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Here I sit in a pre-school sized chair at a table of similar 
proportion. My surroundings are child-like, child-sized 
furniture, with pastel colored walls, markers and paper 
atop a table, and a whimsical bird house commissioned to 
the corner.  The dried up crumbles of play-doh stuck to 
the carpet and the marker stained chairs are gentle 
reminders of the other children who have sat at this table 
across from me.  Today I am speaking with a girl of 
about middle school age.  She has long jet black hair and 
a sweet smile.  She glances up at me from her timid 
position on the other side of the table with wide-eyed 
hesitation.  By this time I have spoken with law 
enforcement and Child Protective Services and have been 
made aware of the allegations which brought her here 
today.  We introduce ourselves to one another and spend 
some time talking about school, pets and siblings.  We 
discuss what it means to tell the truth and what it means 
to tell a lie and we even establish some ground rules for 
the conversation we will have today.  We both have paper 
in front of us and she has begun to draw a colorful and 
unique picture.  After some gentle laughter and the 
exchange of smiles, I can feel that this child is ready to 
tell her story.  “Tell me why you came here today…” 

 
What is a Forensic Interview?  A forensic interview is 
often times the first step in child protection cases or 
investigations of extreme child abuse. Children are 
referred to the Children’s Advocacy Center (CAC) of 
Smith County by Child Protective Services (CPS) and/or 
law enforcement.  The referrals received generally 
involve allegations of sexual and/or physical abuse or if a 
child has been the witness to a violent crime.  The 
purpose of the interview is to determine the facts of an 
investigation and the interview is designed to be a 
structured conversation which elicits an accurate account 
of events. At the CAC, before the interview is conducted, 
a pre-interview briefing occurs between the agencies 
involved (CPS and/or law enforcement), the forensic 
interviewer and the family advocate.   
 
 

“Tell Me Everything That Happened…” 
Understanding Forensic Interviews and the Role They Play in Child Abuse Investigations 

 

During this time background information about the age 
of the child, nature of the allegations, developmental and 
school status of the child, and cultural background and 
family composition are discussed.  It is customary for 
the forensic interviewer to receive some background 
information on the child while still remaining an 
objective and neutral party.  
 
What happens in a Forensic Interview?  The forensic 
interview is conducted one-on-one with a child and is 
monitored via closed circuit television by CPS and/or 
law enforcement.  There are various models and 
techniques for conducting forensic interviews and most 
are supported by a wide range of research and literature.  
The child forensic interview structure can vary in detail 
according to different schools of thought; however, the 
basic principles are generally similar. 
 
The CAC follows a forensic interview model promoted 
by the Children’s Advocacy Centers of Texas.  The level 
of questioning and detail gathering during the interview 
is of course based upon developmental considerations 
and age of the child.  The structure of the interview 
generally consists of the following elements:  rapport 
building with the child and basic information gathering, 
an understanding of truth and lie are assessed with the 
child and a competency assessment is made, guidelines 
are established for the context of the interview and then 
detail gathering takes place regarding the incident in 
question and other potential risk factors.  

(See “Forensic Interviews”continued on next page.) 
 

 

 

Photo demonstrates Becky Cunio 
conducting a forensic interview 
with a child at the CAC 
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“Forensic Interviews”continued from page 1. 
 
At the point that the interviewer feels he/she has addressed these issues, a brief break is 
taken from the interview to meet with the agencies that have been monitoring the interview.  
This break lasts approximately three to five minutes and is the opportunity for CPS and/or 
law enforcement to clear up any questions they may have which were or were not addressed.  
The interviewer returns to the room with the child and may ask additional questions for 
clarification.  After this has been done the interview is concluded by ending on a positive 
note, usually shifting the discussion to a more neutral topic.  The length of time this process 
takes depends upon the age and developmental level of the child. 
 
What training does a Forensic Interviewer have?  An essential component of the CAC 
approach is the provision of high-quality, non-duplicative and non-leading forensic 
interviews of children.  While child protection investigators and police officers have been 
questioning children for years, the tremendous surge in research conducted since the mid-
1990’s shows us that a child’s ability to disclose abuse is impacted by many variables: age 
and developmental state, memory development, history of traumatic experiences, and the 
influence of culture and family environment.  While forensic interviews may be conducted 
by investigators or by child interview specialists, best practice recommends that children be 
interviewed by a trained professional in a child-friendly location such as a Children’s 
Advocacy Center. 
 
At this point in time there is not a certification for forensic interviewers; however, the 
Professional Society of Forensic Interviewers Code of Ethics recommends that forensic 
interviewers be trained in the field of Forensic Interviewing and in the areas of child abuse 
and neglect, be trained in child development and cultural diversity, must complete ten hours 
of continuing education training per year and should participate in peer review sessions at a 
minimum of twice yearly.  The task of interviewing a child about possible abuse can be a 
daunting task and can have far reaching implications for the children, families and 
professionals involved.  With no room for error it is imperative for forensic interviewers to 
stay abreast of the most recent literature and to constantly strive for improvement in their 
interviewing skills. 
 
…As the interview with this sweet, young girl draws to a close she is no longer an 
unfamiliar face.  In the forty-five minutes I have spent with her I have learned some of her 
deepest secrets and from her body and verbal language she expresses that she feels safe 
here.  “I have asked you a bunch of questions, do you have anything that you would like to 
ask me?” is the question that I pose to her.  “No,” she states, “but can I give you this?”  As I 
look down I notice that the colorful picture she has been diligently working on throughout 
the interview is now finished.   She has drawn the shape of a large heart with many smaller 
hearts outlining it and in the middle she has written, “I love you for what you do.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

From January 1 to December 31, 2009, the CAC  investigated 254  cases with 343  
children.  76  children and 113  caregivers received  therapy services. 
 

 

In the same way the marker stained interview chairs 
and dried up crumbles of play-doh serve as 
meaningful reminders, so too does this picture.  I 
intentionally keep it hanging above my desk as an 
admonition to the huge impact and positive influence 
these interviews can have in the lives of the children 
and families that come through our center.  
 
This article was written by the CAC’s Forensic Interviewer, 
Becky Cunio.  Becky holds a Bachelor of Science Degree from 
the University of Houston.  She was a Child Protective 
Services Investigator before coming to the CAC in 2008. 
 
In 2009, 343 forensic interviews were conducted at the CAC. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Bids For Kids is an online auction on Ebay presented through 
the Tyler Morning Telegraph. Bidders will find unique items, 
experiences and gift cards available. 
 
Beginning June 20th, go to www.TylerPaper.com and click 
on the Bids For Kids icon.  You will automatically be taken 
to the auction website. 
 
For more information on how to sponsor the auction or to 
donate an auction item, call Jennifer at (903)533-1880.   

Take in the beauty of the holiday season by touring four of 
Lake Tyler’s most elaborately holiday decorated homes.  
There will be entertainment, refreshments and chance 
drawings featured in each of the homes. 
 
Tickets may be purchased at Larry Lott Interiors (inside 
Susan Robinson Jewelry), Belladonna Day Spa or 
Ramsey-Fritz Jewelers beginning November 1st.  You may 
also purchase tickets or get more information by calling 
Jennifer at (903)533-1880. 
 

 

   

Food Fast Children’s Charities third annual "Fore the Kids"  golf tournament will be held 
on Monday, April 5, 2010, at the Cascades and Hollytree Country Club. Proceeds will 
benefit various local children's charities, including the Children's Advocacy Center of 
Smith County.  For more information, including participating in the tournament as a 
player or sponsor, please contact the Food Fast Corporation at 903-534-0028. 
 

��������������������������������	 			
�������

�������

�������

�������
	 			������������������������	 			��	������	������	������	����	 			

 

Sunday June 20th – 
Tuesday June 29th 

 

Sunday  
December 5, 2010  

 

This extraordinary black-tie biennial event presented by All 
Saints Episcopal School, brings together an affluent group of 
wine enthusiasts, business, civic, and social leaders, wine 
ambassadors, celebrated chefs and special guests. A portion of the 
proceeds will benefit the CAC.  For more information and tickets 
please visit www.offthevinetyler.com. 

April is National Child Abuse Prevention Month 
   

The month of April is designated as National Child Abuse Prevention Month and the CAC is showing support of  local children by making 
our community aware of this staggering epidemic. For more information on these child abuse prevention activities, please contact Lea 
Rowe at (903)533-1880.   
 

�   Shining a Light on Child Abuse Prevention 
 Throughout the month of April, local residents, businesses and organizations are encouraged to display blue lights outdoors to    
 show support and awareness of child abuse prevention. 
�   National �������� Go Blue�
�
�
�
  Day – Wednesday, April 7th 
 Show your support of child abuse prevention by wearing a blue ribbon, a blue shirt, a blue necktie–anything visible and blue. 
  

�   Kids Fest – Saturday, April 17th 
 Booths, games, and fun activities for children at Broadway Square Mall in Tyler from 10:00 am-2:00 pm. 
  

�   National Blue Sunday – April 25th 
 

Blue ribbons will be distributed to congregations at participating churches to show support of child abuse prevention.  
 Many of these churches will offer a special prayer for the victims of childhood abuse. 
 

According to Darkness To Light, an international nonprofit agency specializing in the prevention of child sexual abuse, 
one in four girls and one in six boys will be sexually or physically abused by the time they reach age 18.  Since opening 
its doors, the Children's Advocacy Center (CAC) of Smith County has investigated over 5,300 cases of child physical 
and sexual abuse, and has provided services for over 7,500 children. 
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Brandon Hafner, Al Hafner and Tyler Chamber of 
Commerce Contact Club Members during Breaker’s grand 
opening ribbon cutting 

 

Carol Langston was honored as the 2009 Children’s Advocacy 
Centers of Texas’ Executive Director of the Year at the CACTX 
Team Excellence Awards Ceremony in Austin.  She was 
recognized for her outstanding dedication to the establishment, 
development, growth and continuation of the Children’s 
Advocacy Center movement in Texas and as a statewide leader 
in the fight against child abuse. 

CAC Smith County Board Members, Kimber Spinks and 
Todd Anderson, with Carol Langston at the Children’s 
Advocacy Centers of Texas Awards Ceremony in Austin  

 

 

 

 

 
 

Breakers, one of Tyler’s newest fine seafood 
restaurants, celebrated its grand opening by donating 
over $1,000 to the Children’s Advocacy Center.  Thank 
you to Breakers Owners, Brandon Hafner and Al 
Hafner, for supporting the CAC! 

Christmas was a special time this year for many local children who have suffered physical and sexual abuse.  One Tyler Area 
businessman, along with his friends and colleagues, raised funds to provide these children with a Christmas party that they will never 
forget at the Discovery Science Place.  Santa and his “helpers” (the Tyler Junior College Apache Belles) took photos with all of the 
families, there was a catered holiday dinner and each child left that evening with several Christmas gifts. 
 
In addition, many families that the CAC serves have very low household incomes.  Many individuals, organizations and businesses 
“adopted” the low-income families and provided Christmas gifts that these families would not have had.  
 
The CAC appreciates everything that the local community does to ensure that all children have a special holiday season. 

CenterPoint Energy providing Christmas gifts for a CAC  family 

 Barb Carter, with Chick-Fil-A, delivering bicycles to the CAC 
 

   

 
 

 

5106 Old Bullard Road, Tyler 
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