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INTRODUCTION

It is indeed sad that it is necessary to explain violence and abuse to young children.  I wish all the answers to children’s questions could end with “and they lived happily ever after,” but they don’t.

Violence and abuse are deeply destructive to victims, their families and friends.  They destroy a child’s faith in adults.  Children need repeated reassurance that they are not to blame.  They need to know that a grown-up who does cruel things has a problem.  They want to know if they can help make things better.
Children want facts.  They feel betrayed when told only half-truths or innuendos.  It’s Just Not Fair respects their desire for facts, especially children who are innocent victims.  This publication tells children that some people who hurt others get help to learn appropriate ways to handle anger.  It tells that a victim can learn to trust again and includes helpful suggestions to follow and numerous explanations seldom written for children.

There are laws requiring adults to report child abuse to the proper authorities.  These laws help to identify cases of physical and sexual abuse.  This publication deals with all levels of cruelty to children, including mental, emotional and interpersonal abuse.  Sexual abuse is a separate topic.

Most abused children are younger than five-years-old.  They do not know how to ask questions, are afraid to do so or have no one with whom to talk.  Older children, whether abused or not, know that some adults are unkind and hurt others.  They see cruel acts on TV and movies, and hear stories or read books and newspapers.  The questions in this publication come from years of working with children.  No child asks all of these questions or in this order, but they are REAL QUESTIONS.  When children receive honest answers, they can begin to understand the struggles and great sadness felt by all member of a family when a child is abused.

                                                                                     Ruth P. Arent, M.A., M.S.W.

                                                                                     William Gladden Foundation
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MEET JIM, JASON
AND THEIR TEACHER, MRS. GRANT:

A BOOK FOR KIDS

Jimmy mumbled, “Sometimes I hate my dad.”

Jason heard what his third grade classmate said.  “How come?” he asked.

“Because my dad hits my mom.  He hurts her.”

Jason was quiet for a while.  Then he whispered, “My mom never says anything nice to me.  She makes me feel like I’m no good.  She calls me names and tells me to get lost.  I think she hates me.”
“How come?” Jim wanted to know.

Jason shrugged his shoulders.  “I dunno,” he said.  The boys looked into each other’s eyes.

“I’m sorry, Jason.  That sounds really rough.  I didn’t know.”

“That’s okay,” Jason answered.  “I’ve never told anybody before.  That’s why I hate to go home”

“I do, too,” Jim said as he picked up his books.  When the bell rang, the boys walked past their teacher, Mrs. Grant.  They didn’t have their papers ready to hand in.  Mrs. Grant noticed they looked sad and serious.  She understands that when kids are upset, they don’t finish their work.  She was concerned.  She asked them to stay for a few minutes.  They told her they had been talking about things at home.
Mrs. Grant said, “I’d like to help.  How would you feel about a plan where we could meet in private and talk about family problems?  We could meet as many times as you would like,” she added.

Jim said, “I want to know why grown-ups get so mad so fast.  They tell us to control ourselves.  What’s the matter with them?  Why do they do and say mean things to other people, especially kids?  It’s just not fair.”

Mrs. Grant spoke slowly.  “Those questions are hard to answer, Jim.  I’ll think about them before we talk tomorrow.”  Then the boys left.

The next day when Jason and Jim met with Mrs. Grant, Jim told her that yesterday they discovered that they both hate to go home.  “My dad hits my mom, and Jason’s mom hurts his feelings all the time.”
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Jason was quiet.  His hands clenched into fists.  He tried not to cry, to look brave.  Then in a soft voice, he asked, “Would it be okay to tell my sister what we talk about?”
“Of course, Jason.  I’m sure she has the same questions that you do.  Many boys and girls do.  It’s nice that you want to help her.”

“I can’t talk to my mother.  She won’t listen.  I can’t talk to my dad either.  He loses his cool,” Jim said.  “Why do grown-ups tell kids to be quiet?  Sometimes it feels as if no one cares about us.”

Jason said, “I don’t have anybody to talk to.  My mom doesn’t care what I have to say, and I don’t have a dad.”

Mrs. Grant looked serious as she said, “I’ll try to be a good listener.  Sometimes it’s easier for someone who is not in the family to listen.”

Many kids have a lot of questions about grown-ups who have temper tantrums and do terrible things to other people, especially to others in the family.  They are curious about parents who don’t act lovingly and say mean things.

________________________________________________________________________

MRS. GRANT ANSWERS THE QUESTIONS

THAT JIM AND JASON ASK

Over the following weeks, these were some of the questions the boys asked.

WHY DO GROWN-UPS SAY OR DO MEAN THINGS?  WHY DO THEY GET SO MAD SO FAST?
“A grown-up who loses control is not acting like a grown-up at all.  Jim, don’t you have a little sister?”

“Yes, Molly.  She’s two.”

Sometimes little children get really mad or frustrated if they don’t get what they want.  They may cry and hit.  They may scream and throw things.  You may have seen Molly throw a temper tantrum.  Grown-ups sometimes act just like Molly.  They lose control when they have BIG PROBLEMS or after arguments or disappointments.  Often, the grown-up is upset about something outside the family.  When a mom or dad acts like a two-year-old, it is scary for kids.”
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HOW DO GROWN-UPS HURT KIDS?

Jim started the conversation.  “Mrs. Grant, I want to tell you about my uncle.  He locked my cousin in a cold barn a whole day.  When my aunt found her, she was nearly frozen.  That’s abuse, too, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is.  Let’s make a list of some of the ways grown-ups hurt kids.”  She took out a sheet of paper.  They compiled this list.
· Beating them

· Burning them

· Cutting them

· Shooting them

· Insulting them

· Scratching them

· Locking them up

· Calling them names

· Not feeding them

· Making them feel dumb

· Hitting them with a stick

· Threatening to give them away

· Touching private parts of their bodies

A PARENT DOES NOT PLAN TO HURT A CHILD ON PURPOSE.  IF A GROWN-UP DOES HURT A CHILD, THE GROWN-UP HAS A PROBLEM.

________________________________________________________________________ 

“I think hitting is the worst, don’t you?” Jason asked.
“No,” Jim answered, “I think it’s worse to have a mom or dad who makes you feel like you are always bad, when you’re not.”

Mrs. Grant spoke softly, “I feel very sad when any child is treated in a cruel way.  It’s hard to believe the terrible stories I hear about violence and abuse.”

WHAT UPSETS GROWN-UPS?

Jim spoke up before Mrs. Grant answered.  “I think I know what upsets my dad – money.  He’s never had a steady job.  He talks about money all the time.  He’s worried that we won’t have enough to buy food and stay in our house.  The other day, he said that he didn’t want his kids sleeping in the streets or in a shelter.  Maybe that’s why he has temper tantrums,” Jim said as he looked down at his feet.
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Jason looked sad, too.  “My mom doesn’t talk about money all the time, but she’s always tired and sometimes she drinks too much.  She’s always mean to me.  She never gets mad at my sister.  Everything I do is wrong.”
________________________________________________________________________

A MOM OR DAD DOESN’T WAKE UP IN THE MORNING AND SAY, “TODAY IS THE DAY I’M GOING TO BE CRUEL.”
________________________________________________________________________

Mrs. Grant said, “There are many reasons adults lose control or pick on kids: money, problems, loneliness, unhappy relationships and strong feelings that they are not good people.”
________________________________________________________________________

SOMETIMES, WHEN YOU THINK A PERSON IS MAD AT YOU, THAT PERSON IS REALLY MAD AT HIMSELF OR HERSELF.
________________________________________________________________________

“It is just not fair to ask kids to be grown-ups.  Some parents abuse their kids because they expect them to be more grown up than they can be.  Abusive parents want their children to take care of them, fix meals and comfort them if they are sad or upset.  The children do not understand and cannot be that grown up, especially toddlers and preschool kids.  Abusive parents expect third graders to be as grown up as high school kids,” continued Mrs. Grant.

ARE THERE LOTS OF KIDS WHO LIVE WITH A PARENT WHO IS CRUEL OR LOSES CONTROL?  ARE LOTS OF KIDS ABUSED?

“There are millions of kids who are abused.  It is hard to know exactly how many because babies and young kids can’t tell, and older boys and girls usually don’t talk about it.  You know how hard it was for you to tell anyone.  Parents often warn their children to keep family troubles a secret,” informed Mrs. Grant.

Mrs. Grant added, “More than 1,200 children die each year because of abuse or neglect.  Neglect means that no grown-ups gave them enough to eat or kept them clean and safe.  Every day hundreds go to hospitals for emergency care.  We know many kids are constantly insulted or pushed aside.  Teachers and counselors and other people who work with very unhappy kids tell us that one out of every six boys and one out of every three girls suffer because of a cruel grown-up.”
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“The person who is always hit or ignored, belittled or insulted is called a victim.  It is important for victims to understand the phrase: It’s not my fault.”
“Most abusive grown-ups do not like themselves.  Many were hit, hurt or sexually abused as children and have no self-confidence.  They show that they are unhappy when they lose control and abuse others.  Sometimes they are mean to dogs and cats, too.”

Jason squinted at his teacher.  “You mean lots of other kids are treated just like me?”


“Yes, Jason, I’m sure there are others in this class who are not telling about problems at home.  I can see that some look sad or are not able to pay attention.  Others daydream a lot.  I hope that someday they will talk to me about what is happening to them,” answered Mrs. Grant.

“I’m glad you listen to us,” Jim said.

WHY DO SOME KIDS BLAME THEMSELVES WHEN IT IS NOT THEIR FAULT THAT A GROWN-UP IS CRUEL?

“Babies and small children learn that when they cry they will get attention and when they are hungry they will be fed.  This is called trust,” informed Mrs. Grant.

“Cruel treatment hurts that trust.  Cruel acts tell the child that people you love can also hurt you a lot.  Children want to believe that all grown-ups are good and will not hurt them.  If children do get hurt, they feel sure that they deserved it, that they were bad or naughty or dumb.”

YOU SHOULD KNOW THE WORD “ABUSE.”  IT MEANS TO HURT SOMEONE ELSE OR TO BE CRUEL.  A PARENT WHO ALWAYS SAYS MEAN THINGS TO A CHILD OR IGNORES HIM IS AN ABUSIVE PARENT, THE SAME AS ANY GROWN-UP WHO BEATS OR BURNS A CHILD.

“All children do things that make grown-ups mad, but it is not their fault that the grown-up punishes in cruel ways.  There are many ways that grown-ups can show they are angry without being cruel,” said Mrs. Grant.

Jim said, “A friend of mine told me his dead beat him because he brought home a bad report card.  I heard about a girl who was locked in her room for two days because she forgot to feed the dog.  I think those grown-ups were unfair.”

-8-

DOES IT MAKE ANY DIFFERENCE IF A MEMBER OF THE FAMILY OR A STRANGER OR TEACHER HURTS A CHILD?
“Being hurt by a member of the family or someone you trust hurts the most.  Even though boys and girls are told that strangers can do terrible things to kids, they want to believe that no one will hurt them.  If they are hurt by a stranger, they can still feel safe at home,” Mrs. Grant explained.

“In school, children want to like their teachers and want their teachers to like them.  If a teacher scolds or embarrasses a student repeatedly, that is cruel.  The child may start to hate the teacher and not want to go to school but can still feel safe at home,” she added.

________________________________________________________________________

THERE IS NO ONE WAY TO DESCRIBE ABUSIVE GROWN-UPS.  EACH IS DIFFERENT.
________________________________________________________________________

“If a member of the family is cruel, there can be no place to go to escape.  Children learn to be very quiet, hide, stay in their rooms or pretend to watch TV so no one will notice them, and that’s how they try to feel safe at home.”
Mrs. Grant told the boys, “I read about a three-year-old who was kidnapped and badly hurt and put in the dark, smelly pit of an outhouse.  She stayed there three days before she was rescued.  She never lost the hope that her mommy and daddy would find her.  This trust was very important.”

WHY DOES MY MOM JUST PICK ON ME?

 When Mrs. Grant heard that question, she shook her head and said, “I can’t answer that question?”

She explained that there are many complicated reasons why a person may be cruel to only one other person, the husband or wife of one of the children.

IF ONE PERSON IN A FAMILY IS A VICTIM, EVERYONE ELSE IS A VICTIM.  NO ONE FEELS SAFE.  EVERYONE WISHES THE CRUEL PERSON WOULD STOP BEING MEAN.
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HOW DO I KNOW IF ANY OF MY FRIENDS ARE LIVING WITH AN UNKIND GROWN-UP, IF THEY DON’T TELL ME?

“Most girls and boys cover up family problems if they can.  Some can be unhappy at home but fun to be with at school.  Others act unhappy at school, too.  Friends can be moody or sad a lot, or you can hear them say that they wish they could run away or come and live with you,” answered Mrs. Grant.

When kids get mad or scared, they may say they want to move away or go live with a relative or friend.  One such comment may not be important at all.  When they say it many times, you can guess that they are unhappy and living with someone cruel.”

“Teachers recognize unhappiness, just as I noticed that you were sad when we made the plan to talk together.  Teachers know that victims are angry, sad, get sick a lot, can’t study or want to be by alone.”

IF I THINK MY FRIEND IS A VICTIM, WHAT CAN I DO?

“Above all, be a friend to your friend, even when the friend is unfriendly,” emphasized Mrs. Grant.

“If you have seen bruises or burns of your friend, suggest that he or she go see the school nurse.  When the nurse sees the bruises, she can decide what to do.  She knows how to get help for victims.  There are laws that she has to follow.  Your friend is in a sad situation.  He or she hates the abuse but is afraid to do anything about it.  Kids want to protect their families and keep family secrets.  That’s why they may not even tell their best friends about cruel things that are happening.”

________________________________________________________________________

A BOY OR GIRL WHO LIVES WITH A CRUEL PERSON MAY LOVE AND HATE THAT PERSON AT THE SAME TIME.

CAN CRUEL PEOPLE STOP BEING CRUEL?

“I’m glad you asked that.  I’m sure you think about that a lot,” Mrs. Grant answered.  “Cruel grown-ups can get better.  It takes a lot of hard work.”

“Most adults feel badly when they lose control or are unkind.  Most of them want to stop.  There are people who can help like doctors, counselors or social workers.  There are many useful books and tapes.  They can attend groups to find new ways to handle anger and disappointments.
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“As you know, many people with problems use drugs or drink too much.  They may need to go to a hospital to rest and start to learn how to like themselves and behave when they are upset.  Like your dad, Jim, some people must have a job in order to feel important to the family before they can change from being cruel to being kind.  Finding a good job may be difficult for many reasons.  It’s not hard to understand why your dad gets upset, but it doesn’t give him the right to hurt your mom.”
“It takes a long time to get out of the habit of doing mean things.  You can understand that if a mom or dad has had a bad temper for 20 or 30 years, it is hard to learn control.  If Mom or Dad has never believed that he or she is okay, that’s even harder to learn.”

________________________________________________________________________

PEOPLE CAN LEARN TO LIKE THEMSELVES BETTER AND LEARN DIFFERENT WAYS TO SHOW ANGER.  THEY CAN CONTROL WHAT THEY SAY AND DO.  HELP IS IMPORTANT.  EVERYBODY HAS TO BE PATIENT.
________________________________________________________________________

WHAT CAN A KID DO TO HELP A PARENT WHO DOES MEAN THINGS?
“Here are some suggestions,” offered Mrs. Grant.

“Express your feelings when things are calm.  I’m afraid of you, Dad.  I hate it when you hit my sister.  It’s not fair that you call me names.  I am not a bad kid.  You are helping your parents by setting a good example and encouraging honest family communication.  Abusive parents need to hear that everyone in the family has strong feelings about what is going on.”
“Be direct and talk about help.  You might say, I learned in school (or read or someone told me) that after grown-ups hurt kids they feel badly.  I also learned that there a lot of people who know how to help a cruel person not to be cruel any more.  I wish you would go to a helper or to some group.  Your mother or father may not make any promises to get help, but you have done your part.  A person should be proud of the decision to get help.”

“It takes a lot of courage to go for help.  Abusive grown-ups and the victims cannot recover alone.”

WILL YOU TELL US A LITTLE ABOUT SEXUAL ABUSE?

“Grown-ups who touch children in a way that is wrong are VERY SELFISH and SICK.  They are only thinking of themselves and not about the boy or girl,” replied Mrs. Grant.
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“There are different kinds of sexual abuse.  It can be too much kissing and rubbing or it can be putting something into a body opening.  It can happen to babies, preschool kids or school-age boys and girls.  Most abusers are members of the family or someone the child knows well and trusts.  The abuse is not usually limited to a one-time happening nor does the abuser use force.  More girls are sexually abused than are boys.  Some grown-ups trick the child into doing wrong things.  They act friendly and offer the child candy or toys or money and say things that the children like to hear.  The children have no way of knowing that it was a trick, until the abuse begins.  The victim becomes confused, sad and angry and feels guilty.”

“People who study sexual abuse report that as many as 40 million Americans may have been sexually hurt as kids.  One out of every three girls and one out of every six boy is molested.”
“Victims feel as if they have no power because they cannot stop a cruel grown-up from being cruel.  This is especially true of victims of sexual abuse.  In order to recover, victims must work with a professional therapist for a long time.  Because of the abuse, they may be depressed, lonely and feel ugly.  They may never be happy, unless they get help.”

________________________________________________________________________
MOST CHILD VICTIMS OF SEXUAL ABUSE ACT VERY SAD.  SOME DO THINGS THAT GET THEM INTO TROUBLE.  THEY CAN BE SO UPSET THAT THEY HIT OTHERS, TEAR UP TOYS OR BOOKS, TEASE ANIMALS OR EVEN SET FIRES AND RUN AWAY.  WHEN SEXUAL ABUSE VICTIMS DO THINGS LIKE THAT, THEY ARE ASKING FOR HELP WITHOUT SAYING THE WORDS.
________________________________________________________________________

MY FRIEND’S OLDER SISTER RAN AWAY; WAS SHE SEXUALLY ABUSED?
“I don’t know about your friend’s sister, Jason, but each year thousands of teenagers run away to escape sexual abuse.  They are so unhappy, afraid and upset.  They may drink too much.  They may use drugs and do other things that hurt them.  Runaway girls and boys do not have any friends or grown-ups to encourage them to get help for their problems,” Advised Mrs. Grant.

MY DAD BEAT MY MOM LAST NIGHT.  WHY DOESN’T MOM TAKE US KIDS AND MOVE AWAY?

One day Jim was absent.  Mrs. Grant was worried.  She phoned him to see if he was okay.  When she spoke to him, his voice was shaky.
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He said, “I can’t talk much right now. There are lots of people here.  My dad hit my mom and they took him to jail and then to a hospital.  I’ll talk to you later.  Thanks for calling.”

Jim came to school the next day.  He was grouchy.  He sat with his head in his hands and his elbows on the desk.  When Jim, Jason and Mrs. Grant met together, he told them, “Dad hurt my mom again.  She got a bloody nose and black eyes.  You should have heard the mean things my dad said.  Dad screamed at me, too.  It was crazy around our house.  Why doesn’t mom take us kids and move away?
Mrs. Grant didn’t answer right away.  She sat quietly and then said, “There are many reasons why moms don’t take the kids and leave.  Some are too frightened.  Some don’t have any money.  Some don’t know where to go and, in many towns, there are no safe places.  The grandparents often don’t want to be mixed up in family fights.  Remember, Jim, some moms have learned that, after the fights, the dad will say he’s sorry and bring presents.  Maybe they only get presents after a fight.  When a mom hears the dad promise he’ll never hit her again and he brings her a gift, she wants to believe that everything is okay when it is not okay.  That’s a very important reason why she doesn’t move away.”

Jim said, “It doesn’t make sense to me, Mrs. Grant, but I guess you’re right.  After the last fight, my dad brought Mom a pair of earrings and she was happy.  They don’t have much money, and this was her first pair of new earrings since my sister was born.”

“Does your mother know about a Safe House or a safe place to go?  In a Safe House or other safe place, the mother and kids are protected.  There is no way for her to get an apology or a present from the dad.  This gives her time to begin to understand how the apologies and presents have kept her from leaving.  Many people talk to the families at a Safe House and help them decide what to do next,” explained Mrs. Grant.

Mrs. Grant added, “Women who get beaten are called Battered Women.  They want the family to be together and at peace.  They keep hoping the cruel person will stop being cruel.  They keep saying to themselves, ‘Things will get better.’  They don’t realize that unless they do get out of the house and protect themselves and the kids, the cruel person may not stop the terrible behavior.  In some families, the moms have bed temper tantrums and hurt others.  It’s just as important for the dad to take the kids until the mom goes for help.”
“It’s confusing,” Jim said.

“I know,” Mrs. Grant said as she put her hand on his shoulder.

As the boys were leaving, Mrs. Grant said, “You are special to me.  I am proud of you both.”

They waved to her as they went out the door.
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________________________________________________________________________

EPILOGUE

Thank you for being a Mrs. Grant or a Mr. Grant to some kids.  If the children were victims, you have provided respect and encouragement to those innocent young people whose needs you understand.  A victim hungers for the respect taken away so unfairly.  A victim needs encouragement as part of a magic mixture to build self-esteem.

________________________________________________________________________

THE ABUSED CHILD:

WHAT GROWN-UPS CAN OBSERVE

ADULT-CHILD INTERACTIONS
· Is extremely sensitive to criticisms, over-reacts
· Has ongoing signs of anxiety, squints, positions self away from adults

· Is agitated when an adult stands too close

· Refuses to sit next to an adult

· Overreacts to casual touch

· Avoids eye contact

· Makes a consistent effort not to be noticed

· Overreacts when an adult is harsh, sarcastic, critical or firm

· Is uncooperative or compulsively compliant

· Demands an extraordinary amount of attention
MAJOR PROBLEMS AT SCHOOL

· Is unable to concentrate

· Is unable to memorize

· Displays inappropriate social skills

OTHER SYMPTOMS OF STRESS

PHYSICAL

· Cuts

· Ulcers

· Bruises

· Headaches

· Broken bones
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· Stomachaches

· Hives, rashes

· Psychosomatic complaints

· Unusual weight gain or loss

· Functional deafness, blindness

· Covers up body, as if ashamed or frightened

EMOTIONAL
· Agitated

· Depressed

· Whines, cries

· Withdrawn, loner

· Angry, defensive

· Lack of interest in school and other people

PERSONAL

· Mood swings
· Lack of trust

· Perfectionist

· Dislike of self

· Temper tantrums

· Spacey, daydreams

· Ongoing low self-esteem

· Self-destructive behaviors

INTERPERSONAL

· Uncooperative

· Overly passive

· Overly aggressive

· Highly critical of others

· Exaggerated dependency, clings

· Exaggerated independence, isolated

· Cruelty, especially to younger children and animals
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION
Contact these agencies to report child abuse or neglect.

National Child Abuse Hotline
(800) 422-4453

Police Department

911

Contact these agencies for more information about child abuse and neglect.

National Clearinghouse on Child Abuse and Neglect Information

www.nccanch..acf.hhs.gov
Child Help USA

www.childhelpusa.org
National Center on Child Abuse and Neglect

www.ojjdp.ncjrs.org
Prevent Child Abuse America

www.preventchildabuse.org
Parents Anonymous
www.parentsanonymous.org
American Humane Association Children’s Division

www.americanhumane.org
National Council on Child Abuse & Family Violence

www.nccafv.org
Family Violence Prevention Fund

www.endabuse.org
National Youth Violence Prevention Resource Center
www.safeyouth.org
International Child Abuse Network
www.yesican.org
National Center for Prosecution of Child Abuse
www.ndaa-apri.org
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