupied thinking related to incest, homosexual feelings or other complicated sexual issues.  Staff members should also avoid counseling regarding issues that are beyond their training and ability to treat or advise and refer all such matters to professional counselors.

Communication and Advance Notice to Parents

Parents should be kept abreast of the programs their children or youth are involved in, and be given advance notice and information regarding any activity that deviates from the traditional classroom instruction offered at the Church during Sunday school, UMYF, Vacation Bible School, or other regular activities at the Church.  Permission forms with medical information should accompany children/youth for any activity involving travel or extreme sports activity (e.g., skiing). St. Stephen will provide a Safe Sanctuary training time for the parents and family of children and youth, with copies of St. Stephen’s Safe Sanctuary policy and operating procedures available.

Trips, Tours and Retreats
Trips, tours and retreats may provide opportunities for child abuse if not properly planned, chaperoned and monitored.  The planning for all such trips, tours and retreats involving children/youth should consider this aspect.  This may be especially challenging for trips, tours or retreats that involve children of widely varying ages.  Ideally, the ratio of adults to children shall be between 1:5 and 1:10 with a proportionate number of male and female chaperons.

Provisions shall be considered for the physical separation of male and female children in sleeping areas or during unsupervised periods in private locations.  Physical affectionate contact between children/youth of the opposite sex on the tour, trip or retreat should be discouraged at all times.

Monitoring
Children/youth should be monitored closely while under the care or direction of staff members and volunteers.  Such monitoring may indicate abnormal behavior or interest on the part of the child/youth towards a staff member or volunteer that may not be obvious to that person.  Other staff members should be observed also to point out areas of their behavior that may appear inappropriate.  Known or suspected abuse must be immediately reported by the observing person (or person to whom a report is given) to the Senior Pastor and the Staff-Parish Relations Committee (SPRC) Chair, unless the concern involves one of such individuals, in which case known or suspected abuse must be reported to the other non-involved Church official and the Administrative Board Chair.

First Aid and CPR

Where practicable, at least one adult present at every Church activity should be certified in basic first aid and CPR.  The Church should also attempt to offer training annually.

Age and Activity Appropriate Equipment

St. Stephen staff, in conjunction with the Church Trustees, should examine the safety and appropriateness of equipment used in or with the nursery, classrooms, youth rooms, playground and other children and youth facilities/activities.

Liability Insurance Coverage

St. Stephen will maintain adequate liability insurance coverage for Church sponsored activities of the Church family, both on and off the premises.  In addition, Church Trustees will annually review coverage that the Church purchases for sexual misconduct and other areas of liability.

Child Abuse Reporting
North Carolina state law requires professional personnel involved with children/youth to report all cases of actual or suspected child abuse.  In the event that child abuse is observed, suspected or reported, the Senior Pastor and the SPRC Chair shall be immediately notified, unless the concern involves one of such individuals, in which case known or suspected abuse must be reported to the other non-involved Church official and the Administrative Board Chair.  In no case will the suspected abuser be confronted or questioned until the affected child is physically safe.  

The Senior Pastor and/or SPRC Chair, as applicable, will notify the Department of Social Services, the parents of the apparent victim and, where appropriate, the police.  The Conference attorney and Administrative Board Chair and Vice-Chair shall also be notified.  

Because of the widely publicized nature of such reports involving a church, only the Senior Pastor, SPRC Chair or their designees, as applicable, shall talk with members of the media.  Where possible, the Church should have a prepared statement before releasing any information to the press.  All other persons at the Church should be encouraged to refrain from speaking to the press.  Moreover, in all cases, the confidentiality of information concerning such reports must be observed (except of course while responding to investigating personnel) in order to protect the reputation of the child/youth and the individual presumed innocent.

Although a formal investigation shall be conducted by the investigating authorities, an evaluation of whether to retain a staff person or volunteer in his/her position or service shall be conducted immediately by the SPRC.  Further investigatory and other action may also be taken by St. Stephen as appropriate, depending upon the nature of the alleged incident and the role of the staff member or volunteer involved.  Disciplinary action involving employees or action involving volunteers (e.g., exclusion from further volunteer service/membership) shall be taken only by the SPRC, but immediate suspension or separation of the individual from the situation may be prudent or required.  The decision to separate or ban the accused individual from his/her position, volunteer service or the situation shall be reviewed by the SPRC at the earliest opportunity.
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