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Summary

Child abuse and neglect against children and youth
remains a serious problem in Canada. When reports
of child abuse are confirmed and lead to a court
case, children and youth may need to testify in
court under the Youth Protection Act. Testifying
can be very stressful for children and youth,
especially during cross-examination. A defence
lawyer may challenge their account, ask confusing
questions, or try to make them doubt their
experience. Without proper support and
preparation, this process can be emotionally and
psychologically harmful. To help reduce this
anxiety and stress, Quebec offers a court
preparation service called the Child Witness
Program (Programme Témoin Enfant—PTE).

The PTE program includes seven sessions: five
preparation meetings, support during the court
appearance, and a follow-up session. During the
preparatory meetings, a trained worker will help a
child learn and practice skills that may be useful
during testimony, but in a calm, low-stress
environment. Gadoua et al. (2023), looked at how
effective the PTE is at reducing fear in young
witnesses. The study measured fear using a
questionnaire called My Fears About Going to
Court. This questionnaire was completed during
the first and last preparatory sessions.

The My Fears About Going to Court
questionnaire assessed,;

» achild’s level of fear regarding themselves
(e.g.”l worry/l am afraid of crying or
becoming upset in the courtroom”),

» accused person (e.g., “l worry/l am afraid
of seeing the accused in the courtroom”),

« legal professionals (e.g., “l worry/l am
afraid of not being believed by the judge”),

« others involved in the court process (e.g.,” |
worry/l am afraid of not understanding what |
am supposed to do in the courtroom”), and

e overall fear score.

Most participants in this study were girls who had
experienced sexual abuse and nearly all cases, the
child knew the person who harmed them. While
many participants in this study experienced a
single incident, some had faced repeated abuse.

Results showed that after completing the PTE
program, children reported significantly lower
levels of fear in all areas. By the final preparation
session, children had significantly lower levels of
fear regarding themselves, the accused person,
legal professionals, as well as the court process.
Children had also reported lower total fear scores.
However, some children remained more likely to
feel fear while testifying including: children with
higher initial fear levels, those who experienced
repeated abuse (four or more incidents), those
testifying during a trial, parents involved in support
services, and girls.

Overall, this study highlighted the importance of
preparing children and youth before they testify.
Programs like the PTE can help reduce fear and
provide much-needed support, making the legal
process more manageable for young victims.
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