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SUNBURY-Children are most often afraid to report sexual assaults, mostly because the 

abuser brainwashes, tricks, manipulates, and grooms his victims to believe that no one 

will believe them if they tell, a Valley counselor said last week, when the child sexual 

abuse trial of Jerry Sandusky got under way.  

 

Sandusky, 68, a former Penn State assistant coach, is facing 52 charges of child sexual 

abuse. His trial, which resumes Monday, gives Valley child care experts the opportunity 

to educate parents about predators and to encourage children who might have been sexual 

victims to come forward.  

 

“For their own psychological health, it is essential to do so,” said Melissa DeBaro, Child 

Advocacy Center coordinator, Northumberland. “The more we don’t talk about sexual 

predators, and also don’t teach ourselves and our children about healthy sexual 

development, the more we are grooming out children to be abused and/or exploited.” 

 

Teach your children about abuse, DeBaro said.  

 

“Educate. Educate. Educate,” DeBaro said. “We need to educate our children about 

abuse. If they don’t know what it is, how will they know they’ve been abused? The talks 

should include information about staying safe and the difference between good touch, 

bad touch, particularly when talking to younger children.” 

 

Brainwashing common 

 

Children are most often afraid to report sexual assaults, mostly because the abuser 

brainwashes them, said Dr. Tony Butto, director, Courtyard Counseling Center, 

Selinsgrove.  

 

The child may be threatened by the molester and believe harm will come to his family or 

event his pets and friends if he should tell anyone about what is happening, Butto said, 

adding that children most often feel guilty, confused, profoundly embarrassed, and 

ashamed, especially if the abuse is repeated and over time.  

 

“Often,” Butto said, “the molester is intermittently kind and even loving during the 

abusing relationship. The needy child is especially vulnerable to such affections from the 

abuser. Often, the grooming of a child is subtle and progressive and appears to be a 

friendship of sorts. The child believes that the molester actually cares about them.” 

 



If parents discover or are told that their child is being abused, they should show that they 

take him seriously.  

 

Don’t become hysterical 

 

Children whose parents listen calmly and show understanding fare better than parents 

who become hysterical. While it might seem impossible, remain calm and do not frighten 

the child, Butto said.  

 

“Always assure the child that they are doing the right thing by telling of the abuse,” Butto 

said. “Many times they will fear that it’s wrong to tell. Children may actually fear losing 

the relationship with the abuser if a bond has been formed.” 

 

Most importantly, tell the child that he is not to be blamed for the sexual abuse.  

 

Children often feel responsible, Butto said.  

 

“The abuser might trick the child to touch them first, making the child think that 

somehow they started it,” Butto said. “The child needs to be reassured that no one will 

blame them for what occurred. Most importantly, parents and adults close to the child 

should assure the child that they will stop the abuse.” 

 

Limit reiterations 

 

Don’t force the child to tell his tale of abuse repeatedly, Butto said.  

 

“Children are easily confused doing so and their imaginations can distort the events and 

make testimony difficult,” he said. 

 

Children rarely lie about sexual abuse, he said. Therapists and child workers know that 

children are much more likely to remain silent about the abuse than make it up. If a child 

is describing sexual acts that are beyond the normal knowledge for a child of that age, it 

is most likely a definite that the child has been engaged in inappropriate contact.  

 

Problem growing in United States 

 

Accurate statistics on the prevalence of child and adolescent sexual abuse are difficult to 

collect because of problems of under-reporting and the lack of one definition of what 

constitutes such abuse.  

 

There is general agreement among mental health and child protection professionals that 

child abuse is not uncommon and is a serious and growing problem in the United States.  

 

“There is this image people have of sexual predators being someone, a stranger, lurking 

in the shadows near a school,” DeBaro said. “And while some of that may be true, more 



than 85 percent of abuse comes from within the home, by one family member or 

another.” 

 

Many parents never have a conversation with their children about sexual abuse, DeBaro 

said, “and when they do, it is one time only. But one time doesn’t cut it.” 

 

How Young Victims Should Testify 

 

Procedures that states should use to make prosecuting offenders more effective, 

according to Dr. Tony Butto, director, Courtyard Counseling Center, Selinsgrove.  

 

It would be best for children to testify by closed circuit and not even be in the courtroom. 

The setting is intimidating to adults. It can be horrifying to children.  

 

“If the child must testify in the courtroom,” Butto said, “they should be properly prepared 

for the experience. The child should be shown the courtroom in advance and be allowed 

to sit on the stand when the court is empty. They should be told in detail exactly what 

will happen in that room. The child should not have to face the molester in court. This is 

often terrifying to children and the molester can continue to control and threaten the child 

through their stare or looks.” 

 

As in the Sandusky case, Butto said, the court should always allow groupings of victims 

to testify to demonstrate the molester’s pattern. Child molesters tend to follow similar 

abuse patterns with each victim.  

 

Pennsylvania should enact laws that make it a criminal offense for any adult who knows 

about child abuse and does not report it. The adult does not need to have definite proof. A 

suspicion is enough. The experts will determine whether the case has merit.  

 

 


