St. Mary of the Angels Catholic Church

900 South Oak Street, Ukiah, CA 95482 /707.462.1431 Phone

Circle of Grace - Safe Evwirovunent Prograwy
“Respecting AU Godi's People”

Dear Parent,

Out of concern for all God’s people and in response to the United States Conference of Catholic
Bishops’ Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People, we have a program for the
safe environment education of children and young people supported and mandated by Bishop
Robert Vasa.

“Dioceses / Parishes will establish ‘safe environment’ programs. They will cooperate with
parents, civil authorities, educators, and community organizations to provide education and
training for children, youth, parents, ministers, educators, and others about ways to make and
maintain a safe environment for children. Dioceses / Parishes will make clear to clergy and

members of the community the standards of conduct for clergy and other persons in positions of
trust with regard to sexual abuse.”

~ Article 12: Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People

This program is called Civ’cles of Grace: It is meant to supplement and be integrated into
the excellent programs and curricula for the formation of children and young people in our
schools and religious education programs. Cixcle of Grace aims to equip our children and
young people by arming them with essential knowledge and skills grounded in the richness of

our faith. This program helps children and young people to understand their own (and other’s)
dignity in mind, body, and spirit.

What is o Circle of Grace?

The Catholic Church teaches that God has created each of us as unique and special. Genesis
1:27 tells us that we are created “male and female in God’s image” and that God saw this as
“very good.” In that goodness, we are meant to respect ourselves and everyone else as persons
created and loved by God. Adults assist children and young people to recognize God’s love by
helping them to understand that each of us lives and moves in a circle of grace. You can



imagine your own circle of grace by putting your arms above your head then circle down in
front of your body including side to side. This circle, front to back, holds who you are in your
body and through your senses. It holds your very essence in mind, heart, soul, and sexuality.

Why iy it important to-help owr children understond the Circle of
Groace?

God intends our relationships in life to be experiences of divine love. Respectful, nurturing,
loving relationships increase our understanding of our own value and help us to love others. It
is never too early to help children and young people understand how very special they are and
how relationships in life are called to be sacred. Understanding this can help them to protect the
special person they are and to be respectful of others. Adults, especially parents, as they strive
to provide a safe and protective environment, hold the responsibility to help children and young
people understand and respect their own dignity and that of others. A truly safe and protective
environment is one where children and young people recognize when they are safe or unsafe
and know how to bring their concerns, fears, and uncertainties to the trusted adults in their lives.

How is the Circle of Grace Progroamv different from other protection
programs?

According to research, one in four girls and one in seven boys will be sexually abused by age
eighteen.! Many protection programs focus on “stranger danger”; however, up to ninety percent
(90%) of the time the perpetrator of abuse is known to the child or young person such as a
relative or family friend. Civcle of Grace goes beyond just protection by helping children

and young people understand the sacredness of who they are and how to seek help through their
relationships with trusted adults.

Il www.usccb.org or http://nccanch.acfhhs.gov



Common Questions of Parents

1) How is this connected to the “Safe Environment” program?

Circle of Grace is the safe environment program for children/youth. The goal is to help children/youth
understand the sacredness of who they are and how to seek help when needed through their relationship
with trusted adults.

2) What information can this program give my child that they are not getting already?

The Circle of Grace Program reinforces in a peer setting that their faith community cares about their
safety and wants them to understand how to seek help if they feel unsafe for any reason. It will help
them identify potentially unsafe situations and know how to handle them by seeking help from trusted
adults.

3) You indicate that this program will provide them with “life skills”, what do you mean by this?
It reinforces that they are valued by God and others. It gives them information on boundaries and
practical directives of what to do if someone makes them feel uncomfortable when in their Circle of
Grace. It is a good foundation for healthy relationships that will help them throughout their lives.

4) Will this program be age appropriate?
Yes! The lessons were written for the grades with great attention to stages of child development.

5) How can parents support what is being taught in the program?

Parents will receive parent letters as well as take home activities for several of the lessons to do with their
children. Talking with your children about the Circle of Grace at home will help your children to
understand the importance of the lessons and that the lessons apply everywhere, not just at school.
Additionally, you are your child’s most important teacher in the area of relationships. Much of what
your child will learn and later imitate about relationships comes from what they learn by your example.
Creating an atmosphere where they know that they can talk to you about anything provides a valuable
safety net for your child because they know they have you to turn to whenever they have a concern.

6) Is there accountability attached to this program implementation?
Yes! There will be an ongoing evaluation of the program to ensure its effectiveness and to incorporate any
suggestions that would improve the quality of the program.

7) Will there be resources (people and material) available if I have questions?
Yes! There will be a parent packet given to all parents that includes contact numbers.

8) Shouldn’t parents be the ones teaching their children about sexuality?

Absolutely! This is NOT a sex education program. Circle of Grace will provide children with a sound
understanding of their own value and of God’s care and presence in their lives. It will also help them
notice the signals that tell them when they do not feel safe and how to talk to a trusted adult. Al of this
will be a good foundation for healthy relationships. However, this is not a sexuality education program.
Many parents will appreciate that this program will provide a spiritual framework that will allow parent-
child communication about the value of all that they are, including their sexuality. Those conversations
are most effective between parent and child.

9) Is this a mandatory program for my child?

The United States Catholic Conference of Bishops (USCCB) developed the Charter for Protection of
Children and Young People. Article 12 of this document states that each Diocese will have a safe
environment program for adults and children/youth. If you have questions or concerns about your child
participating in the Circle of Grace Program, please contact your Director of Religious Education,
Principal, etc.



Tips for Parents

Even “Nice” People Sometimes Do Mean Things.

Abusers are experts at looking friendly, nice, safe, kind, generous, and loving. A child
is vulnerable when the other person has more: age (older), size (bigger), knowledge,
resources, status, and/or power.

REMEMBER: Up to 30% of abusers/offenders are under the age of 18.

Abusers use manipulative behaviors to gain control: flattery, bribery, jealousy,
intimidation, and anger. Abusers manipulate parents along with children.

Pay Close Attention To Who Is Around Your Children.

Parents should know where their children are and who they are with. Children should
know how to contact their parents. Use the buddy system: Take a buddy or don’t go.
Refuse to leave your children with someone you don't trust. No job or event is worth
your child’s safety.

Listen To What Your Children Say.

Encourage communication by taking seriously what your children say. Increase your
child’s vocabulary by helping them name feelings. Back up your child’s right to say
IINO-IF

Role Play: A child who never says “no” to a parent will never say “no” to another adult.
Give children permission to yell for help.

Take A Second Look At Potential Danger.

Be cautious on the Internet, experts recommend computer use be monitored regularly.
Be selective when sharing personal information: including last name, telephone
numbers, contact information, schools, activity schedules and occasions when someone
is home alone. Talk about worse case scenarios and possible solutions to uncomfortable
situations. Don't follow anyone who takes your bicycle, book bag or purse - report
theft instead. Watch out for children who are alone often.

Trust Your Instincts.

Listen to your gut feelings, if you have doubts listen to them. Your body sometimes
knows what your head hasn’t yet figured out.

Recognize Change In Your Child’s Behavior.

Change in behavior is a signal of change in your child’s life. Tell your children: “I will
always love you.”

Model Healthy Boundaries And Limit-Setting Behavior.

Be a good example.




Children are the (iving letters
we send into a time
we will never see...

Neal Postman

Touch that makes a child feel uncomfortable needs to be disclosed to a
trusted adult. When someone touches a child in private areas, shows them
sexual pictures, uses sexual language or asks a child to touch them in private
areas of their body — it is a violation against the child. Suspected child abuse
always needs to be reported to the authorities.

Developmental Dimensions and Stages
We have learned over the past several decades about how we develop. Human beings are
complex, multi-dimensional creatures. Each person has his or her own unique journey
toward God. There are six dimensions of development that are identifiable and seem to
be reflected in some way in all of us.
» Physical: Who we are as gendered persons.
¢ Cognitive: Our beliefs, knowledge, and perceptions.
* Emotional: Our feelings and how those feeling affect our relationships.
* Social: How we relate to others and our capacity to share ourselves.
e Moral: What we value and how we make decisions based on our beliefs.
¢ Spiritual: Recognizing and acknowledging the presence of God in our
relationships.
Psychosexual development is our personal journey toward integration as embodied
human persons. It is a process of growth that embraces all aspects of our human reality.
There are five stages used to describe our journey:
* Infancy: Children learn about their world primarily through touch.
* Toddler: Children are totally delighted in their bodies and begin to recognize
gender differences.
* Pre-school to Puberty: Children develop gender identity and a sense of privacy.
* Adolescence: Adolescents explore who they are in and through relationships as
their bodies mature toward adulthood.
* Adulthood: Adults integrate self-knowledge, empathy, sensitivity, trust equality,
spontaneity, and appropriate self-disclosure into their lives.

“Being in the image of God, the human individual possesses the dignity of

a person, who is not just something, but someone.”
Catechism of the Catholic Church, Secand Edition, 1997




