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ABSTRACT 

Child sexual abuse is a significant problem that is experienced universally regardless of 

culture, ethnicity, and social class. Among all age groups of children, young children are at 

greater risk of being victims of sexual abuse because of their lack of knowledge of danger 

and self-protection. Previous studies worldwide have used child sexual abuse awareness 

programs for young children and proved those programs are very effective for raising young 

children’s awareness of child sexual abuse. The current study attempts to explore the 

effectiveness of those programs for Sri Lankan preschool-aged children, hence there were 

very limited studies conducted with that age group. This is a quantitative study conducted 

with 104 participants chosen from a convenient method of sampling located in the Matara 

District of the Southern Province, Sri Lanka to explore children’s awareness of good and bad 

secrets in the context of child sexual abuse. Data was gathered using sentences with child-

friendly rating scales in the pre-test and post-test. The analysis used paired sample t-tests and 

mean comparisons and found that awareness programs on "child sexual abuse prevention" 

can significantly improve preschool children’s awareness of prevention from child sexual 

abuse and significantly improve their knowledge of the difference between good and bad 

secrets. The findings of the study can strengthen children, family, community, and 

government-based child protection mechanisms and interventions. 

Keywords: Children, Preschool children, Child sexual abuse, Prevention strategies, 

Prevention programs. 

hild Sexual Abuse (CSA) is a universal problem, which is an involvement of an adult 

figure in sexual activities with children, who cannot give appropriate consent and 

who don’t understand the significance of what is going on with them (Kempe, 2013). 

Even though many steps have been taken by the government to prevent it, statistics show 
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that child abuse cases keep on increasing in past years. Globally, the prevalence of Child 

Sexual Abuse is 11.8% (Rohanachandra, 2015).  

 

Recently, Sri Lankan society faced many incidents of CSA. It has become a major public 

health problem, affecting all cultures and social classes in the Sri Lankan context. Studies in 

Sri Lanka show that, the prevalence of sexual abuse among adolescents to be 21.9%. 

Further, the studies have found that globally CSA is common in females. Similarly, Sri 

Lanka has reported the highest rate among females, as well as among adolescents 

(Rohanachandra, 2015). Sri Lanka National Child Protection Authority (NCPA) shows that, 

it is working on protecting children who have been subjected to abuse and that over 10,000 

child abuse cases were reported last year on the island (Annual Report National Child 

Protection Authority, 2015).  The authority reported it has received 10,732 complaints on 

different forms of child abuse during the year 2015.  

 

A Child –A child is defined by different organizations in relation to various legal and social 

backgrounds. In many countries, there is an officially fixed age when childhood ends and a 

person legally becomes an adult. The age ranges anywhere from 13 to 21, with 18 being the 

most common (Muhammad & Rubina, 2017). According to the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (2010), a child is defined as a person under the age of 18 years. 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), a child means every human being below the 

age of eighteen years unless, under the law applicable to the child, the majority is attained 

earlier.  

 

A preschooler is a child who is a collection of the development in various newly 

acknowledged factors which related to child development, in their preschool (Brewer, 1992). 

A child of age three to five is considered a preschooler. Whether or not a child of this age, 

attend a preschool program, they are no longer a toddler. When attending preschool they 

develop basic life skills, and feel the independence and knowledge that they will need as 

they enter their school years (Yoshikawa, 2013). 

 

Child Sexual Abuse (CSA) - WHO Consultation on Child Abuse Prevention in 1999, stated 

child sexual abuse as “the involvement of a child in sexual activity that he or she does not 

possess the ability to fully comprehend, is unable to give their informed consent to, or for 

which the child is not developmentally prepared and cannot give consent, or that violates the 

laws or social taboos of society”. Further, Child Sexual Abuse circles a broad range of 

sexual behaviors, including vaginal or anus penetration (using a finger, penis, or any other 

object), oral sex, touching genitals and other body parts, masturbation, exhibitionism 

(exposing genitals), voyeurism (watching), exposing a child to pornography, and directing a 

child to engage in sexual activities (Christensen, 2017). 

 

Prevention Strategies- Prevention strategies include a combination of providing 

information (for example, defining CSA and how it is underestimated in every society), 

building skills (for example, what to do to prevent it, what children should know to stop and 

leave at-risk situations, whom to talk to) and providing resources (for example hotlines, 

trained personnel in schools, resources enabling people to stop any form of potential abuse 

before it happens) (Pellai & Caranzano, 2015). 

 

CSA Prevention Programs- To prevent Child Sexual Abuse effectively, global preventive 

approaches which are targeting individuals, family, and societal conditions must be explored 
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and validated in order to protect the next generations of children and youth from being 

sexually abused (Collin-Vezina, 2013). There is a high correlation rate of Child Sexual 

Abuse with psychopathology and increased risk of attempting suicide in adulthood 

suggesting the need for a systematic assessment of psychological disorders and suicidal 

risks. These risk factors show the need for healthcare providers to increase the recognition 

and development of treatment approaches for emotional breakdowns as well as early 

prevention approaches (Murray, 2015). 

 

Many research has revealed that programs are effective at building children’s knowledge 

about sexual abuse and their preventive skills (Davis, Gidycz, 2000).  These programs can 

be offered at a low cost, they are fairly easy to implement widely, and they reach a 

maximum number of children while avoiding the stigmatization of a particular population 

(Collin-Vézina, Daigneault, & Hébert, 2013).  

 

Preschool Children’s Knowledge on CSA & Prevention Strategies - Studies have found 

that children who are in kindergarten age can be taught the safety skills to prevent sexual 

abuse (Harvey, Forehand, Brown, & Holmes, 1988). Also, there is evidence that educational 

programs are improving the safety skills and knowledge of children about sexual abuse, but 

no study has revealed that education actually reduces the prevalence of sexual abuse 

(Macmillen and et.al, 1994). The effectiveness is mostly reported in the programs which are 

conducted for more than four sessions. They are presented in physically involving activities. 

Also, these programs have recorded the highest effectiveness. Even though these types of 

programs are used for youth, studies show that active, long-term programs are more 

effective for children in any age range (Davis, 2000). 

 

A study which used more than 1300 preschool children who belong to the age range of 3-6 

years, were assessed in pre and post-test. Children who participated in prevention programs 

reported more knowledge of prevention skills and concepts when compared to the children 

who were in the control programs. Also, the same study revealed that children who are in the 

4-6 years of age range have higher knowledge about skills and concepts than those who are 

younger than that age range. So consequently, the study shows that benefits in prevention 

programs vary with the age of the participants in a more specific way (Nemerofsky, 2008). 

 

In general, children report minimal knowledge of sexual abuse and self-protection skills 

(Wurtele, 1998). In one study of 406 children, ages 3 ½   to 5 ½, only 38% correctly 

recognized inappropriate touch requests; the majority regarded sexual touching as acceptable 

(Wurtele & Owens, 1997). Furthermore, half of the children in this sample believed that 

abuse was the child’s fault, and few participants thought that children should report secret 

touching. Few children were willing to tell anyone about the abusive incident, and even 

fewer knew how to report it. Other research has found that although almost all preschool 

children know the correct terms for their non-genital body parts, very few know the correct 

names for genitals (Wurtele & Kenny, 2008). Knowing the correct terminology for genitals 

facilitates helpful responses to children’s disclosures of abuse. In contrast, children who 

make disclosures using incorrect and idiosyncratic terminology (e.g., “She touched my 

muffin”) may not be understood and, consequently, may not receive a positive, supportive 

response. As a result, adults may be less likely to report abuse, and child protection agencies 

may be reluctant to investigate reports perceived as difficult to substantiate (Wurtele, Sandy 

& Kenny, Maureen, 2010). 
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Parents, adults, and other organizations do not give sufficient and suitable knowledge to 

children (especially preschool age children), on how to protect themselves from being 

exposed to incidents of sexual abuse. Therefore, they are more vulnerable to being victims 

of sexual abuse. Hence, the purpose of the present study is to investigate preschool 

children’s knowledge of prevention strategies for CSA in order to bring to light the 

importance of making preschool children aware of the possible risks that they have and to 

cope with the situations of sexual abuse. By giving this understanding, the researcher aims 

to reduce the children’s risk of being abused sexually, due to the lack of knowledge and 

awareness about the prevention strategies. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Research design-  

The research used an experimental research design. The research study employs quantitative 

data gathering methods and uses the frequencies and pre-test- post-test method.  

 

Participants-  

Participants in this study ranged in age from three to five years old (M = 4.4712; SD =.5015) 

and came from three different preschools in three Grama Niladhari Divisions (Kekanadura, 

Kirinda-Pulwella, and Gandara) of the Matara District. A period of one month was assigned 

for this task. One hundred and ten (104) preschool children (48 boys and 56 girls) 

participated in the study and they were selected by convenience sampling method, but 

participation in the study was voluntary. 

 

Instruments-  

The primary data sources used were the basic demographical data and sentences with rating 

scales. To identify preschool children's awareness about good and bad secrets researcher 

asked for 6 sentences from children using a three-point child-friendly rating scale. Before 

reading the sentences three picture cards were shown to each child (these cards included 

images of three symbols that represent right, wrong, and question). Then read out sentences 

one by one and children were asked to choose an option to indicate their responses.  These 

simple statements contained sentences such as "Nimali's father buys some gift for her 

mother and says 'don't tell mother! It's our secret; someone has told you to keep a secret 

about touching you." 

 

Procedure-  

Pre-test data were collected using these instruments. Then conducted the awareness program 

on how to protect from child sexual abuse to the children, targeting to improve children's 

knowledge about the difference between good and bad secrets. Finally using the same 

instruments used in the pre-test, conducted a post-test to measure whether the children's 

awareness was raised after the awareness program. 

 

Prevention program - The main objective of the prevention program was to teach age-

appropriate prevention skills. It includes teaching children about the difference between 

good secrets and bad secrets. The researcher referred to several prevention programs and 

related studies such as "My Body is Special" Training Program-MBS-TP, (Kemer & Dalgıç, 

2021); "Who Do You Tell?" child sexual abuse education program, (Tutty, Aubry & 

Velasquez, 2020); "Body Safety Training Program", (Tunc, Gorak, Ozyazicioglu, e Ak, Isil 

& Vural, 2018); "Be Safe! Training Program", (Pathirana, 2004) before creating the current 

awareness program. 
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Consent and Confidentiality-  

Permission was requested from the preschool teachers of each institution to contact the 

preschool children and administer the instruments to the children. Verbal permission was 

also requested from parents of all participating children through the teacher at the preschools 

and before the data collection researcher explained the study and their right to withdraw 

from the study. In addition, the researcher sent consent forms to parents using e-mail and 

other social media apps. Also, the researcher kept the names and private details of the 

children confidential. To ensure privacy and continued anonymity, pseudonyms were used, 

if and when necessary.  

 

RESULTS 

Research hypothesized that Preschool children’s awareness of the difference between bad 

secrets and good secrets will increase after the awareness program. 

 

One hundred four (104) participants between ages 4 to 5 years (M=4.47, SD, .505158) 

participated in this study. Among them 48 (46.2%) participants were male and 56 (53.8%) 

participants were female. All participants were Buddhist Sinhalese. 

 

Table 1 Frequencies- Total number of Responses to the Difference between Good and 

Bad Secret before and after the Awareness Program 
 Questions Before After 

Good Bad Don’t Know Good Bad Don’t Know 

01 Nimali’s father 

buys some gift for 

her mother and 

says ‘don’t tell 

mother! It’s our 

secret. 

104 

(100%) 

- - 104  

(100%) 

- - 

02 Chamath’s was at 

his friend’s house, 

and his friend’s 

father asked him if 

he could take 

pictures of him. 

His father said he 

would give 

Chamath sweets, 

but only if he 

promised not to 

tell his parents. 

80 

(76.9%) 

11  

(10.6%) 

13  

(12.5%) 

- 96  

(92.3%) 

08  

(7.7%) 

03 Your mother is a 

making special 

cake for your 

sister’s birthday 

and tells you to 

keep it a secret. 

104 

(100%) 

- - 104 

(100%) 

- - 

04 The teacher asked 

two students to 

stay in for recess 

to help decorate 

the classroom for 

a surprise party in 

the afternoon. The 

teacher asked the 

102 

(98.1%) 

- 02 

 (1.9%) 

104 

(100%) 

- - 
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students to keep 

the surprise a 

secret. 

05 A man show his 

private parts to 

you and says 

never to tell 

anyone or else he 

will really hurt 

you 

- 104 

(100%) 

- - 104 

(100%) 

- 

06 Someone has told 

you to keep a 

secret about 

touching you and 

bring you some 

toy. 

83 

(79.8%) 

21  

(20.2%) 

- - 104 

(100%) 

- 

 

Of the 104 participants who participated in the awareness program 100% were aware that 

the sentence 01 and 03 were good secrets and sentence 05 was a bad secret before the 

awareness program was held and these numbers did not change after the awareness program. 

Although sentence two indicates a bad secret, before the awareness program 80 children out 

of 104 (76.9%) named it as a good secret. Only 11 (10.6%) preschoolers identified it as a 

bad secret and 13 (12.5%) children said they didn’t know whether that secret was good or 

bad.  But after the awareness program, 96 (92.3%) preschoolers correctly named it a bad 

secret, and 08 (7.7%) still couldn’t identify whether it was a good secret or a bad secret.  

Sentence 04 represented a good secret and 102 (98%) children could name it as a good one 

before the awareness program and 02 (1.9%) participants said they don’t know whether it 

was good or bad, but after the awareness program, those 02 could also correctly name it as a 

good secret. Although sentence 06 represents a bad secret, before the awareness program 

only 21 (20.2%) participants identified it as a bad one while 82 (79.8%) participants named 

it as a good one. But after the awareness program, all participants 104 (100%) could identify 

it as a bad secret. 

 

Table 2 Difference between pre-test and post-test in secrets 

Secrets Mean Std. Deviation 

Pre-test 4.2885 .63358 

Post-test 5.9231 .26776 

 

There was a significant increment in the preschoolers’’ awareness level of the difference 

between good and bad secrets after the awareness program in post-test (M=5.9231, SD 

.26776) than pre-test (M= 4.2885, SD .63358); t (103) = -25.472, p< .001. Further, 

awareness program had a large effect on preschoolers’ awareness level, Cohen’s d= -2.4, 

95% Cl [-2.8, -2.1].  

 

DISCUSSION 

According to the results of the study, the hypothesis was supported. The results of this study 

indicate that Preschool children’s awareness of the difference between good secrets and bad 

secrets could increase via an awareness program. According to the current study, the 

majority of the children failed to identify the difference between good secrets and bad 

secrets in the pre-test (before the intervention). But after conducting an awareness program, 
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the majority of them were able to identify the difference between good secrets and bad 

secrets correctly.  

 

Although some researches have suggested that preschool age children’s baseline knowledge 

of concepts related to sexual abuse is low (Zhang et al., 2014), a large number of additional 

research studies convey that preschool age children can understand the concepts related to 

sexual abuse like secrets and touch.  Many studies suggest that children’s understanding of 

secrets begins to develop at age three (Bok, 1989; Meares & Orlay, 1988) and, with age, 

children are more likely to say they would keep a secret for a peer (Piaget, 1932; Watson & 

Valtin, 1997). Furthermore, these studies demonstrate that children’s ability to distinguish 

between different types of secrets (Anagnostaki, Wright, & Sutton, 2010; Watson & Valtin, 

1997) and reasons for keeping secrets (Last & Aharoni-Etzioni, 1995) become more 

sophisticated with age. Studies reveal that children are more likely to tell the truth after 

promising to tell the truth (Talwar et al., 2002), being reassured about the consequences of 

truthfulness (Lyon & Dorado, 2008), and discussing the difference between truths and lies 

(London & Nunez, 2002).  

 

Our findings further support the idea of Walsh, et al. (2015). They found among Chinese 

preschoolers aged three to five years, only 16 percent of participants would report secret 

touching to an adult. The tendency for children to keep the secret of child abuse is an 

important practical impediment to adequate research, prevention, assessment, and treatment. 

While some studies have established that children will readily keep adult secrets, few have 

investigated the predictors of ease of disclosure. Children at high risk for sexual abuse also 

were more likely to keep the secret (Dunkerley & Dalenberg, 2000). Kenny, Wurtele, and 

Alonso’s (2012) study of Latino preschoolers found that child sexual abuse awareness 

program was effective at increasing children’s knowledge about harmful secrets.  

 

One of the most pervasive aspects of abuse that makes interviewing a child victim difficult 

is the element of secrecy. Most victims of sexual abuse have been urged not to tell and hence 

may remain silent about the abuse for months, years, or a lifetime (Burgess & Holstrom, 

1974; Faller, 1984; Summit, 1983; Herman, 1981). Clinical commentaries on child sexual 

abuse (Summit, 1983) give the impression that young children are able to keep secrets in the 

situation of abuse. School-based abuse prevention programs for early childhood and 

elementary school children have been found to be effective in increasing student knowledge 

and protective behaviors (Brassard & Fiorvanti, 2014). 

 

According to worldwide research studies, a large number of research studies suggest that 

preschool-age children’s knowledge of the difference between good and bad secrets can be 

improved by awareness programs. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The strengths of this study lie in its methodology. It contains information concerning 

preschool children’s knowledge on prevention of CSA. Moreover, data were gathered using 

sentences with child-friendly rating scales. Using this data gathering method a powerful 

empirical data set was compiled; drawing on these data; issues pertaining to awareness of 

preschool children were investigated. Very few preschool children had any kind of pre-

existing knowledge of Secrets, Children showed greater difficulties in understanding good 

and bad secrets before the awareness program and when provided with an awareness 

program have the capacity to increase their knowledge pertaining to child sexual abuse. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4236250/#R37
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Finally, preschool children’s awareness of the difference between good secrets and bad 

secrets can be increased via an awareness program. 
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