
Rethinking Safety Education in
Libraries
Librarians are not just keepers of
books; they are the mentors to
the diverse youth who pass
through library doors and the
architects of communities built
on learning. With that power
comes the duty to ensure that
the educational materials and
programs provided are not just
extensive but also current,
inclusive, and life-relevant. Few
topics are as crucial as safety
education, especially as it
pertains to the issue of child
sexual abuse prevention and
awareness.

In society, the traditional
'stranger danger' approach has
long been the staple of safety
education, but it is a practice
rooted in a reality that no longer
reflects the truth. The lines of
trust have expanded—abusers
are not solely strangers lurking
in shadows; they are often
familiar faces in the bright light
of day. Shockingly, 90% of abuse
victims know, love, and trust
their abuser. 

Understanding these modern
dynamics is the first step in
protecting our youth. By
addressing the real dangers, we
have the potential to prevent a
staggering 95% of abuse cases.
So, it is imperative to
incorporate updated safety
education materials into library
programming.

THE ROLE OF LIBRARIANS IN CHILD
SEXUAL ABUSE PREVENTION
Y v o n n e  S a n d o m i r
A u t h o r  o f  T h e  I n v i s i b l e  G i r l ,  A  M e m o i r  a n d  W h a t ,
W h y ,  W h o ,  W h e r e ,  H o w ,  W h e n ,  P l a n :  A  P a r e n t ’ s
G u i d e  t o  P r e v e n t i n g  C h i l d  S e x u a l  A b u s e
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In the shadows of our society, a
harrowing reality persists: child
sexual abuse. Despite being
uncomfortable, this is a
conversation we must not shy
away from, as doing so only
perpetuates the suffering of the
innocent. As the statistics
reveal, the prevalence of this
issue is far too staggering to
ignore. Here's a closer look at
the numbers concerning
statistics and the vital steps
towards awareness and
prevention.

Alarming Numbers: The
Prevalence of Child Sexual
Abuse
The figures paint a distressing
picture, indicating that child
sexual abuse is not just an
isolated incident; it's alarmingly
pervasive.

One in three girls and one in
five boys experience sexual
abuse before reaching
adulthood.
Online spaces, once thought
distant and secure, now
present a significant risk,
with one in five children
encountering sexual
solicitation. It is critical to
educate children about the
dangers they may face and
appropriate responses to
sexual solicitation.

After digesting these
disheartening statistics, action is
more than a suggestion—it is a
necessity. The involvement of a
librarian could be the turning
point for a child in crisis.
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Awareness Goals: Shedding Light on a Dark
Subject
Awareness is pivotal to combat this epidemic. We
must strive to achieve several essential awareness
goals:

Recognizing the signs: By informing the public—
especially parents, educators, and caregivers—
about the warning signs, we empower them to
identify when something is amiss. Whether
online or within our communities, recognizing
these indicators can save a child from a
lifetime of trauma. 
Understanding the risk: No child is immune
from the danger as sexual predators reside
within every socioeconomic level, every
ethnicity and culture, within all religions, and at
all levels of education. 
Encouraging open conversations: An
atmosphere of openness, where children feel
safe discussing boundaries and consent, is one
of the best shields against abuse. These
conversations should be gender-appropriate
and normalized, and they should foster a family
dynamic where trust and support are
paramount. 
Knowledge about resources: Victims of sexual
abuse often do not know where to turn for
help. By increasing awareness of the resources
available, we provide a critical lifeline for those
in need and reinforce the idea that they are not
alone in their struggle.

Librarians are in a unique position not to look the
other way but to extend a caring hand. With due
diligence, a librarian can offer not just a book but a
safe harbor, a listening ear, someone to share the
load, and, in some cases, a lifeline.

Identifying Signs of Abuse
As the silent guardians of knowledge, librarians
stand on the frontlines every day, not just for
books but for the young minds and souls who walk
through their doors. Amidst the hushed whispers
and the rustle of pages, librarians foster a unique
relationship with their communities, one that can
be a beacon of hope for some of the most
vulnerable members: our children. This special
bond, built on trust and shared interests, gives
librarians an invaluable perspective not found in
training manuals — insights into the well-being of
the children they serve.

Warning signs that librarians should look for include:
Frequent cuts and bruises
Changed behavior (i.e., aggressive or taking
dangerous risks)
Self-harm
Failing grades
Depression
Anxiety
Regressive behaviors (i.e., thumb sucking)
Sexualized behavior, language, or knowledge
 A child seems distracted or distant at unusual
times
Thinks of self and body as disgusting, repulsive, or
bad
Has a sudden change in eating habits (not eating,
binge eating, losing weight)
Talks about a new older friend
Pain, discoloration, bleeding, or discharge around
the mouth
Pain when sitting or riding a bike
Pyromania is almost a sure sign of abuse
Cruelty to animals is almost a sure sign of abuse
Hallucinations require immediate attention
The onset of physical complaints (i.e., headaches,
stomachaches)
A child is suddenly isolated and secretive

Taking Action if You Suspect or Confirm Abuse
But what happens when those silent signals scream
for action? Librarians are not just listeners; they are
the voices of the voiceless. When in doubt, they have
a duty, whether mandated by law or moral compass,
to report suspected neglect or abuse. The path from
suspicion to intervention is a direct one — using the
established reporting protocols and resources, every
librarian has the power to set in motion the wheels of
protection for a child in need.

Spreading Awareness, Anchoring Hope
Libraries and librarians are the cornerstones of our
society, where close to eleven million Floridians
access crucial resources and materials they may not
be able to afford otherwise. Libraries are the heart of
public information that should include ongoing sexual
abuse prevention campaigns for people within every
community.

But it doesn't end there. Understanding the
permanence of the library's impact, librarians can
offer informative resources — from brochures and
website links to guest speakers — that empower not
just their voices but those of their patrons to
understand and prevent child sexual abuse.
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Expectant parent workshops: Prevention begins with
understanding the role of boundary setting as early as
possible. Discuss scenarios of daily interactions with
their infant to emphasize when and how to start
seeking their consent, from changing their diapers to
playtime routines. Boundary setting is asking your child
for permission before changing their diaper, bathing
private parts, and honoring their wishes not to be
touched, tickled, or held, amongst other things. It
teaches them that if parents have to respect their
boundaries, then anyone outside the home must also
respect their boundaries. Boundaries are the language
through which children learn to express themselves
and know adults are to treat them with dignity.

Parents of toddlers: Establishing and respecting
boundaries is a fundamental part of a child's
development, particularly in the toddler years. Children
at this age are learning their autonomy, and parents
must extend their protective sphere beyond the home,
which involves not only teaching toddlers about
personal space but also ensuring that everyone in the
child's social circle respects these new boundaries.
Boundary setting outside the home means that
grandma, grandpa, aunt, uncle, and friends must also
get the child's permission before hugging, holding,
changing, etc. A toddler's request not to be touched,
picked up, tickled, etc., must be honored. Toddlers
might not yet be able to articulate why they need space
or refuse a hug, but their discomfort is a clear signal. By
respecting these early signs of autonomy, parents can
set the stage for healthy self-assertion and self-esteem
in later life. By developing and enforcing these
boundaries, parents invest in their child's emotional
well-being and lifelong self-assuredness. It's an intricate
dance of teaching respect, consent, and the child's
individuality, but one that is crucial for the
development of a healthy and secure young person.
Remember, the barriers parents establish today can
serve as solid foundations in the years to come.

Parents of adolescents: Focus on the signs of abuse,
potential abuser red flags, grooming techniques, long-
term negative after-effects of abuse, what to do if they
suspect abuse, and how to respond if abuse is
confirmed. A parent's primary concern is the safety and
welfare of their child. Recognizing the signs and risks of
child abuse is a crucial step in safeguarding children
and helping to create a world where all children are
protected. By understanding the potential red flags of
abusers, the insidious nature of grooming, the serious
long-term consequences of abuse, and the steps to
take if abuse is suspected or confirmed, the parent
empowers themself to be an advocate for their child's
safety and well-being.
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Write the Next Chapter: What Can We Do?
In addition to keeping a watchful eye, librarians
can establish regular monthly, bi-monthly, or
quarterly campaigns to educate the community
on the quiet crises taking place under our noses.
These campaigns should inspire open dialogue
about child sexual abuse awareness and
prevention, creating an environment where
speaking up is not only encouraged but praised.

As part of the campaign, inventive approaches
could be tailored to specific audiences and
include comprehensive programs for developing
awareness about personal boundaries, online
safety, and anti-abuse drives for all age groups
and building a library environment of solidarity
and protection.

In the End, It's About the Littlest Listener
Librarians have a unique position to make a
difference, not just by suspecting, reporting, and
educating but by actively creating a community
where child welfare is not a dark corner shade but
a shared, visible light. No child should endure
unspeakable tragedies in silence. With informed
compassion and readiness for action, children in
need can become the beneficiaries of a
community banding together to protect, educate,
and nurture the most valuable resource of all —
our future.

With the knowledge librarians hold, the voice they
lend, and the paths they illuminate, the littlest
listeners in the library — and the world beyond —
can be at ease, knowing that there are silent
protectors among the shelves, looking out for
them, listening to them, and ready to act for
them.

The library can be a loudspeaker for spreading
awareness about these vital issues, advocating
for reform in educational systems, and
contributing to a safer society. By implementing
these strategies, the library can be
transformational, not just informational. The
resources and programs provided have the
potential to educate, protect, and truly empower.

Campaign Suggestions



Teenage empowerment talks: During adolescent
years, navigating the complexities of romantic and
sexual relationships can be both exhilarating and
confounding. This program discusses the statutory
limitations regarding the age gap in relationships. Laws
typically allow a close-in-age exception, usually within
three years, to protect the rights of minors and
acknowledge the developmental differences between
teens and adults. The intent is to ensure that
relationships between minors, especially when there is
an age difference, are consensual and not a result of
manipulation or coercion. Teens and parents must
understand the legal and personal boundaries that
define appropriate relationships and identify the red
flags that are critical to their safety and well-being. By
recognizing these signs, teens can protect themselves
and others from falling into a predator's trap.

Kids program: For kids aged 3 to 12. It covers essential
topics such as "no-go zones," personal empowerment,
online safety, and the fundamental four steps of P.L.A.N.
methodology.   We introduce the concept of "no-go
zones," where kids learn which areas of their body are
private and that they have the right to protect them.
Through positive reinforcement and role-playing, kids
practice using their voice and body language to
communicate confidently what they are comfortable
with and what makes them feel safe. This program
includes tips for navigating the digital world without
compromising their safety and breaking down the four
steps of P.L.A.N. – Permission, Location, Activity, Names
& Numbers – to give kids a structured approach to safe
decision-making in everyday scenarios.

Program for the general public: A program that
combines all topics into one discussion to help the
community understand the various forms of child
sexual abuse, whether it's by a stranger or someone
they know, and the tactics abusers use to manipulate
their victims and those around them. By understanding
the far-reaching effects of abuse, we can all be more
empathetic and supportive of those who have endured
the trauma. As a community, we must foster open lines
of communication where children feel safe and heard,
no matter what. A crucial part of prevention is
confronting abusers directly with the message that
their actions are not only morally reprehensible, but
there will be legal consequences to their actions as well.
The goal is not just to spread awareness but to
empower each person to take a stand, whether it's
through reporting, supporting victims, or teaching
children about their rights and body autonomy.
Remember, every voice counts in this crucial
conversation, and every action can make a difference.
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Campaign Suggestions
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