Trauma-Informed Response to Suspected Abuse or a Child's Disclosure - Early Childhood 
Quick Reference


1. Stay Calm & Listen
☐ Take a slow breath and remain calm.
☐ Get to the child's level, when appropriate.
☐ Listen without interrupting.
☐ Let the child use their own words.
☐ Avoid leading questions or unnecessary details.

	Helpful Responses
	Unhelpful Responses

	☐ "Thank you for telling me."
	☐ "Are you sure?"

	☐ "I'm sorry that happened."
	☐ "Why didn't you tell someone sooner?"

	☐ "You did the right thing by telling me."
	☐ "I won't tell anyone."

	☐ "This is not your fault."
	☐ "Everything will be okay."

	☐ "My job is to help keep children safe."
	☐ Questions that suggest an answer.



2. Gather Only What You Need
If clarification is needed, ask open-ended questions such as:
☐ "Can you tell me more?"
☐ "What happened next?"

Stop once you have enough information to recognize a potential safety concern. Do not investigate.

Suspected Abuse in preverbal/ limited language children
Pay attention to patterns rather than a single sign.
☐ Unexplained or repeated injuries
☐ Sudden changes in behavior, sleep, eating, or toileting
☐ Extreme fearfulness, withdrawal, or aggression
☐ Sexual behaviors not typical for the child's age
☐ Fear of specific people or situations
☐ Persistent neglect of basic needs
☐ Concerning caregiver-child interactions

3. Reassure and Support the Child
☐ Let the child know you believe them.
☐ Explain you may need to share the information to help keep them safe.
☐ Continue warmth, reassurance, and predictable routines.
☐ Avoid treating the child differently.
☐ Watch for signs the child may need additional support.

4. Document & Report
Document
☐ Record the child's exact words whenever possible.
☐ Include the date, time, and observations.
☐ Document facts only.
☐ Follow your organization's documentation procedures.

Report
☐ Follow your organization's child protection policy.
☐ Notify the designated supervisor, when required.
☐ Complete mandated reporting according to state law.
☐ Maintain confidentiality.


5. Caring for Yourself
Responding to suspected abuse can be emotionally difficult.
Regulate
☐ Pause and take a few calming breaths.
☐ Use a grounding strategy.

Seek Support
☐ Debrief with your supervisor.
☐ Reach out to a trusted colleague.
☐ Use employee or mental health supports if needed.

Practice Self-Compassion
☐ Recognize that feelings of sadness, worry, or helplessness are normal.

Know When You Need More Support
Seek additional support if you experience ongoing distress, intrusive thoughts, sleep difficulties, avoidance, or signs of secondary traumatic stress.

Remember: Your Role Is To: Listen • Believe • Support • Document • Report
Your Role Is Not To: Investigate • Determine whether abuse occurred • Promise secrecy • Question credibility • Confront the alleged offender

Trauma-Informed Reminder: 
Your calm presence matters. A compassionate response can help a child feel safe, heard, and supported while taking the first steps toward protection and healing.
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