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 W hen Karen Carroll was taken  
to the hosp�tal exam�nat�on room  
13 years ago after be�ng brutally  

sexually assaulted, the doctor ass�gned  
to her case took out the d�rect�ons to the  
rape k�t and began to read them. Carroll,  
an emergency room nurse at the t�me and 
now assoc�ate d�rector of the Bronx Sexual 
Assault Response Team, had to gu�de the 
doctor through her own exam�nat�on because 
he had never rece�ved tra�n�ng on how  
to properly conduct a sexual assault  
forens�c exam.

Although many jur�sd�ct�ons around  
the country offer sexual assault forens�c  
exam�ner tra�n�ng, Carroll’s scenar�o  

�s not uncommon. Cost and travel con- 
cerns often present barr�ers to tra�n�ng,  
part�cularly �n rural and remote areas of  
the country. 

To help ensure that sexual assault v�ct�ms 
do not f�nd themselves �n Carroll’s s�tuat�on 
dur�ng a forens�c exam, the Nat�onal Inst�tute 
of Just�ce (NIJ) and the Off�ce on V�olence 
Aga�nst Women funded Dartmouth Med�cal 
School to create a state-of-the-art tra�n�ng  
tool on forens�c exam�nat�ons. Ava�lable 
through the Internet and �n CD format,  
Sexual Assault: Forensic and Clinical 
Management—for health profess�onals,  
law enforcement, prosecutors, v�ct�m  
advocates, and lab personnel—offers  
tra�n�ng �n a “v�rtual sexual assault forens�c 
fac�l�ty.” In the v�rtual fac�l�ty, students  
can part�c�pate �n �nteract�ve tra�n�ng  
sess�ons on all aspects of the sexual  
assault forens�c exam�nat�on—from  
�nterv�ew�ng the surv�vor through court- 
room test�mony—w�th master pract�t�oners 
and tra�ners, �nclud�ng Karen Carroll.

Sexual Assault: Virtual Training Takes Responders  
From Exam Room to Courtroom
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How critical is the forensic Exam?

The forens�c exam�nat�on �s arguably the 
most cr�t�cal component �n the aftermath  
of a sexual assault. The exam has two 
ma�n goals: to treat the assault surv�vor for 
med�cal �njur�es and to collect ev�dence that 
may lead to the arrest, prosecut�on, and 
conv�ct�on of the offender. Exams are usu-
ally conducted by a sexual assault forens�c 
exam�ner, or SAFE—a med�cal profess�onal 
who has rece�ved spec�al�zed educat�on and 
has fulf�lled cl�n�cal requ�rements to perform 
med�cal forens�c exam�nat�ons. SAFEs can 
be nurses (often called sexual assault nurse 
exam�ners, or SANEs), doctors, or even phy-
s�c�an ass�stants. 

All sexual assault surv�vors have the r�ght  
to a properly conducted exam �n wh�ch  
they are treated w�th d�gn�ty, compass�on, 
and respect. In September 2004, former 
U.S. Attorney General John Ashcroft 
released the Attorney General’s National 
Protocol for Sexual Assault Medical Forensic 
Examinations (SAFE Protocol), wh�ch offers 
gu�dance for commun�t�es that want to 
develop a response that �s sens�t�ve to  
sexual assault v�ct�ms and promotes  
offender accountab�l�ty. Produced by the 
Off�ce on V�olence Aga�nst Women and 
based upon best pract�ces from around  
the country, the SAFE Protocol also  

exam�nes the roles of other members  
of the sexual assault response team  
(SART), namely law enforcement off�cers, 
prosecutors, v�ct�m advocates, and forens�c 
sc�ent�sts. 

A recent study funded by NIJ exam�ned 
the eff�cacy of SANE/SART �ntervent�ons 
as tools �n the cr�m�nal just�ce system. The 
study f�nd�ngs �nd�cate that �n commun�t�es 
w�th these programs, sexual assault cases 
are reported more qu�ckly. In cases �nvolv�ng 
SANE/SART �ntervent�ons, the average t�me 
between the assault and the report �s 5.6 
days, compared to 33 days �n cases w�th-
out these �ntervent�ons. Accord�ng to the 
researchers, cases w�th SANE/SART �nter-
vent�ons have more ev�dence ava�lable and 
are more l�kely to have v�ct�m part�c�pat�on. 
Further, they found that th�s �ntervent�on �s 
a s�gn�f�cant factor �n the �dent�f�cat�on and 
arrest of a suspect, �s a strong pred�ctor that 
charges w�ll be f�led, and �ncreases the l�kel�-
hood of conv�ct�on.1

A SAnE Success Story

Cons�der the case of G�na. In 2001, G�na 
was sexually assaulted �n the laundry room 
of her apartment bu�ld�ng by a man she 
recogn�zed as a new ne�ghbor. The man 
turned off the l�ghts, closed the door, and 
trapped her beh�nd a row of dryers. As G�na 

MorE tEcHnicAL ASSiStAncE in SExuAL ASSAuLt forEnSic ExAMS
The Sexual Assault Forens�c Exam�ner Techn�cal Ass�stance (SAFE TA) 
project offers gu�dance for those us�ng the U.S. Attorney General’s 
National Protocol for Sexual Assault Medical Forensic Examinations 
(SAFE Protocol). Under th�s project, the Internat�onal Assoc�at�on of 
Forens�c Nurses prov�des techn�cal ass�stance to serv�ce prov�ders  
and agenc�es serv�ng v�ct�ms of sexual assault, �nclud�ng med�cal  
profess�onals, law enforcement off�cers, attorneys, v�ct�m advocates,  
and f�rst responders.

Funded through a grant from the Off�ce on V�olence Aga�nst Women, 
th�s project d�ssem�nates the SAFE Protocol, establ�shes a nat�onal  
toll-free help-l�ne, hosts an �nteract�ve techn�cal-ass�stance Web s�te for  
the SAFE Protocol, offers some ons�te ass�stance on establ�sh�ng and 
ma�nta�n�ng sexual assault response team �n�t�at�ves, and prov�des a 
nat�onal tra�n�ng and educat�on plan. The SAFE TA project also w�ll  
d�ssem�nate the v�rtual sexual assault forens�c exam�nat�on tra�n�ng  
tool d�scussed �n the ma�n art�cle.
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prayed out loud, her attacker �nexpl�cably 
stopped and left the laundry room, only to 
return moments later to cont�nue h�s v�olent 
assault. After mak�ng G�na prom�se that  
she would not tell anyone, he f�nally left the 
laundry room. Once she felt conf�dent that 
her attacker was not go�ng to return aga�n, 
G�na ran to a ne�ghbor’s apartment and 
called 911. 

She was taken to the hosp�tal, where a 
SANE was called. That nurse was Karen 
Carroll. As G�na descr�bed �t, “When Karen 
walked �nto the room, I �mmed�ately felt 
comfortable. She oozed conf�dence and 
competence. She was so compass�onate. 
She expla�ned everyth�ng she was do�ng 
and gave me the cho�ce to stop at any po�nt. 
However, I d�dn’t want her to stop, as I  
was determ�ned to do everyth�ng I could  
to catch th�s guy.” 

G�na was severely bru�sed and bleed�ng. 
Careful collect�on by the SANE recovered  
a m�croscop�c drop of blood on G�na’s bath-
robe that was analyzed to reveal the DNA pro-
f�le that l�nked a man named Oscar Mercado 
to the cr�me. Though DNA was just one p�ece 
of the ev�dence used at tr�al, G�na feels that �t 
was cr�t�cal. 

“We had other ev�dence that was able to t�e 
h�m to the cr�me scene,” she sa�d, “but �t 
was the DNA ev�dence that ult�mately proved 
to the jury that he was the man who sexually 
assaulted me.” Mercado was eventually  
tr�ed and conv�cted of four counts of sexual 
assault and sodomy. He was sentenced to  
28 years �n pr�son.

G�na pra�ses the team that worked w�th  
her: the SANE, the detect�ve, and the  
prosecutors. Although �t took her a long  
t�me to recover emot�onally from the attack, 
she feels that her heal�ng process began 
w�th the pos�t�ve exper�ence she had dur�ng 
the forens�c exam�nat�on w�th Carroll. 

Not all exam exper�ences are as pos�t�ve  
and successful as G�na’s. In many parts  
of the Nat�on, espec�ally rural and remote 
locat�ons, forens�c exam�nat�on tra�n�ng for 
med�cal personnel �s rare or nonex�stent 
because of h�gh cost and travel constra�nts. 
Consequently, v�ct�ms may f�nd themselves 

�n a s�tuat�on l�ke Carroll’s—�n an exam room 
w�th a doctor or nurse who has never been 
tra�ned on how to properly conduct a sexual 
assault forens�c exam�nat�on.

Virtual forensic facility

When tra�nees enter the v�rtual forens�c 
fac�l�ty, created by Dartmouth’s Interact�ve 
Med�a Laboratory, they w�ll f�nd:

■ Exam Room A: Here, the student 
observes �nteract�ons between the  
SAFE and a young woman named  
“Mary Lange.” The student serves as  
an apprent�ce, work�ng closely w�th a  
master pract�t�oner �n two scenar�os.  
In the f�rst, Mary has been raped by an 
acqua�ntance. Through v�deo, aud�o, st�ll, 
and an�mated graph�cs, th�s scenar�o 
teaches students about the bas�c forens�c 
exam�nat�on, �nclud�ng h�story-tak�ng,  
consent, treatment, and us�ng a v�rtual 
sexual assault ev�dence collect�on k�t to 
gather ev�dence. 

 In the second scenar�o, Mary �s the v�ct�m 
of a drug-fac�l�tated assault. Us�ng knowl-
edge ga�ned from the f�rst scenar�o, the 
student aga�n works under the superv�s�on 
of a master pract�t�oner. In essence,  
Exam Room A �s where students can  
conduct a complete sexual assault  
forens�c exam�nat�on—to the extent 
allowed by electron�c technology—from 
�n�t�al encounter through preparat�on of  
collected ev�dence, �nclud�ng proper  
cha�n of custody. 

■ Exam Room B: In th�s room, students 
observe the SAFE work�ng w�th three 
pat�ents who represent a m�x of demo-
graph�c var�ables, �nclud�ng age, gender, 

The study found that a SANE/SART intervention  
is a significant factor in the identification and  
arrest of a suspect, is a strong predictor that  
charges will be filed, and increases the  
likelihood of conviction.
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 and relat�onsh�p of the v�ct�m to the offen-
der. Exam Room B exposes students to 
var�ous types of sexual assault and the 
w�de range of challenges they may  
confront �n the�r work.

■ Pretrial Preparation Room: Here, students 
learn how to prepare for court test�mony.

■ Courtroom Area: Here, the student 
becomes an expert w�tness �n the Exam 
Room A case. In th�s s�mulat�on, the 
student �nteracts w�th prosecutors and 
defense attorneys, select�ng from poss�ble 
responses and rece�v�ng feedback from a 
coach. The student can also observe the 
SAFE as an expert w�tness and learn the 
best ways of present�ng �nformat�on �n 
court. The coach for th�s sect�on �s Roger 
Canaff, an ass�stant d�str�ct attorney from 
the Bronx D�str�ct Attorney’s Off�ce, who 
has extens�ve exper�ence prosecut�ng 
sexual assault cases and prepar�ng SAFEs 
to test�fy �n court. 

■ Forensic Lab Area: In the lab, the student 
v�ews talks by forens�c sc�ent�sts cover�ng 
the bas�c sc�ence of DNA and how tests 
are �nterpreted. Th�s sect�on also empha-
s�zes the value of close collaborat�on 
between SAFEs and laboratory personnel. 

■ Conference Room: In th�s room, noted 
experts d�scuss a range of top�cs, �nclud-
�ng cultural competency and forens�c 
photography. Students l�sten to roundtable 
d�scuss�ons among real-l�fe members of a 
SART as they d�scuss spec�f�c cases and 
the day-to-day challenges they face. 

■ Learning Resources Room: Here, the 
student l�stens to the personal accounts 
of sexual assault surv�vors, �nclud�ng the�r 
exper�ences w�th sexual assault forens�c 
exams. The student learns how surv�vors’ 
�nteract�ons w�th the SAFE and members 
of the SART shaped the�r v�ew of the  
just�ce system and affected the�r heal�ng 
process. 

who Benefits from the training?

Th�s tra�n�ng tool prov�des an �nnovat�ve  
way to learn the fundamental elements of 
conduct�ng a t�mely, competent forens�c 
exam. For forens�c exam�ners and tra�ners 
w�th l�m�ted resources, the tra�n�ng offers a 
un�que and cost-eff�c�ent program that can 
eas�ly be �ncorporated �nto a preex�st�ng  
curr�culum or tra�n�ng module. It can be  
used as a refresher for SAFEs pract�c�ng  
�n rural areas who may handle only a few 

Virtual Forensic Facility

Forensic Lab Area

Pretrial Preparation 
Room

Courtroom

Exam Rooms A & B

Conference Room

Learning  
Resources  

Room

Th�s overv�ew of the v�rtual forens�c fac�l�ty shows the  
d�fferent rooms �n wh�ch the Web-based (and CD) tra�n�ng occurs.
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cases a year. Law enforcement off�cers, 
prosecutors, v�ct�m advocates, and lab  
personnel w�ll f�nd the program benef�-
c�al, part�cularly w�th the program’s strong 
emphas�s on a team approach.

The ult�mate goal �s to ensure that all  
v�ct�ms of sexual assault have access to 
health care profess�onals who perform 
forens�c exam�nat�ons that m�n�m�ze trauma; 
promote heal�ng; and �ncrease the l�kel�hood 
that the perpetrator w�ll be caught, pros-
ecuted, and conv�cted of the cr�me. V�ct�ms 
deserve to have just�ce served. Ensur�ng 
that �nnovat�ve, state-of-the-art tra�n�ng �s 
ava�lable to all forens�c exam�ners �s a cruc�al 
step �n that d�rect�on.

NCJ 219610

For More Information
■	 Informat�on on the tra�n�ng tool and  

the SAFE Protocol can be found at  
www.safeta.org.
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Geograph�c prof�l�ng �s an emerg�ng  
�nvest�gat�ve techn�que that comb�nes 
cr�m�nolog�cal theory, technology, and 
patrol strategy to help law enforcement 
�dent�fy and locate ser�al offenders.  
Us�ng �nformat�on from a ser�es of  
related cr�mes, a geograph�c prof�ler  
analyzes the locat�on of each cr�me to 
�dent�fy where an offender most l�kely 
l�ves, works, or spends t�me.

Th�s techn�que �s now at the center  
of an �mportant debate that asks: Is  
geograph�c prof�l�ng effect�ve? What 
school of thought and approach should  
be emphas�zed and appl�ed?

Ed�ted by Ron W�lson, who manages the 
Nat�onal Inst�tute of Just�ce’s Mapp�ng 
and Analys�s for Publ�c Safety Program 

and Data Resources, and Chr�s Maxwell, 
d�rector of the Nat�onal Arch�ve of Cr�m�nal 
Just�ce Data at the Un�vers�ty of M�ch�gan, 
th�s spec�al �ssue of Police Practice and 
Research explores top�cs cr�t�cal to th�s 
debate, �nclud�ng:

■ The theoret�cal background, ava�lable 
technology, strengths and l�m�tat�ons, 
and d�ff�cult�es �n evaluat�ng the  
effect�veness of geograph�c prof�l�ng.

■ The two pr�mary schools of geograph�c 
prof�l�ng thought.

■ Determ�n�ng whether the offender  
�s a commuter or a marauder.

■ Geoforens�c analys�s.

■ An evaluat�on of s�x geograph�c prof�l�ng 
methods.

The �ssue also rev�ews books on 
geograph�c prof�l�ng. For more �nfor-
mat�on, see www.tandf.co.uk/journals/
t�tles/15614263.asp.
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