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Objectives

• Topics
• Forensic Interview
• Abuse dynamics
• Child Development
• Trauma

• Ways to approach prosecutor
• Strategies to present in court
• Identifying foundational information

• Case issues/Stumbling blocks
• Delay in disclosure
• Time Frames
• Recantation



Connect with prosecutor

• Introduce self to prosecutor

• Availability

• Training
• Formal

• Informal

• Provide resources

• Case by case



Case Example
What are the potential issues?

• Five year old girl

• Marital problems

• SA dad

• Hand to vagina

• Multiple incidents during bathing
• At yellow house and baby in mom’s tummy

• Accidental report to GM

• Inside/outside

• Dad’s private out of shorts and pees in tub

• Game





Suggestibility:  The “Sam Stone” Study

Ceci, S.J. & Leichtman, M.D. (1995). The Effects of Stereotypes & 
Suggestions on Preschoolers’ Reports. Developmental Psychology, 
Vol. 31(No. 4) 568-578



Sam Stone Study
•Age:  3 – 6

•N = 176

•Questioned once a week for 4 weeks after encounter

•Conditions
• Control:  No suggestive questions
• Stereotype:  Pre visit expectations given

• “Negative” information about SS 

• Suggestion:  erroneous suggestions about misdeeds 
committed by SS embedded in interviews 

• Stereotype plus suggestion:  pre and post visit leading 
questions and manipulations



Summary:  Sam Stone Study

• In the absence of any attempt by adults to taint the 
youngest children’s reports, their reports were 
largely, though not wholly, devoid of errors.

• They were also able to provide accurate accounts of 
actual information about his visit. 



The “Bicycle Study”
Replication of the Mousetrap Study

• Ceci, S.J., Loftus E.F., Leichtman, M., Bruck, M. (1994). The Possible Role of 
Source Misattributions in the Creation of False Beliefs Among Preschoolers. The 
International Journal of Clinical & Experimental Hypnosis, Vol. XLII(4) 304-320.



•N=40

•Age:  3- 6
• Younger group:  3-4 (20)
•Older group:  5-6 (20)

The Bicycle Study



Bicycle Study Description

• Did NOT ask IF remember 
experiencing a fictional 
event
• Told fictional event DID 

happen; child asked to 
create visual picture of 
event in head, and tell 
about it.

• Effects of two factors 
examined

• 1.  Did report of fictional events 
induced by visualization vary as a 
function of a positive or negative 
event?

• 2.  Do children continue to hold 
onto false memories even when 
told that experimenter was trying 
to trick them, and that some of 
the events did not occur?

SERIOUSLY?????



•Conditions:
• Children questioned about  actual, salient events

• Info supplied by parents

• Children questioned about fictitious events that never 
occurred

• Interviewed 11 times for 30 minutes by same interviewer 
once per week

The Bicycle Study





Bicycle Study Results
•Authentic Events

• Children rarely indicated 
they couldn’t recall these 
events

• Session 1 level of 
accuracy 91-100%

• Fictional Events
• False assents initial

interview
• 34% younger children

• 25% older children

• False assents last 
interview
• 45% younger children

• 40% older children

≥ 50% in either group 
NEVER assented to fictional 
events



Discussion

•NEWSFLASH!  It is possible to mislead preschoolers

• Easier to bias children with neutral & positive events

•Negative events did reveal some degree of false 
assent



Why 
false 

assents?

Source 
Misattribution

“Mommy 
said…”

Imaging Fake 
Event

Repeated 
Questioning

The Bicycle Study:  
Analyzing the Findings



Forensic Interview

• Definition

• General Guidelines
• Research that informs them

• Dealing with imperfections in the interview

• “Inconsistencies”



What is a forensic interview?

A forensic interview of a child is a developmentally sensitive and 
legally sound method of gathering factual information regarding 

allegations of abuse or exposure to violence. This interview is 
conducted by a competently trained, neutral professional utilizing 

research and practice-informed techniques as part of a larger 
investigative process.

Newlin, C., Steele, L. C., Chamberlin, A., Anderson, J., Kenniston, J., Russell, A., ... & Vaughan-Eden, V. (2015). Child forensic 
interviewing: Best practices (pp. 1-20). US Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention.



Child Forensic
Interviews:
Key points

Interview best 
practices

Many factors

Influence 
disclosure 

Avoid repeating 

Questions &

interviews

Detailed 
responses early 

on

Open-ended 
questions & 

silence

Newlin, C., Steele, L. C., Chamberlin, A., Anderson, J., 
Kenniston, J., Russell, A., ... & Vaughan-Eden, V. (2015). Child forensic interviewing: Best practices (pp. 1-20). US 
Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention.



Child Forensic Interviewing Best Practice

• Purpose of Child Forensic Interview

• Historical context

• Considerations regarding child
• Development

• Culture

• Disabilities

• Trauma

• Disclosure

Newlin, C., Steele, L. C., Chamberlin, A., Anderson, J., Kenniston, J., Russell, A., ... & Vaughan-Eden, V. (2015). Child forensic 
interviewing: Best practices (pp. 1-20). US Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention.



Child Forensic Interviewing Best Practices

• Considerations regarding interview
• Timing
• Documentation
• Neutral & Objective Setting
• Role of Interviewer
• Question type

• Forensic Interview

• Other Considerations
• Multiple, non-duplicative interviews
• Supervision & Peer Review
• Vicarious Trauma & Self-Care

Newlin, C., Steele, L. C., Chamberlin, A., Anderson, J., Kenniston, J., Russell, A., ... & Vaughan-Eden, V. (2015). Child forensic 
interviewing: Best practices (pp. 1-20). US Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention.



APSAC. (2012).  Practice Guidelines: Forensic 
Interviewing in Cases of Suspected Child Abuse.  
Chicago, IL:  APSAC

• Aspirational, intended to encourage highest level of interview proficiency 
and offer direction in development of training.

• Not a legal standard of care or rigid standard of practice

• Provides a framework

• Based on practical experience and empirical research

• Purpose of FI

• Interviewer Attributes

• Interview Context

• Interview Components



What does my FI look like?

1. Did I use a protocol/guideline?

2. Did I follow the protocol/guidelines?

3. Did I deviate from the protocol/guidelines? 
a) If so can I explain/justify?

4. Did I suggest answers with my questions?

5. Did I stereotype the suspect? 

6. Did I repeat Q’s over & over again-different A’s

7. How many times did I interview the child?
23



Abuse Dynamics

• Delay in Disclosure
• The norm not exception

• Common reasons
• Relationship dynamics

• Fear, guilt, shame, embarrassment, love, loyalty

• Lack of understanding

• Pressure

• Won’t be believed



Recantation

• Is it a recantation?

• Did assault happen ?

• Reasons for recantation
• Fabricated report

• Pressure from family/family reaction

• Changes due to disclosure

• Trial stress



Trauma

• Sexual violence is traumatic

• Everyone reacts differently

• to trauma
• Affect

• Impacts behavior & memory

• Central details more strongly

encoded than peripheral details

• Memory gaps



Child Development

• Time frames

• Abstract concepts

• Language

• Fund of information



Time Frames

Event



Maltreated children's’ ability to 
make temporal judgments using 

a recurring landmark event
McWilliams, K.; Lyon, T.D.; Quas, J.A. (2016) Journal of Interpersonal 

Violence, 1-11.



Summary

• Issue:  Are maltreated children capable of judging the location & 
order of significant events with respect to a recurring landmark 
event?

• Asked whether “near” their birthday and “before or after” their 
birthday.
• Current day, last court visit, last change in placement

• Children exhibited a prospective bias, preferentially answering with 
reference to a forthcoming birthday rather than a past birthday.

• Recurring nature of some landmark events makes questions about 
them referentially ambiguous and children’s answers subject to 
misinterpretation

Time frame



Language



Anne Graffam
Walker, PhD “We do not 

question 
children.  

We question 
one child at 

a time.”



Abstract Concepts

• Truth/Lie

• Up/Down

• Inside/outside

• How long, how big,

how far, how many



Fund of knowledge
• Sex/Sex acts

• Developmental concepts

• Ability to give narrative & provide details



Making the Interviewer—Prosecutor Connection



First, prosecutor basics

Know your 
facts

Identify 
Issues

Consult the 
experts



Consult the experts?
Why?

Your 
issues

Explain 
legal/factual 
areas

Their 
issues

Develop robust 
understanding 

of facts;  identify 
possible 

methods or 
presentation to 

jury—need an 
expert?

Your 
theme & 
theory

Develop 
comprehensive 
presentation that 
answers jury 
questions, 
including 
developing areas 
for expert 
testimony



The interviewer basics, case by case

Your role?

• Fact witness

• Expert

• Response to 
defense 
expert

Case issues

• Abuse 
dynamics

• Family 
dynamics

• Child specific

• Corroboration

Interview 
issues

• Leading 
questions

• Child specific



Addressing Issues in Court
• Strategizing with prosecutor

• Fact

• Expert

• Developing Questions with eye toward what needs to be presented in 
evidence to explain and clarify issues

• Language choices, examples and visual aids

• Address imperfections in interview

Prosecutor Interviewer



Case Example

• Five year old girl

• SA dad

• Hand to vagina

• Multiple incidents during bathing
• At yellow house and baby in mom’s tummy

• Accidental report to GM

• Inside/outside

• Dad’s private out of shorts and pees in tub.

• Game



Resources

• https://works.bepress.com/thomaslyon/

https://works.bepress.com/thomaslyon/

