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Reporting Suspicions of Abuse 
 

We all feel quite strongly about the harm that befalls some children.  Media accounts of abused children anger us and 

we try to understand how that toddler could be beaten or that youth abducted or that fifth grader raped and strangled.  

We draw our own children close to us as we are ready to rally against abuse.  We participate willingly in Safe 

Environment training.  We study.  We observe.  We pay attention. 

 

And then it happens.  We suspect that a child in our classroom or youth group is being abused.  The suspected 

predator is not a stranger to the child – but in fact, is someone we have met.  We know that we need to report this to 

the authorities, yet we stall.  We may start questioning what we have observed and how we have interpreted our 

observations because we know that any allegation of abuse has devastating consequences for the person accused.  We 

want to take care of the child, but yet there is a very large part of us that wants to be absolutely sure before we 

contact authorities.  What do we do? 

 

 

Mandated Reporters and Mandated-to-Report Individuals 
 

In our world of ministry with minors, we feel morally and ethically bound to report suspicions of abuse to the 

appropriate authorities.  There are some who are mandated by state law to report suspicions of abuse or neglect by 

virtue of their employment.  Those who are mandated reporters include: clergy (priests and deacons), members of 

religious orders or congregations, school employees, medical and health care workers, child care workers, and more.  

The full list can be found in Wisconsin State Law S48.981. 

 

Other individuals who are not specifically identified by the Wisconsin statute are considered mandated-to-report by 

the Diocese of Superior because of their ministry with minors – directors and coordinators of religious education 

programs, youth ministers, catechists, school or religious education program volunteers – anyone who works with 

children and/or youth as part of a parish or diocesan program. 

 

Diocesan guidelines state: 

Mandated reporters and those mandated-to-report by the Diocese of Superior who have reasonable cause (that 

set of facts which would cause a reasonable prudent person to conclude that abuse will occur or has occurred) to 

suspect child abuse or who have reason to believe that a child has been threatened with abuse and that the abuse 

will occur, are obligated to report the case as soon as possible but within 24 hours, by telephone or personal 

visit to the local county child welfare agency, the office of the county sheriff or the city police department. 
Diocesan Charter Safe Environment Binder, Tab 1, Page 52 

 

Therefore, whether you are identified by state law or diocesan guidelines, 

you are required to report suspicions of, observations of, and disclosures of abuse to the appropriate authorities. 

 

 

When and Where to Report 
 

When a child has disclosed abuse to you or you have observed abuse, suspect that it has happened, or believe it will 

happen, it is important to make your report to authorities as quickly as possible but within 24 hours.  You may make 

your report in person or via phone.  Making a phone call is most common. 

 

All law enforcement agencies work 24 hours a day.  Child protection units of county social service agencies have 

individuals on call.  The following page has information for making abuse reports for each of the 16 counties that 

make up the Diocese of Superior. 
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County Contact Information for Reporting Abuse of a Minor 

In all situations where a child is in imminent danger, call 911 immediately. 

County Child Protective Services Law Enforcement (Sheriff) 

Ashland Office Hours: 715-682-7004 
After Hours: 715-682-7023 

715-685-7023 

Barron Office Hours: 715-537-5691  x 6441 
After Hours: 715-537-3106 

715-537-3106 

Bayfield Office Hours: 715-373-6144 
After Hours: 715-373-6144 
                       Leave message if not emergency 

715-373-6120 

Burnett Office Hours: 715-349-7600 
After Hours: 715-349-2121 

715-349-2121 

Douglas Office Hours: 715-395-1304 
After Hours: 911 

715-395-1371 

Iron Office Hours: 715-561-3636  x0 
After Hours:   911 

715-561-3800 

Lincoln Office Hours: 715-536-1358 
After Hours: 715-536-1358 

715-536-6272 

Oneida Office Hours: 715-362-5695 
Toll Free:  1-888-662-5695 
After Hours: 715-361-5100 

715-361-5100 

Polk Office Hours: 715-485-8400 
After Hours: 715-485-8300 

715-485-8300 

Price Office Hours: 715-339-2158 
After Hours: 715-339-3011 

715-339-3011 

Rusk Office Hours: 715-532-2299 
After Hours: 715-532-2200 

715-532-2200 

Sawyer Office Hours: 715-634-4806 
After Hours: 715-634-4858 

715-634-4858 

St. Croix Office Hours: 715-246-8260 
After Hours:  911 

715 381-4320 

Taylor Office Hours: 715-748-3332 
After Hours: 715-748-2200 

715-748-2200 

Vilas Office Hours: 715-479-3668 
After Hours: 715-479-4441 

715-479-4441 

Washburn Office Hours: 715-468-4747 
After Hours: 715-468-4720 

715-468-4700 
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Making the Report 
 

Most people will find that making a report is very difficult.  Stay calm.  You may want to take a deep breath and 

organize your thoughts and observations.  You might want to gather certain information to make the call a little 

simpler such as the child’s address and parents’ names. 

 

The law enforcement or protective services worker may ask some questions that you can’t answer.  Don’t panic.  

Give them the facts as you know them.  Be descriptive.  Don’t make assumptions or conclusions about anything. 

 

Be aware that you may have evidence that the child is in imminent danger.  If so, law enforcement needs to be 

contacted immediately.  Try to do so in a manner that will not draw an inordinate amount of attention to the situation. 

 Stay calm.  Keep your concerns out of your voice.  Don’t telegraph your feelings to any other children who 

may be in the area. 

 Have your aide or catechetical leader take over your class (or activity) to allow you to make the call. 

 Keep the class flowing in its usual manner. 

 Do whatever you can to make things appear normal. 

 

Remember that your report to authorities is not only helping the child but helping the child’s family and community.  

Reports of abuse in a family setting can help connect the family with counseling and other services which may help 

prevent future abuse.  The trauma experienced by the child may be lessened leading that child to a healthier, more 

productive future. 

 

 

Clarifying Questions Versus Investigation 
 

The Diocese of Superior firmly believes that investigation of suspected abuse is the responsibility of law enforcement 

and county child protection workers.  These people have been trained in forensic interviewing and understand the 

process of collecting evidence.  Parish employees and volunteers should not attempt to interview the child about the 

situation at hand.  Past experience has shown that the child experiences more trauma if forced to repeat his/her story 

too many times.  Some children recant their story and then nothing can be done to protect the child into the future. 

 

Parish employees and volunteers may, however, find it necessary to a clarifying question or two.  Consider the 

example of a small child with large, fresh bruises on his/her upper arms. 

 

Adult:   Those black and blue marks look like they hurt.  Did you fall? 

 

Child:   My mom’s boyfriend grabbed me. 

 

Some may think that this statement is enough information and choose to report suspected abuse.  One additional 

clarifying question could change the situation entirely. 

 

Adult:   What was happening when he grabbed you? Or a simple He did? 

 

Child:    Yeah.  We were at the lake and there was this really cool tree with lots of branches.  The bigger kids 

were climbing the tree so I climbed it, too.  Only I got stuck and Tom had to help me get down.  He got 

on this shaky branch and grabbed me so I didn’t fall. 

 

This situation shows boyfriend Tom as a hero.  No report is needed.  The child, of course, could give a totally 

different response. 

 

Child:   I wanted to watch Bob the Builder so I changed the TV.  Tom got mad ‘cause I did that.  He grabbed me 

and shook me hard.  He said he would beat me good if I ever messed up his football game again.  I don’t 

like Tom any more. 
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No more questions are needed.  There is enough information to know that this child was bruised.  You know that the 

bruise occurred in anger.  You know the child was threatened with further abuse.  It’s time to make the call.  The 

authorities will use their training and expertise to finish this investigation. 

 

 

Confidentiality 
 

It is of the utmost importance that your suspicions of abuse be held in confidence.  If you are uncertain about what 

you have observed and feel that you need to consult with someone, go to your catechetical leader or pastor.  They 

will help you understand what you have observed and are willing to be with you when you make your report. 

 

Your own anxiety caused by this situation may lead you to want to process your feelings with another individual not 

involved in the situation.  Keeping this to yourself is difficult, but this information should not be shared with anyone 

else – not your spouse, not your best friend, not a fellow catechist.  A breech of confidentiality can complicate the 

investigation by the authorities, tip off the abuser, and actually impose further abuse on the child. 

 

The best thing to do with this information is to bring it to 

God.  You have just acted on his behalf.  He will now take 

care of you.  
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