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Child Protection Policy
Purpose:
Treetops Montessori School is committed to providing a child safe environment. The Principal, all
school employees, and volunteers have a duty of care towards the children of Treetops Montessori
School, and believe that all children have a right to feel safe at school and in the wider community.

Treetops Montessori School acknowledges its responsibility to protect children when they are on
school premises and to intervene if they believe the welfare of a child is at risk outside of the school.

Treetops Montessori School will ensure that procedures are put in place to help prevent abuse,
decrease risks, and allow teachers the opportunity to have concerns about abuse and risk raised and
addressed. All members of the school community are covered by this policy.

Definition of Child Abuse
Child abuse is a serious issue. It refers to any kind of action or failure to act that results in harm or
possible harm to a child.

A child who is being neglected or abused may feel fear, shame, or confusion. The child may be afraid
to tell anyone of the abuse, particularly if the person harming them is known to them and their family.

Child abuse is not isolated to specific cultural or socio-economic groups. It can happen through a
person within the family (e.g. parent or relative) or outside the immediate family (e.g. teacher or sports
coach), or an unknown person.

There are four main types of child abuse:

e Neglect

e Emotional - including psychological abuse and exposure to family and domestic violence.
e Physical

e Sexual.

It is important to note that definitions mentioned in this document can also be used to describe some
of the behaviour that may occur at school by one child to another. While the treatment of such
behaviour can be dealt with through other school policies (for example behaviour management or
bullying), the victim of that ‘bullying’ may display some of the physical or behavioural indicators as
those described in the next section of this policy. These events will be treated seriously by Treetops
Montessori School with the aim to help both parties. It is also important to note that the child who is
‘bullying’ may be doing so because they have been subjected to the same inappropriate behaviours
and may require assistance.

Definitions and Typical Signs/Indicators of Child Abuse and Neglect

Students may display signs or indicators from more than one area of abuse and can suffer one or more
forms of abuse. Abuse can be hard to discern. Some children show no signs of abuse, while others
may show signs of abuse through their behaviour, emotions, or physical appearance.

Common signs or indicators across different types of abuse include:
e Bedwetting.
e Being unable to explain an injury or giving inconsistent, vague, or unlikely explanations for an
injury.
e Unusual fear of physical contact.
e Frequent headaches or stomach pains.
e Concerning behaviours than may be harmful to themselves or others.
e Being extremely sensitive and alert to their surroundings (hypervigilance).

Other signs may suggest a child is experiencing trauma or grief. Watch for any changes in the child's
general mood. The child may become anxious, irritable, depressed, angry, or show a combination of
emotions. However, don't assume that just because these symptoms are displayed, the child is being
abused. Keep in mind that these symptoms can apply to a child under stress and may not be related
to abuse.
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Neglect:

Neglect is when a child does not receive adequate food or shelter, medical treatment, supervision,
care, or nurturance, to the extent that their development is harmed, or they are injured. Neglect
should be considered in the context of physical, emotional, or psychological abuse.

Examples of neglect include (but are not limited to):
e Leaving a child alone without appropriate supervision.
e Not ensuring the child attends school or enrolling them in school.
e The child having an infection because of poor hygiene or lack of prescribed medication.
e Not giving a child appropriate attention and emotional support.
e Not seeking medical help for the child when required.

Possible signs or indicators of neglect include (but are not limited to):

e Showing signs of malnutrition and hunger.

e Begging, stealing, or hoarding food.

e Persistent uncleanliness and poor personal hygiene such as matted hair, dirty skin, sores,
and/or body odour.

e Frequently ill, untreated medical problems, or lack of routine medical care.

e Often being tired, late for school, or non-attendance.

e Being left without appropriate supervision for their age, development and/or for the
environmental circumstances.

e Left at school for long periods after the end of the school day.

e Lack of weather appropriate clothing.

e Inadequate shelter or unsafe conditions.

e When a preschool aged child does not meet physical and developmental milestones and there
are no underlying medical reasons for this.

Emotional Abuse:

Emotional abuse occurs when a child is repeatedly rejected, isolated, threatened, or humiliated.
Emotional abuse also includes exposure to family and domestic violence, which causes serious
emotional, physical, and psychological harm to children, as well as placing them an increased likelihood
of other kinds of abuse and neglect.

The term emotional abuse also includes psychological abuse which involves behaviours such as
isolating, discrediting, and disregarding.

A child can be emotionally abused when they experience hostility, derogatory name-calling and put
downs, repeated physical or social isolation, and persistent rejection or coldness from a person (such
as a parent, sibling, carer, or teacher) over an extended period.

Possible signs or indicators of emotional abuse include (but are not limited to):
e Unexplained mood swings between aggressive and passive behaviour.
e Significant delays in emotional, mental, and physical development, including gross and fine
motor skills.
e language delay or stuttering.
e Poor self-image and low self-esteem (feelings of worthlessness).
e Compulsively lying or stealing.
e High levels of anxiety or distress.
e Lack of trust in others.
e Heightened desire for attention or affection from known and unknown adults.
e Reluctance to go home.
e Regressive behaviours such as rocking, sucking their thumb, and bedwetting.
e Fear of someone they know.
e Self-harming, overeating, or starving themselves.
e Creating violent drawings or writing.
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Physical Abuse:

Physical abuse is when a child is deliberately hurt or is at serious risk of being hurt by someone they
know such as a family member, relative, carer, another adult or child. The signs of physical abuse may
be subtle and may be easier to spot if a child has no way of concealing the injury.

Examples of physical abuse may include beating, strangling, biting, shaking, throwing, scalding, burning
and/or suffocating the child; poisoning, being given or forced to ingest alcohol or drugs; assault using
implements; and female genital cutting.

Possible signs or indicators of physical abuse include (but are not limited to):
e Broken bones, unexplained bruising and/or burns in different stages of healing.
e Being unable to explain an injury or giving inconsistent, vague or unlikely explanation for an
injury.
e Unusual or unexplained internal injuries.
e A history of family violence.
o Adelay between the injury and seeking medical assistance.
e Repeated visits to the doctor with injuries, poisoning, or minor complaints.
e Habitual absences from school and other usual activities.
e Being unusually frightened of a parent or carer.
e Wearing inappropriate clothing in warm weather (to hide bruises, cuts, or marks).
e Avoiding physical contact.
e Becoming scared when other children cry or shout.
e Being excessively friendly to strangers.
e Self-stimulatory behaviours such as rocking or head banging.
e Starting fires or being fascinated with fire.
e Destroying property.
e Hurting animals.

Sexual Abuse
Sexual abuse covers a wide range of behaviour or activities that expose or subject a child to sexual
activity that is exploitative and/or inappropriate to their age and developmental level.

Child sexual abuse is when a child is forced or persuaded to take part in sexual activities. This may
involve physical contact or non-contact activities and can happen online or offline.

Children who are sexually abused have often been groomed into trusting their abuser and many do
not understand they are being abused. Sexual abuse can cause harm to the child including significant
emotional trauma, physical injury, infections, and impaired emotional and psychological development.

Examples of sexual abuse include (but are not limited to):

e Sexual touching of any part of the body whether a child is wearing clothes or not. This includes
kissing, holding, or touching the child in a sexual way.

e Forcing or encouraging the child to take part in sexual activity.

e Making a child take off their clothes or touch someone else's genitals.

e Rape or penetration by putting an object or body part in a child’s mouth, vagina, or anus.

e Exposing genitals to a child.

e Encouraging or forcing a child to watch or hear sexual acts.

e Not taking proper measures to prevent a child being exposed to sexual activities by others.

e Encouraging or making a child masturbate while others watch.

e Persuading a child to make, view, or distribute child abuse images (such as performing sexual
acts over the internet, sexting, or showing pornography to a child).

e Making, viewing, or distributing child abuse images.

e Allowing someone else to make, view, or distribute child abuse images.

e Sexual exploitation — occurs when an individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance of
power to coerce, manipulate or deceive a child into sexual activity in return for gifts, money,
or reasons.
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Possible signs or indicators of sexual abuse include (but are not limited to):
e Knowing more about sexual activities than other children their age.
e Masturbating more or in a way that is unusual for their age and stage of development.
e Involving other children in concerning sexual behaviours.
e Refusing to undress for activities or often wearing layers of clothing.
e Bruising, bleeding, swelling, tears, or cuts to their genitals or anus.
e Difficulty walking or sitting.
e Unusual vaginal odour or discharge.
e ltching or pain in the genital area and/or difficulty going to the toilet.
e Having a sexually transmitted disease.
e Torn, stained, or bloody clothing, especially underwear.
e Being afraid of being alone with a particular person.
e Being frequently depressed, feeling suicidal, or attempted suicide.
e Frequent headaches and stomach pains.
e Creating stories, poems, or artwork about abuse.
e Unexplained goods, possessions, or money.

Online child sexual exploitation may include:

e Engaging a child in chat about sexual acts.

e Sending nude or pornographic images or videos to a child or exposing themselves via live
stream.

e Asking a child to perform sexual acts, expose themselves, or share sexual images or videos.

e Producing and sharing indecent images of children online.

e Online grooming, where an adult makes online contact with someone under the age of 16 with
the intention of establishing a relationship to enable their sexual abuse.

Harmful Sexual Behaviours
Sexual behaviour exists on a continuum, from mutually agreed experimentation to serious sexual
offending behaviours. Some form of sexual exploration in children is normal and healthy at all
developmental stages. Developmentally normal sexual behaviour in childhood and adolescence tends
to be:

e socially acceptable and aligned with community expectations;

e consensual, mutual, and reciprocal.

Harmful sexual behaviours that involve other children are a form of child sexual abuse. Where a
mandatory reporter forms the reasonable belief that harmful sexual behaviour has occurred and a
child is subject to child sexual abuse as a result of this, then there is an obligation to submit a
mandatory report.

Where the harmful sexual behaviour does not meet the requirements of a mandatory report, the
matter will still require some form of intervention. Harmful sexual behaviours are not part of usual
development, indicate the child engaging in them has or is experiencing adversity of some kind, and
can lead to future safety concerns for the child engaging in the behaviour and those around them.

IT IS MANDATORY TO REPORT SEXUAL ABUSE — See Mandatory Reporting Policy & Procedure
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Grooming Behaviour

Grooming refers to ‘actions deliberately undertaken with the aim of befriending and establishing an
emotional connection with a child, to lower the child’s inhibitions in preparation for sexual activity
with the child’ (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017, p. 9).

Grooming:

e Grooming is a subtle, gradual, and escalating process building trust with a child and those
around them, including both children and adults.

e The primary goal of grooming is the sexual gratification of the perpetrator, often involving
engaging in sexual activity with the child.

e Grooming is deliberate and purposeful, occurring both before and after the abuse.

e Abusers may groom children and supporting adults over extended periods, spending weeks,
months, or even years before any sexual abuse occurs.

e Grooming can take place in person or online.

A committed offender will employ grooming behaviour and because it is so subtle and gradual the
child may not be aware of the actual abuse when it occurs and that it is wrong or harmful. The
grooming occurs not only with the child but also with those supporting networks around the child
which might act as a deterrent or protective element. The perpetrator will invest significant energy
and patience to minimise the risk of detection and exposure.

The groomer will employ manipulation, guilt, shame, bribery, coercion, or exploit low self-esteem to
psychologically manipulate the child and as a result the child becomes increasingly dependent on the
groomer and increasingly alienated from protective elements including possible sources to disclose to.
This is a deliberate strategy employed to maintain the secrecy of the abuse, so that the abuse is
concealed and to ensure the silence of the child.

The groomer will exploit vulnerabilities of the protective elements around the child, including parents
and family circumstances, and organisational and systemic weaknesses. Groomers are very adept at
identifying anomalies, boundary ambiguities, and the lack of systemic awareness, at then using them
to deflect attention from their own actions and intentions.

While distinguishing between appropriate intent and inappropriate intent is often difficult, particularly
for a child, it is essential that schools have very clear expectations and boundaries around behaviours
so that there can be rigorous accountability when dealing with staff.

Grooming behaviour with children may include, but is not limited to:

e Selecting, befriending a child and gaining their trust, exploiting the child’s vulnerabilities.

e Testing a child’s boundaries through telling inappropriate jokes, roughhousing, backrubs,
tickling, or sexual games.

e Moving from non-sexual touching to ‘accidental’ sexual touching. This typically happens
during play so the child may not even identify it as purposeful, inappropriate touching. It is
often done slowly so the child is gradually desensitized to the touch.

e Manipulating the child to not tell anyone about what is happening. The abuser may use a
child’s fear, embarrassment, or guilt about what has happened. Sometimes, the abuser uses
bribery, threats, or coercion.

e Causing the child to feel responsible for the abuse. Children may not notice or may become
confused as the contact become increasingly intimate and sexual.

Grooming behaviour with adolescents may include additional strategies, such as:

e Identifying with the adolescent. The abuser may appear to be the only one who understands
them.

e Displaying common interests in sports, music, movies, video games, television shows, etc..

e Recognising and filling the adolescent’s need for affection and attention.

e Giving gifts or special privileges to the adolescent.

e Allowing or encouraging the adolescent to break rules (e.g. smoking, drinking, using drugs,
viewing pornography).

e Communicating with the adolescent outside of the person’s role (e.g. teacher or coach). This
could include, for example, texting or emailing the teen without the parents’ knowledge.
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In addition to grooming the child, the groomer will use deflection strategies to remain unchallenged.
Some of these strategies may include where the perpetrator:
e Promotes self and creates a reputation as caring, child-loving, competent, available,
trustworthy, truthful.
e Raises doubts about the motives, mental health, reliability of the child or anyone else who
might approach support services with allegations.
e Fosters dependency as someone the family can rely on.
e Positively represents the child to others so as to be perceived as someone who would never
harm the child.

Online Grooming

Online grooming is when an older person makes online contact with someone under the age of 18 with
the intention of establishing a relationship to enable their sexual abuse. The offence occurs in the
communication phase, so no physical contact need ever occur for police to step in and investigate. It
should be reported to the police and the online platform or service where contact was made.

Online gaming and social media platforms provide opportunities for interactions between children,
young people, and unknown adults. Groomers capitalise on low privacy controls, limited adult
supervision, and the anonymity of the online environment and can use sophisticated strategies to
target a child and gain a child’s trust online or simply contact as many children as possible, hoping
some will give in to their demands. Some offenders use multiple platforms and multiple identities to
groom children.

E-safety commissioner research shows one in four young people have been contacted by someone
they don’t know online. Usually, this contact is harmless but at times it can be inappropriate,
unwanted, or unsafe. This can happen even if they initially welcomed the contact. At worst, the
contact can involve grooming a child to sexually abuse them. This abuse can happen in a physical
meeting, but it increasingly occurs online when young people are tricked or persuaded into sexual
activity on webcams or into sending or posting sexual images.

Online grooming:

e They may be adults. They may also be under 18 themselves and groom a younger child, or they
could be another young person that is coerced into obtaining sexual images of other children.

e They frequent sites that children use, sometimes pretending to be young people themselves
to trick children into chatting and sharing.

e They use personal information they have gathered about a child to develop a connection with
them and as the relationship grows, the child becomes comfortable sharing more information
about themselves.

e They build secrecy in the relationship and aim to separate a child physically and emotionally
from their family and friends.

e They test and gauge how willing a child is to engage in sexual activities. Some young people
may use the internet to explore their sexuality and initially welcome and be open to online
contact that facilitates this.

e They share sexually explicit material and may ask for an intimate image of the child. This can
then be used as a tool to pressure the child to send more material or to meet in person.

The Criminal Code Amendment Act 2006 is the legislation in WA that protects children under the age
of 16, or that the offender believes is under the age of 16, from an adult who uses electronic
communications with the intent to procure the child to engage in sexual activity; or to expose the child
in an indecent manner.

Reporting can be done through various agencies which work together. When reporting inappropriate,
harmful, or criminal activities that occur online, the school will seek advice from organisations such as:
e WA Police Internet Safety
e E-safety Commissioner
e ThinkUKnow
e Australian Centre to Counter Child Exploitation
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In reference to child protection, Treetops Montessori School will ensure that:

1. It has effective human resource practices in place to ensure that staff and volunteers are
adequately screened, trained, and supervised. Treetops’ commitment to child protection is clearly
stated as a part of the school’s recruitment processes.

2. All staff are responsible for understanding the Staff Code of Conduct and the guidelines for
complying with it, and reporting behaviours that may be consistent with grooming or abuse.

3. It will provide regular professional learning and development opportunities in the identification
and reporting of grooming and child abuse.

4. The school's protective behaviours and sexual abuse prevention education has been developed by
experts in child abuse prevention. It is age and developmental-stage appropriate and culturally
appropriate and is integrated into the curriculum. It includes e-safety education and builds
practical self-protective skills and strategies. The school will provide information about that
curriculum to parents and guardians.

5. All strong concerns for the welfare of children believed neglected or abused are discussed with the
WA Department of Communities and/or WA Police Force before advising parents/caregivers. The
Department of Communities will then decide on the provision of advice to parents/caregivers and
any further action.

6. Staff are aware that they cannot agree to a student’s demands for confidentiality or a request that
parents, police, or other agencies not be informed when the welfare or safety of the student or
other students may be threatened. Restrictions and reasons for breaches of confidentiality will be
overtly stated.

7. This Child Protection Policy and procedure is monitored and evaluated on a regular basis with the
agenda for continual improvement.

8. Parents, staff, and others of the school community are informed of the content of this Child
Protection Policy and the procedures recommended by the policy in the event that abuse is
suspected or has occurred.

9. It has a clear, concise, and readily accessible concerns and complaints procedure, identifying staff
responsible for dealing with child protection matters and concerns.

10. It has a complaints procedure which is responsive, age appropriate, and accessible to children.
11. Abusive behaviour by students towards other students is fully investigated.

12. Any school disciplinary procedures for students are proportionate, responsible, documented and
followed.

Treetops Montessori School forbids the use of any form of child abuse, corporal punishment, or other
degrading punishment.

Corporal Punishment

Any punishment in which physical force is used and intended to cause some degree of pain or
discomfort, however light; typically involving hitting the child with the hand or with an implement; can
also include, for example, forcing the child to stay in an uncomfortable position. It does not include
the use of reasonable physical restraint to protect the child or others from harm [UN Committee on
the Rights of the Child, General Comment No. 8 (2006)].

Degrading Punishment

Any punishment which is incompatible with respect for human dignity, including corporal punishment
and non-physical punishment which belittles, humiliates, denigrates, scapegoats, threatens, scares or
ridicules the child [UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No. 8 (2006)].
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Child Protection Procedure

Child Protection Notification Procedure

There are two types of reporting of child abuse and neglect:

Reporting child abuse concerns (physical and emotional abuse and neglect).
Mandatory Reporting for child sexual abuse.

Regardless of the type of abuse, staff need to take action even if they feel they haven’t formed a belief
but have a concern for the child. The focus should always be on the safety of the child. Staff might be
the only person the child has told or that is aware of the circumstances so staff should act and report
as soon as is practicable.

There are various ways staff may form a belief or have a concern for a child:

Step 1

Observing indicators regarding abuse and neglect (see above policy). This may include changes
in behaviour

Observations of the behaviour of an adult interacting with the child.

Disclosure of abuse/neglect from the child concerned.

Information from another source such as a family member, sibling, friend, etc.

Following the staff member’s observations, information obtained, or the child’s disclosure that
leads to a concern, it is recommended the staff member consult with the Principal or a senior
staff member to seek guidance in relation to who needs to be informed, where to file the
documentation of the report, and next steps to support the child and/or minimise the
likelihood of the abuse continuing.

The staff member and/or Principal may wish to consult with a member of the AISWA
psychology team, the AISWA child protection consultant, the school psychologist, the school
nurse, or the school social worker.

Note: It is vital to remember confidentiality is paramount and disclosure of this information
should only be discussed with those in the school who are required to know.

The best response can then be decided and documented, and who will be responsible for each
area of the response.

It is not the role of the staff member to investigate child abuse or neglect matters. They should
report concerns to the Principal or a senior staff member.

The role of reporting the concern usually is the responsibility of the Principal. Where the

Principal is unable to report or it would not be appropriate, this could be reported by a senior

staff member.

o If staff believe a child is in immediate danger or life-threatening situation, contact the WA
Police Force immediately.

o If staff are concerned about a child’s wellbeing (and it doesn’t require immediate police
attention), contact the Department of Communities.

In the case of suspected sexual abuse, teachers are mandatory reporters, and are required to
make a report directly to the Department of Communities Mandatory Reporting Service.
Discussion with the Principal is if the teacher chooses to do so — see Mandatory Reporting
Policy and Procedure.
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Step 2

To avoid interfering with any investigative process initiated by the Department of Communities or the
WA Police, the Principal or teacher must seek advice from the Department of Communities or the WA
Police prior advising parents/caregivers of a concern. These agencies will then decide on the provision
of advice to parent/caregivers and any further action.

If, following a report, a family approaches the school to receive support for their child or the school in
their duty of care of the child wishes to meet with the parents/carers, it is recommended that any
meeting be conducted with a minimum of two school members present (e.g. The Principal and one
other) to provide support. The focus of any meeting in this instance should be the welfare of the child.

Step 3

The Principal should undertake ongoing support for the teacher, the student, and anyone else affected,
as they continue in their role with the student. The Department of Communities’ role may continue
for some time. Victims of abuse and neglect can be supported by the school through appropriate
management plan formed in consultation with the Department of Communities.

Procedure for all staff to consider when reporting all forms of abuse other than sexual abuse i.e. for
reporting physical, emotional, psychological abuse and neglect:

r a
4 R | Student I» Indicators or Other

Information

7
.

4 N { N
» School staff member- has a » May consult with principal
\. >

concern/ formed a belief or senior staff member*

. \.
Document & l /* May consult with

date all [ Follow school policy & ] relevant staff e.g. school

observations, procedure psychologist, social
concerns etc. worker, ASIWA
throughout psychologist, AISWA child
the process. protection consultant

P Principal \ /

=y

[ Department of Communities ]

«I«I«

The procedure flowchart shows what the staff member must do once they have formed a belief that
abuse/neglect has taken place. Informal advice regarding the process may occur prior to the staff
member forming a belief. This process is not included in the flow chart.
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Procedure for mandatory reporters to consider when making a mandatory report of child sexual

abuse.

4 ) [ Student ]»[ Indicators or other Information]

| Discloses I» Mandatory reporter — on » May consult confidentially
for support etc.

reasonable grounds forms
a belief

Document &

date all ‘

observations,

concerns etc. [
throughout

the process. ‘

[ Department of Communities — Mandatory Reporting Service ]

¥

Follow school policy, procedure
and practices.

After making a report a MR may be

Receipt number which may required to inform school leader/s.
include feedback to the See standard 10: Preventing and
mandatory reporter. (MR) responding to child abuse.

Once a teacher has formed a belief based on reasonable grounds, they are required to make the report
to the Department of Communities, not the school Principal. Prior to forming a belief, the teacher
may, if they wish, consult with colleagues with specialist knowledge, for example, the Principal,
psychologist, school counsellor. The teacher may also wish to advise the Principal after they have
made the report to the Department of Communities.

The flowchart above only shows what the teacher must do once they have formed a belief. It does not
include the consultation process with other school staff, only the process the teacher must follow once
they have formed a belief. The school’s policy and procedure should ensure that it is clear that the
consultation process may occur prior to the teacher forming a belief.
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Staff Response to Disclosures of Abuse or Neglect

If a student makes a disclosure of abuse or neglect, staff should be aware of how to appropriately
respond ensuring that safety and privacy is upheld. Staff need to understand the immediate needs of
the student and know what to do in these circumstances.

The reaction of the person to whom a disclosure is made may affect whether the victim makes further
disclosures in the future and may also affect the severity of psychological symptoms experienced by
the victim. A negative response to disclosure can affect a victim’s willingness to disclose again,
exacerbate the impacts of the abuse, and allow it to continue.

Staff should use ‘protective interrupting’ to prevent a child disclosing in front of other children or
people who should not be privy to their information. If a child starts to disclose about sexual abuse
publicly, they should be stopped immediately, and an arrangement should be made to continue the
discussion in a private setting where both visual and auditory privacy can be upheld. If there is no one
else around, and there is no need to park the conversation, do not interrupt a child’s disclosure. If
staff had to protectively interrupt a disclosure, it is essential that the child is given an immediate
opportunity to continue to disclose in a safe environment, away from other children/people.

Steps for Receiving a disclosure:

e Tell the child that what they’ve said is really important and that you want to talk to them where
no one else can hear.

e Guide the child into a place where they feel safe and other children/people are not around.

e Be supportive and gently indicate that the child is safe to talk.

e Following the disclosure, make arrangements to have the child looked after in a supportive and
confidential way. For example, in the care of a nurse, counsellor or trusted staff member.

How to Respond to Disclosures:

According to the Australian Institute of Family Studies (2015) and Briggs (2012), the following is

important when a child is disclosing:

e Give the child your full attention: allow time for the child to trust that they will be listened to and
supported.

e Maintain a calm appearance: a disclosure of child maltreatment can evoke strong feelings. For
some, the disclosure may be overwhelming or provoke feelings of anger or rage. As a professional,
you must conceal your feelings and remain calm. This does not mean that you cannot validate the
child’s feelings or feel empathy for the child, but you need to do so professionally.

e Believe the child: it is important that you take the child’s disclosure seriously and they feel
supported. Some children delay disclosing because they fear that they will not be believed.

e Don’t be afraid of saying the ‘wrong’ thing: if a child has disclosed to you, it is a sign that they
trust you and think that speaking to you will be helpful. Try not to be distracted by needing to
know exactly the ‘right’ thing to say.

e Reassure the child that they have done the right thing in telling you: let the child know that you
are glad they told you and that their situation is not their fault. Affirm that it is never okay for a
child to be hurt or harmed in this way. Address any concerns about the child’s safety, particularly
if they have fears about potential consequences.

e Accept the child will disclose only what they are comfortable with and acknowledge their
bravery/strength in doing so: it is important that children disclosing child abuse feel in control of
the situation. Acknowledge the child’s bravery and strength in talking about something that is so
difficult.

e Let the child take their time: disclosing is difficult for children and something they may only be
able to do a little at a time. It is important that the child does not feel rushed or pressured and
that you allow them to take their time. For children who disclose indirectly, be mindful that this
process may take several days or weeks. During this time, let the child know that you will listen
when they are ready. Please balance this with safety considerations.

e Let the child use his or her own words: letting the child use their own words is important in
reducing their discomfort and in case there is a subsequent court case. It is also important not to
ask leading questions or questions that suggest the ‘right’ words.
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Don’t make promises you can’t keep: child sexual abuse relies on secrecy and perpetrator/s often
go to great lengths to conceal child maltreatment. Children learn to hide what is happening to
them. Sometimes they fear repercussions for themselves or family members. In other instances,
they may fear the consequences for parents whom they love despite the abuse. Because of this,
a child might ask an adult to promise secrecy before disclosing. Such a promise should not be
made. Itisimportant to tell the child that you will need to tell someone whose job involves helping
kids to stay safe. You can never promise that reporting will stop the abuse and you can’t promise
to keep it a secret. Such well-intended commitments completely diminish children’s trust when
they realise that the statements were not possible to uphold and therefore untrue.

Tell the child what you plan to do next: tell the child in language they understand what will happen
next. Explain who the child may need to speak to (someone from the Department of Communities
and/or the WA Police Force), what the purpose is and what they will do. Explain that for them to
be safe they will need to talk to another person about their experience and that you will support
them through that. Let the child know that it is okay for them to ask questions.

Never criticise the offending parent/s: children often have very confused feelings about their
parents or carers. They hate the abuse but enjoy other aspects of the relationship. They are angry
with them and intensely loyal at the same time. If you criticise offending parents, the feeling of
loyalty may rise to the forefront and lead them to protect the abusers. Some children may fear
violent repercussions for exposing the problems.

Check the child’s emotional state and immediate safety: it is best to check in with the child to see
how they are feeling and what they might need to help them through this process.

Do not confront the alleged perpetrator: it is imperative that you do not confront the child’s
alleged perpetrator or discuss the disclosure with them. This could create a potential risk for the
child’s safety. Also, perpetrators of child abuse can work hard to shift responsibility from
themselves to others. Sexual abusers are often charming and persuasive and are able to fabricate
seemingly plausible excuses for their behaviour. Confronting an alleged perpetrator of sexual or
other types of abuse should only be done by the WA Police Force and/or the child protection
workers who have been specifically allocated the investigation.

Document the disclosure verbatim: please refer to the section in the Department of Communities
Mandatory Reporting Guide about what you need to document.

What not to do when a child is disclosing:

Don’t stop the child from talking (unless you are protecting their privacy).

Don’t doubt the child or question the validity of their account.

Don’t dismiss or minimise what the child is telling you.

Don’t ask a child why they have not shared information sooner.

Don’t make assumptions about how the child is feeling.

Don’t promise that everything will be fine or that the child will be safe or happy.

Don’t ask leading questions or interview others (your role is not to investigate; this is the role of
the Department of Communities and/or WA Police Force).

Don’t try to deal with the situation completely on your own.
Don’t make assumptions about how a child is feeling.

It is important for staff to remember that their job as a mandatory reporter is not to investigate
disclosures of child abuse. They do not need to prove the sexual abuse has occurred; however, they
must make the notification as soon as is reasonably practicable after forming a belief the child has
been sexually abused. Their role is to listen, acknowledge the child’s feelings and experiences, and
provide emotional support while they are disclosing.

Staff must be aware that a disclosure can arouse within themselves strong feelings of shock, anger,
and helplessness or evoke past personal experiences. It isimportant to ask for help and assistance and
to also try and control these feelings and work through them after the disclosure. Even a hint of
disbelief could cause a child to stop disclosing.
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