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East Shore Unitarian Church 
Children and Youth Safety Guidelines 
 
East Shore Unitarian Church is deeply committed to creating a safe and nurturing environment for children and youth. 
This document outlines the comprehensive preventative policies and procedures in place to safeguard young people 
from physical and emotional abuse and to reduce risk significantly. It provides explicit guidelines for appropriate 
behavior, defines our community's values, and establishes a structure in which a multigenerational community can 
thrive. These guidelines are a living document, subject to periodic review and updates to reflect current best practices 
and changes in state law or church policy. 

Our Religious Education programs for children and youth entail a high degree of responsibility 
for the adults working directly and peripherally with the young people. The congregation as a 
whole teaches our children how to live in a Unitarian Universalist community—a community 
that gives to, cares for, critiques, affirms, questions, and blesses those within its fold. Our 
responsibility to nurture the children in our community spiritually and emotionally is 
immense. We are committed to guarding them adequately against physical and emotional 
abuse and believe that creating and following preventative policies can significantly reduce 
risk.  

—Rev. Tera Klein and Laurel Amabile. 

Screening to Work with Minors 

East Shore Unitarian Church is deeply committed to creating a safe and nurturing environment for children, youth, and 
vulnerable adults. To support this, a comprehensive screening and training process is in place for all employees and 
volunteers who work with minors. This process includes background checks, reference checks, and a careful review of 
each individual's suitability for roles involving care or supervision. 

All adults serving in positions of trust with minors must meet the following requirements: 

• Be a member of the congregation or a known participant for at least six months. 
• Complete and pass a current criminal background check through a verified third-party vendor (such as 

Trusted Employee via Church Mutual or an equivalent service). The DRE reviews the results and shares them 
only with the appropriate Senior Staff or Board member responsible for supervision. 

• Submit personal references at the time of application or volunteer placement. 
• Sign the Code of Ethics for Adults before beginning service and at the start of each program year. 
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• Be at least 25 years old to supervise youth ages 14 and older at ESUC-sponsored events. Younger 
participants may volunteer or be employed under the supervision of adults. 

• Undergo re-screening every two years. 

Applicants under age 18 are screened using reference checks. Criminal background checks are conducted only for 
finalists and are administered by the Director of Religious Education (DRE). In the case of Senior Staff background 
checks, the Board of Trustees may be involved in the review process. 

Background screenings are conducted at both the state and national levels and include checks against the Nationwide 
Sex Offender Registry. We interpret these checks with care and consideration, acknowledging systemic bias in the 
criminal justice system. A criminal history does not automatically disqualify an applicant, as we understand that 
convictions may not always reflect a person’s ability to serve safely and ethically. When a criminal record is revealed, we 
carefully consider factors such as: 

• The relevance of the offense to the role 
• The nature and severity of the offense 
• Time elapsed since the conviction 
• Age of the individual at the time of the offense 
• Number of offenses and any pending charges 
• Evidence of rehabilitation 
• Any additional context provided by the applicant 

If a candidate is disqualified based on background information, the decision will be communicated privately by the staff 
member managing the process. A record of the decision and any related discussions will be kept with the individual’s 
background check file. All records are stored securely and handled with strict confidentiality. This screening policy 
strengthens the safety of our congregation, reduces liability, and reflects our shared values of care, accountability, and 
respect. 

Annual Training Required for Staff and Volunteers 

East Shore Unitarian Church provides ongoing support and training to help staff and volunteers maintain appropriate 
boundaries and uphold our safety policies. Staff and volunteers working with children and youth receive annual training 
on recognizing signs of sexual abuse, prevention strategies, and mandated reporting requirements—especially 
concerning laws about minors and youth as they turn 18. Youth 18 and older participating in events receive orientation 
on their legal responsibilities as adults. Training equips both youth and adults with the knowledge to create safe, 
inclusive, and respectful environments. The Director of Religious Education (DRE) is responsible for maintaining records 
of all training sessions, including participant lists and dates. All adults in positions of trust are required to formally 
acknowledge that they have read and understood the entire safety guidelines document annually. 

Training covers responsibilities related to personal conduct and the following key areas: 

• Mandated reporting of child abuse and harm to self or others, in accordance with Washington State law. 
• Bullying and harassment policies, including how to recognize and report incidents. 
• ESUC reporting procedures outlined in the Children and Youth Safety Guidelines. 
• Review and understanding of ESUC’s Code of Ethics for Adults. 
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• Social media and electronic communication policies. 
• Emergency medical procedures specific to ESUC programs. 

Supervision 

East Shore Unitarian Church requires at least two unrelated adults—who are not in a relationship with each other—to 
supervise all children and youth programs and events where minors are under congregational care rather than their 
families. This applies to religious education, youth groups, choirs, and other youth activities. This rule helps ensure 
mutual accountability, reduces risk of abuse, and prevents false accusations. Windows on classroom doors and common 
areas allow staff or volunteers to periodically check in, assist with emergencies, and support supervising adults without 
disrupting activities. 

When the two-adult rule cannot be met, the “rule of three” requires at least three individuals present, including at least 
one adult employee or volunteer. This rule applies to physical spaces as well as virtual and electronic communications, 
where a parent or RE staff/volunteer must always be included. Adults should avoid being alone with children or youth 
except for brief, necessary moments such as escorting a child to their parent or guardian. 

Adult-to-Child/Youth Ratios 

To ensure safe and effective supervision, East Shore Unitarian Church staffs religious education programs with the 
following minimum adult-to-child/youth ratios: 

Age Group 
Number of 
Adults 

Max Children/Youth 
Ratio 
(Adult:Child/Youth) 

Infants – Age 5 2 10 1:5 

Elementary – Grade 8 2 14 1:7 

High School – Grades 9–12 2 20 1:10 

 

Parent/Guardian Responsibility 

Parents and legal guardians are fully responsible for supervising their children before and after designated Religious 
Education (RE) program hours, as well as during all other ESUC-sponsored events unless a specific drop-off program is in 
place. Children and youth not participating in RE activities must always be supervised by their parent or guardian and 
should not be unsupervised on church grounds. 

ESUC Responsibility 

RE volunteers, paid childcare staff, and church personnel are responsible for the welfare of children and youth only 
during designated RE programming hours, Sunday childcare, meetings or workshops with offered childcare, and field 
trips. 

Mentoring 

One-on-one mentoring requires: 
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• Prior written consent from the youth’s parent/guardian. 
• Limits on the duration and frequency of contact (e.g., three 30-minute sessions). 
• Meetings in public spaces visible to others. 

Youth as Childcare Providers 

Youth volunteering or being paid as childcare are subject to the congregation’s expectations and code of ethics for 
adults working with children, as well as the required training and orientation to relevant policies. The following 
guidelines apply to teenagers working with children: 

• They must be at least 14 years old. 
• They must be screened. 
• They must be under the supervision of a non-parent/guardian adult and must never be left alone with 

children. 

Age Range in Youth Ministry 

East Shore Unitarian Church defines “youth” as any young person currently in junior high or high school (or the 
equivalent for home-schooled youth or other uncommon schooling situations). "Youth" also includes minors of the same 
age who have left school without receiving a diploma. Youth fitting this definition may or may not be minors. This is a 
life-stage definition, shifting from an older age-based definition. 

Here is a breakdown of how this terminology works in real-life situations: 

• Under 18 and in high school = youth 
• 18 or 19 and in high school = youth and a legal adult 
• Under 18 (of high school age) and in alternate schooling or not in high school = youth (may require 

discernment by religious professionals to determine the appropriate program placement based on the 
individual's maturity, life stage, and developmental needs.) 

• 18 or older and not high school (college, work, dropped out) = not a youth 

Check-in and Check-Out Procedures for Children's Safety 

Children must be checked in and out by a parent, guardian, or another adult listed on the child’s registration form as an 
authorized pickup contact. All families are required to complete registration paperwork that includes emergency contact 
information, medical and media release forms, and names of those permitted to pick up their child. This information 
must be kept up to date by families. 

• Parents or guardians should check in children with a staff or volunteer upon arrival. 
• At pick-up, children will only be released to individuals listed on the authorized pickup list. 
• Older siblings may only check out a child with written permission from a parent or guardian on file. 
• If someone other than the person who checked the child in arrives for pickup, staff or volunteers must 

confirm that they are listed as an authorized contact before releasing the child. 
• If there is any uncertainty, the child will remain in our care until a parent or guardian can be reached. 
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In the event that a child is not picked up within 15 minutes of the scheduled end time, staff or volunteers will attempt to 
contact the parent or guardian. If no contact can be made within a reasonable time (e.g., 30 minutes), the situation will 
be escalated to the emergency contact information provided. Repeated late pickups requires talking with the family to 
ensure clear expectations of all parties. 

Inclusion 

Events will make space for transgender, genderqueer, gender variant and questioning youth in the following ways: 

• Addressing individuals by their chosen name and pronoun. 
• Avoiding forced gender segregation where possible. 
• Providing a non-binary gender option for those identifying outside the gender binary when gender 

segregation occurs. 
• Allowing youth to self-select the gender they identify as, rather than forcing segregation by assigned birth 

sex. 
• Allowing any youth for any reason to use a private shower or restroom instead of a shared gender-

segregated one (including providing a gender-neutral bathroom at events). 

Classroom Management and Behavior Expectations 

ESUC is an open and inclusive space for spiritual exploration, not an academic learning environment. Staff and teachers 
do not implement individual learning plans or behavioral interventions beyond general redirection. Support can include 
a parent attending class with their child. Physical punishment is not allowed under any circumstances. Parents will be 
informed of behavioral and any challenges and opportunities that are arising in class.  

ESUC Behavior Expectations for Children: 

• Act Safely, Respectfully, and Responsibly.  
• Use kind words. 
• Use materials and toys appropriately. 
• Ask permission before leaving the group and stick together. 
• Play cooperatively; no play fighting or rough play. 
• Participate as best you can. 
• Walk inside the buildings and when in a large groups. 

Bathroom Guidelines 

• Parents are encouraged to take their child to the bathroom before leaving them in the classroom. 
• Students 4-5 years old and older can be sent from class to the bathroom as family helpers and staff support 

are available. For children over a certain age (usually around 4 or 5), parents are required to handle all 
bathroom needs. When a child with special needs requires additional toileting assistance, their parents or 
another certified guardian should be located. 

• The “two person” rule applies when diapering children and during bathroom trips. Diaper changing will be 
performed by trained staff or volunteers in a designated area, following sanitary procedures. Diapers should 
be changed in the bathroom, where two unrelated adults are present.  
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• Classroom volunteers do not need to take children to the bathroom. At all times we maintain the two-adult 
rule and prevent one-on-one situations, even in hallways. 

• Avoid being alone with a child inside the restroom. If assistance is required, two screened adults should be 
present. 

• Prop the door open so a second adult can visually monitor the assisting adult. Two adults should be present 
or within sight/hearing of the changing area. 

Phone/Device Guidelines 

Phones should not interfere with participation or engagement in activities. They may be used by leaders for specific 
program purposes (e.g., music). Otherwise, devices should be kept "away for the day"—on silent and out of sight—to 
ensure presence and engagement. Phones can be used for checking emergency texts or essential communications. 
These guidelines should be discussed and can be updated as part of the class covenant. 

Food Safety and Allergens 

Staff and volunteers cooking and serving food will be required to take the state food handler’s permit.  

Whenever food is part of programming, families will be notified in advance. Children and volunteers will be asked to 
wash hands before and after eating, and volunteers will clean shared surfaces. For large events, label ingredients on 
dishes, and allergy-safe options will be available when possible.  

Parents and caregivers are asked to inform RE staff of any allergies or restrictions during registration. For children with 
severe or life-threatening allergies, an Allergy Action Plan should be provided to the Director of Religious Education. This 
form will be kept accessible to volunteers during programming, and any emergency medication (such as an EpiPen) 
provided by the family will be stored with the child's group. 

In the event of a severe reaction, 911 will be called immediately if medication is not available or if there is any 
uncertainty about what to do. An incident report will be completed, and the child’s family will be contacted as soon as 
possible. 

Illness 

Children and youth who are ill should not attend church programs or activities. If a child becomes ill during a program, 
parents or guardians will be contacted and asked to pick them up promptly. 

Common symptoms that require a child to stay home or be sent home include: 

• Fever of 100.4°F or higher 
• Vomiting 
• Diarrhea 
• Persistent or severe cough 
• Unexplained rash 
• Signs of contagious illness (e.g., pink eye, strep throat, flu) 

Communicable Disease and Injuries 
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If a communicable disease is confirmed in a program group, parents/guardians will be notified while maintaining 
confidentiality. Cleaning will be increased in affected areas, and we will follow public health guidance on isolation, 
quarantine, and communication. All injuries or accidents, even minor ones, must be reported to the DRE or designated 
staff and documented. Emergency services will be called for serious injuries, and families will be notified immediately. 
ESUC Emergency procedures are documented in full in a separate file. 

Weather Closures 

In cases of extreme weather, ESUC programs may be canceled or delayed. Closure decisions will be made by the church 
staff and communicated via email, the church website, and social media. Families are encouraged to use their best 
judgment and prioritize safety when deciding whether to travel during poor weather conditions. 

Communication and Technology in Youth Ministry 

Safety in youth ministry extends to both physical and virtual spaces. Just as adults should not be alone with a child or 
youth in person, they should also avoid one-on-one electronic communication. All digital communication with minors 
must include a second adult—whether another advisor, the DRE, or a parent/guardian. 

• Parents/guardians must be informed and give consent for communication with their youth, with the option 
to limit or monitor contact. Parents have the right to be copied on messages or added to group 
communications as observers. 

• Minors' personal information should be protected in all settings. 
• Adults should not initiate or engage in private messaging with youth on any platform. If a youth reaches out 

one-on-one, the adult must add a second adult when responding.  
• During virtual programs, features like private chat should be disabled to prevent inappropriate one-on-one 

contact. 
• Any inappropriate or questionable contact between adults and youth must be reported immediately to the 

DRE or Minister. Ongoing issues may result in removal from the advisor team. Adult volunteers must agree 
to share relevant communication records (e.g., texts, emails, social media messages) in case of any concerns 
or investigations.  

Electronic Communication with Youth 

• Social Media: Adults must not “friend” or follow children or youth on social media platforms. Temporary or 
disappearing messaging apps (e.g., Snapchat) must never be used for communication. 

• Texting: Text messages should only be used if other communication methods (in person, phone call, or email) 
have been attempted first. Advisors should ask if there is a more appropriate or preferred way to communicate. 

• Email: All email communication with youth must include the DRE as a cc (carbon copy) recipient. 
• Phone Calls: Phone conversations initiated by adults must be related to church programs and must not be 

personal in nature. 
 

Photo Permissions and Social Media 
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East Shore Unitarian Church is a public space, and while we cannot control photography by the general public, staff and 
approved volunteers will never use photos or videos of minors in official ESUC media without permission from both the 
child and a parent or guardian. 

• Photos may only be used on ESUC’s official website, promotional materials, or social media if proper photo 
permissions are on file. Volunteers and staff should not share photos of youth on personal social media 
accounts. No photos of youth should be posted in any public online space by adults outside of official ESUC 
channels. 

• Youth will not be tagged or named in public spaces. 
• Event leaders are responsible for checking permission forms during registration and ensuring that media of 

youth without consent is not used or shared. Permission applies only to the event named on the form and 
does not carry over to other events. 

Off-Site and Overnight Procedures 

East Shore Unitarian Church requires clear supervision and safety guidelines for all off-site and overnight events. Youth 
must be registered to participate, and all overnight events are “lock-down” — youth stay on-site for the full event. No 
alcohol, drugs, firearms, or sexual activity are allowed. 

Overnight Event Requirements: 

• Must be approved by the Director of Religious Education (DRE). 
• No private residences for overnight events. 
• Adults supervising must be at least 25 years old. 
• Ratio: 1 adult per 8 youth, with a minimum of 2 adults present at all times. 
• At least two adults must be present in each sleeping area and stay in the same room as youth. 
• Age limits: 11–14 (middle school), 14–19 (high school). 

Chaperone Expectations: 

• Respect youth privacy; enter changing/showering areas only when necessary. 
• Separate facilities or scheduled times for adults and youth when possible. 
• Volunteers must follow all handbook policies and never be alone with a youth. 
• Adults receive training on supervision, boundaries, and handling concerns. 

Sleepover Guidelines: 

• Volunteers must be active members for 6+ months. 
• Parents staying with their own children are not supervisors. 
• Doors locked after last youth arrives until morning pick-up. 
• Supervisors maintain attendance and conduct hourly checks (grades 9+). 
• Youth sleep only in designated areas and remain on-site. 

Permission Forms Must Include: 
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• Event date, location, arrival/departure times. 
• Chaperone names and participant ages. 
• Agreement on co-ed sleeping arrangements. 
• Medical release and emergency contact info. 
• Notification if "R"-rated movies will be shown. 

Driving and Transportation Rules: 

• Drivers must be at least 25 years old, have completed background checks, a valid license, insurance, and a 
clean driving record on file.  

• Seat belts and appropriate car seats must be used. 
• Drivers must not be impaired and follow route protocols. 
• Youth travel in groups; no driver may drop off a student at home. 
• No vehicle contains only one adult with a child unless the child is their own. 
• Written parental permission and emergency info required before travel. 
• Insurance info collected for overnight trips and out-of-town travel. 

Codes of Ethics for Adults in Youth Ministry 

Adults working with youth bear a special responsibility in fostering youth spiritual development and modeling healthy 
behavior. A code of conduct should address: 

• Responsibilities as an adult and staying in an “adult role” 
• Never being alone with youth 
• No abuse, harassment, and bullying by adults, including exploitation of youth once they become adults 
• Appropriate physical boundaries with youth 
• Holding youth confidences and when confidences must be shared with supervising staff 
• Following other policies such as electronic communication policies 

Participant Covenant for Youth Events 

Each group or event is encouraged to develop its own covenant to respect appropriate safety boundaries. Each youth 
and adult participant must agree to the event rules/expectations, which must be presented at the beginning of each 
event. These rules emphasize inclusion, respect, consent, and safety. 

These rules/expectations may be specific to the event, but must include the following: 

• No violence, weapons, or dangerous items. 
• Respect property/No vandalism. 
• No drugs, alcohol, cannabis, or illegal substances. 
• No smoking, vaping, or use of nicotine/tobacco products. 
• No harassment on the basis of gender and sexual orientation, race, national origin, religion, disability, or any 

other protected status. 
• No sexualized conduct or sexual activity, including open mouth and/or prolonged kissing. 
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• No unwanted, uninvited touch—only a clearly expressed “yes” means yes. 
• No leaving the event location without proper permission. 
• Rule of Three—All excursions off-site must include a minimum of three, multigenerational participants. 
• No youth or adults are to ever be alone in a closed space with another youth participant. 

Pastoral Care 

Choose a space for pastoral care and conversation that is easily observable by others. There should be someone else 
working nearby in the building who understands the importance of maintaining the privacy of the young person visiting 
as well as the safety of the space. We encourage the creation of safe spaces for youth of color, LGBTQ youth, and/or 
other identities to address specific identity development and pastoral care needs. 

Mental Health, Self-Harm, or Suicidal Warning Signs 

In Washington State, suicide is the second leading cause of death for young people aged 15 to 24. Resources like Teen 
Link and 988 are important and can be recommended to families.  

Take disclosures about mental health, self-harm, or suicidal ideation seriously and remain calm. Validate the student's 
disclosure and offer loving words to assure them they are Heard, Seen, and Loved.  

Students should be aware that issues of harm to oneself or others are reported to staff. Report any such concerns to the 
DRE.  

Confidentiality 

As an adult, you must understand your role in mentoring and reporting. All discussions with children and youth, except 
those concerning suspicion of child abuse, can be considered trustworthy. If a child or teen discloses something that 
makes an advisor concerned for their or someone else’s safety, the advisor will initiate a meeting with a designated third 
party (minister, DRE, or a pre-designated and trained mental health professional) to determine if further actions 
(including parental notifications) should be taken. The identity of the reporting person, alleged perpetrator, details of 
the allegation, and other identifying information will be disclosed only to the Director of Religious Education (DRE), or to 
the Board of Trustees if church staff are involved. 

Examples requiring action/notification include (but are not limited to): 

• Threats or indications of suicide or intended bodily harm 
• Possible harm to others or an innocent third party 
• Severe substance abuse 
• Threats of violence towards oneself or others 
• Any reports or suspicions of physical, sexual, or emotional abuse 

Sexual Activity 

While sexuality is a healthy and important part of young people’s lives, our programs and events are not appropriate for 
sexual behavior. To protect everyone, participants must refrain from sexual, seductive, or erotic behavior on site. Sexual 
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behavior and sexual harassment between participants are not permitted and will not be tolerated. Any violation of age 
of consent laws—even between minors—is considered child abuse. 

If you learn of sexual contact occurring at the congregation, report it immediately to the Director of Religious Education, 
who will: 

• Gather accurate information, including interviewing participants. 
• Write a detailed incident report with birth dates of those involved. 
• Determine if the age difference triggers mandatory reporting under state law. 
• Notify families and fulfill any mandatory reporting obligations. 

Abuse 

It is necessary to recognize the reality of physical, sexual, and emotional abuse of children and youth in our society. 
Abuse, exploitation, and neglect exist everywhere, including in religious communities, which may be particularly 
vulnerable due to the high level of trust placed in leaders and community members. Even with strict best practices, no 
setting can guarantee zero risk. We have a responsibility to respond if we become aware of violations either in our 
church or a child’s private life. ESUC is committed to zero tolerance for abuse, and every staff member and volunteer 
must actively participate in protecting our children and youth. If anyone observes suspicious or inappropriate behavior 
by adults or children, it is their personal responsibility to report it immediately. 

East Shore defines child abuse as “an act committed by a caregiver or person in a position of trust that harms or 
threatens a child’s well-being or physical or mental health”. Abuse, harassment, and neglect can also occur between 
older youth and younger children. Adult Survivors of Child Abuse are strongly encouraged to meet with the Minister 
before working with children. 

There are four categories of abuse for this policy: 

• Physical Abuse: Deliberately causing bodily harm through violent assault or less extreme behaviors like slapping, 
pushing, grabbing with unnecessary force, or threatening harm. 

• Sexual Abuse: Engaging in sexualized behavior—verbal or physical—with a child; using a child for sexual 
gratification. This includes touching acts (fondling, penetration, rape) and non-touching acts (verbal or electronic 
seduction, obscene calls, exhibitionism, child pornography). Child sexual abuse is illegal regardless of “consent,” 
and the offender bears full responsibility. 

• Emotional Abuse: Verbal assault or cruelty that damages a child’s self-esteem, including extreme discipline, 
confinement, or allowing harmful behaviors like drug or alcohol abuse. 

• Neglect: Failing to provide basic physical, nutritional, or medical needs, including withholding food, clothing, 
medication, abandonment, inadequate supervision, or refusal to seek treatment. Suspected neglect must also 
be reported. 
 

Mandated Reporting 

East Shore Unitarian Church is part of a mandatory reporting network dedicated to reducing and preventing emotional, 
physical, or sexual abuse of vulnerable populations. If you have information about a child, youth, or adult hurting 
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someone, being hurt, or in danger, you must immediately notify East Shore’s Director of Religious Education (DRE) or 
Lead Minister. 

Anyone who reasonably believes that a child has been abused or neglected may, and mandated reporters are legally 
required to, report their concerns to the Washington State Department of Children, Youth & Families (DCYF) Child Abuse 
Hotline or law enforcement, as outlined in RCW 26.44.030. A report must be made at the first opportunity, but no later 
than 48 hours after suspicion arises. “Reasonable cause” means witnessing or receiving credible information—oral or 
written—alleging abuse or neglect. 

The DRE’s role is to gather information and, in consultation with the Minister and Board of Trustees, determine the 
church’s response. Mandated reporters must report suspected abuse even if they believe the person is lying, even if the 
family objects, or if someone else has already reported. 

When a Child Discloses Abuse 

If a child or youth discloses abuse, the adult receiving the disclosure must: 

• Stay calm and avoid showing strong emotional reactions. 
• Ask the DRE or Minister to join as a second adult during the conversation. 
• Listen carefully and put the child at ease. 
• Ask permission before any physical contact, including reassuring touches. 
• Reassure the child they are not in trouble. 
• Use the child’s own words and vocabulary. 
• Explain what will happen next: “We will tell the Minister and the DRE, and they will decide what to do”. 
• Offer support: “I’m sorry this happened to you. Do you need anything right now?” 
• Take reasonable steps to ensure the child’s safety from further abuse. 

The adult must NOT: 

• Press the child for details or try to prove abuse. 
• Ask “why” questions that may confuse the child. 
• Promise confidentiality or secrecy about the disclosure. 
• Ask leading or suggestive questions. 
• Make angry or critical remarks or comments about the alleged perpetrator. 
• Disclose information indiscriminately, keeping in mind the rules of confidentiality in this policy. 
• Make the child feel different or singled out. 
• Investigate a case him/herself. 

Abuse Prevention and Understanding Healthy and Appropriate Adult Behavior 

Preventing abuse starts with an informed community that can recognize concerning attitudes and behaviors early. 
Adults who know when and how to safely address “pre-offending” behaviors can help stop abuse before it happens. 
Here is more about the continuum of behaviors, from healthy to abusive, when interacting with children. 

Healthy Behavior: 
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• Respects appropriate boundaries around children. 
• Answers questions honestly using age-appropriate language. 
• Redirects children’s sexual behavior without shaming. 
• Listens and responds when a child is uncomfortable with affection. 
• Physical interactions: side hugs initiated by youth, pats on shoulder/back, handshakes, high-fives, hand 

slapping, holding hands with young children when escorting. 
• Verbal interactions: positive reinforcement, encouragement, praise, age-appropriate jokes. 

Concerning Behavior: 

• Uses inappropriate language or topics around children. 
• Develops secretive relationships with children. 
• Spends excessive time with a child, isolating them from others (including parents). 
• Physical interactions: initiating full-frontal hugs, unwanted affection, compliments about body development, 

lap-sitting, wrestling, piggyback rides, tickling, massages given or received, allowing clingy behavior to 
adult’s legs. 

• Verbal interactions: discussing sexual encounters or personal problems involving congregants, secrets, 
cursing, off-color/sexual/derogatory jokes, harsh language that frightens, threatens, humiliates, name-
calling, shaming, belittling, derogatory remarks. 

Abusive Behavior: 

• Sexual contact with a child below the age of consent. 
• Exposing children to pornography or using them to create pornography. 
• Engaging in or encouraging sexual acts or explicit content with/around children. 
• Physical interactions: touching bottom, chest, or genital areas. 
• Verbal interactions: repeated sexual harassment, threats, intimidation, or any language meant to coerce or 

control. 

Grooming 

Grooming is a subtle, gradual process where an offender builds trust with a child and their family over time—sometimes 
weeks, months, or years—aiming to gain access and influence for abuse. If confronted, groomers often rationalize, deny, 
or justify their behavior. 

Grooming Progression: 

• Building trust: Befriending the child, family, and community to increase access and influence. 
• Testing boundaries: Encouraging secrecy, inappropriate jokes, roughhousing, tickling, or sexual games. 
• Desensitizing: Gradually moving from non-sexual to “accidental” touching, desensitizing the child. 
• Manipulating: Using fear, embarrassment, or guilt to keep the child silent. 
• Confusing: Making the child feel the abuse is normal or their fault. 

Watch closely if an adult or older youth: 
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• Shows unusual interest in a specific child, seeking alone time. 
• Ignores or mocks a child’s limits on touch or privacy. 
• Insists on unwanted hugging, kissing, tickling, or wrestling. 
• Gives special gifts or privileges to one child. 
• Is overly focused on a child’s sexual development or makes inappropriate comments. 
• Befriends the family but focuses more on the child. 
• Plays with the child in ways that make you uneasy. 
• Seems “too good to be true” (free babysitting, special outings). 
• Frequently isolates the child from peers, siblings, or adults. 
• Spends more time with children than peers, elevating a child to “adult status”. 
• Offers alcohol or drugs to minors without adults present. 
• Has a “special” child friend but few adult friends. 
• Encourages secrecy and tests a child’s ability to keep secrets. 
• Talks about age-inappropriate sexual topics, tells dirty jokes, or exposes children to pornography. 
• Lets children get away with forbidden behavior to gain favor. 
• Attempts to discredit anyone questioning their behavior. 
• Creates opportunities to be around your child outside their official role. 

Bullying 

ESUC will not tolerate mistreatment or abuse of any visitor, friend, or congregant, nor any behavior classified as bullying. 
Actions disruptive to the environment will be addressed. Bullying is aggressive behavior that is intentional, repeated 
over time, and involves an imbalance of power or strength. 

Forms of bullying include: 

• Physical bullying: Physical force against another person (hitting, punching, pushing, kicking, pinching, 
restraining). 

• Verbal bullying: Using words to hurt another (belittling, hurtful names). 
• Nonverbal or relational bullying: Manipulating relationships to harm another (social exclusion, friendship 

manipulation, gossip, intimidating gestures). 
• Cyberbullying: Intentional aggression via technological tools (email, IM, texts, digital pictures, website 

postings/blogs). 
• Hazing: An activity expected of someone joining or participating in a group that humiliates, degrades, abuses, or 

engenders that person, regardless of willingness to participate. 
• Sexualized bullying: Bullying involving behaviors sexual in nature. 

 
Grievance Policy 

East Shore Unitarian recognizes the need for a values-based model for filing grievances or resolving conflict. Trusted 
points of contact are important for conflict resolution between children, families, volunteers, staff, and the 
congregation. The Director of Religious Education should be informed and involved, exercising discretion on the level of 
involvement. The Minister, Director of Religious Education, and Board of Trustees are always available to address 
concerns within the R.E. department and congregation. 
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• Initial Resolution: In situations where differences arise, direct communication among the parties involved is 
advised first.  

• Escalation: If a third party is needed, the Director of Religious Education will exercise discretion on the level of 
resolution and resolve needed. 

• Staff: If the grievance concerns the Director of Religious Education, an appeal may be made to the Minister or 
Board of Trustees. 
 

Procedures for Investigation of Harassment Complaints 

All harassment complaints will be investigated and resolved per the following procedures: 

• Initial complaints can be filed by contacting the senior minister, the DRE, or the president of the board of 
trustees as soon as possible after the incident. 

• Oral notification is acceptable initially but should be followed up in writing as soon as possible using an incident 
report. 

• Each complaint will be treated fairly, promptly, and with maximum possible confidentiality. 
• Formal complaint investigations will involve a small number of church members, and the alleged violator will 

have an opportunity to respond. 
• If abuse or neglect is discovered, appropriate authorities will be contacted. A general timeframe for the 

investigation will be provided, typically within a set number of days or weeks, depending on the complexity of 
the case. 
 

Consequences 

Violation of the Law by an Adult 

In the event that an adult has violated the law while at ESUC or an event sponsored by ESUC: 

• The adult will leave the premises immediately, or as soon as is safe. 
• The DRE will be notified immediately to arrange for adequate adult supervision/transportation of children and 

youth. 
• The adult is automatically suspended from all ESUC events for 3 months and is immediately relieved of all duties 

involving supervision of children/youth. 
• The Minister will be notified in a timely fashion and encouraged to minister to the individual. 
• The incident will be documented in writing no more than 24 hours after the incident and kept on file by the DRE. 
• The Board of Trustees will be notified during an executive session at the next board meeting. 
• During this executive session, the Board, Minister, and DRE may decide to impose a longer or shorter period of 

suspension or additional consequences. 
 

Violation of Policy by an Adult 

In the event that an adult has been found in violation of this policy but has not broken the law: 

• The DRE will be notified immediately. 
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• The DRE will hear input from the adults present during the incidence of violation and will decide if the adult will 
be permitted to stay at the event. 

• If the adult is asked to leave, the DRE will arrange for adequate adult supervision/transportation of children and 
youth. 

• The Minister will be informed in a timely manner and is encouraged to minister to the individual. 
• The DRE and the Minister will inform the Board of Trustees during an executive session at the next board 

meeting. 
• The incident will be documented in writing no more than 24 hours after the incident and kept on file by the DRE. 
• The DRE and the Minister will determine further consequences related to attending, participating, or leading 

ESUC events. 
 

Violation of the Law by a Child or a Youth 

In the event that the adults in charge of an event at ESUC determine a law has been broken by a child or youth: 

• The adult leadership will immediately notify the DRE and the child/youth's parent/guardian. 
• A safe route home will be established, and the child/youth will leave the event in the custody of a 

parent/guardian as soon as possible. 
• Transportation will be at the expense of the parent/guardian of the child/youth. 
• If the person breaking the law is a youth (aged 14 to 18 years old), the youth is automatically suspended from all 

ESUC events for 3 months. 
• The Minister will be notified in a timely manner and will be encouraged to minister to the child/youth. 
• The Board of Trustees will be notified at an executive session at the next board meeting. 
• During this executive session, the Board, Minister, and DRE may decide to impose a longer or shorter period of 

suspension or additional consequences. 
• The incident will be documented in writing no more than 24 hours after the incident and kept on file by the DRE. 
• Depending on the nature of the offense, the Board of Trustees, Minister, and DRE may decide that the youth is 

not able to rejoin the community to protect the safety of the other members. 
 

Violation of Policy by a Child or Youth 

In the event that a child or youth has been found in violation of this policy but has not broken the law: 

• The DRE and the child/youth's parent/guardian will be notified immediately. 
• The DRE will hear input from the adults and children/youth present during the incidence of violation and will 

decide if the child/youth will be permitted to stay at the event. 
• If the child/youth is asked to leave, a safe route home will be established, and the child/youth will leave the 

event in the custody of a parent/guardian as soon as possible. 
• Transportation will be at the expense of the parent/guardian of the child/youth. 
• The child or youth will be offered the opportunity to apologize to the community, either in person or in writing. 
• Further, the child or youth will be offered an opportunity to perform an act of reparation. 
• The Minister will be informed in a timely manner and is encouraged to minister to the individual. 
• The DRE and the Minister will inform the Board of Trustees during an executive session at the next board 

meeting. 

http://www.eastshoreunitarian.org/


 
 

  12700 SE 32nd Street, Bellevue, WA  98005-4317   (425) 747-3780    www.esuc.org 
 

 

• The incident will be documented in writing no more than 24 hours after the incident and kept on file by the DRE. 
• The DRE and the Minister will determine further consequences related to attending, participating, or leading at 

ESUC events. 
 

Documentation Policies 

Incident Report Forms 

Programs must have an incident report form available to event leaders. Incident reports must be submitted to the ESUC 
staff responsible for the program. ESUC staff are responsible for maintaining secure storage of incident reports, notifying 
other ESUC staff as needed, and providing appropriate follow up. 

Items that must be documented include: 

• Any injury or medical attention needed by a participant. 
• Any report of harm to self or others. 
• Any rules/expectations violations by participants of any age. 
• Inappropriate behavior by adults. 
• Any instance of not being able to find a youth. 
• Any occurrence which puts participants at risk for harm. 
• Any other occurrence of a violation of this policy. 
• Anything that could concern ESUC staff, participants and/or parents. 
• Mandated reporting and reports of abuse.  
• Any report to law enforcement or officials of any kind. 

 
Access to Documentation 

Access to incident reports is limited to ESUC staff, the Board of Trustees and relevant committees, and relevant 
Unitarian Universalist credentialing organizations. 

Record Retention Policy 

All programs must retain permission forms, photo permissions, incident reports, and supporting documentation for a 
minimum of twelve (12) years. 

Glossary of Key Terms 

• DRE: Director of Religious Education. 
• Mandated Reporter: A person required by law to report suspected child abuse or neglect to the authorities. In 

Washington State, this includes various professionals and individuals in positions of trust. 
• Grooming: A subtle, gradual process where an offender builds trust with a child and their family over time to 

gain access and influence for abuse. 
• Vulnerable Adults: Individuals who, due to age, disability, or other circumstances, are unable to protect 

themselves from abuse, neglect, or exploitation. 
• RE: Religious Education. 
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