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Fact Sheet 27 – Dealing with disclosures (for school staff) 

 

A disclosure is when a child tells you he or she is experiencing some form of abuse. 

It’s an attempt to communicate with a trusted adult and a cry for help. It’s usually verbal 

but can be in the form of writing, drawing or behaviour.  

Regardless of the mode of communication, when a child tells an adult about some 

form of abuse, a particular response is triggered – this situation, known as a disclosure, 

needs to be managed very carefully and tactfully. Disclosures are difficult for children 

as they may be unsure how the adult will react. They are often scared of the 

perpetrator and might be worried about the consequences of talking to someone about 

their situation.  

 

 

Hint 
Children will not describe their experiences in the same way that an adult would – 

they lack the vocabulary to articulate their thoughts and feelings as accurately as 

adults and may even believe that their experiences are normal. They may also 

believe that speaking about such matters is rude because adults are always telling 

children not to use rude words (e.g., that it’s rude to talk about private parts). 
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When a child discloses that they are being maltreated, remember the following: 

• Use protective interrupting. This means that you should stop the child from 

talking about his/her situation in front of other children or adults (such as other 

parents); move them to a private area. 

• Stay calm and maintain your supportive and caring demeanour. Speak softly. 

• Allow the child to use his/her own words and to say anything. 

• Reassure the child that it is the right thing to do and say thanks for speaking 

to you and for trusting you. 

• Do not promise anything (such as not telling anyone). A good tactic is to say, 

‘you can trust me to do what I think is best to keep you safe’. 

• Tell the child not to speak to anyone else, especially other children (as this 

could lead to gossip, ridicule, dismissiveness, bullying etc.). 

• Let the child know what you will do next (which is to privately speak with the 

teacher or principal as soon as possible). 

• Handle the situation professionally and in a non-judgemental manner. Be 

careful about what you say and consider the impact of your words. 

• Use language that is both age and developmentally appropriate. 

• Make a detailed record of what happened (who said what, location, time, etc.) 

by writing down everything you can remember. 

  

During or after a disclosure, you must NOT do the following: 

• Interview the student. 

• Ask leading questions (ones which encourage the child to give a specific 

answer). 

• Ask invasive questions or ask the child to explain details of sexual acts (mostly 

listen and provide prompts such as a head nod). 

• Dismiss or ignore anything the child says. 

• Stop the child from talking (it could be the only time the child says something). 

Hint 
If a child is in imminent danger, speak with your teacher or manager immediately 

and/or call the relevant child protection authority – do not delay. 
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• Put words in the child’s mouth (‘do you mean…’) or finish their sentence. 

• Coach or lead the child to say certain things or to use certain words (coaching 

a child in what to say can hinder investigators and cause issues if the case goes 

to court). 

• Promise anything (such as to keep the disclosure a secret). 

• Confront anyone including family members (suspected or not) or the suspected 

abuser(s). 

• Discuss the disclosure with anyone except the relevant teacher or senior staff 

member, or the relevant child protection agency if you are making a report. 

 

 


