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The Family Sunshine Center fosters hope and healing for survivors of family violence, sexual assault, and
human trafficking through the provision of crisis intervention, safe shelter, counseling, and supportive
services so that they may be empowered to lead safe, violence-free lives. Because violence can affect
anyone, our services are free and available to all, serving individuals and families across Autauga, Butler,
Chilton, Crenshaw, Elmore, Lowndes, and Montgomery counties.
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Safety Division of ADECA and the U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, and conclusions or
recommendations expressed in this publication/program/exhibition are those of the author(s) and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the U.S. Department of Justice or grant-making component



Introduction

The thought of child sexual abuse can feel overwhelming, frightening, and even impossible to believe.
No parent or caregiver ever wants to imagine that their child could be hurt in this way. Yet the reality is
that child sexual abuse is far more common than most people realize. Research shows that one in ten
children will experience some form of sexual abuse before the age of 18.

This can leave parents, family members, and close friends in the painful position of trying to recognize and
respond to what their child cannot yet put into words.

This guide was created for parents, caregivers, and trusted adults who want to support a child in the
aftermath of sexual abuse. It is also for those who may suspect abuse and are searching for answers on
how to help.

Your support matters more than you may ever know. Children look to the adults in their lives for safety,
comfort, and guidance. When a child has experienced sexual abuse, the love and response of their
caregivers can make a powerful difference in how they heal.

This guide will not tell you exactly what to do in every
situation, nor can it replace professional counseling
or medical advice. Instead, it will offer you clear
information, practical steps, and reassurance as you
walk alongside your child in their healing journey.

If you are already familiar with our Friends and Family Understanding Child Sexual
Guide to Adult Sexual Assault, you will find many of Abuse 2
the same themes here: the importance of listening,

believing, and supporting survivors. This companion Recognizing the Signs 4
guide focuses specifically on the unique needs of

children and teens who have experienced sexual How Abuse Affects Children
abuse. It also includes resources for you as a caregiver, 5

because your wellbeing is essential too.

Supporting a Child Survivor
6

When the Survivor Is a Teen
9

Supporting Your Child
Through Recovery

Content Warning: This guide involves information, facts
and language related to sexual abuse. We understand
that this content can be triggering, and we encourage Resources
you to take care of yourself. Read this at a pace that
works for you and seek support when needed.

Caring for Yourself




Understanding

Child Sexual Abuse

Child sexual abuse happens when a child is used for the sexual gratification of another person. This can
occur between a child and an adult, or between children of significantly different ages or developmental

levels. No matter who commits it, sexual abuse is never the child’s fault.

Touching abuse includes fondling a child's genitals, making a child
touch someone else's genitals, engaging a child in sexual games,
or using body parts or objects to penetrate the child's vagina, vulva,
anus, or mouth.

Non-touching abuse can involve showing pornography to a child,
exposing genitals, photographing or filming a child in sexual ways,
forcing a child to watch sexual acts in person or on media, secretly
watching them undress or use the bathroom, or trafficking/exploiting
child for sexual purposes.

Myth: Most abusers are strangers.
Reality: About 90% of children are abused by someone they
know—often a family member, neighbor, teacher, or coach.

Child sexual abuse often hides in plain sight. While children are
often taught to be wary of strangers, it is more often those closest to

Under Alabama law,
“sexual contact” means any
touching of the sexual or
intimate parts of a person
for the purpose of sexual
gratification. The law
makes it clear that sexual
contact between an older
person and a child under
12 is illegal. If you have
questions about how the
law applies in a specific
situation, speak with a child
advocacy center, counselor,
or attorney.

them — and those who seem most trustworthy — who cause the greatest harm. These abusers may be
neighbors, friends, or family members. They can also be found in schools, churches, recreation centers,
youth sports leagues, and other places where children gather. Because they are part of a child's daily life,

their harmful behavior is harder to detect and easier to dismiss.

Abuse by Older Children

Not all sexual abuse is committed by adults. Research shows that almost 40% of child sexual abuses
are perpetrated by an older child or teenager. These situations may be dismissed as “curiosity” or
‘experimentation,’ but they can cause real harm. Age differences, developmental maturity, and power
imbalances all matter. When one child uses coercion, threats, secrecy, or force against another, it is abuse
— not play. Caregivers should take all disclosures seriously, regardless of the age of the perpetrator.



Abuse rarely begins with violence. Many abusers use grooming and manipulation to gain trust, access,
and control. Grooming is the process of building an emotional connection with a child and their caregivers
in order to lower suspicion and create opportunities for abuse. Manipulation weaves through every stage,
keeping the child dependent and silent.

How Grooming Works

- Targeting: Offenders look for children with vulnerabilities such as

. . . , - Myth: Abuse only happens
isolation, emotional need, or little supervision.

in “bad” or poor families

+ Gaining Trust: They build rapport with the child and caregivers to Reality: Child sexual

reduce suspicion. abuse crosses every
- Filling Needs: Gifts, attention, or support make the offender seem boundary—wealth,
important in the child's life. education, culture, and
- Isolation: They create chances to be alone and convince the child community.

they are uniquely understood.

- Sexualizing: Sexual talk, images, or ‘innocent” activities like swimming become a pathway to normalize
abuse.

+ Control: Secrecy, guilt, and manipulation keep the child trapped in the abusive relationship.

Manipulation Tactics

Perpetrators rely on constant manipulation to protect their secrecy and power. This can include:
Blame and guilt ("You made me do this")

- Threats of harm or exposure

- Convincing the child that no one else will care for them
Making the child believe the relationship is special or their fault

Over time, this manipulation makes it difficult for children to recognize the abuse and harder for adults to
believe it could come from someone they trust.

Adultification

Away that child sexual abuse hides is through adultification. This happens when children—especially
Black and brown children—are treated as if they are older, more mature, or more sexually knowledgeable
than they really are. Adultification can cause caregivers, teachers, or systems like schools and courts to
minimize a child's vulnerability or dismiss warning signs. No matter how a child looks or acts, they are never
responsible for sexual abuse.

At its core, child sexual abuse is about power and control. Abusers exploit the natural trust children place
in adults—or the influence older children have over younger ones. They use this imbalance to silence
victims and protect themselves.

Abuse often continues because the abuser appears safe, generous, or respected in public. Meanwhile, the
child may feel unable to explain what is happening or may not have the words to describe it. Even when
they try to tell, adults may minimize or dismiss the warning signs.

This is how child sexual abuse hides in plain sight. Understanding these dynamics helps caregivers
recognize red flags, take disclosures seriously, and protect children from further harm.



Recognizing
the Signs

Children rarely come right out and say, “/ was abused." More often, the signs appear in their behavior,
emotions, or physical health. As a caregiver, you are in the best position to notice changes. No single
sign automatically means abuse has occurred, but sudden or unexplained shifts should always be taken
seriously.

Changes in Behavior

+ Withdrawal from family, friends, or activities they once enjoyed
+ Intense mood swings, such as sudden anger, fear, or sadness How to aSk your
- Nightmares, trouble sleeping, or new fears of the dark or being Ch | l-d abo ut

alone potential abuse.

-+ Drop in school performance or difficulty concentrating

- Regression to earlier behaviors like bed-wetting, thumb-
sucking, or clinginess

- Sudden fear of certain people, places, or situations

Physical and Emotional Changes

+ Unexplained bruises, redness, or bleeding around the genitals,
mouth, or anus

+ Frequent complaints of pain, itching, or burning in those areas

+ Trouble walking or sitting comfortably

+ Recurrent urinary tract infections or sexually transmitted
infections (especially concerning in children)

Unusual or Hyper-sexualized Behaviors

-+ Using sexual language or knowledge beyond what is typical for
their age

+ Acting out sexual behaviors with toys, peers, or themselves in
ways that are not age-appropriate

-+ Excessive masturbation, especially in public or stressful
situations

- Drawing or writing with sexual themes that seem advanced for
their age




How Abuse
Affects Children

Now that we've explored the warning signs of abuse, let's turn to what happens afterward—the ways sexual
abuse can affect a child's life and wellbeing.

Every child responds to sexual abuse in their own way. Some show changes right away, while others may
not display effects until weeks, months, or even years later. The impact can touch every part of a child's
life—from their physical health to their emotions, behavior, and relationships.

Children who have been sexually assaulted may experience:
+ Low self-esteem

- Difficulty concentrating or new learning problems Myth: There will always be
physical evidence.

Reality: Sexual abuse
does not always leave
visible marks. The

+ Anger and frustration absence of physical

- Regressive behaviors (such as soiling or wetting) evidence does not mean
abuse did not occur.

-+ Trouble trusting others
- Lack of self-respect
- Confusion about family and personal boundaries

+ Guilt and self-blame
- Self-destructive behaviors
- Depression and withdrawal

These effects can vary in intensity and may come and go over time. With the right support, many children
are able to heal, grow, and reclaim their sense of safety.

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are potentially traumatic events that happen before the age of 18,
such as abuse, neglect, or withessing violence. Research shows ACEs can increase the risk of long-term
health and emotional challenges.

Child sexual abuse is considered an ACE. Experiencing this trauma
can raise the likelihood of chronic health problems, struggles in
school, or difficulties with relationships later in life.

Myth: Children disclose
abuse right away.

Reality: Many children

But ACEs are not destiny. Safe, stable, and nurturing relationships delay telling for months
can help buffer the effects of trauma. When parents and caregivers or years. Some never
respond with belief, love, and consistent support, they build disclose. Silence does not
resilience and lay the foundation for healing. Counseling with a mean nothing happened.

trauma-informed professional can also help children process their
experiences, learn healthy coping skills, and rebuild trust.



4 Supporting a
Child Survivor

Learning that your child has been sexually abused can feel overwhelming. You may feel shock, anger, grief,
or confusion. Your child may feel scared, ashamed, or unsure of what will happen next. In this moment,
your response matters more than you may realize. How you react can shape whether your child feels safe
enough to keep talking and whether they begin to see themselves as believed and supported.

It is natural to wonder

- Stay calm and reassure your child. if a child could be

- Seek medical attention if needed. exaggerating or

- Report the abuse to the appropriate authorities. mistaken. But research

- Connect with a child advocacy center or local sexual assault shows that children
service provider for guidance and support. rarely lie about sexual

abuse. They are far more
likely to minimize or
Your child will be watching your reactions closely. If you appear withhold information.
angry, shocked, or disbelieving, they may shut down or blame If your child discloses,
themselves. Take a deep breath, stay calm, and use short, simple believe them.
sentences. You do not need to ask for every detail right away—
trained professionals will guide those conversations later. Your role
is to reassure your child that they are safe and that you believe them.

Do's and Don'ts of What to Say

Do say: Don't say:
‘I believe you." -« "Are you sure?”
‘I'm so glad you told me.” - "Why didn' you tell me sooner?"
“This was not your fault” - "What were you doing there?”
“You are safe now.” - ‘I cant believe this happened.”
- Anything that offers reassurance, safety, or - Anything that suggests blame or doubt
support

Other important tips:
Don't limit your child's normal play or activities more than necessary; it may feel like punishment.
- Do give extra comfort if they need it—closeness can help them feel secure again.
- Don't press for details. Some children can't share more, and others may only want to tell their story once.
- Don't urge your child to “just forget” what happened. Healing takes time.

- Don't let your child feel they caused trouble by telling. Reassure them often that speaking up was the
right and brave thing to do.



Seeking Medical Attention

Even if there are no visible injuries, a medical exam can be an
important part of protecting your child's health and safety. These
exams should be done by providers with specialized training in
working with child victims of sexual abuse.

During the exam, a trained provider will:

- Check for injuries and provide treatment if needed

- Collect evidence if the abuse was recent

- Test for infections or pregnancy if appropriate

-+ Explain each step in simple terms, making sure your child is
comfortable and informed

The provider will document:

- Any physical findings

+ Your child's emotional state

+ The child's statements about what happened (if shared)

- Recommendations for follow-up care

How to support your child during the exam:

+ Explain the process in words your child can understand

- Stay with your child if they want your presence

+ Remind them that the exam is to keep their body safe and healthy

Reassurance for caregivers: Many children find the exam less
frightening than expected because providers are gentle, patient, and
explain everything step by step. You can help by staying calm and
reminding your child that the exam is about keeping them safe and
healthy.

Reporting the Abuse

Child sexual abuse is a crime. Reporting is one of the most important
steps you can take to protect your child and prevent further harm.

If the assault just
occurred:

At the same time, reporting can feel frightening. You and your child may worry about not being believed,
about retaliation, or about your child having to retell painful details. These fears are real and valid—but
reporting also sets in motion protections and supports designed to keep children safe.

How do | report my child’'s sexual abuse?

If you believe your child has been sexually abused, it's important to make a report right away. In Alabama,
any adult who suspects child abuse is required by law to report it. You can do this by:

-+ Contact your local law enforcement through 911 or the non-emergency number.

- Callyour local Department of Human Resources (DHR) or Child Protective Services.

- Contact One Place Family Justice Center at 334-213-1227, where trained professionals can guide you

through the process.



When you make a report, you don't heed to have proof—just reasonable suspicion. Trained investigators
will take it from there. Try to share as much detail as you can about what your child has told you, any

changes you've noticed, and why you are concerned.

Remember, reporting is not about accusing someone on your own—it's about protecting your child and

giving professionals the chance to help.

What to expect from CPS or law enforcement:

Once a report is made, trained professionals will take the lead.
Child Protective Services (CPS) or law enforcement may:

-+ Arrange for your child to be interviewed in a child-friendly
setting, often at a child advocacy center.

+ Ask you questions about what your child has shared or what
you have observed.

- Work with medical providers, counselors, and advocates to
coordinate care.

These interviews are designed to minimize trauma and
avoid repeated questioning. Professionals are trained to
gather information in ways that help your child feel safe and
supported.

How to reduce trauma during legal
proceedings:

You can support your child by letting forensic interviewers and
child advocates guide the process. Avoid asking your child

to retell their story repeatedly, as this can increase stress and
confusion. Instead, focus on creating comfort and stability at
home. Your calm presence and belief in your child provide
strength through what can be a difficult process.

The role of a Child Advocate:

Child advocates are specially trained professionals who
help children and families navigate the medical, legal, and
emotional challenges that follow abuse. They may:

+ Sit with your child during interviews or exams
+ Help you understand what to expect in legal proceedings
- Connect your family to counseling and support services

Advocates ensure that no family has to face this process alone.

You may have heard that your
child's doctor or teacher is a
‘mandated reporter” In every
state, certain professionals
are required by law to report
suspected child sexual abuse.
Mandated reporters often
include teachers, doctors,
counselors, clergy, law
enforcement, and others who
work closely with children.

If a mandated reporter
suspects a child is being
abused, they are legally
obligated to contact Child
Protective Services (CPS) or law
enforcement. This requirement
is in place to help protect
children from further harm.

Even if you are not a mandated
reporter yourself, you can still
make a report if you suspect
abuse. Reporting is one of the
safest steps you can take to
protect a child.



When the Survivor
Is a Teen

Although state laws may treat adolescents differently once they turn 12, the impact of sexual abuse in the
teen years is just as serious. Whether the perpetrator is a peer, dating partner, or older adult, teens and
their families face many of the same challenges as younger survivors—along with unique struggles tied to
adolescence.

Teen sexual abuse includes any unwanted sexual contact, coercion, or exploitation. It can occur in dating
relationships, friendships, social settings, or online. A teen may be pressured to send sexual images,
groomed by an adult through social media, or manipulated into sexual activity they did not want. The
person responsible may be a peer, an older teen, or an adult misusing power and trust.

While both involve harm and violation, there are key differences:

- Power dynamics: In child abuse, the abuser is usually older
or in authority. In teen assaults, the perpetrator may also be

peers or dating partners. Understanding Peer-to-

Peer vs. Predatory Assault

Both peer assaults and assaults

by older individuals are harmful.
Teens may downplay peer assaults
as “bad choices" or “just fooling
around,” but no unwanted sexual
contact is acceptable.

- Disclosure patterns: Children may struggle to find the words;
teens often tell peers first or disclose online. As a parent or
caregiver, you may hear about the abuse secondhand. Take
any disclosure seriously, even if it does not come directly
from your teen.

- Technology: Tech-based abuse, sexting pressure, and
image-based exploitation are far more common with teens.

- Autonomy: Teens need both protection and respect for their
independence. Caregivers must balance safety with honoring privacy.

Despite these differences, one thing remains the same: teens need to be believed, supported, and
reassured that the abuse was not their fault.

Your response sets the tone for recovery. Stay calm and listen without judgment. Thank your teen for
trusting you, and reassure them: “This was not your fault. | believe you." Respect their privacy while ensuring
safety, and involve them in decisions about medical care, counseling, or reporting. Offering choices helps
restore a sense of control.

While your instinct may be to take charge, forcing decisions can leave your teen feeling powerless again.
Instead, offer options, respect their pace, and work together on steps like counseling or school support.

Navigating School and Social Life

Assault can affect friendships, sports, and academics. Partner with teachers, coaches, or school counselors
if needed, but protect your teen's privacy. Encourage safe friendships and activities that support healing.



6 Supporting Your Child
Through Recovery

Recovery after sexual abuse is not a quick process—it is a journey. Healing takes time, patience, and steady
support. While the trauma of abuse can leave lasting effects, children and teens are also remarkably
resilient. With the right care and encouragement, they can grow, thrive, and reclaim their sense of safety
and self-worth.

One of the most effective ways to support recovery is through trauma-informed counseling. This approach
recognizes that trauma affects the whole person—their body, emotions, behavior, and relationships. It
focuses on building safety and trust first, before asking them to share details of what happened.
Trauma-informed counseling means providers:

- Create a safe, respectful environment where young people feel believed.

+ Avoid practices that might retraumatize or overwhelm them.

- Give children and teens choices and a sense of control in the process.

+ Use developmentally appropriate methods like play, art, movement, or storytelling with younger
children, and talk-based or creative approaches with teens.

- Teach coping skills that help manage strong emotions and restore stability.

This type of counseling is less about “fixing" your child and more about walking alongside them, helping
them rebuild trust, resilience, and hope.

How to Find the Right Therapist or Counselor

When looking for a counselor, seek someone who:

+ Has training and experience working with child and teen survivors
+ Practices trauma-informed care

- Communicates openly with you about goals and progress

+ Helps your child feel safe, respected, and believed

Your local child advocacy center or sexual assault services can connect you with trusted providers (see the
Resources section of this guide).

Healing is rarely a straight line. Your child or teen may make progress and then regress, or seem fine for
long stretches before struggling with new triggers. This is normal. Recovery often includes:

-+ Building trust and safety in relationships
- Learning healthy ways to cope with stress and emotions
- Expressing feelings without fear or shame

-+ Gradually reducing symptoms like nightmares, withdrawal, or self-blame
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Supporting Your Child at Home
Your daily actions play a powerful role in healing. You can support your child or teen by:
- Keeping consistent routines to create stability
Encouraging—but not forcing—conversations about feelings
+ Validating their emotions (“It's okay to feel sad/angry/scared”)
- Praising strengths and resilience
-+ Allowing extra closeness when they need reassurance
- Partnering with their counselor to reinforce healthy coping skills at home

Long-Term Recovery and Growth

Sexual abuse may always be part of your child's story, but it does not define them. With love, belief, and
professional support, both children and teens can and do heal. Many survivors go on to develop resilience,
empathy, and a strong sense of self. Recovery is not only about lessening the effects of trauma—it is also
about rediscovering joy, building healthy relationships, and creating a hopeful future.

Talking about your child's sexual abuse can feel overwhelming. You may want to protect them from further
pain while also needing help and understanding from others. Finding the balance between privacy and
support is not easy, but it is possible. This section offers guidance to help you make decisions that honor
your child's healing.

Deciding Who to Tell and Why

Not everyone in your life needs to know what happened. Ask yourself: Why am | sharing this information?
You may decide to tell a few trusted people for emotional support, or you may need to inform
professionals such as teachers, doctors, or coaches so they can better support your child or teen. Keep the
focus on what will best serve their safety and recovery.

Protecting Privacy While Asking for Support

You can let others know how to support your child without sharing details. For example: “My child has been
through something difficult, and we're working with professionals to help them heal. Right now, they need
patience and extra understanding.” This gives others guidance without exposing more than is necessary.

Setting Boundaries with Family and Friends

Loved ones may ask questions out of concern or curiosity. You have the right to limit what you share. A
simple response like, “That's not something we're talking about right now, but thank you for understanding,”
sets a clear boundary. Remember: this is your child's story, and it is theirs to tell in their own time.

Responding to Blame, Doubt, or Harmful Comments

Unfortunately, not everyone will respond with compassion. Some may question, minimize, or blame. In
those moments, it helps to be ready with a firm response:

"My child's safety is my priority. | believe them, and | expect others to as well"

“This is not their fault, and | won't allow anyone to suggest otherwise.”
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Caring for
Yourself

Supporting a child through the aftermath of sexual abuse is one of the hardest things a caregiver can face.
You may feel pulled in many directions—wanting to be strong for your child while also struggling with your
own pain. It is important to remember: your wellbeing directly affects your child's healing. Taking care of
yourself is not selfish; it is essential.

Why Your Wellbeing Matters

Children often mirror the emotions of their caregivers. When you are steady and calm, your child feels
safer. When you are overwhelmed, they may feel more anxious or fearful. By tending to your own needs,
you give your child the reassurance and stability they need.

Recognizing Secondary Trauma
Listening to your child's story and walking beside them When a Caregiver
Is Also a Survivor

in their healing can also take a toll on you. This is called
secondary trauma—the emotional distress that comes from
being exposed to someone else’s trauma, even if you were
not directly harmed yourself. You may find yourself replaying
what your child told you, avoiding reminders of the abuse,
or feeling constantly on edge. These are common and
understandable reactions, not signs of weakness.

Caregivers often experience a wide range of emotions,
including:
- Grief over the loss of your child's innocence or safety

- Guilt for not preventing the abuse or for not noticing
sooner

- Rage at the person who harmed your child or at systems
that failed to protect them

- Helplessness in not knowing how to make it better

These feelings are normal and acknowledging them is an
important part of your own healing.

Seeking Professional Support for Yourself

Just as your child may benefit from trauma-informed
counseling, so can you. Speaking with a counselor or joining
a support group can provide a safe place to process feelings,
reduce isolation, and learn healthy coping strategies.
Reaching out for support is a sign of strength—and it can
help both you and your child heal.
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Resources

Family Sunshine Center 24-Hour Crisis Line
334-263-0218 (collect calls accepted)
www.familysunshine.org

ANCAC (Alabama Network of Children's Advocacy
Centers, Inc.)

334-546-5257

www.alabamacacs.org

ANCAC (Alabama Network of Children's Advocacy
Centers, Inc.) - www.alabamacacs.org

ANCAC supports local Children's Advocacy Centers,
ensuring children who have experienced abuse
receive coordinated, trauma-informed care through
partnerships with law enforcement, child welfare,
medical, and mental health professionals.

Alabama Coalition Against Rape (ACAR)
www.acar.org

ACAR is a statewide network of rape crisis centers
and service providers working to support survivors
of sexual violence and their families. They provide
crisis intervention, counseling, advocacy, prevention
education, and connect survivors with local
resources across Alabama.

RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network):
www.rainn.org

The nation's largest anti-sexual violence
organization. Offers a 24/7 hotline, live chat,
information on sexual assault laws, and steps for
healing.
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Standing Together Against Rape (STAR) Hotline
Forensic Examinations at the One Place Family
Justice Center

334-213-1227

www.oneplacefjc.org

National Sexual Assault Hotline (RAINN)
800-656-HOPE (4673)
www.rainn.org

Love Is Respect - www.loveisrespect.org
Focused on teen and young adult relationships.
Provides education on healthy relationships, tools
for recognizing abuse, and 24/7 text and chat
support.

Take It Down - www.takeitdown.ncmec.org

A free tool to help individuals—especially minors—
remove or prevent the online sharing of explicit
images. Operated by the National Center for Missing
& Exploited Children.

Darkness to Light - www.d2l.org

Darkness to Light empowers adults to prevent,
recognize, and react responsibly to child sexual
abuse through awareness, education, and the
reduction of stigma.
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