PREVALENCE OF DIFFERENT TYPES OF CHILD ABUSE AMONG THE PUPILS OF

GRADES 5-9 ATTENDING Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1 AND changes BROUGHT ABOUT BY THE ACTIVITIES OF the project “Kind and safe school” 
Triin Edovald

Introduction to the problem

The concept of child abuse is closely related to the context. Traditions as well as the official and unofficial childrearing practices differ across states and cultures. Things considered to be acceptable and natural in one society may be viewed as abuse in the other. Therefore careful and delicate approach to the issues of child abuse is essential (T. Cohen, 2001). According to K. Kõiv (2000) it is not possible to say that the concept of child abuse of one person is more or less adequate than that of the other. We are simply dealing with different viewpoints resultant to the different objectives of defining the terms. Parents, children and different professionals (physicians, social workers, psychologists, educationalists, lawyers, police officers) and everyone dealing with the problem use different approaches. 

K. Kõiv (2000) has mentioned that most specialists classify child abuse into following types: (1) physical abuse; (2) sexual abuse; (3) emotional/psychological abuse; (4) neglect. Some researchers group psychological and emotional abuse together, the others address them as different types of child abuse. 

Although the concept of child abuse varies greatly, K.Kõiv (2000) has specified some basic definitions to be used in determining the phenomenon. Child abuse has been addressed mainly in the context of family/domestic violence and dealt with as one the types of domestic violence. 

According to the Estonian medical traditions child abuse is divided into three major divisions, each of which having several subclasses: (1) violence directed to children (emotional, psychological, physical and sexual abuse); (2) child neglect (physical, emotional, health and educational neglect and lack of supervision); (3) overprotection and overcare (Soonets, 1997).  According to K.Kõiv (2001) overprotection and overcare can both be considered rather ineffective childrearing practices of parents than types of child abuse.

The present study had two main objectives: (1) to investigate the incidence and prevalence of different types of child abuse among the pupils of grades 5 – 9 of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No1; (2) to investigate the changes in the prevalence of different types of child abuse during the project “Kind and Safe School”. 

Methods

The method used to study the prevalence of different types of child abuse was a questionnaire based on the classification of child abuse into 10 types by Ruth Soonets (1997): emotional, psychological, physical and sexual abuse, physical, emotional, health and educational neglect, lack of supervision and overprotection. Each type of child abuse was described by three allegations (total 30), which the respondents had to evaluate on a 10-point scale, ranging from 10 points indicating the highest prevalence to 1 point indicating the lowest prevalence of the behaviour. The questionnaire was designed by K. Kõiv. The respondents completed the questionnaire twice: during the preliminary study in 2001 and repeated study in 2002.  

Sample

In order to investigate the prevalence of different types of child abuse among the pupils of grades 5 – 9 of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1, a preliminary study was conducted. The respondents were 395 pupils of grades 5-9, 216 of them from Võru Basic School No 1 and 179 from Võrusoo Basic School. 

In order to investigate the changes in the prevalence of different types of child abuse a repeated study was conducted within the framework of the project “Kind and Safe School”. The sample of the repeated study composed of 437 pupils of grades 5-9, 258 of them from Võru Basic School No 1 and 179 from Võrusoo Basic School. 

Findings

The prevalence of different types of child abuse among the pupils of grades 5-9 of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No1. 

The findings of the preliminary study conducted within the framework of the project “Kind and Safe School” indicated that the most frequently experienced types of abuse as reported by the respondents were lack of parental supervision, overprotection, physical, sexual, psychological and emotional abuse (Chart 1). The findings of the present study are in line with the findings of similar studies conducted earlier (Kõiv, 2001; Minka, 2002). 
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Chart 1. Prevalence of different types of child abuse among the pupils of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1 (arithmetic mean on the evaluation scale) according to the results of the preliminary research

As according to K.Kõiv (2001) lack of supervision indicates the inadequacy or lack of parental control over the behaviour and activities of the child and overprotection on the other hand means undue parental control, we can say that in this case we are dealing with two unlike poles of one dimension (control) of ineffective parenting. Decrease of parental control over an adolescent is a natural tendency connected with completing the development tasks of adolescence – widening social world and searches for identity (Kõiv, 2001). 

The changes in the prevalence of different types of child abuse among the pupils of grades 5-9 of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1 brought about by the activities of the project “Kind and Safe School”. 

The preliminary study was followed by the Child Assault Prevention Programme workshops for pupils of grades 1-6 of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1 in 2001. The CAP Programme is an international programme for the prevention of child maltreatment and is based on the philosophy of assertiveness. The format of the programme are special workshops for pupils, parents and school staff (Cooper, 2000):

1. classroom workshops for pupils of grades 1 – 6 use role-plays to inform children about their rights, to teach children to recognize crisis situation and strategies how to respond to danger. 

2. parent workshops address the following themes: child abuse, its symptoms, facts and myths about child abuse, principles and history of the CAP Programme, classroom workshops, child abuse prevention, assistance to child in crisis. 

3. school staff workshops address the following themes: child abuse, identification of abused child, facts and myths about child abuse, principles and history of the CAP Programme, classroom workshops, child abuse prevention, assistance to child in crisis (legislation, rights, responsibilities, reporting, networking).  

During the CAP Programme children acquire effective social skills. The programme also facilitates communication and interaction between children and adults. 

Within the framework of the project “Kind and Safe School” a repeated study to investigate the changes in the prevalence of different types of child abuse among the pupils of grades 5-9 of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1 was conducted. 

The findings of the repeated study indicated that the types of child abuse experienced most frequently by the pupils of grades 5-9 of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1 were lack of parental supervision, overprotection, emotional, psychological, physical and sexual abuse (Chart 2). 
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Chart 2. Prevalence of different types of child abuse experienced by the pupils of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1 (arithmetic means on the evaluation scale).  

Comparing the arithmetic means on the evaluation scale, the findings of the preliminary and repeated studies indicate the tendency of decrease in the numbers of prevalence of different types of child abuse among the pupils of grades 5 – 9 of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1. The most observable was the decrease in the rates of experiencing the lack of supervision, sexual and physical abuse, emotional neglect, overprotection, educational neglect and health neglect (Chart 3). 

As the different types of child abuse are closely related to each other and psychological and/or emotional abuse usually occur prior to the physical and sexual abuse, it leads to the conclusion that the decrease in the reported rates of physical and sexual abuse is accompanied by concurrent decrease in the rates of psychological and emotional abuse. 

The tendency of decrease of the prevalence of different types of child abuse among the pupils of grades 5 – 9 of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1 can be explained by the fact that the CAP programme carried out within the framework of the project “Kind and Safe School” is an universal intervention involving children themselves, their parents and school staff. Although the target group of the CAP Programme covered only partially the sample of the present study, a widespread influence of the intervention can be observed among the students of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1 due to the comprehensive training provided within the framework of the CAP programme
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Chart 3. Changes in the prevalence of different types of child abuse experienced by the pupils of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1 during the project (arithmetic means on the evaluation scale). 

Conclusions

Pursuant to the purposes of the study and according to the findings it can be alleged:

- that  the pupils of grades 5-9 of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1 had experienced all the observed types of child abuse;  

- that the types of abuse most commonly experienced by the respondents were lack of parental supervision, overprotection, and physical as well as sexual abuse accompanied with corresponding psychological and emotional abuse. 

Secondly, according to the changes in the prevalence of different types of child abuse experienced by the pupils of Võrusoo Basic School and Võru Basic School No 1, the study proved that the activities of the project “Kind and Safe School” resulted in the reduced prevalence of all investigated types of child abuse. 

The most prevalent types of abuse showing the tendency of decrease were lack of parental supervision, sexual and physical abuse, emotional neglect, overprotection, educational and health neglect. The tendency of decrease in the prevalence of different types of child abuse can be explained by the implementation of the universal intervention model – the CAP Programme that due to its comprehensiveness had even more extended impact than anticipated. 
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