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FORENSIC INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

The mission of Androscoggin Children's Advocacy Center is to promote the healing of victims of child abuse by providing a strong community response to investigation, treatment, and prevention of child abuse. This is accomplished by providing a safe, child- friendly environment for child abuse investigations and treatment; supporting a multi- disciplinary process to working with child abuse victims; and working with the community to develop and enhance services to child abuse victims and prevention programs.

Androscoggin Children's Advocacy Center (ACAC] provides multidisciplinary forensic interviews of children who have disclosed sexual or serious physical abuse in order to support accurate and fair decision making by the criminal justice and child protection systems. The fact-finding process used at ACAC is child-centered, developmentally and culturally sensitive, unbiased, coordinated to avoid duplication, and uses legally sound interviewing techniques. Interviews are held at the CAC in an appropriate and neutral setting and are designed to be non-suggestive, to reduce the number of interviews a child must endure and to minimize the traumatic impart of the investigation on the child.

This forensic interview protocol, which supplements other existing ACAC protocols, establishes recommended guidelines for interviews. Interviewers are strongly encouraged to follow the protocol in every interview in order to promote internal consistency among interviewers and uniformity between interviews.

CHILD FIRST DOCTRINE
ACAC adheres to a child first doctrine that provides that the child victim's needs are paramount to the needs of all other individuals and agencies involved in the investigation of a child abuse case.
PRIVACY POLICY
Protection of a child's privacy is an important goal of Androscoggin Children's Advocacy Center and its Multi-disciplinary team ACAC respects a child's right to privacy and makes every effort to prevent the unauthorized disclosure of confidential information. A child's parent or legal custodian shall provide consent before the ACAC discloses private information about a child (see ACAC Release of Information).
INFORMATION SHARING
Information about allegations and evidence will be shared, as permitted by applicable law and the Consent for Examination and Related Services. CAC members are required to adhere to Title 22 §4011-A rules and protocols of DHHS, and the protocols of the Androscoggin, Franklin, and Oxford County District Attorneys' Office regarding dissemination of information in criminal investigations or criminal cases.
INTERVIEWER QUALIFICATION
ACAC forensic interviewers will have special training in conducting non-suggestive and age appropriate forensic interviews of children who have disclosed sexual abuse. All MDT members conducting forensic interviews must have documentation of specialized training that meets at least one of the following Training Standards:
· Documentation of satisfactory completion of competency-based child abuse forensic interview training that includes child development;

· Documentation of 40 hours of nationally or state recognized forensic interview training that includes child development.
PEER REVIEW OF FORENSIC INTERVIEWERS
All team members who conduct Forensic Interviews at the ACAC will participate in monthly Peer Review. On a quarterly basis these meetings will be held jointly with interviewers from the Kennebec and Somerset County CAC, the only other CAC currently in Maine. Peer Review will be conducted in a manner that is collegial, supportive, and non- judgmental. The goal of peer review is to improve the skills of forensic interviewers promoting developmentally appropriate, non-leading, forensically sound interviews. It will be mandatory that the Forensic Interviewers who conduct interviews at the ACAC attend at least eight Peer Review sessions annually. All forensic interviewers will also have opportunities for ongoing trainings that may include, but are not limited to: workshops or conferences, reading current research and literature on forensic interviewing, interviewing children about non-abuse related topics, observation of interviews and ongoing supervision, (see ACAC Peer Review Protocol].
PRE-INTERVIEW ACTIVITIES 

Pre-interview Briefing: Prior to the interview, the case team shall conduct a pre- interview meeting. This meeting takes place approximately 30 minutes before the families' arrival. Under the direction of the case referent, the case team will decide on the best- suited interviewer and will share information including: relevant history with MDT partners, nature of disclosure, special consideration (including interpreter services and cultural considerations) for the child and an exploration of alternative hypotheses. This is also an opportunity for the MDT partners to inform the forensic interviewer about other concerns that they would like addressed during the interview, in order to minimize the likelihood that the child will have to be interviewed again. Team members will come prepared with pertinent history involving the case to share with the investigative team members during this pre-meeting. The team shall also meet with the protective adult involved directly with the case prior to and after the interview. Finally, the team shall meet after the interview to strategize, develop and discuss its action plan and to inform the non- offending caregiver about the next steps.

Welcome: Upon arrival at ACAC, the child and the accompanying non-offending parent or guardian, will be welcomed by the Family Advocate and/or ACAC Coordinator and introduced to other parties. The Family Advocate will provide a copy of the ACAC consent form to the parent. This is also an opportunity for the non-offending caregiver to ask questions about the process and for the MDT members to gather additional information that may be helpful for the interview and/or investigation.
CONDUCTING THE INTERVIEW

Interview Room: Forensic interviews shall be conducted at the Child Advocacy Center whenever possible. When appropriate, other suitable arrangements will be made as needed by the ACAC Team. In all situations the facility will be physically safe, appropriately supervised, and reflect cultural and physical diversity. Sometimes it will be necessary for a parent or guardian to escort a child to the interview room to decrease anxiety in the child. However, only the forensic interviewer, an interpreter, if any, and the child will be present in the interview room during the interview. Children will be told if the interview is recorded by DHHS. Children will also be told that others are watching the interview and may call into the interview room with questions.

The investigative team members will view the forensic interview "live" from another room via closed circuit television. Once the forensic interviewer has completed their portion of the interview they will request that the MDT members observing the interview provide them with additional questions related to their specific disciplines. The additional questions will be communicated to the forensic interviewer by the team members observing the interview.

Non-investigative personnel, including family members, are not permitted in the observation room. Prior to and at the conclusion of the interview, the lead investigating officer may discuss the interview with family members, as s/he deems necessary. Other observers shall treat the contents of the interview as highly confidential information.

It is strongly recommended that law enforcement representatives not appear at ACAC in full uniform. Additionally, firearms should be secured or concealed. Law enforcement personnel who are in uniform should arrange it so that they do not come in contact with the child who is to be interviewed.
Interview Process: A forensic interview is a semi-structured process through which an interviewer is expected to move in a sequential and organized manner. These phases include: introduction, rapport building, guidelines and rules, narrative practice about a non-abuse related topic, family, transition, narrative description, follow-up questions, clarification, and closure. Since this is a flexible process, one or more of these stages may be modified or eliminated, allowing for the developmental considerations and/or spontaneity of each child.
All questions will follow guidelines for age appropriate interviews. Each child's capacity will vary depending on the child's unique circumstances and developmental level. While gathering information the interviewer, when possible, will use general, open-ended questions to initiate information gathering. These are questions geared to elicit the child's spontaneous narrative statements and descriptions of abuse.

Interview Aids: Interviewers may use body drawings for anatomy identification. The ACAC does not use anatomical dolls.
POST INTERVIEW ACTIVITIES 

Post-Interview Meeting: At the conclusion of the interview, the child will be reunited with his/her parent or guardian. The forensic interviewer and the MDT team will then meet to discuss follow up actions, including a recommendation for a medical evaluation and decide on what information will be shared with the non-offending caregiver.
The case team will then meet with the non-offending caregiver to discuss the outcome of the interview, next steps of the investigation, and answer any questions they may have. ACAC Staff will discuss, with the non-offending caregiver, services available and suggest any referrals that the team believes will be beneficial to the child and non-offending caregiver. The Family Advocate will also follow up with the non-offending caregiver to discuss any further questions the caregiver might have as it relates to the ACAC process and any referrals for services needed.
Documentation Procedures: The forensic interviewer, most often the CAC Coordinator, is responsible for completing an ACAC interview form documenting cursory information about the interview that will be maintained by the ACAC. (see ACAC Interview Form] Other team members will complete reports as required by their roles and agencies or organizations. The ACAC Interview form will be made available to the Department of Health and Human Services and to law enforcement.
The DVD of the forensic interview will be given to the lead investigator, either a DHHS representative or Law Enforcement agent, of the case by the forensic interviewer at the end of the forensic interview. The DVD will be labeled with the ACAC Case Tracking Number. No copies of the recorded forensic interview will be kept at the ACAC or in the possession of ACAC or SAPARS staff members once the interview has concluded.
The ACAC will only keep records of the initial intake information acquired at the time of the referral, releases, consent to record, consent to use the DVD for training purposes, and follow up referral forms for appropriate agencies.
The lead law enforcement agency is responsible for completing the report of the forensic interview and any other interviews with persons relevant to the investigation. These reports will be made available to child protection workers and to members of law enforcement involved in the case. Any requests for access to these materials will be referred to the lead law enforcement agency.
Release of Information: ACAC is not authorized to release any information regarding interviews. Any requests for information by parents or others will be referred to the lead investigator or the Androscoggin County District Attorney's Office.
OTHER REQUESTS TO USE ACAC INTERVIEW FACILITIES
To the extent feasible, ACAC will allow its facility to be used for interviewing victims in other appropriate cases. In those cases, interviewers may choose to use the model of interviewing used in the ACAC child sexual abuse forensic interview process, however, those interviews will not be formally affiliated with the ACAC multi-disciplinary team and its case review process.

CONCLUSION
This protocol has been developed in an effort to provide the highest quality of service possible for the children referred to ACAC. ACAC will review this interview protocol at least once every six (6) months and make changes as needed to ensure a professional standard of competency and accountability in all cases.
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