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How Old Are You and Do You Have a D(}g"}
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The ﬁ.u‘i*imi{‘ inlerview conducted with a
child during the course n}f a child abuse
investigation is a crifical component [J_r
the information gathering process. This
IR RTIE |,'|"-i:'|ri-:|||_ '|'|+I:I'|‘i| LELRH "'. ECLES [II_"'..\.'I_'L'I'. LA WIMEers,
is problematic, anxiety proveking, and complex for
many reasons, An allegation of chdld abuse is stresshul
anil ||L|!|'||I'i:|||'x lite altering for the I-II"\.EII.'I'rl'I.I abser.
For the child, the commersation demands un ansod
amsount of detail abou |'|ig!|h'||illg ||:,|i||:|'|-||_ amil
embarrassing experiences, which often invalves a
loved and trugted adult, Interviewers are charged
with muintaining the childs conperation, assessing
his truthlulness, and obtaining detalled, specific, and
complete explanations of difficult events. In response
bor the host of tasks and the demands of large caseloads,
interviewers often feel [pressure fo move I!'ilil:,'l\:;'l. o
th ;||r||!ir-->|1| wilie portion of thet comversation,

In the past ten vears there has been o prowing demand
for protocols designed to increase the quantity and
puality of information elicited from child witnesses
mnel wictims, Most child forensic intendew stroctures
call For an introdoction mad |'.u|1|:l||.'I.I:|5II of the |'|I'Ial:'-:"i'-;_
i rapport building phase, sereening activities (o place
Fhee ehild el l|'||||4l|||:|]|l.' an abuse s it illlj'llil"l
phase, and élosure (APSAC, 2002; Cordisco Steele,
2004: Holmes & Yieth, 2008; Olalson & Kenniston,
200k Poole & Lamb, 19598: Yuille, 1961}, Some mndels
are highly structured within each stage and in the

i ol transitoning from one stage to the next with
the expectution thid the child wall adagpt to a format
that is camtariable tor the interviewer (Stemberg ef
al, 2001, Other mesdels allow for modification of the

] HETE B |||'!1| ncling on the dgE ani] needs of the child,

It is recommended that the interviewer employ
questioning strategies that progress from open-
endid Ellt-lu".'- tor o civect cjuesticms with o mmlate
to il |1a;||:|i||:._r| [ lili-_flﬂr".'iri".'v r|m-lc'rimw [ Faller 1540
Faller, 2000; Poole & Lamb, 18898). Some protocols
:_|"| L |'| iF rI..- BSE 1||'I||| ||!. "\.I.II']I HiL® l:||.|.-.-.'i||:-_r|'. .|||:|||r|||||';|]
hody maps, or anatomical dolls. Abuse-specific
i||-e|||i|'| is the I'III.i|‘i|' which is of the most interest o
the investigatars obseninge or L-|J||:|||Hi||§_: the: interview
and often emerges as the “real” conversation or the
:!_[n-:l.| al the mterview,

-".!':._[illlll'llr-\. rcll' [||.| :-_?:-:l]-l:|i|r|_'1|'|! .||:IE|I'||.I|'E| i||-e;||||||'
comeerns abont the inmaestivators time and worrdes chout
the attention span of the child, There is a tendeney
to build rapport with a few questions perceived to e
of interest to a child amd to address the developmental
screening phase with some preseribed questions ahout
colors, mumbers, and prepositions. Thus, our Htle was
harn from often-asked uEstions desiened to huild
rapport such as, “How old are you?" and "Do you
have o ||r|g""" Other Givorite I||[1i.|'~: |:|||ri|||_-: the ey
phases of an interdew are sports, sechionl performance,
|'.|,|n:i'. activibies |||:-|i-e|;|,_'."._ .|.|||,| h:|1|||,:|1'|:1 i1;||‘|||,-"-.



(“Howw Old Are You.,." continued from page 1)

In a 1983 issue of Toples in Langnage Disorders,
Karen Saywitz writes, “Children’s apparent lack of
credibility hos as much to do with the competence of
aehults o relate to mgd communicate with children os
it does with childrens abilities to remember aned
relate their expenences scenrately.”  Savwits uses the
berm “communicative competence.” which she
deseribes as “the ability to communicate in 4 non-
Frlased e st the childs level of ondestanding of
conversilional mles and doneepts, acoounting for the
child’s age, voeabulary, and lingnistic skill.”™  Adept
commumicilbion with a polentially traumatized child
calls for the interviewer to consider developmental
strengths wned limdtations: the fmpact of a single
tranmatic event or trsama history; and the influence
ol enltiure and hamily on memory and narration. Asa
professional group, we have made some progress in
aclapting our expectations to the linguste und concephoal
livdtutioms of soung childreen (developmental aspoct)
andl mure s being written about the impact of reoe-
curming exposure to violence on the development of
(e ehilds brain (ranma considerations), While the
recommendation to be eulturally sensitive has
Become a standard part of the rhetoric around child
abuse investigation, little is incorporated inlo oor
literuture or training that sddresses the vast differences
created by language, differing world views and viboes,
socio-economle influences on development, and
different family and attachment systems. What is
erlture and how does it effect the childs participation
in thee interview?

In a 2004 bhook, Young Children and Trawm:
Intervention and Treatment, Maria Lewis and
Chomelra Ghosh Tppen state, “Culture |'||'n'.'i|:|+_*:‘- the
psychic structure for relationships among members of
a sovial group while simoltaneausly helping them to
make meaning af the physical world,  Individualy are
socializee] inbo o culture that s leamed and transinitted
primarily though linguage and everyday interactions.”
Cultoral groupings are not easily “defined and Ty
nelude dimensions of raee, ethnicity, sovioeconomic
status, dominance or leck of power, religions beliels,
historical travmas, and varving degrees of acealtursition
to the dominant group. Culture tansmits putterns of
behavior, cognitive structoring, and social interaction.
Cultwral instruction also informs us about what is
worthwhile and useful, determining which aspects of
an experience we atlend to and remember. This
includes the interpretation of potentially tronmutic

events and our maction to such ERpeTinees. Whiles we
iy assiime thit events are statle amd concrete and
thus can b sharved with another person, our brains
awre wetually processing, explaining, and storing ven
differant accounts. The pathwavs into those stared
miernories are also varied. Our preferred guestioning
strategies, which serve to assist us in organizing a
childs accmunt of bis experience, could e confnsing
distracting, or disempowering ti the ehild,

We find ourselves questioning children with diverse
baeckgrounds: age, comitive ahilities, lngoage, Tmily
Fometioning and parenting style, sovo-poonommic stilus
commamity and school funetioning, cultural and religions
Leharround, and exposure to violence, Each clild lus
lsesen shiped by thedr life expericnee and arrived at his
own sense of the world, The child has formed
expectations of others and developed strategies to
mgintiin salety for himsell and his family. Even e
very teaning of the term “seldl™ may be different Tor
mirtibwers of another cultural group with some gronps
acopbing un individualistic definition of sell and other
cultures assnming “self as a member of a group.”
While virtually all young children define themselves by
thes Family within which they live; the goal of |.=~':r.||j|1=||||||g
u "self” as one, which is u separute, empowered, and
ndependent entity is undguely Enro-Anglo (Nishett,
203, For children of eonltures that are allocentoe
(group-vriented] the process of speaking aboul {oples
that bring potentially harmbul consequences to the
family or its members is umtorl. T8 is almost as 17 tie
arm were aocusing other parts ol the body of doing
harm. Approsching the disclosure as an adversarial
process miy be counter-procuctive with these childven.

Cur everyday experience ol using language to
describe life events takes on new dimensions whim
we question children who are bilingual or live in
losmes where o language other than English is spoken.
The process of ussigning words to recreate deeply
lived emotional and physica] experiences is franght
with difficulties even lor those ol us whe come from
similar personal and edvcational buckgrounds
Because we use words and phrases so anoonsciously,
we may believe that a ane-lo-one correspondence
pxists for the ward and the object. ar the word and
the act. Understanding, the “making of meaning.”
Likes pluce within the context of our complicated,
sensorial, and emotional lives. Lungnages (os well as
worldviews] offer dilferent possibilities for describing
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objects, actions, feelings, and intent. A languiage can be
heavy with nouns or verbs as primary means of
deseription. One term may cover many nuances aof
meaning or, conversely, there may be a host of terms (o
address each nuance. Emphasis or tone may change
thet mening of o word, Linguistic and caltural anthro-
pologists take for granted that cultural context, native
language, worldview, pender, age, und life experience
shape our use and inderstanding of words (Hall, 1976;
Huyakaws & Hayalaws, (977 Tharra, 2001).

Adddditicmally, these same children love enorded rules
about communicating with adults (Siegal, 1991). A
child cannot expluin his “conversational rules” to you as
this sot of lessons was not l|||||:J1t i i libeatr il vent
manner. However, the “conversational mles” are as
evident to the child as 'h:n.'ullling and have been
acquired through his history of conversutions with
parents, teachers, mentors, tyrants, and protectors,
Some cultaral groups rely more on verbal deseription;
while othverr gronps ane hesvily dependent on non-verbal
stgrmals (gestures, bady lingnage, and factal expression)
to [l out a bess robust use of words. Silence, pacing,
inflection, and use ol mmuendo in communication vary
From group to group (Cooper, 19695; Hall, 1959; Tharra,
2001}, While we may provide guidelines Tor this
conversation and even practice the new rules, we canoot
expect that the child is able to ignore the lessons
lewrmied From all of thetr vears and fally conform to our
“conversational rules.” Roles governing how a child
spennks with an adult or o stranger, permission to cormect
or challenge adults, the power of the spoken wornd to
effect the envirmment, the perception and deseription
ol time, taboos around the use of certain words or
discussion of some boprics. andl variution in the nse ol
ruestions, volee tone, or gesture may be vastly different
for the child and the interviewer (Cooper, 1895, Hall,
1954 Kluckhalin, 1974), Indesd, every communication
with an unknown child is best :lppmur.'lwd with un
openness to learn about this child, his view of the
world, and his predilection for describing experiences
anl comeems.

Given that wee have o mandited] task (colleat informuation
about possible eriminal or non-protective behavior,) o
limited amount of time, and perhaps o reluctant child
participant, where can we begin to address these
concerns? Doing ones homework prior to the interview
it the sturting place, Familiarity with the childs identified
citltnral group (noting that eolture is not only determined

by a different country of origin) assists the nterdewer in
recopnizing conversational and behaviom] differences.
Such preparution can be accomplished through reading
and Ihmllgh talking with enltural mentors ||1-E|:|p|r of
the sume group or fmiliar with the gronp who can
explain patterns of behavior, communication, and
interaction). We must move out of the realm of
assumming that our own behavior, thought, and language
patterns are “ordinany and nataral™ (Seollon & Seollon.
1988). The interviewer can avold Tabeling differences ay
cleficits in the child and prepare to make adjostments in
comversational patterns. We cin adispt our enviconment,
by language, fucial CXPTESKIONS, Use ol meterialy,
pacing, voice tone, tim-taking patterns, and methods
for eliciting further description without sacrificing
Forensic principles. A childs most personal and emational
experiences are encoded in their own language and
defined IJ}' their sense of IEaning, These are the
memories that we want to eliclt. The more closely our
questions and responses can mateh the wanner and
lorm of the childs spontaneous gquestions and state-
ments, the closer we move to s broe conversation with
this child.

We learn abont the child's communication style and
conversational rules by listening, rather than by talking,
testing, and controlling the conversation, The extensive
work of D, Michael Lamb, Dre. Katlileen Sternberg,
and colleagues has demonstrated the benefits of
encouraging. practicing, and assessing narrative
communication in the introduetory portion of the
interview, T propose we take the Tormat another step
with the Structured Interview spproach and encourmge o
e atural and comversational approach o the mppornt
and developmental sereening portion of the interview,
particularly for the child from a different caltural back-
erciimcl. Time well spent in the eardy part of the intenview
can be instructive and productive for the interdower
and the mvestigator. The goal is to enooirage narrative
:]stlpti:m abaut topics al interest to the child, while
CHCTEISIE little eomtrol of content or form othier than
enconraging elaboration. This interaction allows the
interviewer o olsene the childs non-verbal expressions,
his Tungunge patterns and use of words, the structure
ol his narrative deseriptions, and the content he
chooses o include, Tt may take o Birde tdme 1o hiton a
topic of interest for the child, but the internest shows in
the change in expression, animation of speech. amount
of detail, and spontaneous inclusion of information.
[comtinned on peage 13
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(eomtinuerd from page 5)

This is the topic to explore more thoroughly
ohserving affective style. content elements, narritive
ability, degree of detail, and vse of expressive skills
(such as drawing or demonstration]. As well i an
apportumnity to lewm about this child, e interdewer
cun communicate interest, ncceptance, lack of
knowledge about the childs life, and o willingness
to work to umderstund the other's experience.

This more in-depth conversation helps to establish
a pattern of interaction that hopefully com influence
all phases of the fnterview, The interdewer is uble
to establish a baseling for the childs conumumicative
and deseriptive abilities and to learn about the
child’s nonverbal behaviors, eve contact, pacing,
spontaneity, and response to specific types of questions
o requests by the intervdewer, Information gathered
and ohservations of the child should assist the
interviewer in structuring her approach, chioice of
questions, organization of information, wnd use of
tools and technigues. The interviewer also may
alter her expectations of the abusive incidentis)
cleseription aned make better chotees about when
and how to seek additional detail. Ouwr goal is
always to adapt our questioning style to meet the
child’s communication style and needs without
resorting to leading questions. We also strive 1o
imtroduee only thuse technigues and tools that
wight be hielpful o the child in sharing his memories
and deseribing his bived experience and to avoid
those techmigues that are not congruent with the
child’s communication style. Careful use of the
rupport-boildling aned disvedopmental sereening portion
of the child forensic intervew can lay the ground-
waork for a more thorough and meaninginl discussion
in the abuse specific questioning portion of the
interview, Omnly by showing a profound and sincere
respeet for the communication differences and the
child’s view of the world, can we hope to understand
his expenence.

Gathering detailed information from a child is a
comples and challenging task. Given the serions
nature of the topics ander disenssion, the moral
imperative to provide protection to the clild, and
our goal of renderimg justice. we must continue to
cansider all influences on the child's ability to fully

(eomtineedd o page 15)



continued from page 13)

describe his experiences and our skill and willingness
by besnr aned nnderstand, As we continne to aclkmowledse
the dimensions of childhood cognition and memon
that need to be forther explored and anderstood. it is
as though we ure sorting through a set of RBussian
nesting: dolls in search of the “truth,” the child's lived
experience. We must consider the contest of the
child’s eultural background, language of origin, aod
personal history to be one of those layers,
Preparation before the conversation, true respect
and o willingness to hear the child’s words, and a
willingness to be goided by the child will assist us in

tlieser moulds.
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