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Nonintrusive approach. Jamie Barrett, clinical supervisor at the Lake/Sumter Children's Advocacy
Center, prepares for sand tray therapy with a client. The center helps kids victimized by sexual abuss,




‘Gentleness key
for abused kids

Advocacy center filled with soft edges

By SHERRI M. OWENS
SENTINEL STAFF WRITER

LEESBURG — Moving boxes are still
arriving, waiting to be unpacked, but
Diane Pisczek has no time to waste.

Early this week she saw three children
come in for medical examinations, three
for counseling sessions and two for foren-
sic interviews.

“And that was just Monday and Tues-
day,” Pisczek, director of the Lake/Sumter
Children’s Advocacy Center, said
Wednesday. “There will be more.”

From the colorful flowers that line the
front porch to the stuffed animals, fish
tank and lighthearted videotapes in the
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An improvement. The new Leesburg location for the
Children’s Advocacy Center, recently finished, is
about 14 percent larger than the old one,



Child advocacy center
has roomier new digs
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waiting room. the homey up-
pearance belies the serousness
af what happens inside,

The nonprofit center, which
relocated to & new building in
Leesburg this week, provides
counseling end conducts foren-
sic interviews of abused children
for use as evidence in trials. It
alio pifers a neutral place for

“maoriifored " — when
one parent drops off a child to be
picked up by the other parent for

4 visit — and for parents who are
allowed only supervised visits o
spend tme with their children,

“It looks like home and it's
suppased to," Pisczek said, hav
ing walked past the faux fire-
casual cak dining set in the front
visitation room o get to her new
office. “We wanféd something
child-friendly and unintinidat-
ing"

The center opened in 1998 in
Eustis, later moved to Tovares

struction on & 3,200-square-foot,
$400,000 facility at 300 Canal St
in Lestburg,

Along with Lake and Sumter
counties, 30 other Flonida coun-
riam‘a-aemdc ; "’mnﬁ ‘s Ad-
vocacy Cetilers. inchide
Brevard, Marion, Orange, Osce-
oly, Poll, Seminole and Volusia,
where the first Florida center
opened in 1994. The centers are
part of a statewide network that
works to improve Florida's re-
sponse to child abuse in general
and sexual abuse in particular,
while minimizing trauma to chil-
dre‘}limhtﬂiﬁtg about 14

i building is 14 per-
cent larger than the old one in
Tivares, which was 2,800 square
feet But the real advantage is
how the new space [s used, Pisc-
ool snid.

There is a room for plity thera-
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feelings using
thmp}'wﬂlbeaddadmﬂm
center already hns Shepp, a res-
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“Children can get and give un-
conditional soceptance and love
fram an animal,” Pisczek said. “Tt
doesn'l matter If the child is up-
set and crying; the animal s
trained to stay calm and lay there
sa the child can pet him,”

The three rooms designated
for forensic interviews are

i with 7 posi-

viden cameras so detec-
m and lswyers can watch

d separdle room to énsure
they the information they
need for court

Each room will have a differ-
ent theme — fish, bears or ldtes
— along with a comfy lovesent
for the child and a small uphol-
stered stool for the counselor “so
they can get down on the child's
level,” Pisczek said,

In the old building, all the
counselors were in ane big room.
Now they each have their own
offices. Also In the-old
children who came in for exams
ar inferviews would wait in the
spme ares where ntal visita-
WO Bre sep-
arate.

“The child’s comfort is first
and furemost,” Pisczel said. “We
wanl the least anxiety-producing
wn*i.'rmdulhh'hm

stalistics past years
hold any clues, the demand for
the center’s services are likely to
intrease.

More of the abuse cases
brought to the center are sex-re-
Inted these days, she said, and
there s a ing number of

ild cases. Last year,
the center helped 421 children,
upfrom 392 the vear before,

*Counselors go out into the
preschools and teach classes on
good-touch and bad-touch and
on how to recognize and prevent
child abuse,” Pisczek said. *I'd
like to be optimistic and say
we're seeing more children be-
cause peaple are better educated
now about what to look to for, |
hope that's why,"

Sherri M. Owens can be reached ot

soensForlandosentinel.com
Op352742-5915.




