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April Reminds Us to Fight Child Abuse 
by State Senator Julie Lassa 

 

I had a chance recently to commemorate April as National Child Abuse Awareness Month by joining the 

members of the Stevens Point Women's Club for their "Pinwheels for Prevention" event. We created a garden of 

blue and silver pinwheels to represent children who are affected by what public health workers term "adverse 

childhood experiences." The event got the point home very effectively, with the pinwheels recalling the 

innocent fun of childhood play, and the sheer number of them reminding us that, for many kids, that innocence 

and fun has been stolen by acts of abuse and neglect.  

An adverse childhood experience can be any traumatic event in a child's life. These might include 

physical, emotional or sexual abuse; someone in the household with substance abuse issues; a household 

member who is struggling with mental health issues; or violence between adults in the home. These traumatic 

events can occur in the lives of children from all backgrounds, and they are much more frequent than many 

people believe.  

A survey of Wisconsin adults conducted by the Centers for Disease Control found that 56 percent of 

them had suffered at least one of these adverse experiences at some point during their childhoods.  The number 

of adults who had four or more such experiences during childhood average 14 percent statewide. However, in 

the six counties of the 24th Senate District, that figure ranges from 15 percent to more than 20 percent.  

Child Abuse Awareness Month, first observed nationally in 1983, gives us an opportunity to raise 

awareness of the prevalence of adverse childhood experiences, and the alarming effect they can have, not just 

on the children who are victimized, but on the rest of us as well. The impacts of abuse and neglect are wide 

ranging and can be long lasting.  There were 4,886 individual child victims of maltreatment in 2013, the most 

recent data available from the Wisconsin Department of Children and Families. That same year, 20 children 

died from substantiated maltreatment. 

Many of those who survived face a lifetime of physical and mental challenges, including depression, 

anxiety, alcohol and drug abuse, tobacco use, diabetes, asthma, and cardiovascular disease. These problems can 

make it harder to be successful at school and work and can increase the demands on social services and the 

health care system.  As adults, these child victims are more likely to be unemployed or incarcerated.  And as 

they bring these stressful challenges into their own parenting, they may become abusive or neglectful parents 

themselves, passing adverse childhood experiences to the next generation. 
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As a society, we need to do a better job of preventing the abuse and neglect of children.  National Child 

Abuse Awareness Month gives us the opportunity to encourage everyone to speak up if they know that a child 

is being abused.  We also need to make more and better resources available so that children who have had 

adverse experiences suffer as little long-term trauma from them as possible.  And we need to remember that we 

all bear the social and economic cost of abuse; we should think of our investments in helping struggling families 

as the best way to save ourselves that expense, and to help give every child a chance at growing up to live a 

healthy and productive life.  

If you know of a child who is being emotionally, physically or sexually abused, please report what you 

know to your county's health and human services department or local law enforcement. 
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